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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events of Disenchanted take place after Annie’s story in Uncharmed and Belle’s adventures in Rewitched, but all three are standalone stories set in the Selcouth world.
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Chapter One

ONCE UPON A TIME

When the heavy, leather-bound cover of a fairy-tale book falls open, a reader unfamiliar with true magic may think they know precisely what is to be found inside.

To those who read no deeper than the familiar words inked on the page, the ones you have revisited time and time again, it is simply a gilded world of riches. One of jewel-coloured tapestries and golden crowns. One of roaring beasts and fleeing damsels and a romantic rescue waiting proudly at the end of it all. It is a shiny place of temptation and beauty, towering and glittered, where good is always good and wicked is always wicked.

But only the most magical of heart know that, crucially, aside from all the shining swords and gnarled villains, so many of the best and beloved fairy tales begin simply with a girl.

Often, she finds herself alone, facing danger. Shoved from the warmth and safety of home, our heroine bravely sets out and soon sees her deepest fears proven real. She is forced to take the winding path that leads to the dark forest ahead and all she knows is that she must find her way through. There is hurt and loss woven through the words of a fairy tale, but what begins with nightmares and loneliness soon becomes the forging of a fire.

Because a fairy-tale heroine holds something precious inside her: a glimmer of the strongest gold that pushes her onwards, as though she has no other choice. It is a determination, despite it all, to exist in joy and to love with abandon – a rare sort of power that few possess, but one that will always outwit the worst of monsters. She will bravely craft her own happy ending, whether peasant or princess, mother or wild selkie.

Sometimes, the girl may even be a witch.
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‘Have I got the Williams family here?’ Sage called impatiently, craning her neck to peer over the small crowd that had gathered at the entrance to the dell. A couple of whispers passed between groups, each guest looking more and more like they regretted every decision that had led them to this moment. Sage couldn’t help but relate as she shoved the enormous brim of her hat up and out of the way, blew a stubborn ringlet out of her eyeline and juggled her broomstick in one hand and her clipboard in the other.

‘Williams family?’ she shouted, louder this time and accompanied with an eye-roll, which she should perhaps have kept under wraps. It was not entirely professional; as professional as one could be, anyway, while wearing a head microphone that was running out of batteries, clipped to a supermarket cloak containing so much plastic that she was fairly likely to burst into flames at any given moment. As if that wasn’t something a witch had to worry about at the best of times.

A man and woman came power-walking around the corner, followed at a distance by two teenage daughters, who had clearly been victims of bribery for their participation in something as mortifying as a historical walking tour.

‘Williams, I take it?’ Sage asked. ‘Very good of you to join us.’ She meant for the last part to come out quieter than it did.

‘So sorry we’re late. We kept getting distracted along the way,’ the jolly woman replied, tinkling an apologetic wave to the rest of the tour group. ‘It really is such a pretty place, isn’t it? Did anyone see the dahlia pots around the corner? Remarkable blooms …’ 

Sage did not look up from her clipboard as she ticked off the final names on her register. ‘I doubt the others have managed to find those yet. Unfortunately, we’ve all spent rather a long time waiting on this corner for a gaggle of latecomers.’

The little postcards of tour feedback often mentioned that the host was somewhat ‘brusque’, ‘snippy’, ‘sarcastic’ … even ‘terrifying’ once. She kept that last one under a magnet on the fridge for general life inspiration. But Sage defied anyone to work directly with the general public and not lose their politeness, if not also some portion of their will to live.

She slipped the lid back onto her pen and the clipboard into her satchel before giving her head microphone a tap. The speaker gave a piercing electrical whine and she scowled at the winces that it earned.

‘Blasted thing,’ she muttered.

‘Gonna give us a tune, are you, love?’ Mr Williams asked with a grin, gesturing to her head mic in an attempt to lighten spirits, which Sage deemed somewhat unnecessary. Spirits seemed perfectly adequate as they were. All guests were quiet, polite, ready to learn. This was a historical walking tour – it wasn’t meant to be fun. She simply shot him a look so withering that he blushed and took a clear step backwards.

‘Since we are finally all assembled, let’s begin. My name is Sage Hemlock. And you,’ she steeled herself for the next part, as she had to do every time, ‘are officially my academy witches in training.’

As always, the line earned a half-hearted cheer from the more willing participants in the group and an uncomfortable grimace from anyone under the age of thirty.

Sage carried on regardless. ‘My coven, so to speak. Eager students, all waiting with bated breath to embark on a journey of discovery through the compelling histories of this famous – or perhaps infamous – town of Port Sylvan.’

She had been conducting the witchy walking tour around her town for a long time. Over the years, she had attempted other, more serious, scholarly scripts, but had been forced to accept – at the insistence of her colleague – that an (insufferably) perky approach was the only one that actually attracted any customers and brought in much-needed funds for the town museum. Her delivery had withered into a sort of dubious, deadpan dialogue that felt as though it were making her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth. The irony caught unnaturally in her throat as her own magic stayed strangled in its constant, itchy fight against her fingertips.

‘Now come. Let us gather our broomsticks,’ Sage brandished her own broom, a Halloween prop that had seen better days, ‘and stalk out into the night.’ It had just gone 12 p.m. ‘Prepare for new realms of mysticism and wonder, to discover your fate and confront which witch may be waiting for us around the corner.’

A faint cough came from someone at the back.

The scripted frivolity would give her a hernia one day. Somewhere between straight-faced and scowling, Sage threw out the corner of her cape so that the plastic sheet billowed around her ankles, earning a lacklustre round of applause as she stalked off and the group obediently followed. At least the introductions were over. Now only fifty minutes remained before she could stalk back to the museum, return to their cluttered yet cosy archive and continue poring over her precious research in peace. Until tomorrow’s tour, anyway. Not to mention the school group that was booked in at two o’clock on Friday. But that was a whole different kettle of hell for Sage to ward off later down the line.

She cleared her head of longing thoughts, mostly revolving around a cup of tea and a few squares of chocolate enjoyed in dark, dusty silence, and marched onwards.

‘Our historic one hundred and thirty acres of Port Sylvan are home to more than nine hundred Grade II-listed Arts and Crafts buildings, as well as beautiful parkland and gardens that any hedge witch would be proud to say she cast her magic over.’ Sage swallowed down her dignity and glanced up at the overcast October sky for strength. The mid-month was proving pretty, at least. Velvety clouds hung heavily like dollops of thick clotted cream coated with tea-stained, cold autumn sunlight.

