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        The between-worlds. Domain of the Sorceress.

      

      

      The Sorceress made her way through the cathedral. Long red hair floated about her, her white fur-lined cloak ruffled by an invisible wind. Her slippers didn’t quite touch the ground.

      Above her soared ceilings so high they were lost in shadows, while candles set in sconces on the walls flickered and flared. The smell of incense filled the air, and barely a sound could be heard.

      She came to the chapel she had been looking for, one of many that surrounded the ambulatory, and paused by the form of a sleeping mortal.

      After her successes with Reynald de Mortimer, Nathaniel Raven, and the Black Maclean, she wondered whether she should carry on with her little hobby. For one thing, it was dangerous, and if her actions were discovered by her masters there would be repercussions. She could lose her position as ruler of the between-worlds and queen of time.

      Another concern was that she might fail. She could never be sure whether the warrior she chose would live up to her expectations. If they didn’t, she would have to admit defeat and send them on to Sigurd in the Dark World, or even to hell itself.

      But when everything fell into place, when it worked, it was a heady experience. Addictive. Her powers were already great, but to reset a mortal’s fate, to change his destiny. That was so much more.

      So here she was, back again, and she had chosen her man.

      Charlie Dawes.

      His light brown hair reached his shoulders, and he had long sideburns shaved to a point. He was handsome, in a rough and ready sort of way, which was the sort of look that appealed most to the Sorceress. Yes, Charlie Dawes would do very well. It was time for him to become the hero he was meant to be. And she had chosen a worthy mortal female to be his partner in redemption.

      Over a hundred years ago, Charlie had died under dubious circumstances and been forever labeled a ‘no account,’ as Charlie himself would say. A man who cared for no one but himself and barely warranted a couple of lines in a history book. The Sorceress knew his heart was in the right place; it was just his timing that had been off. Despite not intending it, his actions had ended up having dire consequences on others. Well, now he could put that right.

      Candles wavered and the air hummed as if filled with a swarm of bees as she began the chant. There was a crackle of blue electricity that grew stronger and brighter until it would blind any mortal who was present, and then everything fell still again. She could smell the faint sting of gunpowder in the air.

      Charlie opened his eyes. They were as green as spring grass.

      “Stand still, damn it,” he muttered, still caught in the web of his past, and then he blinked and stared up at her. His mouth kinked at the corner in a cocky smile. “Well howdy, ma’am,” he said. “Did I doze off for a moment?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, England

      

      

      Charlie opened his eyes for the second time since he had died. There was a bright light above him, which caused a shaft of pain to pierce his skull. He blinked and tried again.

      He raised his head and saw an oven. Shining metal benchtops were covered with bowls and other cooking paraphernalia. Something the size of a coffin, only upright and a bit wider on the sides, hummed against the wall.

      Where the hell was he? It was a kitchen, but unlike any kitchen he’d ever seen before. A rack of trays holding baked goods made him think this was a shop rather than someone’s home.

      His back hurt, and he realised he was lying on the hard floor. He sat up with a groan, only to have his head start aching. He stayed still a moment, giving his body time to adjust. He tried to remember where he was, but there was a lot of fog in his brain—the unpleasant yellow fog that London was famous for, fog that stung your eyes and seeped into your nose and mouth.

      The answer came to him slowly, a drip at a time.

      The Sorceress had woken him up. He remembered her now, with her long red hair and vibrant blue eyes. She’d woken him up and told him he had to do… something. Charlie rubbed the back of his head, trying to remember what that was. He used the benchtop as a prop and hauled himself to his feet.

      His warped reflection stared back at him from the shiny metal all around him. He wore a long brown jacket over his black button-up shirt with a golden star pinned over his chest, and he still had those goddamned sideburns that Buffalo Bill Cody made him grow for the show. Charlie was relieved to find he still had his favourite boots on under his denim pants.

      Deadeye Dick. That was his show name and in the show he played a sheriff who kept law and order, and inevitably faced more than one shootout. But his real name was Charlie Dawes. A cowboy out of Arizona who’d joined up with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in 1884 and come to London a few years later for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee Show at Cremorne Gardens.

      And died. For a while, anyway.

      He rubbed his head again and made his way to the water spout. At least that’s what he thought it was. He fiddled with the dials on either side and managed to turn on the water, then ducked down so that it ran over his neck. The cold helped lift the fog. Suddenly he recalled what the Sorceress had said.

      ‘Jennifer needs your help, Charlie. You failed last time. Show me you can do a better job this time. Redeem yourself.’

