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CHAPTER 1
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HUDDLED AROUND THE table, the three sat heads down, all in silent thought. Each as determined as the next. The fact that this particular argument had been ongoing for nearly three years meant all the name-calling and threats were now a confusing blend of extreme and peculiar.

Cynthia took a sip of her tea, which she made noisy and long, just to add a drop more tension to the already suffocating air. She was the oldest of the three witches by a good twenty years and knew the value in making her true feelings known. She was also bored. Bored with this discussion, so bored she was ready to agree to all this fledgling nonsense, as she had been for a good year now. Her problem was actually saying this out loud—well, at least when these two nipples were in the room.

Veronica closed her eyes and rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “You’re like a vinegar eye-wash! Can’t you just remove that fish stick from your ear hole, exchange that soggy biscuit of a brain and accept it’s time for our coven to progress? We don’t want to end up like you and miss out just bec—Is that the smoke alarm?”

Cynthia shot a pointed look at Veronica. “It’s the call alarm. I live in a flat in a building designed for the elderly to make sure they get help within two minutes if they have a fall or forget how to use the toilet. So, the likelihood is that one of my neighbours wants to have a cup of tea and a chat with the night carer again.”

Veronica and Barry dropped their eyes, reminding Cynthia of naughty children caught stealing biscuits. Good—at least they remembered who’d shoved her into this blasted home.

Deciding to let them stew, Cynthia glanced around her little flat, taking in with pleasure the cobweb-covered, dimly lit witch haven she’d managed to transform from the once loathsome floodlit white box with safety rails as far as the eye could see.

Barry ran his fingers through his thick grey hair and scratched his stubbled chin.

“I’m not being difficult!” Cynthia snapped at him.

“I didn’t say you were... I have other words in my head I’d like to use for you.” He grinned.

“I’m not the one rocking the boat with talk of taking on trainees!” Cynthia huffed. She could just imagine the type of irritating people these two twits would choose to take under their wings. People she’d most likely have to interact with. This felt like an unreasonable amount of suffering to ask of her.

“Cynthia,” Barry sighed. “All V and I want is you to acknowledge that we’re ready to take on fledglings. We’ve already promised we’ll find awesome people, who won’t annoy you or talk to you. Fox beaks! We only asked for your approval out of politeness. Now I wish we’d simply danced about your garden with the words ‘Getting a fledgling’ scribbled on our butt cheeks.”

Cynthia raised an eyebrow. “The fact that you didn’t proves to me how little you really want this.”

“Fine! Veronica, pass me a pen,” Barry said, rising out of his seat.

“Barry, sit down,” Veronica sighed, yanking him back into his chair. “We’re not flashing Honeydunes! There are way too many perverts in this place. Listen, Cynthia, I wonder if I could ask you... and this is purely from a curiosity standpoint...”

Cynthia narrowed her eyes.

“... how... how would we actually go about finding new prodigies?”

Cynthia leaned back in her chair and gazed across at Veronica’s eager eyes, pinned on her. “Every witch has their own method of going about this task. Most wait for the right person to cross their path. But I’d say the most important step is taking stock. You need to be completely certain about this person, to know their worth right down to their core. Be aware: this isn’t a decision made overnight. It can take years—as it should.”

Shooting them both her best serious stare, she continued.

“Rushing into this decision could bring down a huge amount of horse vomit onto this coven, which I’m not in the mood for cleaning up, nor ever will be. This person you choose must be well balanced. Oh, and no teenagers—we have no room for teenage attention tantrums. Who you pick reflects on us all, and we will have to know and talk to them for the rest of our lives. So don’t pick some damaged soul thinking you can make them all better, because no offence, I know you both. Neither of you has the discipline or intellectual insight to achieve those kinds of results. So, once you’ve found your fledglings, bring them to me, and I’ll decide if they are interesting enough and hold enough in their heads to be trained.”

“Are you saying yes?” Veronica cried, her sharp, penetrating tone instantly making Cynthia regret the green light she’d just given. Rolling her lips together tightly, she looked into their practically vibrating faces.

“Home time,” she announced, silently happy with the level of sternness her voice had lavished. Wiping the crumbs off her top, she pretended not to notice Veronica and Barry’s shared glances of shock as they half stumbled and half bounced over to the door.

“That was a yes, right?” Veronica asked Barry, pushing her dark curly hair out of her face.

“That’s what I heard,” Barry replied as he opened the door and shoved her through. Cynthia sank back into her chair, letting the relief wash over her. It was done, decision made. Now, with any luck, neither of them would find a suitable candidate, or it would take them so long they’d simply tire of the idea.

Happy with herself, Cynthia picked up the mugs off the table and limped unsteadily towards the kitchen. What on earth is this about? she thought, glancing at her feet.

Getting unsteadier by the minute, she wondered if this was some kind of persuasive torture technique. Would Barry and Veronica really curse her just for the chance to train some new damn sprouts?

Deciding it was time to put the mugs down, she raised them to the counter. The mugs knocked violently against each other within her shaking grip, dropping to the floor with a smash.

As she grabbed the counter, the dreaded reality dawned on her—she was going to have to do something she’d vowed when moving into this turd of a place she’d never do. No, don’t you dare! She looked across the kitchen at the blasted red alarm cord that hung down by the window. Only now it seemed there were two of them, both blurry and dancing. Feeling light-headed and not in the mood for the humiliation that lay ahead, Cynthia stumbled across the room. With a final lunge, she grabbed the cord as she plunged towards the lino.