‘Centuries ago, the village went from the founders’ daydream to a reality that housed the workers of the local soap factory in its earliest days. Sounds rather pragmatic, doesn’t it? But—’ Sage stopped abruptly, halting on one of the most picturesque, flower-filled corners that always brought out the cameras. The crowd collided like dominos and fumbled to take photos. ‘Mrs Williams, perhaps you’d be so kind as to indulge us in your thoughts. Again. What was the first thing you noticed about Port Sylvan on your visit today?’

Sage peered at the culprit with a withering look that, she reflected when an alarmed squeak came from Mrs Williams, was perhaps a fraction too harsh for lunchtime. Reluctantly, Sage changed her expression to what she hoped was a more reassuring smile. By the look on the lady’s face, it was more frightening than encouraging. She often had that effect on people.

‘Oh, well, it’s all just rather pretty, isn’t it?’ Mrs Williams stuttered, tucking her silver-streaked bob behind her ear. ‘All the black and white buildings, the railway around the bend, the stream, the white gazebo and the flowers … It looks like an illustration from a storybook.’

‘Quite,’ Sage said, with a pleased snap of her fingers. A correct answer always cheered her up. ‘The village is a stellar example of the Aesthetic Movement. An emphasis on the importance of visual beauty and quality of traditional craftsmanship, rather than practicality alone. If you’ll look—’

‘Is this a spot where Cloak and Dagger was filmed?’ a male voice shouted from somewhere near the back of the group. He sniffed loudly. ‘It’s the chimney sweep’s house from episode seventeen, isn’t it?’

Sage sighed. There was always one. ‘Can’t say I’ve ever watched it, sir.’ She thumbed her brow impatiently and leaned against her broomstick. ‘I’m not much one for television. I prefer the company of a good book.’

‘And what about the first performance of Levi Jenkins with The Skidoos?’ his friend, dressed in an alarming amount of light denim, chimed in. ‘When do we go and see inside the social club? I’ve dreamed about it since I was a boy.’

‘Any time you like, sir. Although I certainly won’t be joining you, so off you pop. Far be it from me to stand in the way of boyhood dreams.’

‘But …’

‘For any of the aforementioned points of interest, you should have booked on to the Port Sylvan Magical Media walking tour, sir. As you may have begun to suspect,’ she said, pushing up her wire-framed glasses, ‘I am no oracle of knowledge when it comes to popular culture, whether from this decade or that of half a century ago.’

He looked confused. ‘But this is the magical tour, isn’t it?’

Sage gave an exhale so emphatic that she could practically see the cloud of smoke plume in front of her own face. Every. Single. Time.

‘This is the Magical Heritage of Port Sylvan walking tour, sir. I have told my … tenacious colleague time and time again that his insistence on naming his own tour so closely to my own was one of his worst ideas to date. And, trust me, that is really saying something. But he refuses to take any notice, so here I am, explaining his slapdash errors once again.’

Casimir managed to strike a balance as the most brilliantly intelligent idiot she had ever come across and, worse still, he seemed to absolutely revel in that title whenever she reminded him of the fact. It always earned her one of his infuriating, lopsided grins that reminded her of a golden retriever rolling over and getting a tummy rub. At least this was further evidence of his idiocy to present when she returned to the museum later.

The man’s shoulders sagged with disappointment, as did a few others among the crowd. ‘Oh … Gotcha. I did wonder why you were dressed like that to talk about The Skidoos …’ he trailed off, scratching his head. ‘What with your little black pot and stuff.’

Sage cast a look down at her attire. ‘I simply consider this look to be en vogue, sir.’ The plastic cape gave a dramatic ripple in the breeze, catching static around her cream blouse and long purple skirt, while the novelty container of tips hanging from her satchel clinked a few coins together. ‘And I believe the word you are looking for is “cauldron”.’

She huffed the same annoying red ringlet out of her face once again, then spun on the spot to continue shepherding her group, the majority of whom had clearly intended to be elsewhere. She refused to be disheartened, but her already meagre cash tips withered in her mind’s eye. Casimir would be placed on hot-drink duty for the foreseeable as revenge.

‘Not to worry,’ one of the men offered as the group followed behind. ‘My wife likes all that witchy stuff, don’t you, love?’

Their lack of enthusiasm was nothing new. Most of Sage’s job involved fighting a losing battle with the British public, who were generally rather terrible at showing outward enthusiasm for anything.

But the success of each tour hung on this next moment. If she couldn’t snare them with this part, then they were officially a lost cause. Gathering the group at the steps of the Founders’ Memorial Fountain, she summoned them closer. Water tumbling from the fountain slipped into the stream that wound through the town, flowing towards the rose gardens with a gentle, soothing sound. Everything was softened by the autumn sunshine: a smattering of birdsong above against patch-pockets of blue sky and the rustle of crisp leaves crunching underfoot. Port Sylvan was peaceful enough for even Sage to acknowledge those sorts of things. The sleepy town certainly had a colourful history, but nothing of particular note ever happened there any more. It was one of the reasons Sage rarely left.

‘History will always twist and change depending on the eye it’s viewed from, but at least the base events usually remain indisputable – things proven in black and white, attached to numbers and dates and timelines. But here in Port Sylvan, even so-called fact oftentimes goes hand in hand with something altogether more … intangible.’ Sage slowed her tone, holding unflinching eye contact for longer than was perhaps necessary. She enjoyed the awkward shuffling it earned. ‘Today, it is those moments that we shall delve into – moments in this town’s past where there is a certain haze that blurs the proven. One that makes our brows furrow and our minds ask, “… surely not?” Can anyone tell me what phenomenon I might be referring to?’

Sage was surprised that it was one of the mortified teenage girls, of all people, who answered.

‘Magic,’ the girl said quietly.

‘Quite,’ Sage replied. Her fingertips tingled in camaraderie to the call. She determinedly ignored it.

There was often just one guest on each tour who truly seemed to click with the subject, but that alone was enough to steel Sage’s resolve. It was why she persevered with the tour, week in and week out. Sharing knowledge with an eager recipient was what had always sparked Sage’s soul; she loved to ignite academic curiosity.

‘Our journey today will reveal just how steeped in magic Port Sylvan has always been. Of course, there are plenty of plainer historical gems to explore, if you’d prefer. The blacksmith, the old fire station, the church … All are notable. But the revelations that stay with us the longest are the stranger ones – often fascinating, sometimes chilling, always uncanny.’