      Who the hell was Jennifer? And why was it necessary for him to redeem himself? Failed? Failed at what? Sure, he’d been selfish, but he’d had a good time. Right up until he was murdered by the Duke of Bridlington, struck down like some varmint in the dark after an enjoyable afternoon in the duchess’s boudoir. But that had been just bad luck. Could have happened to anyone, really.

      The Sorceress had shaken her head at him. She seemed to be able to read his mind. And that was a mite worrying.

      ‘If you pass my test, you will be free, Charlie. If you don’t, you can spend eternity in the blazing sun of the Dark World, shooting at demons.’

      That didn’t sound too bad. It was more or less what he’d done in Arizona, although the demons had been coyotes.

      ‘And every day you will die and spend the night in agony.’

      That hadn’t sounded so good.

      “I’ll do my best, ma’am,” he’d drawled. Then he was here, on the floor, in this shiny kitchen.

      Charlie noticed a plate of cakes with a cover over them and realised how hungry he was. He took one and bit into it. Another bite and it was gone. He took another cake, this one with a curl of fancy blue frosting on the top that spelt out a word: Breathe.

      “What the hell…?” he muttered. Why would a cake need to tell anyone to do what came naturally? He looked at some of the other cakes, which also had words on them. There was Breathe and Smell the roses, Laugh out loud, Kindness Matters, and other equally odd phrases.

      The duchess had fed him petite fours, if he recalled correctly, popping them into his mouth as she got him all worked up. But he got the gist from the Sorceress that he wasn’t in the duchess’s time any longer. He was in some other time now, and that worried him. What if there weren’t Wild West Shows around anymore? What the hell was he going to do to make a living?

      Charlie tried to remember the moment he’d died and found it to be a bit of a blur—the river close by and the safety of his bed just a step away and then the blade sliding under his ribs. He’d died almost instantly, so he supposed he was grateful for that. But the duke had done it to him, he knew that much.

      The duke had been furiously jealous of Charlie’s affair with the duchess. Charlie had started to get a bit concerned before he died. Wild Bill wouldn’t want any trouble with the British government and the duke knew important people in that government. Charlie might end up getting thrown out of the Wild West Show. So he had tried to wean her off his services. He’d even introduced her to another man he’d thought might suit her, though she had insisted it was Charlie or no one, and the duchess was used to getting her way.

      There had been plenty of other women besides the duchess, though. They were a bit of a blur now, truth be known, and it wasn’t like he’d loved any of them. Or perhaps he hadn’t let himself love them. He’d always kept a distance. It was safer that way, until it wasn’t.

      He knew why women loved him, though. He didn’t mean to be vain, but he wasn’t about to lie to himself, either. They enjoyed his looks and his place in the Wild West Show. He was exotic. He was dangerous. He was a notch on their belt, someone to boast about to their friends. Charlie didn’t mind that. He had his own notches.

      He’d made the most of his celebrity, but had no intention of settling down. There was too much to do and he was only twenty-five. It was better for both sides if he didn’t let them think he was going to do anything more than love ’em and leave ’em.

      There must have been plenty of mourners at his funeral, he thought with a smirk. Struck down in his prime like that. Something stirred in his mind then, something he knew he should remember, but in a flash it was gone again.

      There was a window looking out to a patch of green grass about as big as a neck scarf, and he could see a grey sky. Was he still in London? He noticed the sticker on the side of the glass—‘I ♥London’ and a drawing of a clock tower that could only have been Big Ben. His question had been answered. There were times when he’d missed the blue Arizona sky and the blazing hot sun that hung over the red landscape. But most of the time he had thoroughly enjoyed living his life as Deadeye Dick.

      He’d even met the queen. Victoria was an old girl, short and plump, but she’d had an air about her. He’d felt the privilege of being chosen to be introduced to her, and although he couldn’t remember right now what she’d said—something about the weather being different—that moment had really meant something to a cowboy who didn’t have a cent to his name, once upon a time.

      Charlie had been famous. He’d performed in front of royalty and slept in the beds of the aristocracy, and for a time he reckoned everyone had wanted to be him.

      Why, there was probably a statue in his honour out there somewhere, because that was the mark of a man who was truly famous—a statue. He smiled at the thought. Maybe he’d come across it someday.

