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        To Emily & Kai.

        May your wedding day be slightly less chaotic than this one…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        April, 1941

      

      

      

      War has spread to North Africa, Yugoslavia and Greece as more nations fall to Axis powers. The United States offers aid in the form of its Lend-Lease Act, but Britain still endures nightly bombing campaigns and terrible losses in its cities. Meanwhile, a small village in Kent awaits the arrival of Faye Bright, due to return home on leave after some months of intense and secret training. And there is going to be a wedding! But before we join the impending nuptials, let’s begin our story with a night in London…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A BLITZ LULLABY

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye Bright lay on a platform of the Oxford Circus underground station as the city above took a hammering from the Luftwaffe.

      Sleep came and went in brief, delirious shifts. Every time she fell into a deep slumber, another salvo of bombs rolled like thunder, the floor trembled, dust trickled from the ceiling and Faye jolted awake. Again. For the Londoners snoozing around her, it was just another raid. Perhaps they were used to it by now? Or maybe those who couldn’t cope had fled to the countryside, leaving only the hardy town mouse types who were able to endure this kind of nerve-shredding hell night after night? ‘We can take it!’ was a familiar refrain, though Faye had to wonder when they might start dishing it out for a change.

      She checked her wristwatch – the one her commanding officer Bellamy Dumonde had insisted on giving her after she was late for one session of training at Beaulieu – and was astonished to see that it was ten to five in the morning. The raid had started a little after nine o’clock last night. This was a punishing one by any standard.

      Faye had been caught out after a pleasant dinner with Vera Fivetrees, Head Witch of the British Empire, at Duck Island Cottage, her official residence in Saint James’s Park. Bellamy had been there, too, and they had spent the evening discussing anything but the war. Faye was due a few days’ leave and was looking forward to going home and being back in Bertie’s arms for their wedding.

      This would be her first trip to Woodville since the strange events of last Christmas, which had culminated in her beloved Bertie proposing to her. Faye had said yes without hesitation. She had known Bertie all her life, and in the last year had fallen head over heels for this sweet and brave boy. It all made sense. Apart from the fact that she had to leave the morning after the wedding to begin her training with Bellamy’s Special Operations Executive: Paranormal Division.

      But tomorrow she would be going home.

      Woodville was where Faye had been born. She knew its every nook and cranny, and greeted everybody by name. But now, as she lay on the dusty platform in the heart of London, the village felt as distant as the moon. For the past few months, her every waking moment had been dedicated to applying her witchcraft skills to cryptology, weapons training, martial arts, orienteering, fitness and sabotage. It was exhausting, but there was never a dull moment. And she was good at it.

      Bellamy was quick to praise her interrogation skills and her swift right hook. Would Bertie notice the change in her? Would it scare him off?

      After dinner with Vera and Bellamy, she had decided to take an evening walk back to her lodgings above a pub in Oxford Street. She’d been close to the Oxford Circus underground station when the siren sounded, and had ducked inside.

      The Londoners’ famed Blitz spirit was alive and kicking to start with, and there had been music, singing and laughter. But around midnight, folks had become more subdued. As it became clear this was going to be a long raid, they all hunkered down for the duration.

      And now, some eight hours or so later, Faye sat up and stretched. The sun would rise soon and the raid would end as the Luftwaffe returned home from their deadly mission.

      A handful of people were already awake, reading newspapers or solving crosswords – one man was clearing his lungs a little too enthusiastically for Faye’s liking – but most were still asleep. Faye considered nodding off again.

      Then she heard the singing. Eerie, distant and childish.

      
        
        
        ‘Golden slumbers kiss your eyes,

        Smiles awake you when you rise;

        Sleep, pretty wantons, do not cry,

        And I will sing a lullaby.

        Rock them, rock them, lullaby.’

      

      

      

      Faye stood slowly and glanced around. The folks nearby were rubbing their eyes, yawning and scruffing their hair as they woke. One woman was knitting a pair of socks. No one else reacted to the echoing voices. There had been children playing and singing when she had first arrived, but she looked about and found them piled asleep on top of their parents further down the platform. Treading carefully, Faye walked silently past the snoring children. As she approached the darkness of the underground train tunnel, something in the air changed. An electric sensation that left a metallic taste in her mouth.

      Magic.

      She reached the empty maw of the tunnel and glanced back along the platform. She couldn’t see the moon down here, of course, but could still draw on its energy. She created a glamour so that no one saw her hopping from the platform and onto the rails. Faye was fairly certain the power had been turned off during the raid, but she kept away from the electrified third rail nevertheless. The tingling sensation of the glamour comforted her, giving her what she felt might be a misplaced sense of invincibility, but one she welcomed all the same as she stepped further into the dark.

      
        
        
        ‘Golden slumbers kiss your eyes,

        Smiles awake you when you rise.’

      

      

      

      A chill brushed at her cheeks, a trickle of cold sweat snaking down her spine. The air was laced with smoke and dust and something that made Faye think of when the pub’s outdoor lavvy was blocked.

      The singing continued, echoing off the curved walls of the tunnel.