Any lingering chit-chat had paused. Silence had fallen over the group. Even the birds seemed to have stopped singing to listen to her. Finally, the guests’ attention was held in the palm of her hand, a feeling that never failed to startle her and prove unexpectedly addictive.

‘This town’s magical reputation is most commonly attributed to one Miss Lilara Mournfell. I wonder whether any of you have heard of her before?’ Sage glanced at the teenager, who gave an almost imperceptible nod of recognition. Predictably, everyone else looked clueless. ‘Lilara is a well-known character of fascination to those of us who have an interest in strangeness. A woman who, legend has it, was a real-life witch.’

A few gratifying gasps came in response.

‘So it’s for real?’ the girl breathed, awestruck.

‘Quite,’ Sage nodded at her again. ‘Port Sylvan records declare that Miss Mournfell was not only a figure of the supernatural, but one who did the unthinkable and banished her own magic. For ever. Turning her back on the sacred powers that had been celestially bestowed on her.’

A few brows furrowed and Mrs Williams raised her hand before asking, timidly, ‘Why on earth would she do that?’

‘Lilara was the sort of figure rarely remembered by history,’ Sage said. ‘She was a woman, for one, but a woman of selflessness above all else, known for her integrity, quiet bravery and careful consideration. Refusing to be taken in by her magic’s allure, she recognized the danger that strange, supernatural powers could pose in a world where uniqueness is not always welcome.’

Mrs Williams laughed. ‘Oh, I don’t know about all of that. I should think magical powers would be rather good. Think how quickly I could get the ironing done!’

Sage shrugged theatrically. Although, in truth, she knew the answer better than anyone. ‘Perhaps real magic, while it may sound like a dream, is in reality something that can never quite be trusted.’

A flash of inky blue-black tore across her vision. The sound of a squeaking door hinge. The scrape of heavy wood on floorboards. Quiet laughter from her siblings somewhere downstairs. A silence when there should have been more.

Her magic strained underneath her fingernails and Sage pulled herself back to the present.

‘While there is much dispute and many unknowns around the exact circumstances of her decision, old tales of townsfolk insist that Lilara stripped the magic from her soul to ensure the safety of Port Sylvan, above all else. An unfathomable, selfless sacrifice for a witch facing the darkest of days.’ Sage slowed her tone once again and leaned in closer. ‘Census records, deeds and journals of the time tell us that Lilara fled the town soon after her sacrifice. The noble daughter of the founding family quickly discovered that she was no longer welcome in the community she had tried to protect once her true identity as a sorceress was revealed and news spread.’ 

Sage brandished her broomstick in a way that felt suitably dramatic, maybe even menacing with any luck. ‘But, as legend has it, the presence of a once-real witch was enough to entrap this town for ever. Rather ironically, the story goes that Lilara’s magic was left behind long after she left. Haunting us here, holding Port Sylvan in its thrall, determined that it would not forsake the witch it rightfully belonged to. Noted theories claim that a web of her sequestered magic remains below our feet, eternally loyal and true in case of her return. Port Sylvan, the very meaning of spellbound.’ 

In a satisfying turn of fate, which gave Sage great, macabre pleasure, a jet-black crow swooped down at that moment and landed on the ridge of the fountain to her left. The bird gave an enthusiastic caw, which sounded suitably sinister against the peaceful surroundings.

‘Quite,’ she replied to him with a nod, before turning back to her audience. ‘Whether you believe magic to be true or not, there have been endless tales of strange, inexplicable goings-on – not to mention equally strange, inexplicable women – throughout local history ever since.’

She gave the group a rare smile. ‘All in the past, of course.’
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Chapter Two

WITCH WAY?

Port Sylvan was a town with many weird and wonderful connections to the supernatural. Despite its gentle beauty, the place held a poised, arcane feel that Sage had always found irresistibly sharpening to her senses. It was her hometown, the place she had grown up in. She had abandoned it during her teenage years when she needed to discover the sensation of starting again, only to return to its familiarity when it graciously called her back years later. To her, the place was bricked with memories – both precious and painful.

That the local history entwined with her studies and research helped too, of course. Port Sylvan boasted endless ties to interesting figures: gatherings of women, underage mothers, unwed spinsters, nurses, sisters, divorcees … All of whom raised sparks of suspicion in their communities in one way or another.

Not least was the one very real witch of the modern age who walked among the locals – but that revelation remained firmly off Sage’s script.

‘Lilara was the daughter of Lord and Lady Mournfell, important figures in local history as descendants of the town’s original founders. The family lived an elegant life at Pridian Manor, which you may have spotted among the more rural outskirts if you took the train here today. While little is known of Lilara’s private life, the lack of public information is evidence in itself to suggest that her parents were not proud of their only daughter, nor her unusual choices. Lilara is recorded to have mingled with lowly townsfolk, for example. She made unaccompanied visits to the bookshop and sent fresh bread deliveries to local tenant cottages … One thing we do know for certain of Lilara’s personal life is that she was a keen letter writer, as were many women of her time. In the handful that remain within the ledgers of Port Sylvan, Lilara writes to a friend that she was “uneasy with the power” resting upon her shoulders and how “the town could fall”. Of course, more strait-laced, mainstream historians assume that she was referring to her future as lady of the manor – wielding local authority, control over common lands, the vast wealth that came with it – an almost impossible role for an unmarried woman to fulfil back then. They believe that her main concern must have been finding a husband to take over her responsibilities. But, after years of studying Lilara closely, my colleague and I interpret the confession … differently.’

‘You think she meant power like … magic,’ the teenage girl said breathlessly. ‘She was really scared of it?’

Sage gave a slow nod in response. ‘Not necessarily scared, but certain. Lilara understood the true weight of witchery as being far more than just a handful of sparkles and knew what could befall those she cherished at the hands of it. She disappears from all records after she fled. Her sacrifice was a smart and selfless one to protect her neighbours, her friends, her parents …’

The crow cawed again, echoing in the silence.

One man scoffed, breaking the trance that Lilara’s story often created among tourists. He seemed momentarily baffled by his own fascination. ‘Bloody fairy stories,’ he laughed.

Sage stared back boldly, one eyebrow cocked. ‘Before fairy tales were fiction, they were formed from folk’s strangest truths, sir. Full of teachings, all of them.’

That shut him up. He looked suitably chastised and Sage gave a knowing wink to the teenage girl, then spun to continue her walk.