Lying there watching the cord swinging happily about above her, she closed her eyes. This is going to be so embarrassing. Still, at least she’d likely be saving Adrian, the sixty-year-old night carer, from another one of her persistent neighbour’s seduction attempts.

***
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“PISS OFF, YOU OVERGROWN children. I wouldn’t trust you to take care of a dead bee! Now get in your ambulance and run along.” Cynthia was beginning to lose her patience. It had been nearly an hour since her mini-stroke had occurred, and she had already got most of the functions she’d lost back. True, her eyesight was still on the blink, and her body wouldn’t stop shaking, but still, she was grateful to be sitting in her much-loved however smelly armchair. If only these two schoolboys would stop fussing over her.

“Can’t you see, you’re upsetting an old woman! Wouldn’t you rather be back in your ambulance playing ‘guess the next medical emergency’—or whatever equally useless thing you normally do! So why not have at it and shoo!” Cynthia finished, hoping her glare would be enough to scare these pesky gnats away.

Both the young paramedics turned to face Adrian, wearing pleading looks of help. Yet Adrian was staring at the light switch on the opposite wall, seemingly in deep thought.

“I see that look you have there!” Cynthia snapped, fixing her icy-blue gaze on the closest paramedic. “Now squash that temptation you have to stick me with some kind of sedative. I’ll not be hauled off in that plaster on wheels you have outside and ensnared in some hospital—all so you can unburden yourselves of my presence.” She spotted a flash of guilt on the pup’s face as he quickly sat down on her crackly old sofa and quietly began flicking through a bundle of forms.

“Okay, it says here you’re a witch, and under the home’s notes it states you have absent-minded tendencies,” he said, hiding his face behind his papers.

“Yes, so if you’re very lucky, I shall forget our paths ever crossed. As you can see—whatever your name is—I’m fine. Now off with you!”

“My name’s Luke, and that’s Simon over there,” he said, pointing over at the other child in uniform as his eyes finally met with hers. “Ms Hookwell, I can see you’re not exactly keen, but you need to go to hospital. It’s almost inevitable for anyone who has suffered a TIA like you just have to then experience another, but this one might not be so mild. That risk, though, is largely decreased if we can get you to the hospital and give you the medical treatment needed.”

“People who are fine aren’t usually found passed out, face down on the floor,” Simon added from the safety of the other side of the room.

Cynthia sucked her cheeks in. Leaning back, she rested her messy white bun against the back of the chair while she wondered what to do about these insistent little whelps. Deciding it was time for the room to stop spinning and to see who she was talking to, she held up her hand and waved it towards the bookshelf.

“Fetch me some dried frog’s skin, three cherry stones—oh, and the bottled water from my fridge—and that shall be all I need of your services, thank you.”

Cynthia followed Luke’s gaze over at Simon, who was mouthing the word “tranquilliser” at him. Luke’s mouth twitched into a smile before he shook his head.

“I think I had better go and radio the office and let them know Ms Hookwell is refusing help,” Luke said with a sigh.

“No, I’m closest to the door!” Simon said, quickly darting out of the flat.

“I’ll make sure he can get back into the building,” Adrian said, following Simon.

“Why don’t you want help?” Luke asked.

“I have asked you for help and you have ignored it. You obviously don’t care about helping me. You just want to do your little routine like a good little lapdog and not have to think for yourself because thinking is hard, isn’t it, dear?” Cynthia replied bitterly.

“If I get you your frog’s skin and whatnot, then will you come along to the hospital?” That was it. Cynthia’s patience left the room and slammed the door. “Fetch!” she snarled, pointing over to the bookcase.

Shaking his head, Luke walked over to her gloriously stocked bookcase, which ran the entire length of the room, only surrendering space for the small walkway that led to her two bedrooms beyond. Seeing his pathetically nervous wide eyes dart about the shelves at her collections of books, plants and numerous glass jars filled with ingredients, it dawned on her this could take all day.

“Second shelf up,” Cynthia said, letting her voice become slightly softer as she watched him bend down and squint at the labelled glass jars on the lower shelf.

“Cherry stones and frog’s skin, and don’t forget the water in the fridge,” Cynthia added, rubbing her temple. She was getting a terrible headache.

After what seemed like an age, he located the cherry stone jar and was just reading the label for the dried frog’s skin when his face appeared to take on a strange colour.

“Perhaps don’t take too good a look at the contents of that one,” Cynthia instructed, startled that a person whose job required them to contend with the likes of piss, blood and gore should get so green over a trivial thing like dried frog’s skin. “Come now, swallow that bile and get over here.”

With shaky hands, he placed the jars on the side table next to her. Zigzagging around the sofa and past the dining table, he made it into her kitchen—hopefully in search of the fridge.

Cynthia heard the click of the fridge door followed by an abrupt shriek that signalled that Luke was searching in the right location. “The smell can be quite powerful if you’re not used to it,” she called out. “Don’t give in to panic now! Stay focused and grab the bottle with greenish liquid labelled ‘fish water’. Make sure you close the door firmly afterwards, I don’t want to find you passed out on my floor!” she said helpfully as she popped a handful of frog’s skin and cherry stones into her mouth and began munching. “Amre mou movie?”

“Yes, I’m alive,” Luke replied, staggering out from the kitchen and delivering the bottle into her hands. “Oh god!” he exclaimed as she ripped off the cap and took a deep, noisy chug.