      
        
        
        ‘Sleep, pretty wantons, do not cry,

        And I will sing a lullaby.

        Rock them, rock them, lullaby.’

      

      

      

      Faye wondered if she was dreaming – after all, it wouldn’t be the first time that eerie singing had haunted her dreams – but as her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she saw them.

      
        
        
        ‘Care is heavy, therefore sleep you.

        You are care, and care must keep you.’

      

      

      

      They were holding hands, dancing in a circle.

      
        
        
        ‘Sleep, pretty wantons, do not cry,

        And I will sing you a lullaby.’

      

      

      

      Three boys and three girls, dressed in school uniforms. The boys wore caps. One had broken specs. The girls all wore their hair differently. The mousy one had a ponytail, the blonde had pigtails and the littlest one wore hers with a blue clip. Their parents had gone to some effort to make them presentable for school, yet— ‘Bloody hell,’ Faye muttered as she moved closer to the children. Their glistening faces were blistered, blackened and burned. Light curled around them, and she thought of the magic lantern shows she had seen as a child. How the colours blended and swirled hypnotically. These children were ghosts. Victims of another raid, perhaps. Their lives cut short by this hideous war. The all-clear siren sounded. A long drone, no rise or fall in pitch. Faye instinctively looked up at the sound and the children stopped singing. When she looked down again, they were all staring at her.

      Faye’s bowels loosened and she nearly had an unfortunate incident but managed to keep it together.

      The children began to sing again, their voices creating a forsaken harmony with the siren.

      
        
        
        ‘Huffity, puffity, Ringstone Round,

        If you lose your hat it will never be found,

        So pull your britches right up to your chin,

        And fasten your cloak with a bright new pin,

        And when you are ready, then we can begin,

        Huffity, puffity, puff!’

      

      

      

      The singing ceased with the siren, the children vanished in a burst of light and Faye’s ears popped. Something fluttered in her chest, her breath coming in short rasps. She took a moment to gather herself in the dark of the tunnel before turning on her heel to make her way back to the platform.

      Silhouetted in the arch of light, another figure blocked her path. Still and silent.

      Inhuman.

      It was a corn dolly, but one as tall as Faye, wearing a white wedding dress. The corn dolly’s head was a cluster of wheat shafts, like an exploding star. Her fingers were broken stems poking from her sleeves.

      Faye’s mouth was dry. A ringing began in her ears, growing louder and louder.

      Creaking like wicker, the Corn Bride slowly raised her makeshift hand and pointed at her.

      Faye tried to speak, but no words would come. Her chest heaved; her limbs were paralysed.

      The Corn Bride tilted her head back and rushed at Faye, hands raised as if to shove her deeper into the dark.

      Faye’s training kicked in as she bunched her fists and took a defensive stance, but the Corn Bride whisked straight through her, turning into swirls of vapour and vanishing on the dusty breeze.

      Faye blinked. The ringing in her ears subsided. She was alone once more.

      As her heart slowed, she found her voice again. ‘Blimmin’ ’eck.’

      It was time to go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FLIGHT TO BAVARIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Otto Kopp – Bavarian Druid, founder of the Thule Society, leader of the Black Sun; a man the mere mention of whose name was enough to cause a panicked exodus from Bratislava two centuries ago – was flying back to the place of his birth in pitiful shackles and rags. He was a prisoner and traitor to the Reich, flanked by his former subordinates in the Black Sun.

      While they were dressed in their crimson robes, Otto was barefoot, in oversized trousers held up by braces over an off-white shirt with no collar. Hardly fitting for a Druid of his stature, but this was all an exercise in his ongoing humiliation. The Bavarian had endured more than his fill since that fateful day last summer on the White Cliffs of Dover. Defeated by a novice witch and a gaggle of tea-slurping hags, he’d had little choice but to use the blue flame of the aether to escape. As far as they were concerned, he would have vanished into thin air before their very eyes. For Otto, the journey had been a stomach-churning leap through a void between worlds. One that had ended with him landing with a slap on the rough concrete of a secret hangar at the airfield in Juvincourt, Northern France. Only a few hours earlier, he had left aboard a Dornier Do 17 bomber with promises to wipe out Britain’s magical defences. He had returned vanquished and in agony as the blue flames burned his left arm. His Black Sun siblings were waiting like hyenas. They unleashed their pathetic curses on him, taking advantage of his weakened state and binding him in chains.

      Himmler had appointed Otto as leader of the Black Sun one chilly January morning in 1940. The secret occult organisation had grown rapidly from the ranks of the pre-war Thule Society and was answerable only to Himmler and the Führer. But how could one wrangle such a gaggle of mewling kittens? Each would eat their own young for the opportunity to rule, and that’s exactly how Himmler wanted it. Otto’s reign was doomed from the start.

