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One


Avery Hamilton admired Mariah’s cottage garden from the garden gate, wishing she was there under better circumstances. 
It was a wild tangle of roses, dahlias, delphiniums, and other summer plants. A gardener’s paradise, there was order beneath the apparent chaos, and it surrounded a picture-perfect cottage. However, she pushed her admiration aside and assessed whether there were any magical traps hidden on the grounds.
“Well?” DI Newton asked, huffing impatiently at her side.
Avery looked at him, annoyed. “We just got here, Newton! Give me a moment.”
It was Saturday evening, and the sun was slanting in low over the garden, casting part of it in shadow. It was the day after their fight with Mariah, Zane, and the pirate spirits in the cave on Gull Island, and Avery had accompanied Newton to Mariah’s house in Looe. A Police Constable was guarding the property, and had been standing next to the rough-hewn wall all day, waiting patiently and silently. 
Newton bristled with annoyance. “Mariah has been gone for almost twenty-four hours! We need to get in there.”
Avery ignored his tone, knowing he was frustrated because he’d been stuck on Gull Island for hours, and had needed to wait for one of the witches to accompany him. “A moment more.” 
Avery took a few calming breaths to centre herself, then sent her magical awareness across the garden. She could feel Mariah’s magic in the garden, but nothing about it was threatening. 
“Nothing to worry about out here, but I’ll check the house,” she said, satisfied. Avery opened the gate and walked down the path, Newton right behind her. “I take it you have no word on her yet?”
Newton cast a wary glance around the garden. “None, but I’m not surprised.” He looked tired, his suit rumpled. “She and Zane have obviously planned their escape well. I doubt very much she left any clue as to where she’s gone.”
They reached the porch, where Avery laid a restraining hand on Newton’s arm, and she nodded in agreement. “Unfortunately, I think you’re right, but this door is warded. Give me a moment.”
Unmistakable power resonated around the entrance, and Avery feared a pulse of magic would be released unless she could neutralise it. She tried a few spells, finally finding one that worked, and with a magical boom that only she could hear, Mariah’s ward collapsed. Avery used another spell to unlock the front door, and it swung open into a small hallway with a low ceiling. 
Although Newton tried to enter first, Avery pushed him back. “Wait. There could be other traps.”
Avery took her time to investigate her surroundings, noting the slightly old-fashioned feel to the cottage, despite its modern furnishings. It was a warm, welcoming place, and Avery struggled to marry the image of frosty, aggressive Mariah with this little piece of heaven. She checked the sitting room to the right, then progressed through to the kitchen on the left that stretched the length of the house, with a dining area at the rear. 
“It’s all safe down here,” she told Newton. 
He shook his head. “It doesn’t look the house of a murderer, does it? But then again, I’ve learnt that people present many sides. Nothing remotely smuggling in nature here, though.”
“Upstairs, perhaps,” Avery said, already heading to the narrow stairs. But after spending a few minutes exploring the small but tidy bedrooms and bathroom, she found nothing there, either. 
“Just half-empty wardrobes,” Newton mused, checking the drawers with his gloved hands. “Which means she’s not returning any time soon.”
Avery headed to the window that overlooked the garden behind the house, noting it was also well stocked and maintained with summer plants and shrubs. “She obviously loves this house. I can’t believe she abandoned it. Perhaps she’s hoping her magic will sustain the place while she’s gone.”
Newton gave a short laugh. “If she thinks she’s coming back after all that’s happened, she’s mad.”
“Or she has a plan that she has complete faith in,” Avery reasoned, fearing more violence. She repeated the concerns she’d had after speaking to Dan and Sally in Happenstance Books earlier that day. “There have been a lot of things that haven’t made sense. For example, why she or Zane couldn’t control the spriggans when we could. It suggests that they let them kill Miles and Jasmine—and that poor man with the dog. That’s the only explanation! And they must have been planning to double-cross Ethan all along.”
Newton raked his fingers through his short, dark hair, and up close Avery could see how bloodshot his eyes were. “They’ve got a hiding place.”
“And probably allies.”
“And a way of getting rid of the pirate gold they’ve already stolen.” Newton’s gaze was distant as he studied the garden, and then he focussed with a frown. “There’s a garden shed. We should check that.”
He turned and marched down the stairs, leaving Avery running after him, frustrated. “Let me assess it first!”
Once in the garden, he let her lead the way. “Perhaps she’s planned for a relative or friend to look after the place at some point,” Avery suggested to Newton when she finally reached the shed.
“We’re checking her family out now, but we need to know which of them are witches.”
“I can see if anyone in the Cornwall Coven would know, but let me focus for now.” She turned her attention to the rustic building, noting it was a decent size with two small windows. One half was a regular shed, the other side a greenhouse. Now that she was up close she felt it resonating with magic. “Step back, Newton.”
Avery scanned the building, noting that the magic felt stronger around the doors and windows. Runes were carved into the door with simple wards, but different to the ones used for the house. After trying a few spell combinations, she disabled the wards and opened the door. It swung open easily on well-oiled hinges. The smell of compost engulfed them, but as she stepped through the door, she saw an area at the other end that wasn’t filled with gardening equipment, but looked to have been both a spell room and planning space. Shelves lined the end wall, and although most had been cleared, a few jars of dried herbs remained. 
“She’s taken herbs for spell work, too,” Avery said, studying the remaining bottles and musing on the mostly empty space. “The protection spells weren’t as strong as I expected, and I guess that’s because she had nothing worth hiding here.” 
The workbench was clear, but there were a couple of dog-eared books about smuggling on the side. Avery idly searched them, finding nothing other than a few pencilled notes that added nothing to what they already knew. 
“What about her coven member, Harry?” Avery had spoken to Genevieve earlier that day to update her and get the details. Understandably she had been furious, but also worried. 