“Take that hand away from your mouth, good heavens! It’s not poison, it’s just a little pick-me-up juice,” Cynthia said, feeling a flood of relief as her senses poured back. She was herself again and feeling splendid. “Nothing like a little fish water to put you right again.” She winked, looking up at Luke, at last able to clearly see who had finally been of some help. “Oh, you’re quite unusual-looking! You should grow a small beard or something. With all that dark hair and heavy eyebrows of yours, it pulls all the focus straight to your sunken eyes. I’m thinking a beard would definitely help even out your face a bit.”

“Right,” Luke replied, glancing over at the door.

“I wonder, are you always this shade of sickly pale? A drop of fish water?” Cynthia offered, holding the bottle out and giving it a wee shake.

Luke stared at her. “So, hospital?”

“No, pup, after the day I have had, I think I deserve an early night.” Cynthia stood and started collecting up the jars to put back on her shelf.

Luke stared down at his papers. “It wou—”

“Listen, you have your ways and cures, and I have mine. I am all better, believe me. Now, no more on the subject.”

At that moment, Simon and Adrian walked through the door, followed by her neighbour Maureen Archer.

“How are you, my darling, are you all right? Now, I don’t want this to shatter your confidence. Nobody is insusceptible to illness,” Maureen started to chirp, but thankfully was herded smartly away by Adrian.

“Let’s just go,” Luke said, giving Simon a gentle nudge with his elbow.

“The office said she needs to be brought in. We could get done for neglect,” Simon said, standing firm.

“Look at her, she’s fine—she’s doing better than us. We’re not needed here, just wasting time. She says she’s fixed herself, and I actually think I believe her.”

Simon rolled his tongue around the inside of his cheek as he stood in silent thought, staring down at Cynthia.

“On my head be it.” Luke shrugged.

“Fine,” Simon agreed, thrusting a bag at Luke. “Just take a note of her blood pressure while I carry the rest of our stuff back down to the ambulance.”

Cynthia sat down once more in her lovely armchair and held her arm out for Luke to do his pointless procedure. She had an unusual feeling washing over her, a sort of proud feeling. She watched as Luke carefully put the blood pressure cuff around her arm and inflated it. While he listened through his stethoscope and counted, she realised how comfortable she felt ordering someone about. Furthermore, she had been able to guide someone to make good decisions, eventually follow her instructions, and it had all been only slightly insufferable. All of a sudden, her mind uncovered where her trail of thought was leading. Astonishment passed through her... She too was going to take on a fledgling, and this little twit was going to be it.
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CHAPTER 2
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“GOOD AFTERNOON, I AM here to meet someone. I would like to use one of your tables to sit at for about half an hour. Would you like to take down my name?” Cynthia asked, leaning on the counter. This was not part of her usual routine. In fact, this was her first visit to a café in over thirty years, and so far, she was not enjoying the experience. The lady behind the counter, who was labelled “Janet”, was looking at her with an uncomfortable amount of suspicion.

“Why would I need to take down your name?” Janet asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I assumed you were responsible for booking table appointments?” Cynthia replied.

“Oh, do you mean you want to reserve a table for a later date?”

Cynthia shook her head. “No, I want to sit at one now, if that is convenient—Oh, and a young man will be joining me. Can he use the same table as me, or do we have to have one each?”

Janet’s eyes spun about the empty café. “Why don’t you go and take a seat, wherever you wish. What will you be drinking today?” she asked, taking out her notebook.

“Oh, gosh, I wasn’t expecting a quiz! Um, I don’t tend to have a drink routine; I usually just wing it as the day goes on,” Cynthia said, turning and wandering away from the counter.

As she glanced around, the place reminded Cynthia more of a library than a café. Bookshelves lined all the walls; even the huge front window had a long row of books running along the sill. Scanning the vast amount of cobwebs, Cynthia grinned. These were cleaning standards to her taste.

Weaving herself through the maze of wooden tables and chairs, she finally chose one in the furthest corner, by the window. As she took her seat, she noticed Luke pass by on the other side of the glass. A couple of moments later, he was at her table, taking off his coat and seating himself in the chair opposite.

“Would you two like anything to drink right now?” Janet asked, walking towards them.

“I’ll have a mocha, thanks,” Luke replied.

Cynthia scratched her cheek. What on earth was a mocha? It sounded alcoholic—oh well, when in Rome... “I’ll have a large whisky, thank you,” she said decidedly.

“Of course,” Janet replied, staring at Luke with an unmistakable look of alarm. Turning on her heel, she scurried away.

“So, you must be angry with me, but you still came. That is a good sign,” Cynthia remarked, giving his forearm a squeeze.

“I wasn’t keen on losing my job,” Luke answered, straightening his back. “Ms Hookwell, I would like you to accept my sincere apology for the gross lack of care—”

“No, no, there’s no need for that,” Cynthia said, waving a hand. “You did a wonderful job with me—eventually—and anyway, it’s all beside the point. I have something else I want to talk to you about. I’ve decided that you should be my new fledgling! How about that, then!” She grinned, tapping his arm enthusiastically.

With no response from Luke, Cynthia shuffled awkwardly in her seat. “You know, this is a great honour, to be asked. There aren’t that many witches in Britain, and there are even fewer who are currently hiring.”

Still he didn’t move, just gazed straight at her.

“You get your own cat after ten years of training,” Cynthia said, thinking that might be enough to tempt him.

