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  Chapter 1


As the door opened, the little bell chimed to announce my newest victim had arrived. Sorry, customer. Lifting my gaze from the magazine I was reading, I offered a smile and watched him slip down an aisle, avoiding me. I could feel the anxiety. I could smell the desperation dripping from him. 
Sliding the magazine under the counter, I returned to watching the man. He was pretending that he was interested in what I sold here. Instead of just approaching the counter, he, like many others, tried to make it seem like they were here for a browse. Except, I knew the truth. People did not come into my store to wander around. This was not a dress shop nor a place to purchase trinkets. Well, I suppose I did trinkets of a certain variety but nothing that the ordinary shopper would want.
When the man couldn’t take it any longer, he put the bottle back and walked directly to me. He was tall, weedy-looking, dressed in an ill-fitting suit. It also looked like he’d been pacing the back alley near this shop, running his hands through his now messed-up hair, stressing over his thoughts about coming in here.
I smiled sweetly as he approached.
“Welcome to BB’s. How can I help you today?”
BB’s was short for my name, Bridget Barclay. It was the only sign of ownership that I had, and it was mandatory by the rules of my people. 
His hands were at the edge of the glass counter, the fingers nervously rapped against the top.
“I was, uh, looking for a potion.”
Still smiling, I gestured to the glass cabinet behind me. Behind the glass doors were little vials. The contents contained many things. I could go into detail, rattling off all the names of the bottles, the spells, and potions, the hexes that would give anything the heart desired, but then I'd be here forever. Like all spells, they came at a price. Naturally, I always told the purchaser the price they would ultimately pay for the hex to ensure no disgruntled customer or buyer’s remorse.
“Of course, darling. What do you desire?”
He leaned forward, worry showing in his eyes.
“I need it to, uh,” He huffed, frustrated. “Look, I think my girlfriend is cheating on me, and I want to know the truth before we get married. I don’t want to lose everything if I find out a few years down the track when she leaves me for the guy.”
“You think you know who it is?”
The man nodded, looking annoyed, yet he seemed to be resigned to acceptance as well.
“Maybe she’s out for your money?”
“I’ve had a prenup drawn up, but she won’t sign it, saying I don’t trust her.”
“Darling, you don’t trust her. That’s why you’re here.” 
Realisation hit him, leaving him a little shocked. I turned to the cabinet and pulled out a little glass vial, no bigger than my entire pinkie finger. It looked like a crystal decanter, beautifully cut glass highlighting the oozy green liquid.
“This,” I said as I held the vial between my finger and thumb. “Will give you the answer you seek. A drop is all you need. Pour it over her meal, into a drink. It doesn’t matter. This is a truth serum. When you ask her a question, she will tell you the truth.”
He reached for it. I jerked my hand back.
“There is a price.”
“Oh, of course.”
He rummaged through the inside of his jacket, pulling out his wallet.
“How much?”
“My spells cost a thousand pounds each. What I meant about the price was that each spell has a price to pay. You, as the person who unleashes the spell, will be the one that pays the price.”
The cash was in his hand. It looked like he’d zoned out.
“What kind of price?” He asked warily.
“I do not know. It always varies.”
“But it will be bad, right?”
“The degree of severity will depend on what you do with the spell. You’re asking if she’s cheating on you, so I’d say that it would be mid-range.”
I wiggled the vial in my fingers, waiting with mild impatience. He was weighing up the pros and cons of accepting the deal.
“Ticky tock, darling.”
“What’s the worst that could happen?”
“It’s a truth serum. Maybe she might tell you something that you don’t want to know. I don’t know. It is different every time. The only way to know for certain is to open the bottle and pour the spell out. Once she consumes the spell, it will be completed.”
He huffed, slapping the money onto the counter.
“Done.”
“Great,” I said, sliding the cash off the glass and tucking it into a hidden pocket on the waistband of my skirt.
I put a card onto the counter, tapping it.
“Read it while I wrap up the bottle.”
Pulling out a satin bag, I put it on the counter and wrapped the bottle in the delicate tissue paper.
“All sales are final, with no returns or refunds. Any complaints can be directed to the website, kiss-my-ass dot com. Hilarious,” He said dryly.
“It means that if the worst happens, you know that I don’t care. You accept the price when you accept the spell.”
It was as if the world had decided it didn’t like my deals when the door opened, the bell dinged, and a spotty, angry woman walked over to the counter.
