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      I had dated many unsuitable men in my time. Thieves, bigots, Librans—not a single one rode a motorbike, which I felt rather defeated the point of dating an unsuitable man. Now, I was going to marry my soul mate: Alder Vervain. He brought me coffee in the morning; he showed kindness to everyone, and he was a Virgo. He was perfect, which is why it confused me when Ruprecht mentioned a secret garden.

      Secret garden?

      Who cared about a secret garden! Did secret gardens have cute butts? Did secret gardens wear cool jackets and have dangerous smiles? Did secret gardens buy me ice cream and take spiders outside and rub my feet after I spent five minutes trying to run on the treadmill while watching dating shows I pretended never to watch? No.

      “How come I’ve never seen it before?” I put my hand on my hips and fixed Ruprecht with my best glare, pretending I wasn’t thinking about ice cream and foot rubs.

      Ruprecht shrugged one shoulder. “It’s a secret garden.” His lips twitched. After a long pause, he stood aside and allowed me to enter through the heavy wooden gates.

      Then it hit me why Ruprecht was talking about gardens: Alder and I had planned to marry in a garden, but I hadn’t found a suitable garden to date, and neither had my wedding planner, a fellow witch by the name of Prudence Pringle.

      I didn’t know whether to be annoyed Ruprecht had kept the garden’s existence from me, or whether I should be pleased he had offered it for our wedding.

      I had considered using my own garden, but was concerned that my long-deceased grandparents—my grandmother who could become the house, and my grandfather who lived in the garden amidst the trailing wisteria and the purple blossoms of the buddleia trees—might get carried away and do something to shock the guests.

      Prudence pushed past me. “It’s perfect, Ruprecht!” With that, she hurried off to inspect the garden.

      I rounded on Mint. “Did you know about your grandfather’s secret garden?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I used to play in it as a child. Thyme didn’t know, though.”

      Thyme shook her head vigorously, no doubt expecting a scolding from me.

      I had to admit, the garden was stunning. A little courtyard garden sat just off Ruprecht’s kitchen, but I had never guessed he had another, expansive garden. I was touched that he would allow the townsfolk in there, not that we had invited many people. Alder and I had no living relatives.

      The garden stood in stark contrast to Ruprecht’s combination antique and book store. The store harboured a variety of antiques, from an ancient Egyptian scarab bead to a Louis XIV inlaid armoire, and every manner of arcane object, such as alchemical athanors.

      The garden exuded whimsy and was clearly heavily influenced by Alice in Wonderland. Several bird feeders formed from giant tea cups sat at intervals on the manicured lawns. The one nearest to me was made from five giant teapots on saucers, the top one a bright red teapot with a giant yellow sunflower emblazoned across its face.

      There were several other similar pieces all fashioned into bird feeders. All bird feeders were made from quaint teapots, some in dainty florals and others in garish colours. Brightly coloured red and green rosellas happily picked from the seed lying on the ground. A massive wooden table sat under a hedge in the shape of a sofa, and was surrounded by glossy yellow iron chairs. I figured the Mad Hatter himself would feel at home here. I sat on a red bench seat surrounded by giant purple pansies, on paving comprised of black and white squares.

      I rubbed my forehead when giant, metal clock sculptures hanging from the hedge to my left caught my eye. Perhaps I was hallucinating or in a dream. Had I by some magical means fallen into the world of Alice in Wonderland?

      I shook my head to clear it. And that’s when a giant white rabbit wearing a waistcoat hopped towards me.
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      Prudence hurried back and grabbed my arm. “Camino is coming,” she hissed.

      I came to my senses and realised the giant rabbit was Camino in one of her less bizarre onesies.

      Camino waved a massive paw at me. “Amelia!” she screeched. “Your wedding gown is coming on nicely.”

      I groaned inwardly. Camino had offered to make my wedding dress. Ever since then, I’d had recurring nightmares of the Vicar of Dibley’s wedding, with the bridesmaids dressed as the Tenth Doctor and Daleks. I was sure I would suffer a similar fate. But what could I do? Camino was a good friend and my next-door neighbour. I could hardly insult her by refusing her creation and instead buying the sort of beautiful wedding dress I loved watching on such shows as Say Yes to the Dress.

      Camino had been busy developing her fledgling onesie business, and I was concerned as her latest design involved onesie sleeping bags. She said they were ideal for camping, and if the tent caught on fire, the person could merely flee in their sleeping bag onesie rather than wasting time unzipping it and climbing out, perhaps in a state of undress.

      I couldn’t follow her reasoning. In fact, it would be my worst nightmare to wear a wedding dress sleeping bag onesie. No doubt Camino would think it multipurpose.

      There was no escaping it—my fate was to be dressed in some sort of ghastly onesie on my wedding day. And to make matters worse, Camino had said the wedding dress would be a surprise. I had no doubt I would be surprised, more like completely and utterly shocked and no doubt more than a little distressed. Still, I considered it was a small price to pay for friendship.

      I wondered what those wedding photos would look like. Thankfully, Camino hadn’t offered to make Alder’s wedding suit, so at least one of us would look good. My mind drifted away to Photoshop. It was a comforting thought.

      On a brighter note, Damon Stark, a client of Ruprecht’s, was doing the catering, and Prudence had everything else under control.

      “Are you all right, Amelia?”

      I looked up at Thyme. “No, to tell you the truth. I’m really concerned about Camino designing my wedding dress.” I looked around, but to my relief, Camino was not in earshot. “I’m so worried. There’s only a week to go until the wedding.” I clutched my stomach as a wave of nausea hit me.

      Thyme sat next to me and patted my shoulder. “I’m sworn to secrecy, but I’ve seen the design.”

      I looked up at her. “How bad is it?”

      She shook her head. “Like I said, I’m sworn to secrecy, but it’s actually quite lovely.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you joking?”