      That first night in the cell had been the worst. Writhing in pain, the skin on his arm blistering as he waited for word to come of his inevitable execution. The mighty Otto Kopp, bested by a girl from Kent, of all places. Not only had his failure made the Black Sun a laughing stock in the upper echelons of the Third Reich, but Göring’s Luftwaffe had been sent packing by the RAF. The Battle of Britain had been lost, Operation Sealion had been postponed and Hitler had turned his sights to Russia. Otto would have warned the Führer that if Napoleon could not conquer the Russians, then his odds were pretty grim, but Hitler had stopped listening to good advice a long time ago. For as much as Otto had foreseen the rise of the Nazis, he could now also smell the rot of their demise. The infighting, the corruption, the fanatical demagogue. The head was already eating the tail. He gave them four years at the very most.

      The Focke-Wulf Fw 200 banked to starboard and rectangles of moonlight crawled across the deck. The pitch of the propellors fell to a drone as they slowed. A low hum resonated through Otto’s boots as the landing gear lowered into place.

      Himmler had wanted Otto shot, but Hitler felt the Druid might still prove useful and so there had been a stay of execution. They had imprisoned him in some chateau in France, but after three escape attempts – each ending in recapture by his Black Sun minions – Otto was being taken home. He was to be kept in the dungeons of Hohenzollern Castle. No witch or Druid could escape its walls. Otto knew this because he had designed the secret dungeons himself in the nineteenth century. He had thought he was so clever back then, and many of his former adversaries had met their fate thanks to his thoroughness and attention to detail when it came to magical suppression curses, oubliettes with no light whatsoever and walls that screamed. It truly was hell on Earth.

      But Otto would never need to plan an escape because he had no intention of going there in the first place. He would flee soon after they landed at Augsburg-Haunstetten airfield. And they would not recapture him this time.

      Because they had given him a mirror, the fools.

      For all their precautions and boasts of cunning, they had made one fatal mistake and he would make them pay for it. Otto Kopp toyed with the fragment of glass hidden in his palm as the plane began its descent. It shook violently, rattling like the proverbial bucket of bolts, before dipping suddenly and levelling out. The whole flight had been like this, and Otto suspected their pilot was either inebriated or trying to intimidate his cargo.

      Mirrors, of course, were powerful tools of magic, and Otto had been forbidden any access to them, along with candles, salt, volcanic stone, mushrooms or wine. However, as the SS guards had escorted him through the French chateau’s grand halls he had made one last attempt at escape, shoulder-barging them to one side. In the struggle, he had crashed into a four-hundred-year-old mirror. It had been pathetic and humiliating when his Black Sun siblings had laughed at his feeble attempt, but in their arrogance, they hadn’t noticed that he had snatched up a tiny fragment of glass. They had searched him, of course, but they had not thought to look beneath his tongue. A couple of unremarkable coughs mid-flight helped him move the shard to his palm, where it was now ready for use. As much as Otto loathed sleight-of-hand sideshow conjurors for denigrating the art of magic, he had studied and mastered the fundamentals some time ago, and none of his captors were any the wiser.

      The plane landed without fuss, and as it taxied along the runway to the hangar, Otto pressed the glass into his palm, drawing blood. He would need quite a bit if this was going to work, and so he dug deeper, until the thick burgundy liquid spread in rivulets. He opened his palm slightly and angled the mirror until he found the face of one of his Black Sun brothers. Gunther was a dim oaf from Austria whose family connections to old magic were the only reason he had been able to join this exclusive order. He was, however, built like a brick outhouse and perfect for Otto’s needs.

      The blood from Otto’s palm oozed across the reflection of Gunther’s face and seeped into the young Druid’s largely empty mind. With a shudder, Otto knew that he had him.

      Otto closed his eyes and, with his mind, spoke three words to Gunther: Kill them all.

      Gunther blinked and scrunched his nose in confusion.

      Kill them all, Otto repeated, more insistently this time.

      The big lump wriggled a finger into his ear.

      Otto sighed. The man might be dense, but ironically that was making him more difficult to control. He gazed directly at the reflection of Gunther in his palm. Gunther, kill them.

      The sibling opposite Gunther, a thin strip of a thing with an ambitious Hitler moustache, leaned forwards, no doubt wondering what was wrong with him. ‘Gunther?’

      Gunther’s body began to spasm. He was putting up an admirable fight. One he would lose. Foam flecked his lips. The brother with the Hitler moustache recoiled and was about to cry out when, without warning, Gunther drew his obsidian dagger and plunged it into his chest.

      Hitler-moustache screamed, gargled and died. The six other Black Sun acolytes were momentarily baffled and looked to one another for some indication of how to react. It was only when Gunther stabbed a second of their number in the head that they finally sprang into action. But there was no stopping Gunther, who slashed the throat of one brother and gouged out the eye of another.

      Otto sat quietly as they fought. One by one, the remaining Black Sun members were slaughtered with deadly efficiency. The pair of SS guards drew their weapons, but before they could fire Gunther broke their wrists, then their necks. The pilots tried to get involved, but had been told little of their passengers and were not prepared for the vicious and merciless assault. Their blood and brain matter decorated the windows of the cockpit. After only ninety seconds of mayhem, the job was done, and Otto released Gunther from his spell.