“You...!” Luke cried before biting his lip. “You got me suspended for an entire month, for that complaint you made about me, and now you want me to give up my career and fly around on a broomstick with you! What are you expecting me to say, exactly?”

“I never made any complaint about you. Plus, you would get your own broomstick—we wouldn’t need to share.” Realising he wasn’t finished hearing about all the complaint business, she sighed. “I got a phone call from a snobby office flamingo with a worse memory condition than mine. She kept asking me if I was okay, and if I felt like I was having another stroke and needed to go to hospital. She wanted me to know they’d had you suspended and hoped I would be satisfied with that verdict.”

“Thank you so much,” Luke replied, his dark eyes boring into her like daggers from across the table. “You know what—I’ve done what I needed to, I’m gonna be off. I’m not in the mood for getting arrested for throttling an old woman!”

“I fought for you to get the suspension lifted, you melodramatic goat. But they weren’t having it. The only way I could get them to let me speak to you was to say I wanted a personal apology.”

The sound of chairs being moved made them both look up to see Janet pushing her way to their table with a tray.

“Your mocha,” Janet said, placing a ceramic mug in front of Luke that smelled of warm coffee with a whiff of chocolate. “And your whisky. You were lucky, it’s our last drop—I had to raid my husband’s stash from our flat upstairs,” she said, handing Cynthia a round glass.

“Very kind,” Cynthia replied with a nod, and took a large gulp.

“Anything else?” Janet asked, already backing away from the table.

“No, thank you, dear, just let us know when our time with the table is up,” Cynthia said, enjoying the burn of the whisky hitting the back of her throat. “We don’t want to overstep our welcome.”

“Right,” Janet said. “Oh, and please don’t mention to anyone about the whisky. I don’t want to get in trouble for not having an alcohol licence,” she added, hurrying away.

“Poor love, she must be completely overworked! Did you see how frantic she looked?” Cynthia whispered.

“Wait, let me get this straight,” Luke said leaning in. “You’re saying it was the hospital’s decision to reprimand me? And you tried to get them to reconsider?”

Cynthia nodded. With any luck, the little pup would buy it, so they could move on already.

“Okay... I guess I can’t blame you then, and it’s good to see you’re doing well,” he said, starting to get up.

“Well, that’s great. It’s important not to hold grudges, especially with nice old ladies who are offering you the chance of joining one of the oldest and most profound trades,” Cynthia said, pulling him back into his seat by his arm.

“Listen, it’s a really kind offer,” Luke said, removing her hand. “And if I didn’t already have a job which I loved and had trained for years to be able to do, I might be tempted.”

“You know, in many ways, the role of a witch is similar to that of a paramedic. We often treat the sick or help to remove foreign objects from folk. You’d still be using those skills you’ve learnt and developing them. In fact, you would have a perspective no other witch I know would have; it would make you a very special type of witch.”

“Yeah, I’ll pass. Special doesn’t interest me, I’m happy just being useful.”

Downing another mouthful of whisky, Cynthia stared at Luke. “You’re highly ambitious, I see. Listen, I’m not asking you to decide now; I’m just saying consider it. Life is meant to be an adventure, but it’s up to you when it starts and what route you take.” Shoving her hand into her rag of a bag, she began searching.

“How did you end up with this life?” Luke asked.

“Oh, I was introduced to it by my witch, Beryl, but that story is due another day, dear. Anyhow, your experience would be completely different from mine—when I was a fledgling it was just Beryl and me. In the coven I am in today, there are three of us witches, all of whom are looking for fledglings. You’d have more support than you could want,” Cynthia said, her fingers at last finding the smooth pebble in the bottom of her bag.

“Here,” she said, handing it to Luke. “This is a ‘give me a sodding clue’ rock. It’s had other names throughout the years, but most agree this one has summed it up the best. When you need a bit of clarity, squeeze it in your hand, and it will help to shift the fog that’s in your brain.”

Cynthia watched as Luke traced his finger along the proud blue vein that ran across the centre of the pebble, something she’d done many a time herself.

“‘Give me a sodding clue’ rock,” Luke repeated. “And this will help me decide something?”

“No, not decide, it just brings things to light, things you might not have considered. It can take a while sometimes, but it has always delivered.”

“It’s not gonna force me into a decision, make me do something I don’t want to do?”

“Gosh, what a distrusting little mongrel you are. No one or thing is going to force you into becoming a witch. Your decisions are yours,” Cynthia said, giving him one of her special reassurance stares. Picking up her whisky, she drained the glass. “I think I had better be on my way—I’m not sure what this amount of time with this table is costing us.”

“The...”

“Now, you know where to find me, don’t you?” Cynthia interrupted. “Honeydunes, flat seventeen, second floor, remember? I’m sure you will start thinking of lots of questions, so feel welcome to come round anytime. Except tonight, as I’m out. I’ll let Adrian know to add you to my list of visitors.”

“Do you need help getting home?” Luke asked.

“Don’t be irksome,” Cynthia said, pulling her bag onto her arm. “Did you drive here?”

“No, I live just round the corner,” Luke said, taking a sip of his mocha.

“Good, so we are within walking distance of each other. That is a blessing. Now, don’t hurry your drink, dear. I shall go and take care of the bill, and I’ll ask Janet to add on a few more minutes with the table to give you time to finish. Take care.” She grinned, walking over to the counter to find Janet crouching behind it.
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CHAPTER 3
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“NO, NOT HER!” VERONICA said, yanking Barry’s arm.