      She looked hurt. “Of course not. I wouldn’t joke about something as important as your wedding dress. I actually think you might like it.”

      I bit my lip. There was no use pursuing the matter further. If Thyme thought one of Camino’s creations was lovely, then clearly Camino had put her under some sort of spell and there would be nothing I could do to break it.

      My wedding photographer, Yarrow Larkspur, wafted over to me and threw a bunch of rose petals in my face. I sneezed violently.

      “And what a wonderful day it is,” he said. “Are you surprised?”

      “That Ruprecht has a secret garden?” Without waiting for him to answer, I pushed on. “Yes, did you know?”

      “Of course I knew,” he said with a smirk. “I am the wedding photographer after all. This is the ideal location.” With that, he threw some more rose petals over me and scurried away.

      Yarrow was in the local Wicca coven. People often got Wicca and traditional witchcraft mixed up; both were different types of witchcraft, and Yarrow had thrown himself into the Wiccan ways.

      “He wasn’t always like that,” Thyme said.

      I was puzzled. “Like what?”

      “Like that.” She nodded to Yarrow who was sniffing a native bottlebrush tree and smiling widely. “He used to be aggressive and had a violent temper, but he decided to become Wiccan. Now he’s a really lovely person.”

      “That’s good,” I said, wondering why Prudence was hurrying back over to me waving her hands.

      “You had better leave, Amelia. You shouldn’t be here while we’re planning your wedding.”

      I sighed and stood up. I don’t know why I felt a little down, but I could feel in my bones that something—something bad—was about to happen. I was about to remark on this to Thyme, when she took my elbow and ushered me out of the garden. “I’ll drop you back to your place. Maybe I could come inside for a glass of wine?”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me,” I said. “You know, Thyme, I was about to tell you that I have an uneasy feeling. I just don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it, but I feel as if something is about to happen.”

      Thyme waved one hand at me in dismissal. “It’s simply pre-wedding jitters, I’m sure.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think so, but I’ve never been married before, so I wouldn’t really know.”

      Thyme chatted happily to me all the way home, but the sensation of doom settled more heavily on me with every moment.

      As I walked up the path to my house, the lavender bushes shook and purple flowers fell on the path in front of me. My mood brightened at once. “Thank you, Grandfather,” I called out.

      My grandparents were clearly excited about my wedding. Many years ago, a woman put a curse on my grandmother to be bound to the house forever after she died and cursed my grandfather to be bound to the garden. Luckily for my grandparents, she was unable to bind my grandmother from the garden, so her plan backfired to some degree. My grandmother could actually become the house and change rooms at will—not that she had done so lately—and physically throw people she didn’t like out of the house. She had saved my life on more than one occasion.

      My grandmother also had total control of the television and chose all the shows. I had no say in the matter. Lately, she had been watching Bridezillas. I hope she didn’t think I was a bride Godzilla. I would have thought I was the opposite.

      When I opened the door, Mendelssohn’s Wedding March blared from the living room, all but drowning out the sound of screeching brides from an episode of Bridezillas.

      I turned to Thyme. “The house has been doing that to me every time I come home lately.”

      Thyme laughed. “Let’s get some wine.”

      My two cats, Willow and Hawthorn, didn’t meet me at the door as they usually did. I found them in the kitchen. “Willow and Hawthorn are acting strangely,” I said to Thyme. “They’re not clamouring for their food.”

      I thought Thyme would disagree with me, but she shot them a closer look and said, “You know, I think you’re right. What do you think is the matter? Do you think they’re sensing all this excitement? Do you think they’re wondering where you and Alder are going to live?”

      I sighed long and hard. “The wedding’s only a week away, and we haven’t figured it out yet. Right now, we’re going to live half here and half at Alder’s apartment. I hope Willow and Hawthorn won’t be worried about living in two places.”

      “I like my idea the best.” Thyme pointed to the back of the house. “You have such a large block of land. You could easily build a house behind this one. Anyway, should we order pizza for lunch?”

      I opened the fridge door and peered inside. “Why don’t I make something to eat?”

      Thyme shot a look at the overhead smoke alarms, and then crossed to the kitchen sink. She wasted no time lighting two incense sticks, and grabbed a bottle of essential oil from an overhead cupboard. “Where’s your essential oil diffuser?”

      “In the living room. Just use the oil burner there.” I was offended. “You want to cover up the smell of burnt food. You think I’m going to burn something, don’t you!”

      “No, no, of course not. I like the smell of lavender, and um, whatever that incense is. Like I just said, why don’t you build a house behind this one?”

      I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t know. They say when people get married, they should get a new house and not live in either partner’s house. If we build on this land, it would be like Alder moving into my house. I really don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Thyme said as we heard the front door open followed by footsteps striding down the hallway.

      Alder swept through the door with a flourish. His face was grim. “Amelia, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      Alder always reminded me of a vampire, one of those brooding men filled with secrets dashing down cobblestone paths while shrouded in amber light. Today, Alder looked less mysterious and more distressed.

      Thyme wasted no time in beating a hasty retreat. “Don’t worry about the wine. See you tomorrow at the shop,” she called over her shoulder.

      “What is it?” I asked him, anxiety gnawing away at the pit of my stomach.

      Both Willow and Hawthorn let out a yowl and sprinted from the room.

      Alder rubbed his forehead and folded his arms over his chest. “There’s something I’ve been keeping from you. You need to know now.”

      “You have a wife!” I said. “You already have a wife?” I clutched my throat.

      Alder looked at me as though I were mad. “No, of course not.”

      I backed away from him, my hands latching onto the cold edge of my Belfast sink. “You’re having an affair!”

      Again, he shook his head. “No, I’m not!”

      “Do you want to call off the wedding?” I could scarcely breathe.

      The cats peeped around the door.

      “No, Amelia.”

      “You have children! Do you have children?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      My mind scanned other possibilities. “Your hair isn’t naturally black?”