“He’s married with kids, but there’s no sign of him yet. A patrol car is keeping an eye on his place. We’ll go there next, if that’s okay?”
“Of course. You certainly can’t go alone. But although I’ve met him, I don’t know much about him,” Avery confessed. Like Mariah, Harry hadn’t been friendly towards her or the rest of the White Haven witches.
“That doesn’t matter right now.” Newton sighed. “And to be honest, all this is what I expected, but we’ll get the team in anyway to search it properly. Perhaps Moore and Briar will have better luck at Zane’s.” 
“Are they there now?” Avery asked. She’d been wondering where Sergeant Moore was.
“Should be, but I’ll call him with our news.”
[image: image-placeholder]Briar Ashworth inspected Zane and Lowen’s utterly charmless living room while Moore talked on the phone. She had no idea that Zane and Lowen, the other Bodmin Coven member, were flatmates, and it seemed they didn’t bother too much to make their house anything more than serviceable. It was depressing. However, she sensed there was something else here they hadn’t found yet.
Moore ended his call and turned to face her. “That was Newton. Things are as we expected at Mariah’s. Clothes gone and the house spelled with protection. Just like here.”
Briar turned, her nose twitching. “I think I’m missing something, Moore. I feel it.”
“Magic?” Moore asked, his deep voice resonating around them.
He was a man of slight build with light red hair, and his rich voice was at odds with the rest of him. Briar knew why Newton relied on him, though. He was thorough and observant, and far more patient than Newton.
“Yes. But it’s not obvious. More of a prickle between my shoulder blades.”
They had already searched the whole house, and Briar found it a gloomy place. It was utilitarian, devoid of artwork or personality. Perhaps they had stripped it all in anticipation of leaving, but Briar doubted that. There were no tell-tale marks on the wall where paintings might have hung. And she found no sign of a spell room, either.
Briar suddenly remembered the creak of the floorboards in the pantry next to the kitchen. This house, although unwelcoming, was a character-filled property that could have been made to be much nicer. “This place is old enough to have a cellar, right?”
“Absolutely. Why?”
“Follow me.” Briar led the way back to the pantry where she stamped on the floor, eliciting a squeak. “Hear that? I’m wondering if anything is under here. Zane and Lowen are witches. They should have a spell room, and there’s no sign of one anywhere. And Zane’s an earth witch, like me.” She looked around, frustrated. “He should have plants, and lots of herbs!”
Moore smiled. “Excellent thinking. What kind of witch is Lowen?”
“I’m not sure,” she said, annoyed with herself for not checking prior, “but I’ll find out.”
He gestured to the floor. “Can you detect anything?” 
“Not yet.” She frowned, perplexed. “And that’s odd. I can normally sense space beneath the earth when I focus.”
Moore crouched, prodding and pulling the floorboards with his gloved hands, but despite their squeaking, they seemed firmly in place. He looked up at her. “I can look for something to lever them up, or could you move them?”
Briar hesitated. She’d never used magic in front of Moore before…not obviously so, anyway. “Are you sure you’re okay with me using magic?”
“I’m fine. In fact, that’s an understatement. I’m itching to see you use it.” He winked. “Why should Newton have all the fun?”
She gave him a shy smile, suddenly self-conscious—which was ridiculous, considering how often she used magic. “Okay. You’d better stand back.”
They exited the pantry, and Briar eyed the worn, wooden floor. She raised her hands, and summoning her power, directed it down to the boards, feeling along their edges and below. She could have just blasted them away, but she hated unnecessary destruction, so she levered up the end of half a dozen planks. 
And then power reared outward.  
Just in time, she threw up a wall of protection around both of them as a wave of magic blasted out, lifting them off their feet and slamming them into the cabinets behind them.
“By the Goddess!” she exclaimed, both winded and very grateful that her magic had cushioned their landing. “Sneaky bastard! That was unexpected. Are you all right?”
Moore, like her, had hit the countertop, and he put his hand to his lower back. “I’m okay. That could have been worse. You were quick.”
“Fortunately.” She stared at the newly revealed hole in the pantry floor. “They disguised that well, which means something is down there.”
Briar threw a witch-light down the brick-lined steps and, spotting a light switch, flicked it on. The stairs lit up, illuminating the entry to a room below. Briar descended, still on full alert, with Moore hefting a powerful torch as a weapon in his hands. There was no scent of must or dampness, and when they reached the bottom, they entered a large, low-ceilinged cellar that stretched beneath the whole house. 
“Oh wow!” Briar exclaimed. “So this is where they spent most of their time!”
Moore gave a low whistle next to her. “This is impressive!”
The space was comprised of perfectly dry brick walls and floor, and arches that split the place into areas, most of which were for spell work, but there was a comfortable sitting area and a TV with a gaming console. The air smelled of herbs and magic, and she made Moore wait while she felt for any more magical traps.
After a few moments, she sighed with relief. “We’re fine. The one at the top was it.”
Moore prowled around the space with interest. “They did have a personality, after all!”
“I’m relieved,” Briar confessed. “This is where they lived—all the time! I guess as an earth witch Zane must have liked being surrounded by it.” She headed to the spell room. “I personally like to see the daylight and my garden, but everyone is different.”
“Were they both single… Or a couple, together?” Moore asked.
“I have no idea.”
He nodded. “We’ll double-check all their relationships in the coming days. Today was spent on the cave and Ethan’s death.” He strode to a far corner and picked up something that twinkled in the light. “A guinea.” He grinned at Briar. “So, they stored some of the treasure here.”
“Makes sense. It’s very secure. But there’s nothing to tell us where they’ve gone.” Briar looked despondently at the obviously cleared out sections and missing magical paraphernalia. 
Moore patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It might take some time, but we’ll find them eventually.”
“But there’s a big paranormal world out there, and they’re skilled witches.”