      There was a sound somewhere close by. Charlie stopped, listening carefully. He was no longer alone. Someone else was in the building.
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      Balancing her bags on the doorstep of the café, Jennifer turned her key in the lock. Nothing. It always stuck like this and she rested her hip against the door to give it a shove. It shifted. Another shove and she was inside. God, she needed to get that thing repaired. Her high heeled boots clipped across the polished wooden floor as she went to turn on the lights.

      Winter in London had a reputation for murk and today was no exception. The lights flickered and came on. With a sigh she went to the counter and stowed her bags underneath. She cast her eyes around the small eating area with its retro linoleum-topped tables and metal chairs. Everything was clean and sparkling and ready to go.

      It was cold, but heating cost money. Knowing she would soon warm up, Jennifer unwound her scarf and took off her coat, hanging both on the hooks near the door. She had some lemon drizzle cake to pull out of the freezer, but the rest of today’s preparations had been taken care of the night before after she closed the café. Anything a customer might want warm could be warmed in the microwave.

      King’s Road was getting busy despite the early hour, with everyone hurrying to get to work. Occasionally one or two customers would drop by in search of a quick snack before they started their day, but Jennifer’s ‘rush hour’ usually didn’t start until ten. That was when the workers in the nearby businesses ducked out for their coffee and cake, before dashing back in again.

      The Beatnik Café was in the right spot to become synonymous with the 1960s London music and fashion scene, although her grandmother said there had been a coffee shop on this spot long before she’d bought the place. It had always seemed perfect to her, from the moment she first walked through the door.

      Others must have felt the same, because it had become very successful. Gran often told the story of fashion designer Mary Quant coming in for her daily cup of milky tea; then there was the time John Lennon had sat down with a newspaper and demanded bangers and mash.

      The Beatnik had its memories, and although her grandmother was gone and the cafe now belonged to her, Jennifer liked to keep those memories alive. The walls were covered with framed memorabilia, copies of photographs, and signed napkins. The originals would have been worth something now, but Gran had sold anything worth anything before she’d died. These were all replicas.

      Gran had tried to hang on to the café for Jennifer’s sake and she’d made the mistake of trusting the wrong man. Jennifer couldn’t entirely blame her because she had trusted Lawrie too. He had been a friend to Gran. And it pained Jennifer to admit it, but she had seen him as a father figure. There were times when she had confided in him, let him give her a friendly hug when Gran’s illness got her down. By the time she knew better it was too late. And it turned out it wasn’t just the café and her grandmother’s legacy that Lawrie was after.

      They’d had a conversation last week. Lawrie made himself comfortable until the café emptied and then pretended to sympathise with her about her situation.

      “You know,” he said, “there is a way out of all of this, Jennifer. A way that would be mutually beneficial to us both.”

      “And what way is that?”

      His dark eyes slid over her and she felt dirty. She didn’t even wait for him to say the words.

      “Get out.”

      He shook his head. “I like you, Jennifer. I don’t think you understand—”

      “I understand, all right. Get out. Now.” She marched to the door and held it open.

      She felt a niggle of fear as he stared at her, wondering if he would obey her and what she would do if he didn’t. Then he got up. The chair slid back and hit the wall. He moved toward her and she took a step back despite herself. He smiled, sensing her fear and enjoying it.

      “I’m going.” He leaned down from his greater height, his face too close to hers. The lines on his face deepened and he looked every bit of his fifty-plus years. “But you know I’ll be back, Jennifer. You know it.”

      Jennifer shook off the unpleasant memory. She had spent enough time worrying about his behaviour. Yes, Lawrie would have to be dealt with, but not right now.

      She bent down to peer through the glass display of the counter. Everything looked good. Lemon tarts and almond cakes, chocolate brownies and affirmation cupcakes. There were some savoury snacks for those who didn’t have a sweet tooth, although in Jennifer’s experience that wasn’t many.

      Pleased with the display, she moved to the coffee machine and began to sort mugs, as well as cups and saucers for the confirmed tea drinkers. There was a selection of milk—cow, goat, soy, almond, and coconut—and sweeteners in an equally varied selection.

      All set. Time to tell the world she was open.

      She was about to flip over the sign hanging on the glass panel of the door when it was shoved open so violently that it almost knocked her over.

      Two men forced their way inside. They were big and bulky, wearing jeans and jackets, with beanies pulled over their hair. The smell of their sweat stung her nostrils.

      “You owe Lawrie money, bitch,” one of them said, or that was what she thought he said. His accent was thick.

      The door closed behind them and Jennifer found herself up against the counter with one of the men right in her face. His skin was pitted and there was a sore on his lip, but it was his eyes
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