      Alder closed the distance between us and took my hand. “It is something truly terrible. I have…”
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      I interrupted him. “You have what? An incurable disease?”

      He shook his head. “No, I have a great aunt.”

      The cats fled.

      “Is that all?” I said, relief flooding every cell of my body. “That doesn’t matter, does it?” It was then I realised the implications. I jabbed my finger on his chest. “You said you didn’t have any living relatives! Why have you never mentioned this relative to me?”

      I wondered what other people were keeping from me. Ruprecht had been keeping his garden a secret from me. Alder had been keeping his great aunt a secret from me. What else?

      “I wasn’t trying to keep her a secret from you as such,” he said, his tone somewhat defensive. “I was going to tell you at some point. I just don’t think of her as family.” He took a deep breath and added, “You know my family were all witch hunters.”

      I had to smile at that. “Yes, you’re from a long line of witch hunters. You yourself are a witch, and a Dark Witch at that.”

      “So are you.” Alder’s manner was grim. “And while my great aunt has never been a witch hunter, she absolutely hates and despises witches.”

      “I really can’t see the problem.” I poured myself a glass of wine and downed half of it in one gulp. “Just avoid her like the plague.”

      “That’s going to be a little difficult,” Alder said. “She just now turned up on my doorstep and announced she’s staying for the wedding. She was quite put out that she wasn’t invited.”

      I slowly sipped the remaining half glass of wine while thinking the matter over. “Well, that’s not good. She’ll realise we’re witches.”

      Alder shook his head. “No, of course she won’t. How would she find out?”

      “Maybe it will dawn on her when we get married in a garden by Handfasting rather than having a traditional church wedding in an actual church,” I said with more than a little sarcasm. “Anyway, how on earth did she find out about the wedding?”

      Alder held up both hands in a defensive gesture. “I sure didn’t invite her if that’s what you’re thinking. She used to stay part time in Bayberry Creek, and you know what small country towns are like.”

      I nodded. “I sure do. People know what you do before you do it, and if they don’t know it, then they make it up. That means she still has friends in town,” I pointed out. “Spies, even.”

      Alder disagreed. “Not necessarily friends, just gossips, and she could have had a chance encounter with one of them, maybe over social media. She does own a little farm out of town, but as far as I know, the land is rented out and she hasn’t been there in years.”

      “Are you sure she’s not a witch hunter?” I asked him. “What if she’s the last witch hunter in your bloodline?”

      “No, she isn’t. She absolutely despises witches, but she’s never been a witch hunter. I’m sure of that.”

      There was something about his aunt that made my skin prickle. “Well, what do we do now?”

      Alder rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. I can’t leave her in my house alone for long, that’s for sure. I locked my altar room, but she might find her way in there.”

      “I thought you said she wasn’t a witch hunter!” I knew my tone was accusatory, but I didn’t much care.

      “She’s not a witch hunter, but I wouldn’t put it past her to snoop. In fact, I’m sure that’s what she’s doing as we speak.”

      “That means I can’t visit you for the next week, not until the wedding,” I said with dismay.

      “That’s right. My aunt is certainly a troublemaker.”

      “Oh well, it’s only a week to the wedding.” I tried to cheer myself up. A week without Alder would be difficult, but we were spending the rest of our lives together, after all. I really couldn’t be too sad. Still, a heavy cloud descended on me at the thought of his aunt. “You know, I have a bad feeling about your aunt,” I added. “I’ve had a sensation of impending doom lately.”

      Alder was half out the door. He paused and turned back to me. “I’m not a fan of hers by any means, but I can’t see how she can possibly cause any trouble.”

      With that, he vanished and I was left alone with my thoughts. His aunt was already causing trouble by her very presence, and I sensed in my bones that more trouble was to come. I had no idea what it would be, but I knew it was going to be bad.

      I had to do something to take my mind off things, but what? I looked in the fridge for inspiration, and found it. There were two round sponge cakes sitting in the fridge. Of course, I hadn’t baked them. My baking was improving, but I couldn’t take any chances. The last sponge cake I had baked had crushed the shelves in the fridge.

      I had put a double layer of plastic wrap around a large pudding basin earlier. Now I carefully cut the sponge to fit the base of the pudding basin. I brushed it with chocolate liqueur.

      Just as I took the ice cream from the fridge, there was a loud knock on the front door. I knew that wouldn’t disturb my baking—the recipe said to set aside the ice cream to soften it somewhat.

      I hurried to the door and opened it to see an astronaut standing on the porch. Actually, it was Camino in one of her weird sleeping bag onesies.

      “I discovered the drawback to this item,” she announced by way of greeting and then pushed past me. The onesie was so bulky it squashed me against the wall.

      When I regained my breath, I said, “Come into the kitchen. I’m baking something.”

      A look of fear flashed across Camino’s face. I beat her to the kitchen and was mashing some fresh raspberries when she finally staggered through the kitchen door. I looked up. “What was the drawback you mentioned?” I was sure there was more than one drawback, but I was too polite to say so.

      “It’s impossible to go to the bathroom unless I take it off,” she said. “Actually, I’ve found a way around that. I could…”

      I held up a hand to forestall her. “Too much information.”

      “I haven’t said anything yet.”

      I nodded. “That’s exactly how I like it.” It was then I noticed the items in her hands. “Camino, why on earth are you holding that strange blue thing?”

      “It’s a hurricane lamp,” she said. “You know, people take them camping, or they used to back in the days before batteries, but I think it has a certain ambience to it. And I have a bottle of kerosene. They say you need to use the kerosene in the hurricane lamp, but I can’t figure out how to do it. I thought you might know.”

      “We’ll have to ask Alder,” I said, but then I realised Alder had probably never been camping in his life. “Ruprecht would know,” I added with confidence.