“But you have contacts, and so do we,” he reassured her. “We’ll be working with Maggie Milne on this. And we’ll be getting a new sergeant to help us.” His smile disappeared at that admission.
Briar hadn’t forgotten that Inez Walker had died when she was attacked by a spriggan, but it had been pushed to the back of her mind, and now she felt horribly guilty. “I’m sorry, Moore. Another death that is Zane and Mariah’s fault.”
“Which is why we will find them.” Moore’s stare was intense and determined. “They have a lot of blood on their hands.”
“Why did you become involved in paranormal policing?” she asked, aware she knew little to nothing about him.
“I have a strong sense of justice. Why should people with special powers get away with things? We may approach investigating them differently, but there has to be retribution of some sort. It’s not the Wild West! And besides,” he added, “it’s fascinating.”
“But you won’t be able to imprison a witch. Not easily, anyway.”
“Imprisonment is rarely an option for most of the paranormal creatures we face. As long as the victims obtain some justice, I don’t care too much how that happens.” 
“True.” Briar considered the creatures they had faced. Most of those who caused death and destruction met an unpleasant death themselves—or found paranormal retribution. “But I think Newton struggles with the manner of justice sometimes.”
“Aye, he does that. And this case makes it more difficult than most. Witches are still people, after all.”
“I suppose one of the best ways to stop a dangerous witch is to bind their powers…but that’s hard.” She shuddered at the very idea. If anyone bound her magic, it would feel as if she’d died.
Moore nodded, a flash of sympathy in his eyes, as if he sensed her horror at the suggestion. “Perhaps that’s something you need to consider. Anyway, let’s check the garden next and make sure we haven’t missed anything.”




Two


In a lull between serving customers on Saturday evening, Alex Bonneville joined Zee while he was polishing glasses behind the bar of The Wayward Son. Zee lived with the other Nephilim in the farmhouse above White Haven.
“How is Ash after last night?” Alex asked him as he took a glass from the dishwasher.
Zee laughed, pushing his thick, dark hair back off his face as he straightened up. “He’s pretty good, actually. I think he enjoyed himself, despite the risks.”
Alex nodded. “Good. I just wanted to check there were no repercussions.”
“What about you? I hear you were battling Cruel Coppinger himself!”
Alex shook his head as he placed glasses on the shelves behind them. “Yeah, he was a wily old git. Must have been truly terrifying when he was alive. I had spectral help, though, from my old friend Gil, and Helena, Avery’s ancestor.”
“So I gather. I also hear that it’s not over yet.”
“No, not really. Caspian and Reuben broke the curse and the ghosts have gone, but we’re left with two rogue witches on the loose who seem to care nothing about their actions, and we have no idea where they are or what their plans are now.” Alex leaned back against the counter, frustration and worry passing through him again. “They may not present a threat to us at all, and I really hope no one else either, but I doubt that.”
Zee had started to reload the dishwasher with the dirty glasses, but now he paused and stared at Alex. “What makes you say that?”
“They’re responsible for at least three deaths, probably four if you count the man walking his dog. There are consequences to those actions, and they know that, and they know that we’ll be searching for them. Plus, they’ll be trying to sell the pirate gold they stole. They’ve already proved themselves to be unscrupulous. What if more innocent people are killed?”
“I’m not entirely sure you can call the thieves they worked with innocent!”
Alex rubbed his stubble, suddenly weary. “No. But they didn’t deserve to be beaten to a pulp by spriggans, either.”
“I guess not. Perhaps you should speak to Harlan about the black market for treasure.”
“The idea has crossed our minds. I mean, we know they’re not occult objects, but he’ll probably have suggestions as to where we can go,” Alex admitted. “I’m hoping that will also provide a way to find them. Although, I know Newton is pursuing other leads, too.”
“The only trouble is, Harlan is tied up in London right now, and I’m not sure he’ll have time to help.”
“The job Gabe and Shadow left for yesterday?” Alex asked, remembering what Ash had told them.
“Yep. Nahum and Niel went, too. Early signs indicate this could take a while.”
“I honestly think this will, as well.” Alex sighed. “I guess we’ll see how far our initial investigations take us and go from there. Maybe by the time we need him, Harlan will be free.”
“Don’t forget, he works with other collectors. Maybe they can help if he can’t.”
Alex brightened at that suggestion. The whole world of black market deals was far beyond his comfort zone, and something he knew nothing about, and he was certain the other White Haven witches felt the same. Magic was their strength. 
“And,” Zee added, “surely Newton and Maggie Milne have sources within the police that can help.”
“True. And we have the Cornwall Coven who will help, too. Let’s just hope there are no other nasty surprises waiting for us,” Alex said, before turning away to serve a customer.
[image: image-placeholder]El Robinson sipped her beer as she stood next to one of her windows and surveyed White Haven harbour and the sea beyond her flat. The rain that had fallen heavily in the night had washed the town clean, and the sea sparkled in the setting sun. 
It was hard to believe that only the night before they had been on Gull Island, battling Cruel Coppinger and his gang’s spirits. It was tempting to celebrate after all they had achieved, but with Mariah and Zane missing, there was still danger lurking, and too much to do.
“Cheer up,” Reuben Jackson said, when he joined her at the window with his own drink. “We all survived.”
She studied him thoughtfully. Although his shoulder had been injured, he looked as if he was recovering well, and he’d certainly had no ill-effects after breaking Seraphina and Virginia’s curse. She smiled and kissed his cheek. “You were amazing last night.”
He winked. “Thanks. So were you.”
“I did my best. It was great that we had Ghost OPS with us, and Ash, but I’m glad Caspian was there to support you. And that you two seem okay now.”
“We have to move on. I told him that. And besides, I saw Gil.” His gaze turned distant as he looked out to sea. “That was something.”
“And it might happen again.” He didn’t elaborate further, so she decided to change the subject. “Have you arranged any builders for the house?”