Sage’s well-trodden route around Port Sylvan, walked come rain or shine every Monday, Wednesday and Thursday at 12 p.m. precisely, began at the dell and headed through the village to the beautiful rose gardens in the middle of town, surrounding the renowned Equinox art gallery. The flowers were slowing with the season, the first breath of cold creeping in and turning them all gradually from crimson to coffee-brown, brittle at the edges of their curling petals.

It was a trail Sage could normally walk with her eyes closed. But in recent weeks she had been doing her level best to deny the way things had become a fraction more … unpredictable. It would appear that today would be one of those exasperating, impossible days.

She had suspected as much when the foam on top of her morning cappuccino had tipped over like a tidal wave all down her front – although she’d crossly insisted that it was just her own inane clumsiness. But then there’d been the heavy archive door slamming shut, all by itself, when she got cross with her colleague Casimir and didn’t want to hear another word of his nonsense. The lights had flickered on and off all morning, shadows stretching into crooked shapes between the exhibits. She’d suggested to Casimir that it was probably just your standard haunting. Nothing wrong with that in a historic town – good for business if anything, and absolutely nothing to do with her.

But there’d been many other small and faintly sinister-feeling signs of late too. All the way through October so far, almost every day – small indications, just enough to make the collar of her shirt itch. Items kept tumbling from shelves. Every cat she encountered seemed to stare at her, even more intensely than usual. Her bookmarks had been regularly jumping from the right page to a random one. And, worst of all, when she had found herself alone in the candlelit archive the night before, with only her research and ink pen for company, Sage could have sworn she’d sensed an unfamiliar twitch in the most deeply forged, dormant roots of her own magic.

The final straw had come earlier, when she realized that the croutons in her soup had inadvertently transformed into mini marshmallows. She’d been in a foul mood ever since.

Sage felt frustration and fury bubble at the pit of her stomach as an entire rosebush came out in full, fresh bloom the moment she passed by. She could only glance from the corner of her eye in mild horror and pray that no one else noticed how each new bud unfurled and blossomed unseasonably. As if by magic.

The stuff was utterly incorrigible.

Sage hastily distracted the tour group with some overzealous excitement for a pair of ducks landing with a splash in the now-distant fountain. Thankfully, they all reached for their cameras. She breathed a sigh of relief, hitting out angrily at a red rose to send a rain of petals to the ground.

The month of October was known for being thoroughly unpredictable when it came to all things magical; a witch never knew what might be lying in wait on the approach to Halloween. And it was clear from all the weeks of mishaps that her magic was putting up a fight as her most dreaded season rolled in.

Her witchery had to remain a closely guarded, shameful secret, but parading around Port Sylvan in an enormous crooked hat, with a plastic purple spider clinging to the brim and a shabby broom in her grasp, had ironically come to be the perfect disguise for a real-life witch. As her own tour speech confessed, Sage was hiding in plain sight from anyone who may have been watching a little too closely. Paying non-wicche customers almost expected to see something peculiar, so a casual laugh, a wave of the hand and a gasp of mock surprise were all part of the act. I bet you’re wondering how we did that, aren’t you? I can’t tell you that, I’m afraid. Tricks of the tour, you understand. 

As long as she remained within the confines of the role that everyone expected of her, then Sage didn’t have to worry quite as much. She did anyway, obviously. She was a perpetual worrier, a human knot of determined, prepared thoughts at any given time. But maddening, unpredictable magic was harder to conceal when people weren’t expecting it to show itself, so this was the boldly logical solution that she had settled on long ago.

They marched on towards the community green, which was playing host to the annual autumn festival and farmers’ market for the week. Port Sylvan residents tended to err on the side of being overly welcoming to all seasons and above all else they enjoyed any excuse for an elaborate celebration. The town had been celebrating October with gusto – and a ludicrous amount of home-crafted décor. Bunting fluttered on the breeze in a criss-cross of oranges and earth tones. Piles of pumpkins sat plump and pretty on every surface, while stacks of hay bales were wedged between busy stalls selling painted crockery, sweet jams, savoury pastries … 

The pastries, Sage had to admit, made the incessant merriment just about bearable.

Bustling her group through the festival, with endless jolly greetings from the locals, she made sure to secure a few extra sales for Bridgey and her home-stitched kitchen witches along the way. She knew the effort would go down well and maybe even earn her a free coffee tomorrow at the Hedgehog House.

Sage felt rather smug about that little win – until they passed by Ayana’s jam stall, decorated top to bottom with an abundance of crepe paper ghosts and golden sunflowers. There was no mistaking it. Each chunky stem and paper face turned plainly towards Sage with intrigue and an open mouth. Sage tugged down the ends of her sleeves, shoved up her glasses and strode past with renewed speed and purpose. She stared determinedly at anything but the glowing yellow blooms or the treacherous little ghosty faces and waved on her group with a grumble.

‘I charge double for dawdling,’ she called.

The entire route on her Magical Heritage of Port Sylvan tour was lined with the signature charming cottages of the town, which earned various ‘ooh’s and ‘aww’s along the way, but the typical tourist spots were not the purpose of Sage’s endeavours – more of a necessary footnote than anything else. She briefly waved them past the Equinox Gallery, the jewel of the town with its impressive gilded and domed roof. Then the towering Lyceum, blushing red brick smiling prettily against the blue sky, and the Dapple Grey, one of the oldest pubs in northern England. It was the more alternative locations that Sage always focused on.

‘Here we find the place that marked the final sighting of curious Lucille Pottinglee,’ Sage explained when they reached the cobbled alleyway behind the pub. As per her research, she went on to reveal how the poor woman vanished shortly after the last of her seven children had flown the nest. ‘Lucille declared that she had had enough. Worked too hard. She longed for nothing but a peaceful life of contentment and sleep. A cat with bushy eyebrows that looked alarmingly like Lucille’s own moved into her home a week later, the feline quite content to enjoy a quiet life all by itself.’

They crossed the street to Ada and Cliff’s Apricot Cottage B&B, where between flower beds of orange pansies stood an old-fashioned brick well. ‘Covered now for health-and-safety purposes, of course, after young Harriet Moss tumbled down while singing into the echo. But on foggy nights under a full moon, recent photographs still show the silhouette of a girl perched on the edge, asking for someone to join her song.’

The group laughed awkwardly, unsure whether they were supposed to be taking the whole thing seriously or not.

A career of magical academia within one of England’s most notoriously magical locations was admittedly an odd choice for a witch who was intent on having nothing to do with her own magic. And Sage, a distinctly determined person in all ways, had never been so determined about anything in her life. But to her, it made perfect, logical sense.