      Camino waddled over to me. “Oh no, the kerosene bottle has a little split in the bottom. Is there something I could pour it into?”

      I pointed to a row of old tins on the bench. “Does kerosene react with tin? If not, pour it into one of those. Make sure you don’t put it in the tin of water. I keep it there to remind me to water the orchids once a week.”

      Camino did as I suggested, complaining about the smell of kerosene as she did so. “I wanted to put some camping items around and get you to take good photos of my sleeping bag onesies for my website.”

      “I’d be happy to,” I said, somewhat impressed. “You have a website already?”

      Camino looked delighted. “Yes, I do. It’s coming along nicely. What are you doing?”

      “I’m making a Bombe Alaska,” I said. “Or maybe it’s a Baked Alaska. I don’t know if there’s any difference. But whatever it is, I’m making it.”

      Camino gingerly lifted the edge of the sponge sitting on my kitchen bench. “Oh, you didn’t bake this,” she said with obvious relief.

      I rounded on her. “How can you tell?”

      She covered her face with an expanse of sleeping bag material, and I suspect she was doing her best not to laugh. I sighed and turned back to the cake. I followed the instructions by folding the raspberries in with the ice cream. I spread them thickly over the side of the sponge base, and then brushed the meringue over the other round slab of sponge and pressed it firmly onto the top of the ice cream mixture. I covered it with plastic wrap and put it in the freezer.

      Camino nodded her approval. “I’m so impressed. You did that very well.”

      “This is the second one I’ve made already,” I told her. I retrieved the other one and put it on the counter. “This one is ready to go. I have to use the kitchen blowtorch and I’ve never used one before. Would you like to see?”

      Camino tried to back away, but tripped and fell heavily on the kitchen floor. She narrowly escaped landing on Hawthorn who hissed and swatted at her.

      I helped her to her feet. “It’s perfectly safe,” I told her. “I haven’t set anything on fire for a while now.” I spread the meringue over the pudding and covered it completely.

      “I must say that looks good, Amelia.”

      I seized the kitchen blowtorch and made to scorch the meringue, when I was startled by a loud screech.

      “Fire!”

      I swung around, the blowtorch my hand, to see Camino throw a jug of liquid over the flame.

      The next thing I knew, I was sitting on the floor, water dripping down my face.

      “There was an explosion,” Camino said, somewhat unnecessarily.

      “You threw kerosene on a lighted flame,” I said through clenched teeth. “It’s a wonder we weren’t both killed!”

      “The house turned on the sprinkler system instantly,” Camino informed me. “My ears hurt.”

      I looked down to see I was sitting in a puddle of water. “I can’t hear you very well. Whatever possessed you to do that, Camino?”

      “I thought your baking was on fire as usual,” Camino said. “I know you said it was a blowtorch, but I had a knee jerk reaction to your baking.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Anyway, I thought I’d grabbed the tin of water.”

      I was unable to think of a suitable reply. No doubt I would think of one the following week. I inspected the singed ends of my hair. “Well, I’m sure the day can’t get any worse.”

      Right then it did. My phone sounded the alert for an incoming text. I pulled the phone from my jeans pocket. It was Alder.

      
        
        My aunt wants to meet you, so I thought we should meet at a neutral place like the café opposite the bottom pub. See you in 15?
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      I reached the café first. I chose a table with a good view of the street and sat with my back against the wall. I wanted as much advance knowledge of Alder’s aunt as I could possibly get. For goodness’ sake, I didn’t even know her name.

      I was five minutes early, but it was only a couple of minutes before Alder swept into view. Beside him was a woman clutching a giant white handbag to her chest. She exuded meanness—or was I being unfair? Perhaps she was nice like Alder, not like the rest of his family.

      I shook my head to dispel that notion. Alder would have told me if his aunt was anything but horrid. They had been estranged, after all.

      Butterflies churned wildly in my stomach as she approached. She hadn’t spotted me yet so I had a good chance to look her over. She was much shorter than Alder, as were most people, but she walked like a Scottish pit pony or a mean character from a book by the Brothers Grimm. Maybe both. I almost expected the ground to shake with every footfall.

      They entered the café and I stood up to meet them. It gave me no comfort that Alder’s face was white and drawn. His lips brushed my cheek as he whispered, “What happened to your eyebrows?”

      I barely had time to respond, let alone take in his scent of sandalwood and lime, as the woman marched straight over to me. She did not disguise the fact that she looked me up and down with scorn. Her eyes narrowed into thin slits, malice lurking behind her eyelids. “Miss Spelled!” she spat and then muttered darkly to herself.

      I couldn’t hear what she said as my ears were still ringing from the explosion, and it was probably just as well. Alder had clearly heard, given the fact his face paled even more.

      Alder took a step forward and by his hand gestures, I realised he was introducing his aunt. I couldn’t quite catch her name, but I heard the word ‘bunions.’ No wonder she looked in pain. A pang of remorse hit me.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” I said. “I’ve heard they can ache dreadfully.”

      The woman’s jaw dropped and she mumbled some words. Again, I couldn’t quite hear what she said. Alder shot me a puzzled look.

      I plastered what I hoped was a sympathetic look across my face. “I’ve never had one, but I’ve heard they can be quite painful. No doubt your big toe joint is large and swollen. Or it is both your big toes?”

      Alder rubbed his forehead furiously.

      The woman lurched close to me and stuck her face only centimetres from mine. Her eyes were bloodshot and her breath rancid. “You’re not funny!” With that, she shot a look around the café and then took a step back and firmly clamped her hand over her mouth.

      Alder put his mouth close to my ear and said, quite loudly, “My aunt’s name is Bertha Bunyons.” He spelt her surname.

      “That’s Mrs Bunyons to you.” The woman raised her voice to such a pitch that I was able to hear her clearly.