“The glaziers measured up today and will be back on Monday, and the builder can make it the week after next. Until then, everything’s tarped up and I’ve reinforced my protection spell—with a new tweak against rain.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to stay here for a couple of weeks?”
“Positive. I’ll just stay tonight. I’d worry too much, otherwise.” He leaned against the window frame. “I wasn’t in town much today. How does it feel out there?”
El huffed, recalling the conversations that had buzzed in her shop all day. “Excitable. There’s a lot of gossip about Ethan’s death. Word gets around this place so quickly! Apparently, the queues at White Haven Museum were down the street! At least no one knows we were involved…yet.”
The timer pinged on her oven and she headed to the kitchen. Reuben followed, asking, “Any mention about Mariah and Zane?”
“They are named on the news as ‘persons of interest.’”
“Wow!” Reuben leaned on the counter. “Newton isn’t wasting any time, then.”
“He can’t afford to, can he? Witches or not, they are prime suspects. And,” she mused as she pulled the large tray of lasagne out of the oven to check its progress and then slid it back in again, “it does us a favour.”
“How do you reckon that?”
“It means they need to keep their heads down.” El had ruminated on their options all afternoon while she worked in her shop. “While it makes them harder to find, potentially, it also gives us some breathing space. And time to consider how best to deal with them.”
Reuben nodded. “Time to find any collaborators.”
“Exactly.” El placed several packs of garlic bread into the oven before turning back to Reuben. “And time to work with the Cornwall Coven.”
“Did Avery call Genevieve?”
“This morning, and she’s already started to alert the other covens.” She noticed that Reuben’s beer was almost finished and grabbed them both another from the fridge. “What about your place? I suppose the police are there?”
“And then some!” He shook his head and sighed. “It seems like hundreds of them are trudging through my glasshouse and down to the cave. They’ve left a couple of officers outside so even I can’t get in, and there are police stationed on the island, too.” He grimaced. “It was late-morning by the time they fetched Ethan’s body out.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?” she asked again. “No one will break into your place with hordes of SOCO and police there.”
“And miss all the fun? You must be kidding!”
Knowing he wouldn’t change his mind, El gave up and checked the clock on the wall. “I’m worried about Briar and Avery. They should be here by now. What if something has happened?”
Reuben squeezed her hand in his large one, brown and rough from all his surfing. “They’re with Newton and Moore. They’ll be fine.”
El nodded, distracted. It was Alex who’d suggested they meet at her place for privacy rather than The Wayward Son, and she had put together a simple dinner. He should be arriving soon, too. Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait much longer; it was close to eight when Briar and Avery arrived, and she eyed them with relief. They looked tired, but at least they weren’t injured.
“Oh, good! You’re both okay!” she said by way of greeting.
“I told you that you were worrying too much,” Reuben said, already pouring each a glass of wine. “You’ve been clucking like a mother hen!”
“Sod off, Reuben,” she shot back, before smiling at her closest friends again. “Ignore him.”
“We try.” Briar laughed, walking over to the open-plan kitchen and accepting Reuben’s proffered glass. “He’s too big and loud though, most of the time.”
Reuben blew Briar a kiss and winked, making her giggle.
“Any news on Alex?” Avery asked, also accepting her wine with a grateful smile.
Reuben nodded. “He’ll be here soon. Just wrapping a few things up at the pub. I’m surprised you haven’t phoned him.”
“Once we’d finished at Harry’s I just wanted to get here, so I didn’t linger,” she admitted. “And I knew I’d be seeing him soon, anyway.”
“I take it they’ve scarpered?” Reuben asked.
Briar nodded, dejected. “The Bodmin Coven has gone. I really had hoped that only Zane was involved. I guess it’s not surprising, though. Zane and Lowen lived together. It would be hard to keep secrets.”
“They lived together?” Reuben asked, eyebrows arching in surprise. “I didn’t know that! Are they gay?”
“I have no idea,” Briar said, shrugging. “I gather they were childhood friends, from what Caspian told me, but it doesn’t matter either way. Both of their wardrobes were half empty.”
El was a realist. “It was inevitable. Look how closely we work together.” 
“And Mariah and Harry are related,” Avery told them. She loosened her untidy bun to let her hair fall down her back, and sat on a bar stool at the kitchen counter. “Newton has started to investigate all of her relatives now.”
Briar took a seat next to her. “They’ll do the same to the Bodmin Coven.”
“They will check Harry too, right?” El asked Avery. “What’s his deal?”
“He’s married with two young kids, and his wife swears he’s away on business.”
“I take it she’s not a witch,” Reuben said, frowning. 
Avery shook her head. “Pretty sure not. I think our visit scared her, though. She insisted he was at work, and kept asking us if anything was wrong.” She grimaced. “I really hope he is at work and not involved, but I guess Newton will find out. She refused to let us in, so Newton will have to get a search warrant, too.”
“I’m sure the police will find out all sorts of things,” Reuben conjectured.
El opened the oven to check the lasagne, and satisfied to see the top nicely browned, slid it out and put it on the side. “No stone unturned, then?”
“None,” Briar said. “And what about your place, Reuben?”
He grunted. “Inundated with the police.”
While they chatted, Alex arrived, and he kissed Avery’s cheek as he greeted the others. 
“Take a seat at the table,” El instructed them. “We can chat while we eat. I’m starving.”
When they finally settled with full plates and glasses, El said, “I feel like this should be a celebratory meal after last night’s victory. But it’s not really over, is it?”
Alex frowned. “I was just saying the same thing to Zee. I don’t like the fact that we’re fighting other witches. It feels all kinds of wrong to me!”
“We’ve done it before,” Avery said, squeezing his hand. “Remember the Devices from Cumbria?”
“How can I forget?” he admitted. “But they weren’t members of the greater coven, and Mariah and Zane are! For all of their antagonistic behaviour, I still can’t get over the fact that they tried to kill Caspian and Reuben.”
