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For my beloved sister, Armida, who led me into fairytale lands early but who always understood why I never wished to be a princess.
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story” 

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first four are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with another prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a short story which takes you further into the life of some of the characters)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland

Hollywood Ghost Trip
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From The Ignored Wisdom of Jackson Allan Poe: “When waking up with no knowledge of where you are, be happy if you still have your pants.”

Waking up, tied upside down over a comfy chair—now isn’t that just the story of my life?

Cracking open one eye, Jackson Allan Poe decided to see what sort of danger he might be in this time.

What met his eye didn’t look very terrifying, but they often didn’t—at first.

Instead of giant creatures with tendrils or slavering demons or the like, there was an old white woman with wild white hair who was sitting quietly in a rocking chair and was apparently absorbed in her knitting. Beside her was a kitten playing with the end of a ball of yarn. Granted, the kitten had three eyes and was purple, but that wouldn’t have even made the list of the top 12,000 bizarre things Jackson had seen.

Trying to listen carefully, he heard no sounds of wailing, smelled no boiling pots he might about to be dumped into. Hopefully, that was a good sign.

As he started to come to a bit more, he tried to diagnose. While some things about this lady suggested she might be suffering from Ridiculous Witch Syndrome, which made the patient start acting like the most insanely-stereotypical witches from old fairy tales, others were missing. Yes, she was wearing a black dress and had let her hair go wild, but kinky hair was not necessarily a sign of madness. The cat was definitely a creature from the lands of fairy who’d broken through to this realm, but it was young enough that that might well have been its parents’ doing and not its own. There wasn’t necessarily a terrible plot here.

Besides, the main symptom of RWS was the cackle, and this lady was only humming a Beyoncé song softly to herself, which he didn’t think counted.

Granted, having all the blood rushing to his head, while his legs were folded over the top of the chair was not necessarily making it easier to concentrate—and he also couldn’t remember at all how he had gotten here—but she didn’t seem to be suffering from anything too dangerous.

Although that didn’t answer why he was here.

Deciding to speak up and see where they were, he cleared his throat.

“Madam, we haven’t been introduced.”

She continued humming about “putting a ring on it” and entirely ignored him.

“If you’ll allow me out of these bonds, I’ll be happy to discuss whatever issue you might have with the Council.”

Granted, this was a shot in the dark, but it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d been taken captive by a random witch who had a bone to pick with the M.C. After all, the Magical Council had its fingers in a lot of different pies, and some people preferred their pastry digit-free.

The woman started humming “whoa-ho-ho” to herself softly, as she continued to knit and ignore him. It took him a moment to realize she was knitting something in the shape of a skull.

The purple kitten was now entirely wrapped up in the wool and seemed to be enjoying itself immensely. He began to wonder if there was a Ridiculous Kitten Syndrome, as the cat was simply too insanely adorable, otherwise.

Still, as he woke a bit further, he started to notice the witch’s symptoms a bit more.

Constant humming without foot tapping—check. Various signs of duress—check, at least if that skull she’s knitting is any sign. Complete loss of recognition of anything beyond the music—most definitely.

“Madam, if you can see to it to release me, I can get you the antidote for that Demon Song Syndrome you seem to be suffering from.”

Suddenly, the lights in the room went up, and Jackson felt a shift which was sort of like if his whole head and not simply his ears had popped.

Finally, he remembered where he was.

“Tillie!” he cried in annoyance, just as the knitting witch seemed to be coming out of it, as well.

“Uck, I hate modern music!” she complained. “Give me Vivaldi, or give me nothing.”

Setting the knitting on the chair and ignoring the kitten, she got up, glaring.

“And it took you long enough to identify it! ‘Put a ring on it,’ indeed! Like I need some man to . . .”

Wandering off, still muttering about the sexist nature of music, she left him tied to the chair.

Fairly annoyed himself, Jackson continued to be stood on his head, until he saw the well-kept black pumps of the woman who most annoyed him in the world, his sister.