      My face burned. “Oh, I’m so terribly sorry, Bertha, um, Mrs Bunyons. One of my cakes exploded and I haven’t been able to hear properly since. I thought you said you had bunions. I did wonder why you shared your medical conditions when we’ve only just met.” I thought I had better stop speaking. I was only getting myself further into trouble. Perhaps I should compliment her on her appearance. “I like your brown jacket,” I lied.

      “It’s beige,” the woman snapped. She glared at me and sat down in her chair with a thud. I was half expecting the chair to collapse from the momentum, and more than half hoping it would.

      “Your cake exploded?” Alder said loudly. “What sort of cake was it?”

      “A Bombe Alaska, and no jokes please,” I hurried to say. “It was a perfectly fine cake, but Camino threw kerosene over it right when I was scorching it with the kitchen blowtorch.”

      Alder nodded sagely, but his aunt was still fuming. “Are all your friends quite mad, Alder?”

      Alder ignored her and ordered coffee. I was glad he didn’t order food, because I didn’t want to spend any more time in this dreadful woman’s presence than was strictly necessary.

      Mercifully, she didn’t speak again, but her eyes remained fixed on me. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, a familiar face came into the café. It was Maeve McKenzie, one of the local witches in town. Maeve and her children were coming to the wedding.

      I noticed Alder was fidgeting in his seat. As he was not one to fidget, I realised he had not had a chance to warn any of the wedding guests that his aunt was from a long line of witch hunters and was not a fan of witches. I held my breath, wondering what Maeve would say.

      As Maeve made a beeline for us, dragging her twins behind her, Alder stood up. “My aunt has surprised me and is staying for the wedding,” he said.

      “I didn’t know you had any relatives,” Maeve said and then flushed bright red. No doubt she realised she had put her foot in it.

      “Yes, my aunt is a member of my family,” he said.

      Fortunately, Maeve appeared to take the hint immediately. “I see,” she said, nodding slowly as she spoke. For some reason, she must have felt the urge to introduce her children to Mrs Bunyons. I still had a vision in my head of Bertha Bunyons as one of those characters from folklore who captured children and ate them.

      “These are my five-year-old twin boys, Hogan and Logan,” Maeve said.

      Bertha shook her head in obvious disgust. “They’re not dressed alike.”

      Maeve appeared taken aback. “No…” she began, but Bertha forestalled her.

      “They don’t have matching clothes, but they have rhyming names? I don’t see the logic in that.”

      I wondered if there was any way to get rid of Bertha before our wedding. She was the most obnoxious person I had ever met, even worse than Kayleen, the nosy mail lady.

      Maeve clutched her children to her and looked distraught. “I named Hogan after Paul Hogan, and…” she started, but once again the woman interrupted her.

      “Paul Hogan! He’s been divorced twice! Anyone who is divorced is headed straight for hell. They will burn in the eternal fires of damnation surrounded by burning brimstone and hot coals, but Paul Hogan is headed there twice over for two eternities!” Bertha finally stopped to draw breath.

      “How dare you fill my children’s heads with that nonsense,” Maeve shrieked. “They’re only five years old! I won’t have such things said in front of them.”

      Bertha stood up, her cheeks puffed out like an enraged cane toad’s, but Alder intervened. “That’s quite enough, Aunt Bertha. Anyone knows there’s no such thing as two eternities, and you’re upsetting Maeve and her sons.”

      To the contrary, the boys were giggling. Alder pushed on. “You have no right to act that way, especially in front of children. I demand you apologise to Maeve right now.”

      To my surprise, Bertha did. “Yes, please accept my apologies. It’s just so difficult staying with Alder as he doesn’t like me. I’m usually a lovely person, but Alder has made it plain he doesn’t like me and I’m a nuisance to him. He didn’t even invite me to his wedding. He hates me!” She clutched her chest.

      Alder simply rolled his eyes.

      Maeve turned to Alder. “This is my favourite café. They serve such a good array of vegan food.”

      Bertha rounded on Maeve. “What did you say? Vegan? I don’t care much for star signs. Surely you don’t believe such nonsense?” She shrieked again and pointed to Hogan and Logan. “Those little brats are putting their dirty hands on the windows! The shopkeeper has probably spent hours cleaning that glass. Control your children, you, you… hippy!”

      Maeve, a normally placid woman, turned a strange shade of purple. Her fists clenched and unclenched.

      “I’m terribly sorry, Maeve,” Alder said. “I’m taking my aunt home now. Amelia, I’ll see you later.”

      “At the wedding,” I said, “unless circumstances change.” I shot a pointed look at Bertha.

      She in turn was shooting me a look, one of pure venom. I had seen nicer expressions on Eastern Brown snakes.

      Maeve, still muttering angrily, beat a hasty retreat. Maeve doted on her boys and was clearly furious at what Bertha had said to them.

      “I’m sorry; I’m sorry,” Bertha said in a quiet voice to Maeve’s departing back. “It must be my medication mixed with the fact that Alder can’t stand me, when all I have been is lovely to him. Alder really has it in for me. Your children are delightful creatures.”

      I was now pleased I wouldn’t see Alder for the rest of the week, simply so I could avoid his dreadful aunt. What’s more, her suddenly demure behaviour was suspicious. She was up to something, but what?
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      “I just remembered, I have to pop to the bank,” Alder said.

      Bertha crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not going with you.”

      I shot Alder a look that said, You’re not leaving her here with me. I jerked my head at her for emphasis.

      Alder and I by now were quite good at non-verbal communication. “Aunt Bertha, you will have to wait outside the bank for me,” he said firmly. “It’s quite close and there’s a bench you can sit on.” He cupped his arm under her elbow and steered her out of the café.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and sank back into the chair. What a completely abominable woman. I had never met anyone quite like her. I ordered another coffee, and kept a good eye on her in case she decided to come back into the café. I hoped Alder didn’t waste any time in the bank.