This way, she could keep control over something that often felt completely and utterly out of her control. This way, magic was formulaic and factual. She could lock it between the pages of the books she pored over, hold it between the loops of her lettering and afterwards tidy it away into neat boxes as fact. Sage understood magic via concepts and methods and laws, reasonings and theories and examples. She could expertly handle her knowledge on the subject and had devoted her life to doing so with a specialist, most invested interest in the lore of magical banishment.

When it came to putting her own powers into practice, however, Sage would have absolutely nothing to do with the infernal stuff. Magic had brought her nothing but sadness – so much sadness – along with the deepest regret and a feeling of isolation that had shaped her into who she was today. Who, in truth, was someone she didn’t always like very much.

Once, in that woman’s place, there had been a girl who loved magic with her whole heart. She had gazed up at the moon and watched in awe as it changed its skirts from full to sweeping crescent. She had stumbled through the garden barefoot, stuck her tongue out in the snow, collected feathers and snail shells like gemstones to be placed in neat lines on her bedroom shelf. She had loved ribbons in her hair and all things fluffy. She had lost herself to stories and imagination and dreamlike possibility. There had been a time in her life when wonder had led the way.

But then it had all gone horribly, horribly wrong and Sage’s guard had remained firmly up, in all ways, ever since.

So far, it had all worked rather well. As a lone, weird witch, Sage had slipped by entirely unnoticed for almost fifteen years – half of her life and every day since her magic had materialized. The coven (for her studies had led her to conclude long ago that there was indeed somewhere, some form of a coven) had never come knocking. So far, she had been spared from that, at least.

Now, it hopefully wouldn’t be long until Sage could finally stop listening out for the footsteps she had dreaded following her for so many years.

Thirty minutes into the tour and Sage’s frequented route had led them in a loop back down through the dell. The path beneath the red sandstone bridge, covered in a confetti scatter of toffee-coloured leaves, painted the perfect backdrop to her case study of Agatha Pinch.

‘Agatha’s husband, a notorious town drunk – which certainly didn’t help his argument – insisted that his wife had been able to transfer to any time or place when she walked beneath the arch of this very bridge. A fascinating prospect, defying the very fabric of time and its supposed continuum,’ Sage told the group.

‘You’re telling us that all these mad stories are … real? You’re serious?’ Mr Williams asked with a bewildered expression.

‘Quite serious,’ Sage said curtly. ‘I am a scholar, Mr Williams. An almost unrivalled expert in the study of magic, both theoretical and evidential, with a focus on Port Sylvan as a historically supernatural location.’

‘Right, right …’ he nodded. ‘But still, you are joking, aren’t you?’

‘I rarely joke, Mr Williams,’ Sage sniffed. ‘However, if you are a man who requires cold, hard proof over the mere word of a female academic who has devoted the past twelve years of her life to the subject, you might check Agatha’s exhibition cabinet at the museum. You’ll find a bunch of dried wildflowers, tied with a blue ribbon, that sat on Agatha’s mantelpiece for decades – wildflowers known to grow natively only in Salem, Massachusetts. Strange, don’t you think? One day, Agatha was spotted—’

It was then that Sage was, regrettably, interrupted.

‘I’m not sure I remember seeing such a good-looking group as this one today. Sage Hemlock, are you boring our poor, unsuspecting visitors again?’

A scowl immediately slapped itself across her face. What in all the transcendental realms did he want now?
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Chapter Three

CASIMIR EVERALD

The owner of the velvety voice peered over the top of the sandstone bridge and slapped the ledge with vigour. 

‘How are we, folks? I hope Sage here is giving you a good show. I know better than anyone that she can be rather frightening, but don’t be too scared of her. She saves the worst of her spells for me.’

Sage’s scowl curdled and she stared determinedly at the group in front of her, refusing to look up and give him the attention he thrived on. But it was too late; they had all turned their gazes upwards to meet his and were evidently enamoured by the romantic balcony interruption. He always had that maddening effect on people.

‘Is this part of the performance?’ a woman asked excitedly.

‘Performance?’ Sage glared. ‘Madam, I’ve studied these matters for the majority of my life, to bring you acutely researched—’

‘Dreadfully sorry to interrupt, folks,’ the perpetual interruption of her life went on. He took a few strides along the length of the bridge before swinging gracefully around the end pillar to descend onto the top step. ‘It’s only that I need to borrow your dazzling host for just a tick.’ He sauntered down the wide sandstone steps, hands casually sunk into his pockets.

There were few things in this world that could be guaranteed – especially for a witch. But Casimir Everald appearing at the most inconvenient moment possible was one of those rare certainties.

‘For all the bloody stars …’ Sage muttered to the sky, willing herself to find one final crumb of patience for the man who constantly stole away each and every one of them. He was her best friend and her biggest headache, usually at the very same time.

Casimir addressed the enthralled group like a showman, with a sincere hand on heart and a small bow. ‘I promise to return her to you as soon as I can.’

Sage sighed flatly in defeat. ‘One moment, please,’ she said to the group. She clicked off her microphone before scooping up her long skirt and her cape to traipse down the pathway and meet him halfway up the stairs of the bridge. She stopped on the step below him and peered up, furious.

‘My favourite thing about our relationship is that you’re always so pleased to see me, Specs.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ she said crossly.

‘See! Your natural, personable warmth is exactly what I’m talking about. Lovely hat, that one,’ Cas said. He lifted the edge of the brim and bent slightly at the knees, lowering himself to meet her eyes with his own. ‘I always forget how much it suits you.’

She batted his hand away. ‘Stop it. I’ve got sixteen paying guests waiting down there. Either tell me what’s wrong or bugger off, will you? I’m sure there’s nothing so important or urgent that you need to interrupt a tour.’

‘Well, that’s just it, you see. There’s a bit of an emergency back at HQ. The place really does fall apart as soon as you set foot outside of it.’

Sage felt her heart stutter and stall. An emergency? The archive. Her research.

‘What is it? What did you do?’

‘Me? Always the accusations,’ Casimir replied, in mock offence.

‘Cas! Is the work okay?’ Her mind raced with possibilities. Her magic running amok, leaving a trail of flame and fury behind it. It had been feeling more and more out of control in recent days. Something terrible must have happened after she left. She had let something slip. She would never forgive herself if …

‘Oh, it’s nothing like that,’ Casimir said, nonchalant as ever. ‘Everything’s fine in that department.’