“Look at me!” She snapped.
“Where’s your card?”
The anger slipped from her face, staring at me with momentary disbelief. When she began to rummage through her bag, I picked up the card off the counter.
“This is your card, don’t lose it.”
I put it into the little paper bag with the neatly wrapped vial tucked into the satin bag. The man looked at the bag, warily taking the ribbon handles. I made it look like he’d bought something from a jewellery store. The packaging was always the same, always a vial wrapped in tissue paper and put into a satin bag for protection. The paper bag was so they didn’t lose it.
“It will change when you walk out the door. Then, it will be a reminder of what you need to do. When the spell has been cast, it will return to the terms of sale. We’re all done, so good luck, and if it backfires, then I don’t want to hear about it.”
The man nodded, looking at the woman. He wanted to stay and find out what had happened. I pulled up my stool and sat on it, leaning on my hand with amusement.
“You know, I did warn you. Just like I warned him. I warn everyone.”
“I just wanted a pimple removed for a date!”
“Seriously? That’s all that you came here for?” The man scoffed. “My girlfriend gets them all the time, and when she wears makeup, I can’t tell.”
“I’m not some bloody artist!” She snapped at him.
“Neither is she. Try the internet. It’s got heaps of information. You wouldn’t be in this mess if you’d had a crack at it.”
The woman huffed, sneering at him.
“And what are you here for?”
“None of your damned business.”
He walked out, leaving me with the unhappy customer.
“I can’t find it.” 
“Then how do I know this is a result of the spell? The card will remain in your possession for as long as the spell is working. If you can’t find it, then perhaps this is just a breakout and nothing to do with what I gave you.”
“Oh, how convenient. I want my money back.”
“All sales are final. No refunds are given. You knew the rules when you bought the spell. Leave now before I give you another spell.”
Her face crinkled with anger, and with a huff, she turned and stormed out of the store.
“Mm-hmm, I do like the feisty ones.”
“Oh, hush up, you vile little thing.”
I turned to the shrunken heads sitting on the shelf beside the counter, arguing as usual.
“Guys, come on.”
“Harold started it.”
I was surprised that either of them could hear, but their enchantments were odd, one that I hadn’t seen before. Chester was a missionary who tried to convert the wrong tribe and lost his head for it. Harold was an explorer who had been trekking through the mountains near them, took a wrong turn and stumbled upon the same tribe. 
They’ve been together ever since. They were a payment to a witch who was giving the chief something that he desired. When she pissed off the wrong person and owed them a lot of money, I bought these two knuckleheads from her and ever since then, I’ve had their company. Sometimes it was good. Sometimes, they were a real thorn in my side.
“You know, for being together for over a hundred years, I would have thought that you two would be getting on by now.”
Chester huffed as the head shifted slightly. Their movement was limited, they couldn’t see because their eyes were sewn shut, but their mouths certainly worked well. 
“I know that I would certainly like a little harmony.”
“Then tell him to behave!”
“Harold, perhaps we could keep it clean?”
“Only if Chester stops trying to convert me.”
“I could separate you. One in the office, and the other stays here. How about that? We could toss a coin to see who stays here.”
Their stands rattled. Such a hard movement was an indication that they weren’t happy or impressed.
The door dinged again. Like always, the heads remained silent and still.
“Good morning.”
The man smiled at me as he approached the counter, clearly eager to get what he wanted and leave.
“I have heard that if I were in the market for a little extra help with something, then I should ask you. Is that the case?”
“Perhaps.”
His grin increased, stretching enough to see the pearly white teeth. Like the last one, he looked like he worked in an office. The differences were vast, though. He was refined, dressed in a well-fitting suit, looking as if he was at ease with the world.
“I’m not here for games,” He said as he leaned on the counter. “I want something, and I was told you were the woman I needed to find.”
“What do you want?”
“I want to be irresistible to someone.”
“Well, alright, then.”
Turning to the cabinet, I pulled a vial down and showed it off, like the last one.
“One thousand pounds and a price to pay.”
“Yes, I heard it was more than a cash deal. Bag it up. This chick is worth the worst of anything you can unleash.”
I seriously doubted it.
While he counted out the money on the counter, I bagged up the spell. He read the card, watched me as I put it in the bag and even offered a smile as he took the bag. Usually, people had a look of uncertainty when they took the bag. I called it the beginning of buyer’s remorse. But this guy, he was eager and happy. 