“That’s because you’re judging them by our standards,” Reuben told him. “We can’t afford to do that anymore. We have to presume the worst in everyone now.”
Avery looked distracted and dejected, and El frowned at her. “What’s wrong?”
“Just thinking about a discussion I had with Sally and Dan earlier today about Jasmine and Miles’s deaths.” She quickly updated them on her theory about Mariah and Zane deliberately not controlling the spriggans, and the table fell silent.
“That’s a hell of a theory,” Alex eventually said. “That puts things in a whole new light!”
Briar sipped her wine thoughtfully. “But Ethan’s death last night was completely spontaneous. No one could have predicted that! The spriggan just erupted from that treasure chest. We couldn’t stop it, and neither could they!”
“That’s true. It took us all by surprise,” El said, remembering Mariah’s shriek when the spriggan appeared. And then she thought of how she had been able to control the spriggan in the cave on her own. “But you’re right about the other spriggans. The one I encountered was quick, but I managed to subdue it. I had fey armour to tempt it with though.”
Avery shook her head, a stubborn expression settling on her face. “You did, but me and Alex didn’t, and yet we subdued them, too. If Zane and Mariah were together—and it seems they were—then they should have been able to stop them. I hate to think the worst of them, but I think we have to. Those other deaths were not accidental.”
“But they killed a spriggan!” El argued, bewildered at the suggestion. She hated to doubt Avery’s reasoning, because it was always normally sound, but this seemed extreme. “That’s why the one I encountered was so angry! And how did they get the spriggan out from beneath St Catherine’s Castle? And why not take that treasure, if they did? It was still there! You found it!”
All four witches were now looking at Avery, and she tightened her lips.
“I know it seems a leap.” Avery’s green eyes were troubled. “It was pretty obvious they were targeting Reuben and Caspian, but the other deaths have been niggling me. Mariah and Zane are both powerful witches! Why couldn’t they control the spriggans like we could?” She appealed to El. “And you’re right. How was Miles killed by one—well, probably—when he didn’t even enter that room under St Catherine’s Castle? Maybe they lured one out? Perhaps they were intending to go back, but the police presence on the cliff meant they couldn’t.” 
“Perhaps they got too cocky,” Reuben mused. “I don’t like your suggestion, Avery, but your argument is unnervingly logical.”
“But what I don’t understand,” Alex said, “is why is this all happening now? Is it really just because they found treasure? Or is there something else going on?”
“Like what?” El asked, alarmed that there might be even more subterfuge. 
Alex shrugged apologetically. “I don’t know.”
“That treasure is worth a lot of money,” Reuben pointed out. “And money is a big motivator!”
“I can’t get over Mariah’s lovely cottage,” Avery told them. “It seemed so at odds with her actions—weird, I know. Like home décor is a window to your soul!”
“Tell us what you found,” Reuben said, addressing her and Briar.
They updated the group on their visits, and then Avery said, “By the way, I spoke to Genevieve again. The Witches Council meeting is tomorrow.”
El looked up, surprised. “I thought she wanted to discuss the issue on the solstice?”
“When I told her that all the coven members had gone missing, she decided to bring it forward. We meet tomorrow night.” Avery’s expression was dark as she looked around the table. “I think she’s worried about other coven loyalties.”
“With good reason,” Briar said, her voice quiet. “Their betrayal is a shock. Let’s hope there isn’t more to come.”




Three


The mood was grim when Avery arrived at Crag’s End for the Witches Council meeting on Sunday evening. The day had been hot, and showed no sign of cooling, despite the setting sun. The windows were open wide, ushering in the scent of roses and cut grass, and stiff gin and tonics seemed to be a popular request.
Avery had spent the day relaxing with Alex, catching up on jobs around the house and in the garden, glad for the respite from their current issues. Newton hadn’t needed them, instead focussing on gathering background information, and Avery couldn’t have been happier. She only wished she didn’t have to be at the meeting now. But of course, it couldn’t be avoided.
Oswald grimaced as he handed her a drink, the skin around his eyes crimping into a network of fine lines. “A rough few days, I gather?”
“Very. Fortunately we’re okay, but it’s been odd, Oswald. I can’t deny it.”
“I never liked Zane, or Mariah, really. They weren’t easy people to get along with, although Mariah and I bonded over gardening. However, I am immensely shocked to hear about their exploits.”
“I take it Genevieve has told you the latest?”
“She’s been phoning all of us during the last twenty-four hours, asking us to remember anything that might shed light on this.” His lips pursed in a tight line. “I fear we’re going to descend into tittle-tattle and gossip this evening.”
Avery loved Oswald’s gentlemanly ways and calm demeanour. For the others who had been in the Cornwall Coven for years, this must be a far greater shock to them, the betrayal going deeper.
“I’m sorry. I feel we’re somehow to blame. You know, because White Haven is part of the council now.”
“Do not be ridiculous,” a gravelly voice rasped behind her. Rasmus. He sidled next to Oswald, his shock of white hair looking more eccentric every time she saw him. “You have every right to be here. And nothing gives Mariah or Zane the excuse to commit their terrible actions.”
“If they committed them,” another man called Charlie Curnow said, joining their conversation. He was in his thirties, with curly brown hair cut close to his head, but not enough to hide the slight curl to it. Avery had spoken only briefly to Charlie before—polite greetings, either before or after meetings, or at their mutual celebrations—but she knew he represented the Polzeath Coven. She normally found him pleasant, but now she frowned.
“What do you mean, if? I was there. I saw them—and so did the rest of my coven—along with DI Newton.”
“And the paranormal investigators were there, too,” Caspian added, breaking off his conversation with Jasper to stand next to her, and giving her a nod in greeting. “Do you think we’re lying, Charlie?”