Although he was only seeing her upside down, Tillie Patel smiled and said nothing. He had to hold back his sigh.

“If this ridiculous test is over now, is there any chance I can see the world right-side-up again?”

A half hour later, Jackson was in his sister’s study/home/office in the Magical Council building—or rather in this other part of the building from the one which held the training area. She had at least offered him tea.

Unfortunately, or only half-fortunately or something like that, Tillie’s adorable daughter, Clover, was sitting on his lap and happily eating all his ginger biscuits. This rather annoyed Jackson, as he was quite fond of ginger biscuits, but his tiny niece was too entirely sweet to get mad at. From the second she’d seen him today, she’d screamed, “Yay! Unca Jackson!” and had refused to let anyone else hold her.

Jackson was doing everything in his power not to show how charmed he was. Thankfully, the kid had taken after her father’s kind nature and not his sister’s utterly annoying one.

Glaring slightly at Tillie, he was glad that they had bespelled the girl to not hear their conversation, so he could grouse freely.

“Was it actually necessary to tie me upside down for that little endeavor?”

Placidly, Tillie shrugged. She had inherited their grandmother’s extreme Indian beauty—and magical talent—and even had the ability to keep her long, black hair from flowing straight into her teacup, despite the fact that it was not held back in any way. While she was technically his half-sister, and he’d inherited more of his own father’s darker skin, they were both naturally svelte, even after she’d given birth. The different fathers was also part of the reason for the different last names.

Clover, who was what he thought of as “healthy toddler plump” but took after her mother’s beauty, grinned at him, as she grabbed another biscuit off the plate on the side table.

Looking from the child to the mother, he tried not to smile.

“And don’t think I’ll be charmed simply because you’ve put my niece on my lap.”

Although he was, and everyone there knew it.

It didn’t mean he couldn’t complain, though.

In a chair nearby, Tillie’s partner, Errol, tried to hide his smile behind his teacup. He was an attractive white man with blondish-brown hair who was entirely devoted to Tillie.

Jackson thought him a patient, patient man.

“You knew you had to be recertified,” Tillie answered finally. “For anyone with advanced skills, that requires a bit of stress, or the test is entirely too easy.”

While Jackson knew this was true, he also suspected that his sister had simply enjoyed seeing him tied upside down.

When he heard a batting noise, he glanced underneath the sofa Tillie was sitting on—while trying not to unseat Clover—and noticed that the purple, three-eyed kitten was still there.

“What on earth is that cat doing in this dimension?”

Although, granted, given that they were in the Magical Council offices, it wasn’t like they were in any normal reality, but he knew she’d understand what he meant.

As she answered calmly, she clearly did.

“Its mother wandered over here from the fairylands, gave birth under a chair in the main Council Room, raised it till it could survive on its own, and then went back again.” Rolling her eyes, she added, “It was rather annoying, as we had to put up wards around the chair for a few months, so no one bothered them during meetings.”

Despite himself, Jackson grinned at the thought of the High Magical Council meetings having to go on around a mewing kitten.

That should have irritated some of them. Good.

Still, that the cat was here undoubtedly meant something. Magical animals usually had a purpose for their actions, even if they might seem inexplicable.

Suddenly, his eyes widened.

“You don’t mean for me to take care of that . . .?”

Tillie smiled.

“I mean you and your new partner to take this cat with you, yes.”

For a second, Jackson felt like he’d been punched in the heart.

A new partner . . .

After all that had happened . . . 

Anything but that.

Managing to keep his voice from breaking, if only just, he choked out, “I don’t want . . .”

Tillie’s eyes were calm and kind, and they looked into him far more deeply than he wanted them to.

“This isn’t about what you want, Jack. This is about what you need—and what others need you to do to help them.”

And this, he thought, is why I can’t stay mad at her, even when I want to.