“Well, I hope the price you pay will be the least of anything that will happen.”
The strange man tipped his head and walked out of the store with a skip in his step.
“That’s not going to work out well,” Chester said dryly.
“How long before he returns with his complaint?” Harold asked.
“Soon,” Came the reply. “And it’s going to be bad.”
Chester was right. There was something wrong with that deal.
“It’s fine,” I lied. “It was obvious that I’d been recommended to him. He knew what was going to happen.”
Which was the truth. He knew everything. Even the guy before him had the right money, even if he didn’t know how much cash to bring. Usually, they had to leave to find somewhere to withdraw money because I was a cash-only business. One whiff of the cops or the tax department and I was gone. My gut instinct said that maybe I needed to adopt the same policy in cases like this one. Disappear before trouble found me.






  
  Chapter 2


The weedy man was back. I struggled not to laugh. 
“I need to get rid of the spell. I have an important meeting in an hour.”
“The spell will dissipate a few hours after the caster has found satisfaction with the spell. Have you found satisfaction?”
He gestured to his face, frowning hard at me. The price he paid was interesting, a little amusing and, as I had predicted, mid-range of what could happen. It was terrible, but it wasn’t the worst of what could have been.
His thoughts were written on his forehead. Right now, it said that he was pissed off with me.
“That is the price that you pay, not the spell itself. Are you satisfied with the spell?”
“Yes.” He huffed. “But I can’t wait for this to go away. The meeting is with people I thoroughly dislike, and if they find that out, I could lose a lot of money. How can I fix this?”
“Have you tried covering it with makeup?”
“Yes.” He grumped. “I need something magical.”
I gestured to the wall of vials behind me, turning back with a supreme smile.
“Well then, you can try your luck again,”
Not bloody likely appeared on his forehead.
“Or you can reschedule the appointment. Tell them you are sick.”
That won’t work.
“I need a spell with a guaranteed outcome. Can you do that?”
“I can.”
“And the price I pay?”
Please help me.
I sighed, glancing at Harold and Chester. This was the price that I paid, empathy for the truly needy.
“When’s your meeting?”
“It’s a lunch meeting. I’m supposed to be there at twelve.”
And it was just turning eleven now. I had an hour to get a spell brewed, into him without any issues and get the poor sod on his way.
“You might be a little late, and I have to figure out the right spell. Sit on this.”
I pushed my stool around the counter. The man sat on it with his worried thoughts crossing his forehead. Moving out to the back room, I pulled my small cauldron off the shelf and started loading it with the base mixture I used for all spells. While rummaging through the bottles for my stash of herbs, I considered the issues that this guy had. He had to go to the meeting and not have his thoughts so openly displayed. Something occurred to me. I leaned back and peered through the door.
“What are you doing after the meeting?”
“Uh, going to the office, I suppose.”
“Do you have to go to the office, or can you go home?”
“Well, not really. I discovered the truth, so now I’m staying in a hotel.”
“Ah, so your thoughts were right. Sorry about that.”
He shrugged, sad thoughts crossing his forehead as he glumly lowered his head.
“I have an idea for a spell. I can put a temporary stop to the spell, but it will return. The spell has the nickname Cinderella. ‘Cuz, you know, she gets to go to the ball, but at the stroke of midnight, everything goes back to the way it was.”
He frowned, and midnight appeared on his forehead.
“You’ll get a day at most, but likely only a few hours.”
“Will I know for certain?”
“Yeah, you’ll get a severe gut pain. That’s your cue to get out of there and hide. Once it starts, you’re on a timer for ten minutes, and the original spell will start up again. So, up for the spell, Cinderella?”
“What’s the price?”
I searched for the book that had the spell, pulling it from the shelf. The spell was called, the hands of time, created long before the fairy tale had been written.
“Well, when a spell is used to counter another spell, it is always the worst it could be. In this case, you’re playing with time, which is dangerous in itself. This book lists the worst possible price to pay as the loss of time. Essentially, you will begin to age faster than you should, that is, until the spell stops. For every hour that passes, you age a year. If the spell runs the full twenty-four hours, you will age twenty-four years.”
“It won’t go any longer? I don’t want to be dead.”
“The book says that it is a maximum of twenty-four hours, but it also has a cessation chant
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