      While I was staring fixedly at Bertha, my wedding photographer, Yarrow Larkspur, sailed into view. At the same time, one of the local residents walked towards him. She had two delightful Himalayan cats and liked to walk each one in a harness. Yarrow bent down to stroke them. I watched idly as he pulled out his camera and took photos of the cats.

      He continued on to Bertha. When he got close, she stood up and they had an exchange of words. I couldn’t see their faces, as they were partly obscured by one of the bottlebrush trees the council had planted in the street years earlier. I looked down at my coffee, and when I looked up again I saw Bertha waving her arms. It appeared she was screaming at Yarrow. She was too far away to hear.

      The next thing I knew, Yarrow’s camera went flying. I gasped and jumped to my feet. Bertha marched into the bank.

      I ran outside. “Yarrow, are you all right?” I asked him.

      He was close to tears. “She smashed my camera.”

      “Why would she do that?” I asked him.

      A strange look passed over his face. He simply shrugged. “I don’t think she’s in a very good mood. Who is she? I haven’t seen her around before.”

      “Oh, she’s Alder’s estranged aunt,” I told him. “Come inside with me. I’ll buy you a coffee. I don’t want her to see me if she comes out.”

      “I don’t want her to see me if she comes out either,” Yarrow said.

      We both hurried back into the café. “Where’s my coffee?” I asked the waitress.

      “I’m terribly sorry; I thought you’d left,” she said.

      “Oh, that’s fine.” I ordered another coffee for myself and asked Yarrow what he’d like. After he gave the waitress his order, he deposited what was left of his camera on the table.

      “It looks pretty bad to me, but I don’t know anything about cameras,” I said hopefully, eyeing all the bits.

      “She smashed it up well and truly,” he said.

      “Do you want to go to the police? I’m a witness. We could both go there after we have our coffee.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to bother the police with this.” He seemed to be afraid to go to the police.

      “Okay, but if you change your mind, I’m happy to go with you.”

      He thanked me. “I suppose Alder’s aunt is coming to the wedding?”

      I nodded. “I’m afraid so. Alder didn’t invite her, but she just showed up and invited herself. I have no idea how she found out about the wedding.”

      “Bush Telegraph, I expect,” Yarrow said. “It’s amazing how news spreads in this town.”

      “I just wish she’d go back to where she came from,” I said. “She was just now really mean to Maeve Mackenzie and her kids.”

      “That’s terrible. Poor Maeve,” Yarrow said.

      “She was worse to you, breaking your camera. What will you do? It looks like a very expensive one.”

      “It’s insured,” he said. “I won’t lose on it financially, but it was an awful shock to be accosted like that, and in a public street, of all places.” He shot me a look. “Don’t worry, Amelia, I have another camera for your wedding.”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that, to be honest,” I said. “I was terribly shocked by what she did to you.”

      “She’s not staying with you, I hope?” he asked me.

      I muttered rudely under my breath. Aloud I said, “No, thank goodness.” I half wished she would, because I knew the house wouldn’t take any nonsense from her. “She’s staying with Alder.”

      Yarrow chuckled. “I can’t imagine Alder is too pleased about that.”

      I laughed. “No, but it’s a bit sad she’s turned up like this. It kind of throws a whole shadow over the wedding.”

      Yarrow patted my hand. “Only if you let it, Amelia. You don’t have any control over her actions, but you do have control over your own. If you make up your mind not to let her upset you, then she won’t.”

      I forced a smile. What he said made sense. I did suspect it only worked in theory, but it was kind of him to say so.

      “Actually, I was afraid she would have a stroke or something,” he said. “When she was yelling at me, her face went bright red and she gasped for breath.”

      “It’s kind of you to worry about that woman’s health when she broke your camera for no possible reason,” I said.

      Once again, something flickered in his eyes. He did not respond to thank the waitress when she deposited our steaming cups of coffee in front of us.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll be spending much time at Alder’s house with his guest,” Yarrow said.

      “No, I won’t be seeing Alder again until the wedding, sadly,” I said. “I can’t imagine his aunt will let him out of her sight, so he can’t come over to my place.”

      Yarrow shot me a bright smile. “Oh well, this is just one week and you will have the rest of your lives together.”

      I smiled at him. “That’s exactly what I was telling myself earlier.” I reflected on it some more, and then added, “But right now, it seems like a year.”

      Yarrow looked wistful. “That’s the way of it with true love. Oh look, here’s Ruprecht.”

      Ruprecht walked into the shop and greeted us both heartily. “What’s this I hear about Bertha Bunyons arriving back in town? I have just been advised she is related to Alder. Quite a shock.”

      I pointed to the broken bits of camera on the table. “She just yelled at Yarrow and broke his camera.”

      Ruprecht looked aghast. “Goodness gracious me! Why on earth would she do such a thing?”

      Yarrow simply pulled a face.

      “I think he was in her way on the street,” I said.

      Yarrow poked some camera bits around the table. “The insurance will pay for it.”

      “Hardly the point,” Ruprecht said. “I will call Alder and tell him what his aunt did.”

      “Oh no, please don’t.” Yarrow was clearly flustered. “I really don’t want to cause a fuss.”

      Ruprecht made to protest, but Yarrow pushed on. “Please, I insist. No fuss on my account.”

      Ruprecht finally promised.

      I gestured to a spare seat. “Are you joining us, Ruprecht?”

      He shook his head and his face flushed red. “I’m meeting Camino here on her lunch hour.”

      I shot him what I hoped was a neutral smile. “That’s nice,” I said in even tones. I had long wondered if something was going on between them, or whether one or both of them would like something to be going on between them. The fact Ruprecht blushed seemed to confirm my suspicions. “Oh, here she is now,” he said.

      Yarrow gasped, and I looked up to see a giant sleeping bag onesie hobbling into the room. Camino waddled over to greet us.