“Don’t be fussy,” he snapped.

“You’re getting desperate!”

“No, Veronica, you’re getting picky,” he said, turning his head back towards the young woman clopping her way down the street ahead of them.

“Can you imagine someone who dresses like that happily standing two feet deep in mud, blessing allotments with us twice a week?” Veronica said, shaking her head at his ridiculous—however cute—panic.

“I’m sure she owns a pair of wellies, Veronica! Plus, she might be that glowing piece of glam our group is currently missing.”

“I dress nice!” Veronica huffed, glancing down and realising her coat was buttoned wrong.

“My dear, let’s not kid ourselves. We’re both dressed like two sea lions who have spent the morning rolling around in a jumble sale! Our goal is comfort. Comfort and glam are two entirely different breeds,” Barry said, staring into the distance, where the clopping woman was nearly out of sight. “She’s gone. She was my spark of hope—you let my spark of hope get stubbed out, Veronica. It’s been two weeks, and we’re still without a fledgling.”

Veronica pursed her lips—it felt nice being the “calm one” for a change. “I understand how you feel. But Cynthia did tell us it could take years.”

“And you trust this information? This coming from the same lady who told us the only way a witch could possibly move into a residential home was if they possessed an albino bat.” He ran a hand down his face. “I can’t believe we fell for that one. That bat took ages to find.”

“Yeah, she’s not the most reliable when offering guidance, granted. But I do reckon she has a point—we need to be patient,” Veronica said as she tried to discreetly re-button her coat.

Barry lifted his head back and let out an exasperated growl. “By the way, you never told me how your library search went. Did you actually break in?”

Veronica nodded sheepishly.

“My thieving Veronica!” he said, patting her on the back. “A queen of knowledge theft. What did you find?”

“It was abysmal! Well, not the breaking-in part—I was actually surprisingly competent with that side of things—but the outcome was a let-down. I was so confident I’d struck lucky after I found nearly all the books on witches had been recently borrowed by a number of people. So, I took down all their names and information, buzzing about the amount of interest in us within our little village, and went to pay some of them a visit.”

“And...?”

Veronica exhaled. “They were six—the lot of them, all six years old! The local school had just finished a project on witches, apparently.”

Barry looked infuriatingly thrilled, grinning ear to ear like a dog who has just learnt to unscrew the peanut butter jar. Parking himself on a metal bench, he patted the space next to him.

“We should keep that list of names in case we are still looking in twenty years’ time,” he said, staring up at her.

Veronica plonked herself down, leaning her small, pointy chin in her palm. This situation was so frustrating. For three years they had battled with Cynthia, tirelessly reassuring her they were ready to have their own pupils. Only now it seemed the prize they had fought so hard for had its own wings and kept flying out of reach.

“I’m glad I was never this much trouble for my Doris,” Barry said, breaking Veronica from her thoughts. “Although to be fair, I don’t think she was really looking for a fledgling when she wandered into the bank that day. She just took one look at me at that desk with my trainee badge pinned to my crisp shirt and the painful mask of a smile I was wearing and just seemed to know.”

“Know what?” Veronica asked.

“That the concrete around my feet was beginning to set and the fear of admitting it was going to be what killed me. I was hiding everything that made me, me. And yet suddenly this old dear with a face like a scrunched-up paper bag was leaning over my desk holding out an egg and telling me even chickens have their breakthrough moments, and this—she was certain—was mine.”

“I can’t believe you just walked out with her, then and there! Did you even know she was a witch?” Veronica asked, grinning—only her Barry could be won over by an old woman with an egg.

“I had no idea—she looked totally insane. Yet I remember how genuinely scared she seemed to be for me, like she knew she was saving a life.”

“You never would have been happy working in a bank,” Veronica said.

“That’s what Doris thought too. She practically danced me out of the building, all the while clucking like a chicken.”

“You must have been utterly desperate!” Veronica laughed.

Barry crossed his legs. “I think sometimes the mixture of desperation and hope can bring about some of the very finest decision-making... and some of the very worst!” He wrapped his arm around Veronica’s shoulders. “I wonder—do you think Doris was on to something?” he said, clutching her head and pivoting it round to give her a clear view of the bank a few metres up the street. “Fancy a bit of lost-soul fishing?”

With no response needed, they both stood and headed across the road.

Walking along the dull high street, Veronica smiled to herself; it felt good to finally have a plan. Dodging a low-hanging basket suspended outside the café Novel Noshery, they made it to the bank. Giving each other excited grins, they allowed the automatic doors to usher them into the world of harsh overhead lighting.

***
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CELIA LOOKED UP FROM her desk, where she had been busy using up the last few minutes of her shift by modelling a bird out of Blu Tack. There were two figures at the entrance with strange, dazed looks on their faces. The couple were just standing there as the automated doors continued to open and close behind them—were they lost, perhaps escaped from some type of home?

Not wanting to scare them, Celia glanced back down at her desk and shoved the piece of paper with the title “Targets” written in bold font away from her. Hearing a door behind her open and then footsteps coming around her desk, she saw Mrs Watson heading towards the pair at the door.

“Is there anything we can help either of you two with today?” she asked, her Irish accent revealing a familiar hint of annoyance.

The man stared at Mrs Watson, shuffling his feet before letting out a half-hearted cry. “YOUR SHELLS ARE BREAKABLE! BURST THROUGH AND BE FREE—Ah, shit, V, we forgot to bring an egg!”