He shook his head, apologetic. “No, of course not. I just find it hard to believe that they were involved in this.”
Caspian’s voice was tight. “So did we, but there’s no doubt about it.” He patted his side where he’d been stabbed. “They’re responsible for this, too.”
“You were injured?” Charlie asked. 
“Stabbed by a ghost that Mariah had motivated.” 
Caspian’s eyes were hard, and Charlie faltered. “Sorry. I had no idea.”
Avery felt compelled to spell it out, annoyed that Charlie seemed to think them liars. “Charlie, I know this is a shock, but Caspian could have died. Several nasty spirits have attacked all of us, and Reuben was stabbed, too. We know they’re behind it all.”
Charlie glanced warily at Oswald and Rasmus. “What do you two think?”
Rasmus’s eye’s glinted with annoyance. “I know better than to doubt half a dozen witches. And look around the room, Charlie. Where are Zane and Mariah now? They’re certainly not here to defend themselves.”
Rasmus’s words had drawn the attention of the others in the room, and Claudia broke off from her conversation with Eve. “Sorry though I am to admit it, this does not bode well. This is a dark day indeed for our coven.”
The other witches shifted uneasily. Genevieve had been listening as she sipped her drink, but now she addressed everyone. “I think there’s been enough speculation, don’t you? Let’s get this meeting underway.”
As they made their way to their seats, Avery walked next to Caspian. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here. Are you feeling well enough?”
“I’m fine. It still twinges, but I’d rather be here than send Estelle.”
He didn’t elaborate, and Avery sighed. The last thing they needed now was for Caspian to be feuding with his sister, although she was very relieved that Caspian was there. Estelle’s abrupt demeanour made everyone tense.
“But your protection spells are strong enough? On your house, I mean?” Avery clarified.
Caspian smiled and nodded. “They are. I'll be fine.”
He sat next to her at the table, and Avery eyed the two empty seats, as did everyone else. Mariah and Zane’s absence was ominous, and it was clear that everyone was unsettled. Eve and Jasper gave them reassuring smiles, but Avery could see the worry behind their eyes.
Genevieve didn’t waste time, and as usual sat at the head of the table. Her dark hair was swept up into an imperious bun, and her sharp glance travelled over all of them. “It’s been less than a week since we last met, and already so much has changed. Mariah and Zane were with us, and their behaviour suggested nothing of their involvement. And I admit, I discerned nothing. Now…” She trailed off and took a deep breath, as if to fortify herself. “Well, now we know the full extent of their actions. I have spoken to all of you individually, but I’m making it clear right now—Mariah was seen by Avery and Alex leaving Ethan James’s house, and both Zane and Mariah were seen in the cave at Gull Island by many people. Last week we discussed Cruel Coppinger and the spirits, but,” she turned to Avery and Caspian, “I suggest you two bring us up to date.”
Between them both, they related the most recent events, finishing with how Zane and Mariah had openly attacked them and then fled. 
“Essentially,” Avery said, her gaze travelling around the table, “Newton needs to find them. We need to find them. We have no idea where they are or what they’re doing, or whether they still seek revenge on us. Newton is doing background checks on both covens right now.”
Caspian added, “It takes a witch to fight a witch. We all need to support each other.”
“Of course we do,” Claudia said without hesitation. Despite the gravity of their meeting, Claudia was dressed in one of her usual voluminous, patterned dresses, and her attire made Avery smile, despite everything. “It is unacceptable that a witch should attack anyone for personal gain. And to kill and maim, or allow something else to kill when we could stop it…” she said, referring to Avery’s suspicions about the spriggans, “well, it just makes my blood boil!”
“Agreed,” Genevieve said. “And may I add, this is not a debate about whether we should help, but how we can help. I don’t care how well some of you may have got on with the Bodmin and Looe Covens. I also don’t care about personal friendships. This is about bringing people to justice—difficult though this may be.”
Eve spoke up quickly, glancing around the table. “I have no problem with that. They must be found.”
Jasper nodded, too. “Unfortunately, in my experience, when someone, witch or not, behaves like this, it is unlikely to stop.”
“Absolutely,” Rasmus and Oswald added together.
Another woman named Gray Pengelly who represented the Bude Coven said, “I hate the thought that we are tracking down other witches, but clearly we must.” Gray, Avery estimated, was in her forties. She had a wild mop of curly red hair and hazel eyes, and Avery had always found her friendly but reserved. She never made waves at the meetings and merely listened, added comments when needed, and participated in all the events. However, she gave Avery and Caspian a warm smile. “I’m sorry you’ve had such a bad experience, but I assure you that my coven will help in any way we can.”
Hemani Dutta, a young Indian woman with lustrous black hair who represented the Launceston Coven quickly followed suit. Avery knew she had three other coven members, but didn’t know them well. 
“Excellent,” Genevieve said, and then stared at Charlie. “You are suspiciously quiet. Do you still have doubts?”
“Yes, I do, actually. Because unlike many of you, I was friends with Zane and Lowen. Am friends, rather.” He shuffled in his seat, looking down at the table. “I feel uncomfortable moving against them.”
“Despite Zane’s actions?” Caspian asked, a dangerous edge to his voice.
“I’m not saying I like what he did!” Charlie’s voice rose with annoyance. “And there’s no evidence that Lowen is involved, either!”
Avery tried not to snap. “Didn’t you hear me? His clothes and personal items are gone, just like the others. They have to be involved—and I’m sure Harry’s ‘work trip’ is a ruse.”
Genevieve intervened. “Charlie. Have you heard from Zane or Lowen?”
He hesitated, and then shook his head. “No.”
“Don’t lie to me, Charlie, or you’ll find yourself off the council,” Genevieve warned, her eyes flashing with anger.
“I’m not lying!” he shot back. “I’ve heard nothing. I didn’t even know they’d left.”