Sage clutched her chest. The back room of the museum was where every single book, scroll, page and scrap of a lifetime of research was stored away. Two lifetimes, if Casimir’s contributions were to be included. Hundreds of boxes of files and notes and papers, essays and articles, sources and antiquities. There was far too much riding on it for her ever to lose a single word, each scribbling carefully catalogued and cross-referenced just in case it should ever be required. ‘What is it, then?’ she asked, her heart rate still heightened.

‘I just wondered if you knew where all the biscuits had gone? I think we may be all out, but I swear we only bought some the other day. You know, the posh jammy ones?’

Sage thundered, so cross that she actually stamped a foot against the sandstone steps. She gave Casimir a quick shove. ‘You interrupted my tour to ask me where the bloody biscuits are? Of all the brazen …’

Casimir threw his hands up in innocent protest. ‘Oi, watch the costume, will you? More of these white shirts come out of my pay cheque than I care to admit. I can’t afford another one this month.’

The costume in question was a flouncy white shirt, always with the sleeves pushed up and dark, close-fitting trousers tucked into riding boots. It was entirely self-prescribed. Casimir insisted it was necessary for his own tour to be in an authentic 1800s costume for Cloak and Dagger fans, but Sage was convinced that it was just because he knew he looked … well, dashing in it. She had overheard enough guests tell him as much and she could barely prevent her eyes rolling somewhere far north each time they did.

Casimir shrugged the billowing fabric back onto his shoulders and dusted down the front where she’d pushed him. He sighed pitifully. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to cause alarm. I suppose I’ll just pop to the shop on the way back then.’

‘No, you won’t. Because your version of “pop to the shop” involves disappearing completely for hours on end, bumping into some friend or other and leaving me to run the place without so much as a moment’s notice. And we’ve got the school trip to prepare for. Why aren’t you checking the gift shop stock? Do we have enough bendy rulers? You know how many bloody bendy rulers we get through on a school trip, especially …’

She promptly stopped unravelling when Casimir’s hands moved to hold her firmly by the shoulders. It was his go-to technique to calm her down and, frustratingly, it always worked. Sage had given up trying to pretend it didn’t.

‘Oh, Specs, come on. Why the bad mood?’ Cas said, unhurried and peering under her hat again. ‘I know you’re a bit frazzled at the moment, but look around. It’s October, can’t you feel the magic of it all? It’s our speciality.’

At that, he took her hand and spun her around on the spot, making her cloak parachute in a way that felt utterly mortifying in front of their captive audience and her plastic cauldron of coins jangle loudly against her microphone box. Sage shook out of his grasp and her hands flew to her hips, determined to remain cross with him. It was a battle that she regularly fought and lost.

‘You are a moron,’ she said, unable to stifle a small, incredulous snort. ‘Go. And I’m not telling you where my biscuit stash is. You’ll only raid it.’

‘Have I ever told you how charming you are when you’re sulking?’ He smirked. ‘Fine, fine … I’ll stop by the Hedgehog House and see if there’re any blackcurrant doughnuts left. Unlikely at this time, but …’

‘Casimir,’ Sage said. ‘Go. Back. To. Work.’

Feeling unfairly outstripped by height alone, she took an extra step to land on the same one as her colleague. Then another for good measure, giving her a rare height advantage. He seemed to appreciate the effort, as his tongue popped into his cheek to stop himself from laughing.

‘You are the single most bothersome human that has ever walked this planet,’ Sage said, determined to remain unaffected.

‘And I know just how bothersome you consider every human being ever to exist, so coming from you, I take that as an enormous accolade. I’d better do my very best to maintain it.’ He grinned and the flash of bright white was almost enough to send Sage stumbling back down a couple of stairs.

‘Anything else to say before I throw you off this bridge?’ she asked with a glower.

‘Oh! Actually, yes,’ he said with new sincerity, the arrival of a singular thought almost visible behind his dark brown eyes. It was a look of last-minute realization that plagued every single one of Sage’s working days and had done so for over a decade. ‘There’s been a delivery for you. It’s your favourite sort – disgustingly dusty and mothball-scented. Quite possibly haunted and/or damned.’

‘On a Wednesday? That’s unusual. What is it?’

‘Haven’t the foggiest. There was nothing on the incoming calendar, which is very unlike you. Any guesses?’

Sage frowned. ‘I wasn’t expecting anything else, but …’

She had placed so many requests over the past few months, in the run-up to their new exhibition opening, that even Sage had to admit she had somewhat lost track of what was still to be catalogued.

Casimir shrugged. ‘Popped it in the back room. But on my usual shake inspection it feels like – would you believe? – more books! And there I was thinking that we had completed our excessive and entirely unnecessary collection of every single thing ever written about this place.’

She could put up with most of Casimir’s jibes, but an insult to her book collection was a step too far. ‘Go,’ she pointed, throwing an arm out in the direction of the museum. ‘I’ll be back within the hour, so don’t do anything stupid until then, if at all possible.’

Reluctantly and with a bored tut, Casimir sauntered back up the steps to cross the bridge and return to the museum. One hand remained in his pocket and the other waved down to the crowd below, as though they were his royal subjects.

‘As you were, folks,’ he said. ‘Next time, I’d recommend my Magical Media tour – it’s a little more current than these offerings. Oh, and don’t forget to stop by the heritage museum before you head home to complete your treasure map. Lord knows you deserve a prize for enduring the company of Sage Hemlock for an hour. If it were up to me, we’d hand out solid gold medals for your troubles, but alas, budget cuts …’

Sage took a final calming breath. Having long ago found herself with Casimir, her exact opposite in every way, as an unlikely colleague and even more unlikely best friend since their teenage years, she was well-rehearsed in this practice. She returned to the group and took a quick glance at her notes to remind herself where she was up to.

In her periphery, Sage sensed a young woman in a cream cardigan approaching shyly.

‘Yes?’ Sage snarled. She was behind schedule now, thanks to Cas.

‘Your colleague … Is he running any more tours today? Or are we able to swap on to …?’

‘No.’ Sage scowled so emphatically that she was fairly sure next time she looked in the mirror, she’d find a stone gargoyle looking back.

[image: ]

With aching feet and more spine-tingling, supernatural information about one small town than anyone could or probably should hope for, the tour was finally completed.

‘I hope that our time together may serve as a reminder to, if not believe entirely, then be open to the possibility that the most extraordinary of explanations may be hiding in plain sight. And often, magic may be the only possible answer.’