Mrs Watson sighed. “Oh right, well, thank you so much. You can be on your way now.”

Celia, enjoying every second of this distraction, watched on in delight as Mrs Watson used a sort of bouncy body-blocking technique to motion the now bewildered-looking pair out through the doors. Turning back into the room, Mrs Watson addressed all four bank clerks at their desks. “If they cross that threshold again, I want you to alert me instantly. I’m not sure what those witches were playing at, but I’m not having it done here,” she said sternly.

Hearing her own heartbeat in her ears as adrenaline coursed through her, Celia tried to act natural. 

***
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HOLDING ON TO THE BRICK wall outside the bank, Veronica let the shock wash over her. Barry chuckled, leaning forward and resting his hands on his thighs.

“Oh my gosh! That was awful!” Veronica cried. “Why did we do that in front of all those people?”

“I kind of feel like we may have bumbled that plan a bit,” Barry said, standing straight. “I can’t believe we were just bumped out of the bank like that! Did you catch sight of any possible candidates, by any chance?”

“No,” Veronica said, moving away from the wall. “To be honest, it’s all just a bit of a blur now.”

“That’s probably for the best,” he said with a wink. “Well then, I guess we’ve just got to hope someone with potential answers one of our personals ads.”

Veronica narrowed her eyes.

Barry smiled. “Why we thought the personals ads were a good idea is beyond me. What was it again? ‘Fifty-something man and woman seek twenty-something pair. For friendship and tuition, must have a keen interest in chemistry, night activities and wildlife.’ We were just asking for trouble! Have you received any more responses, out of interest?”

“No—well, not from anyone who has fully understood the brief, let’s just say,” she said, shaking her head.

“Get a few eye-opening answer phone messages, too? Come on, let’s get our weary selves back to our lovely cottages,” Barry said, holding her hand.

“I think I might run over to Rosie’s before I go,” she said, looking up at the “Rosie’s Florist” sign across the street. “Alright, then—see you tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.”

Veronica squeezed his arm and made her way over the road, giving him one final wave before heading into the shop.

The little bell above the door rang as Veronica pushed it open. Once inside, she stared at a wall of intertwined branches, weeds and brambles that had almost taken over the entire shop. Vines even covered the ceiling, partially blocking out the light from the overhead strips. Snatching up a machete from a nearby umbrella stand labelled “For trimming only”, Veronica got to work.

After a great deal of slashing, she made it to the counter, where she found Rose sitting behind her nest-like desk.

“Good afternoon,” Rose said, glaring at Veronica. She wore her usual moss-encrusted cardigan and had leaves poking out from her white hair. Rose couldn’t have been much younger than Cynthia and was—to Veronica’s mind—just as charming.

“Good afternoon to you too, Rose. I wondered if the Parra Donas I ordered has finally arrived?” Veronica asked brightly.

Rose squinted up at her. “Um, right... well... the Parra Donas? I’m not certain. It might be difficult for me to find. Is it something you still feel you need?”

“Yes, it is, in fact.” Veronica nodded, preparing herself.

“You do. I see... Right.” Rose nodded, her voice quivering. “Only, I’m not sure if I will be able to find it,” she said, pretending to search her desk for the plant. Which would have been more convincing if it hadn’t been in a small open-topped jar on the shelf marked “Collections” directly behind her.

Hearing the ding of the doorbell, Veronica spun around to see who had entered but instantly realised her error when she was faced with the thicket behind her. Turning her attention back to Rose, Veronica stretched out her arm and pointed to the small jar.

“Oh, there it is, right behind you,” she said merrily.

“You found it,” Rose said heavily, letting her head fall forward as she closed her eyes. After a moment with no response from Veronica, she sighed. “Poor little cactus, it’s had to come an awful long way to get here. Plants can find travel very traumatic.”

“You’ve clearly looked after it very well—it’s looking healthy.”

“I’m sure you’d agree that to change its environment now after all its effort to recuperate would only be cruel,” Rose said, tensing her wrinkled face.

“It’s a ten-minute walk—it’ll be fine.”

Rose’s mouth fell open. “But where will you keep it? Do you have a good shelf? Why put it through all that stress when it could live happily here?”

“How much did we agree? Twenty-three pounds, wasn’t it?”

“Fifty-three,” Rose snapped, reaching up and collecting the small Parra Donas. She cupped it in her hands before relinquishing it at last to Veronica.

Giving the stubby green mound coated in prickles a quick look, Veronica was thrilled to see it had evidently been well cared for.

Shaking her head to herself, she held out the cash and watched as Rose slowly slid the notes into the till before smashing it firmly closed.

“So, anything new with you, dear?” Rose said through clenched teeth.

“No, not really,” Veronica replied.

“I have heard that you lot have been on the hunt to find a fitting member of the townsfolk to sacrifice,” Rose said, her eyes wide with an eerie sort of excitement.

“What? How awful—where did you hear that?”

“Customers like to have a bit of small talk when they visit.”

Veronica nibbled her finger. “They think we want to sacrifice someone?”

“I thought it didn’t really sound like a hobby you’d be into,” Rose said, appearing a bit crestfallen. “So why are you and that man friend of yours pursuing people up and down the high street?”

Veronica stood with her mouth open. Why does everyone round here have to be so nosey? Deciding it was better to tell the truth than risk the village having a witch-burning session, she looked down at her feet. “We aren’t searching for someone to kill; we are looking for new witches to join our coven.”