After all, his sister was an auger—a full, classical one, the type which got born only once or twice per generation. She could see the future, all the futures, had to do her best to be certain that the one which helped and not hurt came out. Yes, she moved the people who worked for the Council around like pieces on a chessboard, but it wasn’t a game. It was an ever-ongoing battle against Armageddon and death.

Clearly picking up on his emotions—which wasn’t surprising with Tillie and Errol for her parents—Clover put down her biscuit and turned around to stand on his lap, her hands on his face. Jackson put down his teacup to be able to steady her so she didn’t fall.

“You’re sad, Unca Jackson.”

Suddenly, she hugged him fiercely—or did, as far as her little arms would go.

“Don’t be sad. Please.”

Dang it.

Only mildly glaring at his sister, Jackson embraced the girl. Granted, Tillie was using her daughter against him, but he knew she felt she was doing it for his own good. Still, the thought of having another partner so soon after . . .

A moment later, he had to try to repress the memory, or little Clover would wear herself out hugging him.

“It’s been three years, Jack,” Tillie said, not unkindly. “The world needs you again.”

And, as he sat there with his tiny niece hugging him like he was about to be eaten by dinosaurs, and his sister clearly planning to pull him from his grief even if she had to do it by force, and Errol watching with intense sympathy, Jackson sighed. After all, whatever happened, he was obviously going to be sent on a new adventure, whether he liked it or not.
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From The Tenuous Wisdom of Sophia Edwards: “When you’re tossed into yet another situation you know nothing about, you can at least try to smile.”

As work days went, it wasn’t a propitious start.

Department #12, here I come.

So far, Sophia Edwards thought, she might well hold the record for number of departments failed out of in the Magical Council without actually getting fired.

Let’s see . . . there was the Ghost Debacle, the Envoy Disaster, the Auger Emergency . . .

And that was only the start.

And let’s not forget the Secretarial Screwup.

Only she could fail even when she was only supposed to be taking the Council’s minutes.

But there was a cute kitten mewing, and I got distracted, and . . .

She made herself stop. It was better not reliving it.

That she was now here on Councilwoman Tillie’s orders made her really nervous.

Okay, this could be department #12, or it could be me getting fired.

She wouldn’t have blamed them if it were the latter.

Still, as she squirmed and waited nervously in the hallway, she tried not to bounce. It was her usual nervous tick and didn’t look good on anybody—even less so on small, gamine redheads.

But, catching sight of herself in the glass wall of a hallway somewhat near the Councilwoman’s door, she tried to stop actively vibrating. While she’d cut her hair into a kind of 1920s flapper style after the Secretarial Screwup, she wasn’t entirely certain it worked on her, and it definitely didn’t fit with the pink dress she had on, which had never looked good on her ridiculously pale, pinkish skin. Still, when she’d been told that Tillie wanted to see her in her quarters, she’d pretty much dressed on automatic and had only discovered to her horror what she was wearing once she was actually here.

They should seriously fire me. I’m definitely The Witch Who Can’t.

It was a miracle that they’d even let her graduate from The Academy, that magical college more typically turning out super-witches.

Still, as she wondered and worried, she remembered that she should be closer to Tillie’s office for whenever the door actually opened or she got a sign or whatever, so moved into the wood-panelled hallway nearer the woman’s quarters. But, wherever this was going, it clearly wasn’t good.

Maybe the playing with the kitten incident was the last straw?

A moment later, however, the door opened, and she heard the Councilwoman say, “Ms. Edwards, will you join us, please?” and she figured there was no way to avoid it now.

When the first thing she saw upon entering the office was that same, small, purple, three-eyed kitten she’d gotten in trouble for tending to rather than taking notes, she nearly fainted. When it looked up to her, leaped over and attacked her brown, flat, buckled shoes, she sighed.

Great. Even it knows I should be on my way out the door.

When she managed to look up to the Councilwoman, she saw she was laughing, which didn’t encourage her any further.

Trying to take in her surroundings, as she greeted the woman with a “Ma’am,” Sophia was even more confused.