Sage gave a satisfied sigh with her final line as she received a timid smattering of applause. They had warmed up eventually, with only a handful of inane questions about the films, TV shows and famous bands that Port Sylvan had played host to. Despite Casimir’s best efforts and a conspiracy by the local seasonal displays to expose her secret, Sage would chalk the tour up as a success.

‘Very enjoyable. Thanks for your time,’ Mr Williams said, slipping a folded five-pound note into the mini cauldron on her satchel. ‘Although, I do think it’s a bit much to call this ghost tour “historical”. You’d be better to go for “fantastical”. Or “weird and wondrous”. Something fun like that.’

Sage glanced up at the man from underneath the wide brim of her hat. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Come on, you’re off duty now. It’s all nonsense, isn’t it?’ He winked, as though in on some joke. ‘Witches and magic, I mean.’

Sage swallowed against the ferocious flutter locked behind her ribs, roaring to escape. ‘Quite.’
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Chapter Four

SALT IN THE SUGAR

As Sage passed beneath the street lamp at the corner of her lane, the orange bulb burst with a loud pop and a shower of sparks toppled down onto the shoulders of her coat with a scorch and a sizzle. Smoke puffed from the ends of her damp red curls and she batted at them furiously. With a groan and a strained, patient breath, she carried on through the rain with a scowl etched deeply across her face. Misbehaving magic was getting on her last nerve today.

Small mercies – at least this time it was dark. After an evening of making the most finely detailed changes to the information plaques and artefact curation for the new exhibition (while mildly bullying Casimir into helping), Sage had packed up to head home. The evening had turned rainy, her favourite, dreary sort of weather, which called for books and soft clothing, but was distinctly less pleasant to be outside in. Night folded over the village as though tucking it in to keep warm, eager for sleep and dreams.

Once she’d turned the key in the door, Sage’s arrival into her cluttered hallway was soundtracked by the soggy drip-drip of rainwater from the hem of her anorak. Pointed leather boots flew in opposite directions, one slapping against the wall with a wet spray of mud.

An orange cat, perched on top of a precarious accumulation of yellowing paperbacks stacked against the staircase, reluctantly stirred at the interruption.

‘Oh, don’t you worry, Mal. You stay toasty warm and dry. Your food will miraculously appear in front of you and I, your humble servant, will battle the elements to make sure of it. Don’t concern yourself with us mere mortals.’

Mal peeked open one green eye and gave a soft mrow in agreement. He stretched out his front paws, each ginger leg wearing a little white boot, before settling back into his perfect circle of fur on top of the books.

‘Blasted autumn weather and the way it changes on the flip of a coin,’ Sage muttered to him. ‘No good ever comes from October.’

She didn’t want to – she really, really didn’t want to – but every so often, when the occasion absolutely called for it, Sage did permit herself the odd small-scale domestic spell, to quell the incessant itch at her fingertips more than anything. Soggy socks surely called for the most desperate of measures. Without a magical mentor on hand, Sage had never had anyone to encourage a more flourishing magical gesture from her. So, following her impatient, inelegant, jabbing finger point, a spiral of burgundy sparks wound its way around Sage like a ribbon and with it went the damp remnants of the outside world. Sage shook her head to chase away the very last of the droplets that her untrained magic had missed and the motion immediately tripled the dimensions of her fiery red hair into a large, frizzy triangle.

The sensation of instant cosiness after traipsing through the wet and cold was almost worth the guilt that she’d feel for the rest of the evening for using her magic. She had to admit, it always felt toe-curlingly wonderful to drain it from her system, even for a moment, before the regret took over and something chaotic inevitably occurred in returned karma.

Magic was constantly pent up inside her, unexpressed and unspoken, like a dam that was forever fit to burst. She lived with the never-ending tension, keeping herself rigid and unbending to ensure that her powers remained hidden and controlled, forever in fear of what the single straw to break the witch’s back might be.

The extremely rare, private moments of magical indulgence – one insignificant spell a week, if that – gave her the same sensation as the first sip of a perfectly brewed cup of hot chocolate on a freezing day. It felt like stroking the softest cat under the chin and receiving a pleased purr in return. Or the crispest, most delicious bite of a red apple that was perfectly sweetened.

Yet it was poisoned in just the way that same apple might be: endlessly inviting, welcoming, addictive … And that was the problem. There was always the possibility that she might go for more. Then more again. Magic was dangerous and it was never to be trusted. She knew that all too well.

‘I’m certain that is not how witches are supposed to feel about the most magical month of the year,’ called a voice from the kitchen at the rear.

‘Give over, Maggie. Who told you that? October brings nothing but trouble for anyone with so much as a teaspoon of magic running through their veins,’ Sage replied, shrugging off her coat and slipping it onto the row of brass hooks by the door. ‘If it were up to me, I’d hibernate until Christmas, emerge for the roast dinner and then return to bed until February, just to be safe.’

‘And a good evening to you too,’ laughed the voice, wispy as it travelled through the small, end-of-terrace house. ‘Pray tell, where have you been?’

‘A rock concert. Followed by a neon rave. And then the debutante ball.’ Puffing a wodge of hair out of her face, Sage bent down to give Mal a scruff on the top of his ginger head. She scooped up a couple of letters that had landed on the doormat and shuffled through them as she walked to the kitchen.

‘Oh, I see, Miss Contrary.’ Maggie shook her head in good-natured disapproval.

At least, she seemed to be shaking her head. It wasn’t until one was within a few feet of her that she came properly into view, a watery film of pale grey rippling around her silhouette and changing into focus. Once she was noticeable against the kitchen cabinets, it was clear that Maggie’s narrow forearms were making light telekinetic work of the bread dough she was beating into submission.

Sage leaned against the doorframe and watched Maggie’s handiwork. ‘You know full well that I wasn’t anywhere other than the museum. I meant to catalogue an unexpected delivery we had today, but got distracted by a new train of thought. I think I may be on the verge of something fairly indisputable regarding cereal milk possessing magical qualities. Once I’d noticed, I couldn’t tear myself away.’

‘Cereal milk?’ Maggie replied absently, evidently much more interested in her bread. With a final, phantasmic slap of the dough, she turned back to Sage. ‘Now then, if you’d be so kind as to do the honours?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Oh, go on, treasure.’

The fond nickname earned her a fraction of softness. ‘I don’t know why you insist on doing the hard part like a schmuck and then turning to magic to finish the easy bit for you. But fine, seeing as I’ve only just conjured anyway. There’s a drop still lingering in my left hand. No more this week, mind.’