Rose shrugged. “Haven’t seen any witches, other than you three, round here.”

“Sorry, what I meant was that we want to train two people to become witches.”

“Oh, I see, so then there will be more of you—how wonderful,” Rose said, in not quite the optimistic tone Veronica had wished for.

“Can you just let people know we have no intentions of sacrificing anyone?” Veronica asked.

“As you wish, dear.”

“Thank you. I’ll be off.” Veronica smiled, picking up the machete, and turned to battle her way towards what she hoped was the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4
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BRUSHING PIECES OF plant out of her hood, Veronica made it to the end of the high street. It was nice to gain some distance from the townsfolk’s watchful eyes. What did they think she was going to do? Turn them into tadpoles? Oh, how she wished she could sometimes!

Starting to feel the bite of the late-afternoon air on her neck, she pulled up the collar of her coat and turned onto the main road. It was dingy as usual, with the trees hugging either side blocking out most of the sunlight.

Passing the crossing leading to Barry’s cottage, she had a momentary urge to run down and tell him about the latest town rumour. He’d be thrilled to know they had him pegged as a recruiter for sacrificial offerings. With the idea of home beckoning her, she carried on until she reached her own well-hidden driveway. Sticking her arm into her bag, she marched towards her cheerful red door.

“I know you’re a witch!” someone close behind her yelled.

Veronica felt her whole body jerk as she spun round to gaze upon a young woman, who confusingly looked just as startled as she did.

“Sorry, I—I’m not sure why I yelled that?” the girl said, her hands shooting up to her cheeks. “It’s just I’ve been following you—you see.”

“You were in Rosie’s,” Veronica said, holding her chest as she tried to regain her breath.

“Yes... how did you know?” the girl asked, her long braid falling forward.

“You have pieces of plant in your hair,” Veronica said, letting her eyes linger on the large supply of shredded vegetation that poked out of the girl’s dark hair.

“Yeah, some of it might also be from the bush I was hiding in at the top of your drive,” the girl said, her eyes opening wide as her cheeks grew a distinct shade of pink.

“What is it that you want, exactly?” Veronica asked, keeping her eyes on the girl as she bent down to pick up her bag and retrieve a few of her belongings that had been scattered.

“Well, that’s the thing. I heard you say something about wanting to find someone to train. And I... I kinda hoped you could be... me—Ah, I—I mean, it could be me, who you would want to train.”

Veronica took a step backwards. Oh my gosh, I’ve found a fledgling!

“Forgive me,” she said, realising she was making her downturned thinking face, something she’d vowed to stop doing ever since Barry told her it reminded him of a disgruntled trout. “I’m just trying to work all this out. Y-you’re here because you want to be a witch?”

“Yes.” The girl nodded.

“Right. Yes,” Veronica said, shaking her head to avoid slipping back into trout mode.

“Is there an application form or something I would need to fill out?”

“Heaven’s no,” Veronica said. “Why don’t you come in, have a cup of tea, and we can get to know each other.” Feeling an explosive amount of joy, Veronica turned away. She needed to calm down. Thrusting her hand into her bag, she had the lovely surprise of finding her wand instantly. She pulled it out and gave the door a light tap, grinning over at the girl as it sprang open. “This way,” Veronica said, ushering her down the long hall that led straight into her lovely kitchen with its bright turquoise cupboards.

“Just plop yourself down,” Veronica instructed, waving her hand at the table set within the bay window. “I’ll just fire this up,” she said, heading to the corner and bending over the brick fireplace. Taking a deep breath, she cast a small spell at her pre-made pile of wood. A powerful blast of hot air hit her firmly in the chest, nearly knocking her backwards off her feet.

“Oh—my word!” Veronica breathed, looking down at the lit fire. “Sorry about that—that had a bit of a kick to it, didn’t it! Fire spells are highly sensitive to emotions. Are you okay?” she asked as the girl slowly lowered herself into a seat. “Tea?”

“Yeah.” The girl nodded slowly.

“Right.” Veronica quickly filled her trusty iron pot and left it suspended on the hook over the fire before seating herself at the table. “So, who exactly do I have here in my house? Tell me something about yourself,” she said, resting her chin in her hand.

“Um... okay. So, my name’s Celia. I’m a hard worker and good at working independently or as a team pl—”

“This isn’t a job interview,” Veronica interrupted, holding up her hand. “Well, it is sort of, but not really. I don’t want you to tell me a bunch of stuff you think I want to hear. I want to get to know you,” she said, watching Celia’s cheeks turn once again to a vivid shade of scarlet. “But that’s making you uncomfortable. I wonder...” Veronica’s eyes fell on her bag on the counter. “How do you feel about us getting some help lifting the politeness curtain?” she asked, walking over to her bag. “I have here a Parra Donas. It’s a cactus, and it’s unusual in that one prick from one of its needles can cause instant honesty for roughly ten minutes. I had other intentions for this plant, but I can spare a couple of needles for us, if you’re willing? I think it might be useful in giving us both a little social hand—or maybe a slight shove!”

Celia stared at the squat succulent. “Yeah, okay.”

“Great, let’s do this!” Veronica pinched two fingers together and carefully removed a pair of thick, stumpy needles. “I really hope I spare you any details about my hot flushes. Here,” she said, handing one needle to Celia. “I think I’m going to go with the fast and no-thinking method,” Veronica added decidedly, bringing her hand up and quickly giving her index finger a lightning jab. “Ouch! Bugger me, that hurt!”