      The young Druid stood panting, staring at his black and bloody blade, wondering what he had done. He turned to find Otto standing, but still in his shackles. Gunther gasped, his mind his own once more, and rushed at his former master, but he had barely taken two steps before Otto raised his palms, the mirrored glass embedded in the centre of his left hand. Gunther caught sight of his own reflection and faltered.

      ‘No, Otto, please.’

      Otto simply smiled and nodded. Gunther fell to his knees, lips quivering as he tried to resist Otto’s power. Slowly and deliberately, he raised the point of his knife to the soft flesh under his own chin and slid it upwards.

      ‘Black Sun will find you,’ he said, trembling, but with one final snarl of defiance. The blade continued its slow progress into his body. ‘There is nowhere you can hide. If it takes us till the end of time, we will—’ Gunther choked. His eyes rolled back and he fell to the deck with a thud.

      Otto took a ring of keys from the belt of the sibling lying closest to him and unlocked his manacles. He tossed them away, rubbing life back into his wrists as he moved to the cockpit. Sadly, there wasn’t enough fuel for his purposes – he would need a new plane. He peeked out at the handful of SS officers and guards waiting impatiently in the hangar for the Black Sun siblings to disembark with their prisoner. Steps had been wheeled to the door at the rear.

      Otto took a moment to conjure a glamour before opening the door. He did not dare descend the steps. Not yet. Instead, he waited. The SS called out the names of the Black Sun members. When no reply came, they drew their Lugers and hurried aboard. Otto retreated into the shadows. Two officers looked directly at him but saw only darkness, protected as he was by the glamour. Orders were given and they rushed out again, calling for help and raising the alarm.

      In the chaos that followed, Otto calmly walked down the steps unnoticed and onto the windswept airfield. He found an isolated Messerschmitt Bf 110 aircraft that suited his purposes. The crew had just finished fuelling it.

      Otto conjured a different form of glamour. He cheerfully thanked them for their help. They thought they were addressing a pilot of the Luftwaffe and wished him luck on his mission as they helped him take to the air. Once airborne, he turned north-west. His destination was the Kentish coast of England.

      His mission, one of vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOME AGAIN, HOME AGAIN, JIGGETY-JIG

          

        

      

    

    
      The army truck’s brakes squeaked as it pulled up by Saint Irene’s Church. The bell tower was gone, but the main church building stood as solid as ever in the moonlight. Just as well, as that’s where Faye and Bertie were getting married. Faye’s heart swelled with an odd combination of pride, love and abject terror whenever she thought of her impending nuptials.

      A soldier lowered the flap at the rear of the truck, then extended a hand to help her out. Faye shouldered her kitbag, took his hand and jumped down onto the familiar cobbles of the Wode Road. She wore scuffed regulation army boots, her comfiest dungarees and her flight jacket to ward off the spring night chill.

      ‘Thanks for the lift, Jack.’ She nudged her specs up her nose and pointed along the road past the church. ‘Keep going that way for about a mile and a half. Look for the long drive with all the silver birch trees. Hayward Lodge is the big house with turrets and whatnot. Can’t miss it.’

      ‘Ta, Faye.’ Jack tipped back his steel helmet and gave her a wink. ‘Stay lucky, eh?’

      ‘You too,’ she said as he jumped into the cab of the truck and crunched it into gear. It chugged away, leaving Faye alone.

      Even the air in Woodville smelled sweeter. None of the soot or fumes of London, and definitely less chance of being run down by a tram or bus. She had nearly come a cropper twice in Piccadilly Circus.

      The next few days were going to be barmy, for sure. Not a minute’s rest. So it was important that she enjoy this gift of a moment of precious solitude and⁠—

      ‘Faye!’

      Bertie Butterworth, the love of Faye’s life and the young man she was to marry, was coming towards her with his arms wide. Having been born with one leg shorter than the other, his limp and the slippery cobbles meant that he couldn’t come rushing into her arms like they did in those soppy movies, so Faye decided to rush into his instead. She dropped her kitbag and ran full pelt at Bertie, nearly flattening him. Their embrace was clumsy, and their kiss was more a meeting of teeth and noses than of lips, but Faye had longed for his touch for months. Her breathing quickened, her blood rushed and she warmed all over as they kissed.

      Bertie came up for air and his cheeks could barely contain his smile. Then his eyes raked up and down Faye’s face, and he bit his lip. ‘Are you all right?’

      Faye knew what he must be seeing. She had changed, and in so many ways she didn’t know where to start, but this was not the time.

      ‘I am now,’ she said, kissing him again.

      ‘How was it? Tell me everything, er…’ The tendons in Bertie’s neck tensed and he looked around furtively. The Wode Road was completely empty of people and blackout dark, but you never knew who might be listening.

      ‘How’s your Aunty Doreen?’ he asked in a loud and stilted voice.

      Bertie had come up with Faye’s cover story just before she’d left. As far as the other villagers were concerned, Faye had suddenly rushed away to care for her ailing Aunt Doreen in Dorset.

      ‘I’m sorry to say that poor Aunt Doreen is still unwell, and I’ll need to return to her in a week or so, but she’s being looked after while I’m here.’

      ‘Oh, poor thing.’ Bertie’s smile rather undermined his consoling words.