      “Still in your sleeping bag onesie,” I said with a smile.

      “It’s not the same one, Amelia,” Camino said sternly. “Can’t you see this is a dressed-up version?”

      I couldn’t actually tell the difference. “Oh yes,” I lied. “It’s, err, delightful.”

      Camino pointed to the frills sewn on to the edges. “This is a sleeping bag onesie people can wear to cafés.”

      Now I was really puzzled. “Why would someone wear a sleeping bag onesie to a café?” I asked her, genuinely interested in hearing her explanation.

      “I read a book on niche markets the other week,” she said, “and it said people can do very well out of niche markets. This is for people with sleep apnoea who are meeting their friends at cafés.”

      “I really don’t follow,” I said warily.

      “Nor do I,” Yarrow said. He rubbed both his temples furiously.

      “Some people with sleep apnoea just fall asleep without warning. Years ago I had a school teacher who would fall asleep in the middle of the class. Now just imagine you have sleep apnoea and you’re going out for coffee with your friends and you fall asleep. You could take a nasty tumble off the chair and hurt yourself, but not if you’re wearing this wonderfully padded sleeping bag onesie.”

      I found myself rubbing my forehead too. “I see. So this is a sleeping bag onesie with embroidery on it because it’s a going-out-to-cafés onesie and you will market it directly to people who have sleep apnoea.”

      “That’s right,” Camino said with a wide smile. “Still, I shouldn’t let it distract me from working on my military application onesies.”

      I couldn’t resist. “Why don’t you make it bigger so you can conceal weapons in it, and then you can sell it to CIA operatives who have sleep apnoea and are going to meet their friends for coffee?”

      Yarrow muffled a giggle, but Camino said, “What a genius idea, Amelia! I’ll have to come over one day soon so we can brainstorm ideas for onesies.”

      I smiled, but was suddenly distracted by a prescience of evil. A darkness, a shadow, tugged at the back of my mind. I quickly shot a look out the window. Bertha was walking away from the bank with Alder. Something wasn’t right. The hair stood up on the back of my neck.
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      I woke up on my wedding day to the air smelling sweetly of eucalyptus. Outside the neighbourhood children had risen early to rocket through town on their scooters and their bikes, and I listened to the sound of their laughter mingling with the song of the kookaburras. I was warm and happily sleepy, thinking about how today I’d marry the love of my life and the love of my life’s cute butt, when I remembered, bugger me, Camino was making my wedding dress.

      Camino.

      I’d barely had any sleep given the nightmares, each one of Camino enforcing a different theme for my wedding. I broke out into a cold sweat until I remembered I had warned my wedding planner about her.

      Relief was instant. Prudence knew I wouldn’t pay her if Camino took over the wedding. It was bad enough I would have to wear a onesie instead of a wedding gown.

      Hawthorn jumped off my bed and ran out of the room nanoseconds before I heard the knock at the front door. I threw on my bathrobe and hurried down the hall.

      Thyme enveloped me in a warm hug as soon as I opened the door. “It’s your wedding day!” she shrieked. “I hope Dawson proposes to me soon.”

      “I’m sure he will,” I said.

      “And then Mint will marry Chris Bowes.”

      “Wouldn’t they have to date first?” I said with a chuckle.

      Thyme arched one eyebrow. “They’ve been dating for weeks.” She slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oops, it was supposed to be a secret. Mint didn’t want anyone to know.”

      My jaw dropped open. “Not another secret?” I said with dismay.

      Thyme hurried to reassure me. “No, no, no. It’s only been recent. Mint didn’t want anyone to be distracted by her new relationship with Chris, what with your wedding coming up and all. She knew we would all make a big fuss.”

      I was doubtful. “I suppose so.”

      Thyme gave me a gentle shove in the small of my back. “Into the living room with you. Camino is coming with your wedding dress.”

      My stomach churned, but the word ‘dress’ afforded me a small glimmer of hope. Could it be possible it was a dress and not a onesie?

      The house turned off the TV as soon as I walked in the room. “Thanks for that, Grandmother,” I said. “I’m surprised I managed to sleep through all those screaming brides you like to watch on TV.”

      I moved Hawthorn out of the way and sat on the sofa, and steeled myself to pretend to like Camino’s creation, no matter how hideous it was.

      I didn’t have long to wait. Camino sailed into the room, a huge bag draped over one arm. “This is your wedding dress,” she announced with great pride.

      As she opened the bag, revealing all the contents in one go, I stared with disbelief at the dress.

      I became aware that tears were streaming down my face. “Why, it’s, it’s beautiful,” I stammered.

      “Told you so.” Thyme was beaming from ear to ear.

      Camino peered into my face. “Do you really like it?”

      “I love it,” I gushed. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful. It’s totally appropriate for a witch wedding.”

      “A wedding between two Dark Witches,” Thyme reminded me, “and you’re a fire witch at that.”

      The bodice was the most beautiful shade of midnight blue, and it opened onto a full tiered skirt of ruffle after ruffle of blood red flounces. The material shimmered when it moved, sending off fluorescent shafts of light. It looked for all the world like the scales of a mermaid’s tail—or so I imagined. “It’s absolutely magical,” I said.

      Camino was quick to agree. “Yes, I put a spell on the material.”

      “And here’s your wedding hat,” Thyme said. “Oops, I left it outside in the car.”

      She presently returned carrying a midnight blue hat with a large silver buckle. “It’s a traditional witch’s hat like the ones in storybooks,” I said with a laugh. “I absolutely love it. I don’t know how I can ever thank you both. This is absolutely perfect for my wedding.”

      I was overjoyed, not only at the thoughtfulness of my friends, but that this was indeed the most beautiful wedding gown I had ever seen or could ever imagine.

      “Wait until Alder sees you,” Thyme said. “And you really haven’t seen him since that incident with his horrid aunt?”