Drawing in a breath, she smiled over at Celia. “I think the effects are instant, so here it goes... I like you. You seem odd—I’m odd too. I’m also desperate to find someone to train—I’d probably take on anyone right now. I like the idea of teaching, and I think I’d be good at it. Full honesty, though, the part I’m most excited about is getting the opportunity to care for someone, but my tendency will most likely be to smother. Something I doubt many would be able to put up with long enough for me to learn how to curb it.” Veronica paused as she stared across at Celia. Did I really just say all that out loud? This poor girl is going to bolt for sure.

To her amazement, Celia didn’t run. She remained seated, staring at the tiny needle in her hand.

“Do you think it worked?” Celia asked, holding up the needle, wearing a mischievous grin. Veronica chuckled, watching Celia bring the needle up towards her thumb and pause.

“I’m lonely, like, incredibly lonely! I’m in a really bad place mentally. I hate my job. Never-ending targets is not the dream you’d think it is. No one talks to each other, we clock in, we clock out, breaks are awkward unless you’re lucky enough to sit alone. I spend so much time inside my head. I just want to pull myself out and spend some time in the driver’s seat of my own life, and yet every time I try, I freeze. This isn’t just me applying for a new job, this is me reaching out for human connection.”

Veronica looked down at the needle hovering in front of Celia’s unpunctured thumb. Holding on to the edge of the table, she did her very best to suppress her raging urge to envelope this tearful girl in a huge embrace.

“This is honesty like I’ve never met before. I bloody love it!” Veronica chuckled, delighted to see Celia share a grin. “We need tea and cake to celebrate!” she announced. Running to the iron kettle, she grabbed a thick cloth to protect her hands from the scalding metal as she poured the water into a pair of mugs. “I say we just keep this going. I think you’re awesome, and I want to hear everything!” she said, climbing up on a wooden stool and bringing down a cake tin.

“Um, okay,” Celia agreed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “When we entered the room, I farted.”

“I didn’t smell it,” Veronica giggled, quickly placing mugs on a tray along with a couple of slices of her homemade ginger cake. “Here we are,” she said, setting the tray down between them on the table.

Celia picked up a mug. “Listen, I’m sorry about the crazed stalking earlier.”

Veronica snorted. “Oh, please, don’t worry.”

“When I heard you were a witch, I panicked. I had no idea about how to apply. How is it normally done?”

Veronica swallowed her mouthful of cake. “I have no idea. However, I think it’s usually the witch’s responsibility to do the recruiting.”

“Oh... so how did you get asked?”

“Well, I wasn’t—never officially, anyway. Joy had known me for years; she and my mother were very close ever since we moved in next door to her. She would teach me bits and pieces while I played in her garden—most unorthodox.”

Celia raised an eyebrow. “Did your mother mind?”

“Definitely not. You see, my dad died when I was four, and although my mother was there, she never really was. ‘Trapped by grief,’ Joy would say.”

“That’s sad,” Celia replied, taking a bite of ginger cake.

“It made me appreciate the value of friendship. After my mother took her own life, Joy had me move in with her, and that’s when I officially became her fledgling.”

“I’m sorry about your mum. That’s awful. But I’m glad Joy was there for you. It must’ve been a hard time. Were you lonely?” Celia asked.

Veronica scoffed. “Sorry, I’m remembering something a friend of mine, Cynthia, says. ‘Loneliness is the breeding ground for talent—best not to moan about it, just embrace it.’ But to answer your question, no, I didn’t feel alone. Plus, Joy shared her coven with Doris. Now, together they were truly a great pair of witches—a little decrepit and a tad deranged, mind, but we always thought that was part of their charm. I say ‘we’ because Doris took on a fledgling a couple of years after I began my training. I remember so vividly the day Doris came to Joy’s with Barry tucked under her arm. He was a bag of nerves. Not that I blame him. I think Doris was a little over-excited—she kept poking him and whispering, ‘You’re mine!’” Veronica said as she mimed poking the air.

Celia smirked into her mug.

“He put up with a lot, but from that day on we were like feathers and glue. Supportive and stuck together,” Veronica remembered happily. “Not that he’s that timid boy anymore. We make changes for ourselves, don’t we? Just like you are now. I see it, you know. Do you live with anyone?”

“My mum, although she’s hardly ever in. We’re not close,” Celia replied, jerking backwards as a cat shot out from under the table.

“It’s just my Charlie!” Veronica cried. “She loves smearing herself against people.”

“Ah, that was creepy! I just felt something brush up against my boot. I guess I should have known you’d have a cat.”

“They do come with the territory. Do you like cats?”

“I do, although I am technically allergic,” Celia said. “But it’s fine! I’ll take as many pills as I need to. It’s no problem, I can just brush the hair off.”

“My Joy would’ve been horrified to hear you say that. Cat hair is held in high regard by most witches—it’s well known for providing a layer of protection against attack spells,” Veronica said, staring out the window and spotting Charlie dart across the garden.

“Are you joking?” Celia asked, lifting the ginger cake and then placing it down.

“No, really, it definitely softens any advance of ill intent,” Veronica assured her.

“Veronica, can I tell you another truth?”

“Please.”

“This cake is absolutely vile!”

“You’re right!” Veronica let out a joyful laugh. “I can’t bake for toffee! Barry once broke a tooth on one of my homemade doughnuts!”
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