      ‘You don’t have to look so happy about it, Bertie,’ Faye whispered, pecking him on the cheek.

      ‘But I am. This is it.’ Bertie’s voice was light and bubbly, so happy he sounded fit to burst. ‘This is all I’ve dreamed of. Not weddings and all that frippery. Just... being with you is everything.’

      His hand slipped into hers and their fingers tangled together.

      ‘Oh, Bertie.’ Faye pulled him closer and kissed him again.

      It was some time before they surfaced, and it took an additional minute for Bertie to get his breath back.

      ‘Your dad’s just put the kettle on. Come on,’ he said, once he had. Hand in hand and smiling, they strolled in the direction of the Green Man pub.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Little had changed in the Green Man since Faye had left. The Christmas decorations had been packed away, of course, and it looked like the floor of the saloon bar had finally been varnished. Her father was whistling ‘She’ll be Coming ’Round the Mountain’ as he turned the chairs over and rested them on the tabletops. So engrossed was he in his jolly tune that he hadn’t noticed Faye and Bertie’s arrival.

      ‘Evenin’, Dad.’ Faye dropped her kitbag on the floor. ‘No chance of a cuppa, is there?’

      Terrence – with his big cheeky grin and hair like puffy white clouds cresting over a balding hill – often looked like he was about to break into a cheer. But as soon as he saw his daughter framed in the doorway, he threw his arms so wide they almost flew off. He didn’t so much speak as blend words together with chuckles and whoops as he scooped Faye up in his arms.

      ‘Nice to see you, too, Dad,’ she wheezed. And it was. As much as Bertie gave her a romantic thrill, seeing her father again was truly like coming home.

      ‘What you been up to, then?’ Terrence held her by the shoulders and looked her up and down, a wry smile on his face. ‘Witchy stuff?’

      ‘Witchy stuff.’ Faye smiled back, wishing she could tell both of them what she’d really been up to these past few months, training at Beaulieu with the other new magical agents.

      How lonely she had been as the only girl.

      The officers there weren’t keen to have a young woman in their ranks, but Bellamy Dumonde – second-in-command of all the witches of the British Empire – had dismissed their complaints and dealt with Faye’s magical training regime personally. He kept hinting that he was readying her for ‘something big’ but wouldn’t tell her what. Still, he was good company, patient and encouraging. Faye had learned so much while she’d been away, but she couldn’t tell Bertie or her father any of it, and they knew better than to ask.

      Terrence squeezed her firm biceps and pursed his lips in appreciation. ‘You taken up boxing, girl?’

      ‘A bit. I could probably show you pair a thing or two when it comes to an arm wrestle. And you should see my pins.’ Faye extended one of her booted legs. ‘I’ve done so much cross-country running, I’ve got the calves of a Grand National winner.’

      ‘So you can do a runner with this one?’ Terrence nodded to Bertie, who flashed the same nervous smile he always gave when his prospective father-in-law made a cheeky comment. Terrence turned serious for a moment. ‘How long are you back for?’

      ‘A week’s leave,’ Faye said. ‘And that includes the honeymoon. Not that we’ve got two pennies to rub together for anything like that. Then there’s the dress, the cake⁠—’

      ‘Don’t you worry about any of that now.’ Terrence patted the air with his palms. ‘Me and Bertie and Mrs Teach have it all under control.’

      ‘Mrs Teach?’ Faye flinched. The thought of either of the village witches – the ebullient Mrs Teach and the calculating Miss Charlotte – getting involved with the wedding planning gave her the collywobbles. ‘We didn’t ask for her help.’

      ‘I don’t think anyone ever does,’ Bertie said.

      ‘You won’t have to worry about a thing, Faye,’ Terrence insisted. ‘We’ve got it all planned like a military operation.’

      ‘Dad, the Charge of the Light Brigade was a military operation.’

      ‘I thought you were happy to leave it all to us,’ her father said, glancing at Bertie with a slightly hurt pout. Faye’s heart clenched. It was true. When she’d been called up by Bellamy, she had been happy to absolve herself of all responsibility for the wedding and leave it to them. Unlike most of the girls she knew, Faye hadn’t dreamed of a white wedding when she was little. She’d been happier playing in the mud and marvelling at butterflies, bumblebees and ladybirds. But she loved Bertie and a wedding was the right thing to do.

      ‘I am happy, Dad, I am, but what was the last thing I said to you before I left?’

      ‘Don’t rent out my room.’

      ‘Before that.’

      ‘Ooh!’ Bertie raised a hand like an eager schoolboy, then rolled his eyes about as he recalled Faye’s words. ‘“This wedding is not to be a bleedin’ palaver, Father. No fancy twaddle. Keep it plain and simple.”’

      Faye snapped her fingers at Bertie. ‘Bingo. And what’s the very definition of a walking, talking palaver?’

      Bertie nudged Terrence with his elbow. ‘I know this one, too: Mrs Teach.’

      ‘How wrong you are. She’s been very helpful,’ Terrence said, folding his arms. ‘It’s amazing what she can rustle up at short notice.’