Of course, Errol was there. As Tillie’s solace and partner, he always was, as sorcerers couldn’t go long without their solaces nearby without going mad, and Tillie was about as powerful a sorcerer as they came.

What confused her more was the sight of the woman’s daughter clinging to the neck of Mr. Poe, who was about as big a legend as there was in the Council.

Staring at him this close, she had to try to remember to breathe.

The stories about him were fascinating and endless. They said he’d taken down the cabal of sorcerers who were responsible for the dreaded Soul-Division Curse with nothing but a bread knife and a mild sneezing spell. He’d taken on an undead army with only a singing spell and a basket of mints. He’d rescued the leprechauns’ princess from an underground lair with nothing but a rhyming madness spell and a smile. He . . .

He was staring right at her, one eyebrow raised.

Sophia had never wanted to let out a “squee!” so much in her life—and she was trying very hard to be squee-resistant.

And he was even more attractive than all the legends said.

His Indian heritage showed in his dark brown skin, his black hair cut short. He had a perfectly-kept goatee surrounding a lovely mouth, as well. While his large hands were warmly holding Tillie’s daughter . . .

Hey, the kid’s no idiot. I’d toss myself at him, too.

. . . his dark eyes were clearly looking at her, wondering why the heck she was here.

She didn’t know the answer to that, either.

Finally, Tillie encouraged her to sit down, but the only place to do so was on the same couch by him, which made the “squee!” rise till she had to try to cough it down. It didn’t help that the adorable kitten was still nibbling at her shoe, so she had to drag it along, as well.

As she sat there, feeling desperately out of place and trying not to smile like some sort of demented plastic mannequin, she waited, picking up the cat, so it wouldn’t eat her footwear. For a while, it sat there, all three of its eyes blinking at her, and its head tilted.

Finally, the Councilwoman spoke.

“Ms. Edwards, this is Jackson Allan Poe. He’ll be your new partner for the next few weeks.”

Sophia felt her face freeze in the weird smile, as, inside, she jumped up and down and went, “Squee! Squee! Squee!”

“Jack, this is Sophia Edwards, who’s had a little trouble adjusting to a few departments so far.”

Eleven, not to mention the Unicorn Free-for-All, but who’s counting, right?

Her frozen smile remained.

“She’ll be useful to you on this case.”

Tillie didn’t bother to say why, and Sophia absolutely couldn’t imagine.

As she glanced over to Poe, he clearly couldn’t, either.

Clover, Tillie’s daughter, still clung to his neck. She didn’t blame her.

“I’ve sent you the file,” Tillie nodded to Poe. “. . . but here are the basics. There have been twelve women found frozen. They were all witches sent to do a job for the Council.”

Glancing to Sophia, she went on, but Sophia already felt like her heart had stopped.

“We not only need to discover why and who’s doing this—and whether there’s anyone else behind it—but we also need to figure out who’s responsible, so we can unfreeze them before the damage is permanent.”

As Sophia sat there, utterly still, everything inside her went cold. Eventually, she remembered that it was possible to speak.

“Um, they were frozen? Like . . .?”

But she couldn’t say it. She didn’t even want to remember it, as often as it featured in her nightmares.

“Yes, like the ladies you encountered when you were a child,” Tillie nodded.

For the first time, Poe’s raised eyebrow seemed to mean more, “You? Huh.” rather than “Why the heck are you here?”

While Sophia tried to take this as a good sign, she was still nervous and worried.

Usually, she did all she could not to think about her childhood. It was safer that way. But if the Councilwoman wanted her to remember it, and she was going to be put together with the amazing Mr. Poe to figure it out . . .

The kitten had gotten bored and was taking a nap, while Tillie’s daughter now stared at Sophia, her arms still around Poe’s neck. And, as Sophia knew she was pretty much the poster child for lame witchery, she had to wonder what in the heck she was going to do to prove herself even remotely useful here, as well.
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From The Ignored Wisdom of Jackson Allan Poe: “When wandering into dangerous situations, don’t take a newbie.”