“Have you any idea where they might have gone?” Charlie shook his head, and Genevieve turned to the others. “Anyone? Or Mariah or Harry?”
Eve frowned. “I think I heard Mariah mention that she had relatives in Somerset, but that was a passing conversation from years ago. I could be wrong.”
Avery felt Caspian become very still next to her, and he said, “You may have something there, Eve. I also remember her mentioning that.”
“I’m sure Newton can confirm it,” Avery suggested. “But we also need to know who in their families are witches. Does anyone know?”
Everyone shook their heads except for Charlie. “Zane’s mother was a witch, but she is a solitary practitioner, and she and Zane have not been close for years. I don’t know about the others.”
Shocked he’d offered any insights, Avery said, “Thank you. That’s good to know.”
Hemani’s fingers drummed the table. “But what do we do with them once we find them?”
That was a good question, Avery reflected. Everyone looked uncertain or troubled, even though they had offered their help. But it wasn’t as if Mariah and her accomplices would give themselves up easily.
Rasmus grunted. “There is only one option for witches who abuse their power to such an extent, and that is to bind their powers so they are no longer a danger.” A collective gasp ran around the room as everyone stared at Rasmus. “I know. It’s a terrible thing to do, and very, very hard. And we’re not talking about one witch, but four.”
“But,” Gray said immediately, “not all of them have maimed or killed! For all we know, they just collaborated to steal treasure. That option is too extreme for such a crime.”
“Agreed,” Jasper said, steepling his fingers in a contemplative gesture. “However, the more I think on this, the more I believe that this is the tip of the iceberg. They have risked everything—their lives, families, friends…but for what? Just money?” He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t get it.”
Avery recalled Harry’s tatty house that was clearly in need of attention. “Money is important if you have none—and I’m not sure Harry had much. And Zane and Lowen lived together. That might be for financial reasons. But,” her heart sank as she recalled Alex’s words from the night before, “Alex also thought there must be something else behind this.”
“Are they in need of money for some kind of power grab?” Eve suggested, looking very confused.
“A power grab of what?” Genevieve said, flabbergasted. “There are no hierarchies of power in the witch world. No singular leaders who make rules for all. We manage our own covens and areas, and then live and let live.”
“Says the High Priestess who’s just threatened to kick me off the council,” Charlie scoffed, narrowing his eyes at Genevieve. 
Genevieve blanched, and everyone froze as magical energy started to build and an ugly atmosphere threatened to break. However, to her credit, she acted quickly. “You’re right, Charlie. I apologise. My role here is to offer magical support and guidance, especially to those less skilled in spellcraft than myself and our older members. And it is my duty, of course, to lead our celebrations.” She looked utterly stricken, and Avery couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. “I did not mean to overstep my bounds.”
“Don’t you dare apologise!” Rasmus said gruffly as he glared at Charlie. “Liberal, wishy-washy sentiment only runs so far. We do need order, and all groups need a leader. Especially in times of crisis—like now.” He glared around the table, eyeing every single one of them. “Because make no mistake. This is a crisis.”
The atmosphere felt dire now, and Avery’s heart pounded. What the hell was happening?
However, Oswald, in a reasoned tone, said, “I suggest we all take a breath and calm down. This is a new situation for the current Cornwall Coven, although not for all of us. Years ago we had a contentious issue which I won’t go into now, but we got through it—together.” He turned to Charlie. “There are reasons for how we work. Never forget that.” A frown creased his brow, deepening his wrinkles. “To return to our earlier discussion, we meet to celebrate the old ways and ancient dates, and to share our knowledge. What would we want with power grabs?”
“And what would we do with it, anyway?” Claudia added.
“Perhaps,” Gray said cautiously, as the mood settled once more, “there is something the treasure offers, other than money.”
“Like what?” Charlie asked, looking at her as if she’d gone mad.
She shrugged. “I don’t know! Does it appease a God? Does it buy them into another coven?” She held her hand up at everyone’s incredulous expressions. “I know. Anyone can join a coven. You don’t have to buy your way in. I’m just speculating here.”
“Actually,” Avery said, feeling a spike of annoyance. “Not everyone can just join a coven. We were excluded from this one for years.”
An awkward silence fell, and Caspian turned to look at her, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Touché.”
She gave a dry laugh. “Exactly. Not all witches are created equal, and not all want what we want. Some hold grudges.” She faced the council. “The Devices in Cumbria held the Cumbria Wolf-Shifter Pack in a tight grip for years, aided by their pack leader. They hated our interference when I inadvertently offered Sanctuary.” She gave Caspian a wry smile. “You were right. I had no idea what we’d stumbled into.”
Genevieve groaned. “Damn it. We are liberal here, and I forget that others are less so. Perhaps there is something else to this.” She glanced around the council again, her composure returned. “Have you had a chance to speak to your coven members yet?” There was a mixture of nods and the shaking of heads, as some confessed they had yet to speak to everyone. “Please do so, and soon. Any information is of use.”
“I can say,” Claudia said, brightly, “that Cornell wishes to be involved. He has taken more of a leadership role in the decisions of our coven, and I want to support that.” She eyed Avery and Caspian in particular. “I’ll make sure you have his number.”
Avery smiled at her, thankful for Claudia’s no-nonsense attitude and evergreen support.
“So, what now?” Hemani asked Genevieve.
Genevieve glanced at Caspian and Avery, and Avery thought how tired she suddenly looked. “I suggest,” she said to all of them, “that we gather information and think on our discussion today, and then we meet back here on Wednesday evening.”
“That’s too long,” Caspian remonstrated. “Tuesday.”
“All right, Tuesday—if that’s okay, Oswald?”
“Always,” Oswald nodded.
“And we’ll continue to work with Newton in the meantime,” Avery said. “We can update you with his news, too.”