      Faye sighed. ‘I know. I’m sure she’s been marvellous. You all have. It’s just, it’s been a long day and I’m cream crackered. I just need to get some kip and I’ll be⁠—’

      
        
        
        ‘To market, to market, to buy a fat pig.

        Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.’

      

      

      

      Faye’s head snapped up. She turned to her father to check if he’d heard the singing, too. He had, cocking his ear. It was coming from outside.

      ‘What the blazes is that?’ he asked, his brow wrinkling as he headed for the door.

      ‘Sounds like children,’ Bertie said, sounding puzzled as he trailed after him.

      A shiver of anxiety rippled through Faye. Bertie was right. She had hoped last night’s encounter in the underground had been a one-off.

      
        
        
        ‘To market, to market, to buy a fat hog.

        Home again, home again, jiggety-jog.’

      

      

      

      With a growing sense of dread, Faye followed her father and Bertie as they stepped outside into the spring night. It was chilly, and somewhere a nightingale greeted them with an energetic trill before flying off. They didn’t have to go far to find the source of the song.

      
        
        
        ‘To market, to market, to buy a plum cake.

        Home again, home again, market is late.’

      

      

      

      Bertie and Terrence stared agog as six children danced in a circle in the middle of the Wode Road. They left little swirls of rainbow light in their wake and Faye could see the street’s cobbles through their spectral forms. They wore school uniforms with satchels on their backs and cardboard gas mask boxes on strings over their shoulders. It was the same three boys and three girls as before, their faces dreadfully bloody and burned, holding hands as they skipped and sang around the Corn Bride, resplendent in her white dress.

      
        
        
        ‘To market, to market, to buy a plum bun.

        Home again, home again, market is done!’

      

      

      

      The children all turned and pointed at the Corn Bride, who promptly burst into flames. Faye recoiled as the heat pressed against her face.

      ‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ Terrence asked, not unreasonably.

      Faye tried to keep a calm front so as not to panic Bertie and her father. ‘I’m not sure what the fire’s about.’ She gestured to the burning Corn Bride. ‘But I met the Corn Bride and her spooky nippers during an air raid in London last night.’

      The children continued to dance around the burning bride, singing a new rhyme.

      
        
        
        ‘Here we go round the mulberry bush,

        The mulberry bush, the mulberry bush,

        Here we go round the mulberry bush

        On a cold and frosty morning.’

      

      

      

      ‘London?’ Bertie frowned. ‘You were in London? I thought you were in the countryside somewhere?’

      ‘I’ve probably said too much already, Bertie, but yes, I was in London for a bit and there was an air raid last night. A big one. I came across these ghosts in the underground tunnel at Oxford Circus.’

      ‘The ghost of a bride? And ghostly schoolchildren?’ Bertie shivered and tucked his hands into his armpits as he tried to make light of a very strange situation. ‘Do you think they’ll come to the wedding?’

      ‘Well, we are short of pageboys and bridesmaids.’

      Bertie chuckled, though he was unable to completely suppress his unease. ‘Not sure the vicar would approve, but it would be fitting for a witch’s wedding, I suppose.’ ‘Reverend Jacobs would completely lose his nut.’ Faye snorted a little laugh. ‘So I’m all for it. In the meantime, there’s a fire in the middle of the road, and

      I reckon we should do something about it.’

      The children changed their tune.

      
        
        
        ‘Oranges and lemons,

        Say the bells of Saint Clement’s.’

      

      

      

      ‘I’ll get a bucket!’ Terrence declared, rushing back into the pub.

      
        
        
        ‘You owe me five farthings, Say the bells of Saint Martin’s.’

      

      

      

      ‘You don’t reckon it’s some sort of... omen, do you?’ Bertie took Faye’s hand as they watched the Corn Bride burn. ‘I hope this hasn’t put you off,’ he said, giving her fingers a little squeeze.

      ‘’Course not,’ she told him, almost believing it herself.

      
        
        
        ‘When will you pay me?

        Say the bells at Old Bailey.’

      

      

      

      ‘A lovely evening for burning an effigy,’ came an imperious voice from behind them.

      Faye and Bertie turned to find Mrs Teach marching towards them in her bottle-green Women’s Voluntary Service coat and hat. Always an impressive woman, her robust form threw long, dancing shadows on the cobbles as the flames intensified. Faye’s heart swelled to see her.

      
        
        
        ‘When I grow rich,

        Say the bells at Shoreditch.’

      

      

      

      ‘Welcome home, Faye.’ Mrs Teach pecked Faye on the cheek. ‘I see you’ve not been back five minutes and already there’s chaos.’

      
        
        
        ‘When will that be?

        Say the bells of Stepney.’

      

      

      

      ‘A fine little inferno,’ said another voice, cutting off Faye’s protests.

      
        
        
        ‘I do not know,

        Says the great bell at Bow.’

      

      

      

      She spun to find Miss Charlotte somehow standing immediately behind them, her white hair glowing in the light of the fire. She had a new patch over her right eye, scarlet and trimmed with gold to match her dress. Faye felt safer than ever. The village hecate was complete once more.

      
        
        
        ‘Here comes a candle to light you to bed.’