An hour later, a small case-bag in hand ready with a change of clothes and a toothbrush, Jackson was being walked to the main Portal Room by Tillie, Sophia and the kitten following behind.

Although he was a bit annoyed that Sophia had not had her case-bag ready and waiting to be grabbed for the next mission—the hour-long wait till they’d started caused by her having to rush home and pack a much-too-oversized backpack which made her look like an over-prepared, first-time hiker—Jackson tried not to take out his irritation on the girl. As Tillie had explained as they waited, Sophia was not used to investigating and had not anticipated the sudden change in her duties.

While this wasn’t a surprise, given what he’d seen of her so far, Jackson sighed. Really, he didn’t know what to think of the girl, except to wish that he didn’t have to have her dogging his steps, as he tried to do his work.

True, she was pretty, in a rather naive way, but he’d never warmed to the innocent type. Besides, if he could no longer go on cases with Maryam . . .

The ache in his heart made him slightly short of breath for a second, but he pressed on.

. . . then, he was more than capable of doing this alone.

While part of him wanted to turn back and give the girl a hand with the much-too-large pack she was huffing under, he forced himself on. After all, they’d tried to convince her to leave half this stuff behind, but she’d insisted.

Besides, he was clearly the magical muscle on this job—as well as probably its main investigator, liaison, guide, and, for all he knew, chief cook and bottle washer. He definitely didn’t need to wear himself out by adding porter to the list.

The girl was not at all dressed for their journey, either, was still wearing the pink dress which looked terrible on her and clashed with her hair. While her shoes were fairly sensible for city living, too, they weren’t going to stand up to walking through the woods very well. It wasn’t like fairyland was well-paved.

Given this start, he despaired for them both.

For a moment, Tillie stared back at them, clearly amused, and he had to try not to roll his eyes. This case was making him grumpier by the second, and they hadn’t even started it yet.

The fact alone that Tillie was leading them off to the Portal Room, and not simply creating one herself and then closing it, annoyed him.

The purple kitten scampered up for a second and blinked its three eyes at him, but he refused to be charmed, so it took off after Tillie, instead, and she picked it up and carried it in her hand, where it sat staring at the world with great interest.

True, he understood why they weren’t taking a portal from Tillie’s quarters, as Clover was at the stage where seeing people she liked disappear upset her. While quite intelligent, she was still very young. Even Jackson remembered how upset he’d felt at that age when he saw his father disappear for work every day. It made sense not to put the girl through that.

But, as they wandered the seemingly never-ending hallways of the Council, past the marble corridor outside the main Council Room, and through the Victorian wallpapered walls of the rooms of the retired Council members who didn’t have homes of their own, and on into the oddly-padded sides, floors, and ceilings of the Training Sector, which looked like something out of a mid-twentieth-century asylum, he wondered.

Was this little trek to the Portal Room for some actual reason or merely to annoy him? As much as Tillie always had a plan, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t rattle Jackson’s cage just for fun. Or, possibly, because she thought it aided him in some way.

Or maybe she simply wants to see if I’ll give in and help out this girl with her ridiculously-oversized backpack?

With his sister, anything was possible.

Still, as she waved a small spell to clear a path through the sparring and otherwise desperately-battling operatives and their trainers, so that their running tackles and such happened exactly around them without quite touching them, Jackson didn’t ask. While he might call his sister out on her actions when they were among family, he was not a bad enough brother to do so in front of the girl.

He heard Sophia let out an “eep!” behind him and glanced back to see that a flying vampire had only narrowly missed her head before being staked by a trainee in a white Gi. Although she looked appalled and worried, turning back, Jackson grabbed her arm gently and pulled her along.

“But isn’t he . . . ? Are they . . .?” she stammered, clearly struggling to even form the question.