“Wait!” Caspian said, holding up his hand and looking annoyed. “Information is not enough, Genevieve. We need a team who is willing to work with us on this. It might have been Reuben and I who were targeted this time, but I don’t see why it’s the White Haven Witches and my responsibility to find them with just a bit of help thrown in! This is a greater coven issue!” He stared at all of the members in turn, and then back at Genevieve. “We need a dedicated group to work with us. I suggest that when we next meet we have a list of names—it doesn’t need to be many. Maybe another half a dozen?”
Immediately, Eve said, “Absolutely, Caspian. I am happy to put forward my name now, and am sure Nate will agree.”
“I’ve already mentioned Cornell,” Claudia added. “I know he will want to take an active role. Perhaps, rather than all of us meeting on Tuesday, only those dedicated few should. No sense in delaying things.”
“Excellent plan,” Rasmus agreed. 
“In that case,” Genevieve said, forestalling any other comments, “you must decide quickly. We all have responsibilities—family and otherwise. Make sure those who volunteer can really commit their time. And now,” Genevieve smiled, “perhaps we can finish with something more uplifting, and talk about our Litha celebrations.”




Four


Newton groaned and rubbed his eyes, pushing away from his desk in exhaustion.
He had all but lost the entire weekend to tracking down the missing witches and following up on the events in Gull Island’s cave. The SOCO team were still crawling over the island looking for evidence, and had followed the other passage that Zane and Mariah had escaped through. They found that it exited into another cave on the far side of the island, and Newton presumed it must have been blocked for a long time. There was evidence of fresh earth and rockfall around the entrance, and he guessed they had used magic to uncover it.
Moore also found that Harry, Mariah’s cousin, owned a boat, and Newton suspected it was the one they used to flee the island—not that it helped much. The boat was tied up in Looe harbour, and although they’d impounded it, there was nothing to indicate that it had been involved with Mariah and Zane’s escape. There was certainly no treasure left on it.
Earlier that day they had been granted a search warrant for Harry’s house, and had opted to go there without a witch after Avery’s reassurance the day before. Plus, he reasoned, Harry wouldn’t have any magical traps in the house that would harm his children or wife. Disappointingly, he had found nothing there. Not even evidence of a spell room, and he wondered if Harry had used Mariah’s.
Movement at the door caught his attention, and he heard a light rapping on the frame. Looking up he saw Moore, rumpled and exhausted. 
“Hey, Guv. I’m heading home if that’s okay?”
“Bloody hell, I thought you went hours ago.” Newton felt horribly guilty as he checked his watch. “It’s nearly nine!”
“I know,” he nodded wearily. “I’m hoping to get home to see the kids before bed.”
“Of course!” Newton stood and stretched his legs, feeling every single crunch and groan of his cramped muscles. “Shit. You should have gone before now!”
“It’s fine. I was assembling a list of addresses, but I’ll have to finish it tomorrow.”
“It’s not like we’re going to go storming in tonight, anyway,” Newton said. “I want to do this right. Get our ducks lined up.”
Moore pushed his hair back, making it look messier than before. “I agree. They’re witches, and anything poorly planned will be a big mistake. They’ll have witches in their families, too.”
“And friends, no doubt,” Newton said thoughtfully. “I’m sure they’re hiding with another coven.”
“Or another paranormal group.”
Newton had already thought of that, but hoped they were wrong. “Yes, it’s possible. Let’s face it. Anything is possible!”
“Heard anything from Avery?”
They knew she’d gone to the council meeting that evening. “No. She said she’d phone if she heard anything significant, but otherwise I’ll speak to them tomorrow.”
Moore pushed away from the doorframe he’d been leaning against. “I’ll see you in the morning, then. Have you made a decision on the new sergeant yet?”
Something else to worry about. “No. But we’ll talk about that, too. I want your opinion.”
After Moore left, Newton sat down again, easing back into his chair with a sigh. Pushing away Mariah’s file, he rummaged under the pile of paperwork and pulled the three staff files towards him. He’d been recommended three officers to choose from, one man and two women. They all came with good references, and all had some experience with paranormal policing. He really wanted a woman on the team. Women were good at things men weren’t, and he wanted some balance. But right now, thinking of replacing Inez was hard. 
Her funeral was on Tuesday afternoon, and it promised to be horrible. He wanted to wait until after that to make a decision, but couldn’t. Pressure was being applied from above, and besides, they needed help with this case. And who knows what else might crop up. 
He pushed the files away again in a fit of annoyance. It could wait. He needed a shower, and then bed. He wouldn’t even drop into The Wayward Son. Right now, he wanted nothing more to do with anything remotely paranormal.
[image: image-placeholder]Alex groaned when the alarm buzzed again and he heard Avery turn it off with a groan of her own, muttering, “Bollocks.”
He rolled over and pulled her close, and she snuggled into the crook of his arm. She’d hit the snooze button several times, and it was now close to eight o’clock; she’d be heading into the shower soon, so he enjoyed her curves while he could. 
“Bad night?” he asked.
“Not really. I just want to stay in bed and pretend none of this is happening.”
He kissed the top of her head. “It’s not going to go away.”
“I know.” She wriggled free and looked up at him, beautiful despite her messy hair and sleepy green eyes. In fact, more beautiful because of it. “I just don’t want to spend weeks chasing down scraps of clues about Mariah and the others. Or worrying about imminent attack.”
“I would imagine they are just as pissed off at the way things have gone. Think of it from their perspective. We survived!” He stroked her cheek where her freckles were starting to become more obvious from the summer sun. “That curse was meant to kill as many of us as possible. We beat it, and now they’re on the run. I bet that wasn’t their original intent.” He flopped back on the pillow and stared up at the ceiling as his thoughts became clearer. “I was thinking on this while I worked yesterday. If they had got away with all this, they wouldn’t have needed to hide.”
Avery rolled on top of him
[image: image-placeholder]
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