      

      

      

      The willowy witch arched a brow as she continued, ‘But then I would expect nothing else. Don’t take this the wrong way, Faye darling, but your return could only mean trouble.’

      
        
        
        ‘And here comes a chopper to chop off your head!’

      

      

      

      The children all turned on Faye, pointing at her and grimacing madly. Their mouths were contorted, their eyes wide and staring as they all drew their fingers across their throats and made grisly, gurgling deaththroe noises.

      Faye tensed, wondering if the Corn Bride would rush her again as she had done in the tunnel. She was about to warn the other witches to be ready when the Corn Bride’s smouldering face was doused with water. She vanished in wisps of vapour before the splash hit the cobbles. The children cavorting around her melted into the smoke.

      Faye twisted her head round to find her father wielding an empty bucket, a curious look on his face.

      ‘You know what?’ Terrence pursed his lips in solemn contemplation. ‘That really looked like your mother’s wedding dress.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OMENS AND PORTENTS OF DOOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten minutes later they were all sat in the Green Man’s saloon bar, reeking of smoke and burned straw. The fire had been easy enough to put out but had inevitably drawn the attention of the village Air Raid Precautions volunteers, Mr Paine and Mr Motspur. Both took their duties seriously and would not be fobbed off with excuses; they had even threatened to alert Constable Muldoon. Fortunately, Miss Charlotte had a wide selection of special powders in the pockets of her dress. A quick puff of a glittery grey dust into each of the ARP men’s faces had them wandering off into the night with no memory of burning bridal effigies whatsoever.

      Faye was still rattled by her father’s vague assertion that the Corn Bride’s wedding dress might be her mother’s. She tapped her foot impatiently as she sat by the dartboard, watching him approach with a tray of tea things.

      ‘So, if that straw lass in the dress was a ghost,’ Terrence began as he lowered the tray, ‘how come I could smell it burning?’

      ‘Never mind that,’ Faye snapped. ‘Was it Mum’s wedding dress or not?’

      Terrence shrugged as he passed around cups and saucers. ‘I can’t be completely sure. From my soppy old memory, I would say yes. But we don’t have any photographs of the day.’ He rested a hand on her shoulder, noticing how upset she was. ‘I’m sorry I even mentioned it, Faye.’

      ‘Where’s the dress now?’ Faye asked, patting his hand and calming down.

      Terrence frowned as he sat. ‘Went back to Kathryn’s cousin Mary in Stepney. It was her “something borrowed”. Most likely eaten by moths by now.’

      Faye turned to her witchy colleagues. ‘Were any of you at the wedding? Did you see Mum’s dress?’

      ‘I was… elsewhere,’ Miss Charlotte replied enigmatically.

      ‘As was I,’ Mrs Teach said, waving a dismissive hand. ‘Darling, all wedding dresses look the same to men. I wouldn’t get too hung up on what is almost certainly a case of mistaken identity. And as for your suggestion that this Corn Bride is a ghost, Terrence… I suspect you might be incorrect about that, too.’ She took control of the teapot from him and began to gently swish it in circles. ‘Corn dollies have an important role to play in folklore and magic. I suspect this could be an omen of some kind.’

      Bertie stiffened at the mention of omens. Faye gently squeezed his hand.

      Terrence scrunched his nose. ‘We used to make corn dollies at school at harvest time when I was a nipper. Weren’t no omens back then.’

      Miss Charlotte stuffed tobacco into her clay pipe. ‘And what were you told of these corn dolls? What was their purpose?’

      ‘If you made a good ’un, you got a prize at the village harvest festival. Candy apples, if I recall. I never won. Mine looked more like corn soldiers, all stiff and upright.’

      ‘Good grief,’ Miss Charlotte muttered, before striking a match and lighting her pipe.

      ‘What?’ Terrence straightened in his seat, wondering what he had done wrong.

      ‘It’s not you, Terrence.’ Mrs Teach poured him a cup of tea. ‘Miss Charlotte does get upset when ordinary folk practise old rituals with little to no idea of why they do them.’

      ‘I thought it was just a bit of fun?’ he said.

      The tobacco in Miss Charlotte’s pipe burned red. ‘There is an ancient belief that the spirit of the corn lives within the crop,’ she said, as if that explained everything.

      She was met with blank faces.

      Mrs Teach took over as she continued making everyone a cuppa. ‘It was the duty of the farmer to make a doll from the last sheaf of the wheat crop. In this doll, the crop’s spirit would reside through the winter. Then, come the spring, the doll would be ploughed into the first furrow and the corn’s spirit would be released.’

      ‘Like it’d been hibernating?’ Faye suggested.

      ‘In a way,’ Miss Charlotte said, before sucking on her pipe again.

      Bertie leaned closer. ‘You said it was a spirit. So it is a ghost?’

      Miss Charlotte exhaled slowly, wreathing herself in smoke as she looked down her nose at Bertie. ‘I find such definitions to be childish.’

      Bertie shrank back.

      Faye leaned forwards and waved the air clear. ‘And I think smoking’s a filthy habit. Look, why have these poor burned and bloody children followed me all the way from London? And why do they keep bursting into song-and-dance routines?’