It was reasonably rare that the housekeeper ever asked for Sage’s magical assistance with anything and she worked so hard around the place that Sage could hardly turn her down when she did. A brume of glittering magic breathed its way across the top of the tin that Maggie had thrown her dough inside and, within seconds, it had changed into a fresh brown loaf, flooding the small kitchen with a delicious, malty scent that made Sage’s stomach rumble.

‘Much obliged,’ Maggie said, wiping her hands on the apron tied at her waist over her black smock. It left behind an oily smear on the frilly fabric, as translucent a shade of grey as the rest of her. ‘Here now, let me put the kettle on.’

Sage yelped as the contents of the letter she was opening suddenly burst into a mischievous puff of smoke. That would be the karma. She sighed a defeated thank you to Maggie as she slumped down into one of the spindly chairs at the small round table by the back door. She lifted one thick-socked foot onto her knee, darned at the heel and with a small amount of visible toe stubbornly poking out of a hole and began to massage it crossly. Almost everything Sage Hemlock ever did was done crossly.

‘I’m dreading the rest of this week, Maggs. Why, on the universe’s greenest plane, does anyone ever decide that a small-town museum would make for a good school-trip destination? I’ll never understand it.’

‘I should think they’ll enjoy themselves a great deal, bless ’em,’ Maggie said cheerily, busying herself with the old-fashioned copper kettle on the stove, which she insisted on using. Her century-long ghostly affliction meant that Maggie was bound to look after the cottage, as well as whoever resided within it, and was permitted to interact with the physical world only from within the house’s confines. The unexplained curse that she had found herself under, another quirk of Port Sylvan’s history, included a concentrated amount of spiritual, clairvoyant magic condensed just for Maggie, allowing her translucent form to become slightly corporeal for important tasks like making pies or shuffling Sage’s notes into neat piles when they’d specifically been left in a very particular type of organized chaos.

Sage had tried on several occasions to treat Maggie to the more modern versions of her equipment, feeling it was the very least she could do in return, but Maggie was always too wary of them. She was largely against electricity in general. ‘The young ’uns must delight in all of them fine little trinkets you’ve shown me pictures of.’

‘If by “delight” you mean “slobber against the glass”, then sure.’

‘A little vinegar and a buffing with newspaper will polish that up a treat.’

Sage mumbled another thanks as she accepted the tea. ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re old-fashioned, Maggs?’

‘I’m afraid that rather comes with the nature of the undead,’ Maggie said, managing a soft smile between old friends. Some older than others. While she had the pretty, fresh-faced appearance of being in her mid-twenties, modest and tidy with her pale blonde hair always pinned simply at her nape, Maggie had stopped counting her own years now that the Victorian era was creeping close to having ended a century ago. Time really did fly when one was a ghost confined to haunting the four walls of an antiquated house.

Sage had done all the research she could around Maggie’s circumstances and had come to the unsatisfactory conclusion that it was simply down to an unfortunate, complicated error of fate, double-sealed in wayward town magic. When Maggie had tried to pass over, following her untimely death at the hands of tuberculosis, as so many nineteenth-century folks did, she had stumbled at the veil, found it solid and unwelcoming to her passing through. She was left with no choice but to turn back, now altogether more spectral and see-through, and return to her previous home at the cottage.

‘And with the nature of a somewhat more alive museum curator comes instructing the youth about the olden days. To ignite passion and pride in a new generation!’ Maggie continued excitedly, giving Sage a shake on the shoulder which was probably meant to be stirring and motivational, but was mainly a little cold and slippery.

Sage, unaffected by the familiar touch, gave her a sardonic look. ‘And that’s just the gift shop.’

‘Aye and thrilling it sounds too,’ Maggie marvelled, swooning against the countertop. ‘A valiant cause, I’d say. How many of those peculiar little bouncy articles do you think you’ll sell?’

‘Erasers? A lot. Boys like throwing them at each other on the coach home.’

Maggie had shyly revealed herself to Sage for the first time just three days after the witch moved into the humble house that lay close to the centre of Port Sylvan. The housekeeper’s bravery was rewarded when Sage barely batted an eyelid at the sight of a nervous, indistinct figure waiting in the kitchen to present her with a pan of honey-drizzled porridge for breakfast. She simply dove straight into the accompanying homemade berry compote while asking any and every question about the supernatural theorem involved in her haunting. She and Maggie had instantly become firm friends and Sage had penned several well-received papers on poltergeist mechanisms since.

Fortunately, Sage Hemlock was far and away the most easy-going mistress of the house that Maggie had faced in all her 126 years of ghostendom (there or thereabouts). There’d first been Amos, the railway telegraph operator, who’d then died in a train accident and left the house to his wife, Eliza. She was a milliner of a nervous disposition, so those had been lonely years for Maggie, mostly spent picking up the hatpins that were dropped everywhere. Another widow followed, named Beatrice, whom Maggie was rather fond of and enjoyed conversing with nightly over knitting. Mr Douglas, the clockmaker, wasn’t much of a talker, followed by a nurse called Joan who was hardly ever home, then a pair of unbearable artists called the Lyles. The smell of linseed oil still haunted Maggie in return, but at least there’d been a lot of cleaning to pass the time. A couple, Sandra and Ted, with a newborn named Gracie, had followed. It had broken Maggie’s heart, the way they fled from the house when she finally felt brave enough to reveal herself to congratulate them and offer her nannying services. Her own mother had been a nanny to a girl and she had been excited to perform the role herself. Sage was her very first witch and the fateful pairing had worked out rather well.

‘Any food going?’ Sage asked, managing to avert her cup of tea from the incoming cat, who had spotted an available lap.

‘What manner of household would I be running if there were naught to eat?’ Maggie tutted. ‘There’s sausage plait pastry waiting in the larder.’ The ghost moved in a floaty sort of way towards the pale-yellow door at the back of the kitchen. ‘And might there be a soul or two inclined to partake in your plans this coming weekend, madam?’

‘Maggs, how many times?’ Sage interrupted her enquiry. ‘It makes me feel nine thousand years old every time you say “madam”.’

Maggie cleared her throat meaningfully.

‘Not that there’d be anything wrong with being supernaturally aged, you understand,’ Sage hurried to correct herself. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken,’ Maggie replied, brightening quickly as her form passed back through the larder door without opening it. ‘Although I may take some, if it encourages you to answer my question. I was wondering how many to prepare supper for, is all.’

Sage gave a bad-tempered tut.

‘Not even Mr Everald?’

‘Oh, well, yes,’ Sage said, batting a hand dismissively. ‘Seeing
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