Apparently, whatever departments she’d been in before, they hadn’t required trips to the Training Sector. Granted, there were a lot of students and new operatives in the hallway today. The other training rooms must be full.

“It’s all for practice,” he assured her, pointing toward where a trainer poured a small vial of blood onto the ashes of the vampire, who spiraled up from them into his usual self. The trainer waited only until he was fully formed to start giving feedback to him and the witch with the stake.

“Oh,” she murmured, eyes wide, now walking backward, as he pulled her gently along.

Honestly, she was easier to astonish than the kitten was.

Letting go of her arm once she was finally ambulating forward again, he saw her try to give him a smile and knew she was nervous. While he recognized that he’d have to address her obvious anxiety at some point, he was waiting till they were further away from Tillie to do so. He hated having private conversations while his sister evaluated him.

As he’d predicted, Tillie hadn’t even turned around and didn’t seem to notice any of the chaos surrounding her. The kitten at least tilted its head at a giant, gray-skinned troll being given orders of how to attack the trainees next. While Sophia stared at the troll with her mouth open, turning around to continue to stare, as she followed them, Tillie didn’t so much as blink, only gave an occasional nod to a trainer or acknowledged a small bow from a younger witch, as they moved on through the hall.

By the time they finally came to the Portal Room, many hallways later, they’d passed through any number of sights which Jackson was dully used to but had left Sophia blatantly astonished. It made him wonder how on earth she’d made it this long in the Council without seeing more of it.

Or maybe she has, but she’s amazed by it every time?

Honestly, she seemed like that sort of girl.

And, as Tillie opened the 12-foot-tall, copper doors of the Portal Room, engraved with images of many different realities, it suddenly occurred to Jackson why she hadn’t simply sent them on their way earlier.

Glaring at his sister mildly, as she pointed them into the room, he only went through his revelation in his thoughts—which it was possible she could read, but he’d never wanted to know.

You little so-and-so. You took us all this way so you could show me that Sophia has some sort of Amazement Curse on her, didn’t you? You couldn’t have simply told me back in your office?

Given Tillie’s smile, he suspected she understood, but she didn’t answer.

Looking over the girl, as she wandered into the Portal Room, where glowing patches of light waited, with an occasional witch or other extranormal being wandering out or in from them, he pondered.

Sophia was staring agog at the various expected sort of travelers, which Jackson supposed would be odd to a mundane but shouldn’t be to a witch, especially one who’d worked here for a few years. These included a passing yeti and his small, blue, furry imp partner (although Rasmussen and Owen were the Council bowling champions three times running and were fairly well known), a white unicorn which snorted in her general direction (whether in disdain or happiness was hard to say), and even at normal enough sights such as witches in fashions from earlier eras.

Well, the Amazement Curse is the most common diagnosis. But it could be the Normality Virus, although that would probably have been passed on to other people, too.

Of course, this was only the start of the possibilities of what she was suffering from, which he supposed Tillie wished him to decipher. It could be anything up to a Fairy Tale Innocence gene passed down to her by a long-ago ancestor from the elven lands or some other dimension. Still, it was something he’d have to keep an eye on, as it was an odd and occasionally dangerous trait to have, especially given where they were going.

True, Tillie had told him a bit about this case, as they’d waited for Sophia to pack her overstuffed bag and return to them. Given how all the witches before them had ended up, it wasn’t encouraging, and even less so when he was taking it on with an utter newbie.

Still, there was apparently an elven informant who had let the Council know about rumors of human disappearances into the fairylands. Once looked into, it had been found that there were at least twenty people who were missing, all of them seriously mundane and without a drop of witch or extranormal blood or experience. No trace of them had been found. And, when various investigators had been sent in to try to search for them, they’d each been later discovered frozen into statues of ice.

It wasn’t a frosty end Jackson was hoping to come to himself.

This was a seriously dangerous mission, then, and not one for a novice like Sophia—especially a novice with some sort of Amazement Curse. What Tillie was thinking by sending her was beyond him.
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