      ‘As I said – omens, warnings.’ Mrs Teach rested the teapot on the table. ‘Much like banshees, only in school uniform.’

      Faye shrugged and turned up her palms. ‘Then why don’t they just tell us what they’re warning us about?’

      Mrs Teach sat and stirred her tea. ‘Few ghosts can make a noise, let alone speak.’

      ‘These ones can sing. And Leo could speak,’ Faye said, reminding her of the ghostly pilot who had haunted Larry Dell’s barn last summer.

      ‘Yes, but if I recall, your pilot friend wasn’t actually aware that he was dead for some time. That can make a difference to the recently deceased’s state of mind. These children are victims of the Blitz and have taken to their roles as portents of doom like ducks to water.’

      ‘Portents of doom.’ Bertie’s shoulders quivered. ‘What doom do you think they’re… portenting?’

      ‘They seemed rather focused on you, Faye,’ Miss

      Charlotte said. ‘Any thoughts on what they could be warning you about?’

      Faye found herself instinctively glancing at Bertie before she could stop herself. He saw it and stiffened again.

      ‘Not a clue,’ Faye declared, leaning back and trying to look relaxed. ‘But I’ll be jiggered if I’m going to let a bunch of spectral ankle biters and an oversized corn dolly give me the willies. I’ve got a wedding to sort out.’ She brushed a hand over Bertie’s thigh and his face brightened into a smile.

      ‘Speaking of which, you need to see Reverend Jacobs tomorrow,’ Terrence said, slurping his tea.

      Faye narrowed her eyes. ‘Why? What’s up?’

      Bertie squeezed her hand gently. ‘It’s about the banns. They’ve been read here three times and no objections⁠—’

      ‘I should bloody hope not.’

      ‘But he needs to know if the banns have been read at the parish where you’ve been training.’

      ‘’Course they have.’

      Bertie’s head twitched in apology. ‘He wants proof.’

      ‘Bertie, I’ve been training in a top-secret location that I can’t even tell you about, so I’m not going to blurt it out to the village reverend.’

      ‘That’s not all.’ Mrs Teach’s voice rose in volume and authority. ‘We must discuss the dress, the cake, the guest list, the reception, the food, the drink, the rings and the flowers.’

      ‘Please, Mrs Teach,’ Faye said, taking off her glasses and rubbing her eyes. ‘Can we start this in the morning? I really need a proper kip.’

      Miss Charlotte removed her pipe from her lips and poked the stem at Faye. ‘Ever thought of running off to Gretna Green? Young lovers have been absconding to Scotland for centuries. They don’t need the permission of their parents to wed. No banns are read. No food. No guests. No… palaver.’

      Faye winced at the word, but Gretna Green wasn’t a half-bad idea and she entertained it for all of three seconds. Then she blinked and shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, do you, Bertie?’

      ‘A little palaver goes a long way,’ he said. ‘Besides, I think we’re overdue a bit of a knees-up.’

      ‘That’s all well and good.’ Mrs Teach stood, clasping her red handbag. ‘But I would remind you of how little time we have to organise this wedding. Tomorrow is Tuesday. You are to be wed on Thursday.’

      ‘May the first,’ Miss Charlotte added approvingly. ‘Good day for a wedding. Not that any of you would know why.’

      ‘Beltane,’ Faye snapped. ‘The old pagan festival to celebrate the beginning of summer. It’s why we chose it. Happy?’

      ‘Delirious,’ Miss Charlotte replied.

      ‘Get some rest, Faye,’ Mrs Teach said. ‘But we start tomorrow. There’s not a moment to lose.’

      ‘First thing after breakfast, I promise.’ Faye pecked Bertie on the cheek. ‘Right. Bed. Sleep. Rest, and forget any talk of omens, portents and corn dolls. For tomorrow, the palaver begins.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DARK MATTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Otto flew the Bf 110 low over the glistening dawn waters. He wasn’t very experienced as a pilot, but he knew enough to fly in a straight and level line, and he had spent the night navigating by the stars. Of course, he could have used his magic to fly. He was one of a handful of those powerful enough to do so, but it was exhausting – not to mention extremely dangerous over the seas around England – and he needed every ounce of his magical power for what was to come.

      The vast expanse of the North Sea lay to his right, the rolling patchwork of the fields and farms of Kent to his left. The Chain Home detectors would surely have spotted him by now, and it was only a matter of time before the Royal Air Force sent fighters to intercept him. He hoped they wouldn’t be too long. Ideally, Otto wanted to be shot down somewhere around Margate. The RAF did not disappoint. If anything, they came too soon. A pair of patrolling Spitfires banked behind him, hot on his tail.

      Otto didn’t want to make his goal too obvious, so he made some vague efforts at evasive manoeuvres, veering languidly from side to side. But the Spitfires lived up to their name. Tracer bullets flashed by and shattered the Bf 110’s starboard engine. Black smoke billowed from the cowling and flames licked along the wing as the enemy fighters roared past.

      Otto calmly raised
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