      “No, and I can’t wait to see him now,” I said. “We’ve been on the phone pretty much non-stop, but his aunt is just too much. Have you guys met her?” They both said they hadn’t. I pulled a face. “You just wait until the wedding. You’ll see I’m not exaggerating. You don’t think she’ll do anything to disrupt the wedding, do you?”

      “Of course not,” Thyme and Camino said in unison, although they didn’t sound terribly convincing. I was concerned, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      “Come on, let’s do your make up.” Thyme practically dragged me to my bedroom. Thyme was something of a make-up whiz, so I had every confidence she would do a good job on me.

      “Here’s some Love Potion Number 9,” Camino said, dabbing the rose-scented potion on my wrists. “I made it myself. That reminds me; I need to buy some more Queen Elizabeth root and make some more angelica oil.”

      “You look absolutely amazing.” Thyme stood back to look at her handiwork. “Alder will be gobsmacked when he sees you.”

      “I can’t believe I’m getting married,” I said. “I’m scared I’ll wake up and find it’s all been a happy dream. I’m not dreaming, am I?

      Thyme pinched me hard.

      “Ouch!” I shrieked.

      “See, you’re not dreaming.” She smirked at me. “I can’t believe you don’t know where your honeymoon will be.”

      “It’s a secret,” I said. “Everything is a secret lately—Ruprecht’s secret garden, Alder’s secret aunt, Mint’s secret relationship, and my secret honeymoon. If there is anything you’re both keeping from me, you’ll have to tell me now.”

      “We’re not keeping anything from you,” Camino said. “I wonder where you’ll go for the honeymoon, though? Maybe it’s an exotic location like the jungle somewhere. Maybe unchartered territory, trekking along the edge of a precipitous gorge.”

      “I’m not exactly into jungles and mosquitoes and things like that,” I informed her. “Or cliff edges, for that matter.”

      Unperturbed, she pushed on. “Perhaps it will be something romantic like skydiving, or perhaps he’ll take you mountain climbing. Not a big mountain of course, just a smaller one where you won’t be depleted of oxygen.”

      “Well, that sounds great,” I said dryly. “I hope the honeymoon won’t be anything quite so death-defying.”

      Thyme put down her make-up brush. “Make-up is all done, time to get to Ruprecht’s.”

      Camino looked at her watch. “We’re actually running a little late.”

      I jumped up, startling Hawthorn and Willow. “Late!” I shrieked.

      Thyme put a hand on my shoulder. “Brides are always fashionably late. Let’s get you to the wedding.”

      Camino, Mint, and Thyme were my three bridesmaids. We were getting dressed at Ruprecht’s, given that the wedding was in his no-longer-secret garden.

      The short drive to Ruprecht’s was something of a blur. I was grateful that the day was sunny, the skies bright blue, and barely a cloud was to be seen. Still, anxiety was gnawing away at the pit of my stomach.

      Thyme shot me a look. “It’s just pre-wedding nerves.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t have any second thoughts or anything like that. I can’t wait to marry Alder. I just have some sort of a weird premonition.”

      “Huh! Pre-wedding nerves,” Thyme muttered.

      Every time I arrived at Glinda’s, Ruprecht’s antique and book store, I felt as though I were in a Harry Potter movie. It had an otherworldly, magical quality about it.

      The door to Glinda’s swung open and Ruprecht was on the other side.

      He embraced me. “My dear girl,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “As Plato said about love, ‘Like a child whose teeth are just starting to grow and its gums are entirely painful and itchy—that is precisely how the soul feels when it begins to grow wings. The soul swells up and aches and tingles as it grows them.’” He clutched his chest.

      “Err, yes. Thank you. I think.” I smiled widely, wondering what on earth he meant.

      Ruprecht ushered us inside. “Mint is waiting for you. She’s terribly excited. Well off you go, ladies, time to get ready!”

      When we reached the huge bedroom that was to be our changing room, I gasped when I saw Mint. This was the first time I had seen the bridesmaids’ dresses. Far from looking like a Dalek or the Tenth Doctor, Mint was a vision of beauty. She was wearing a moss green dress, and her hat, while not one of those silly hats the British Royal Family wear which secretly tickle me, was a witch’s hat.

      “You look radiant, Amelia,” Mint said.

      “And you look beautiful,” I gushed. “What a gorgeous dress.”

      Mint smiled. “Camino made them too.”

      I rounded on Camino and gave her yet another hug.

      Camino and Thyme helped me into my dress. To my enormous relief, Camino changed out of her giant rabbit onesie and donned a bridesmaid’s dress.

      “Wait until Ruprecht sees you in that lovely dress,” Thyme said with a twinkle in her eye.

      I rounded on Camino. “You and Ruprecht haven’t been secretly dating or anything, have you?”

      A look of utter shock flashed across her face. “Why, no! Why would you say that?”

      I sighed. “Secrets. They seem to be everywhere lately.”

      “Well, that’s not one of them,” Camino said firmly, although Thyme winked at me behind her back.

      When my dress was on and my hat was in place, the anxiety suddenly returned and hit me with full force. I stood there, trembling. “Now I’ve got those nerves,” I said. “What will I do? I think I might faint.”

      “You’re going to go out there and marry Alder,” Thyme said firmly. “Come on, let’s go and see the celebrant. Oh, and Alder,” she added with a giggle.

      The three of them ushered me into the garden. It was an exquisite scene, decorated with fairy lights, and even the wild birds were picking seeds from the huge tea cup bird feeders. It was truly magical in every sense of the word.

      When I saw Alder’s back, a thrill of excitement ran through me.

      He turned around and saw me, and his whole face lit up. It was as if I floated towards him. I barely took in the happy faces of the well-wishers, and barely saw the angry face of his aunt. At least, that’s how I wanted my walk down the aisle to go.

      I became so flustered at seeing my groom in his suit that I tripped over the skirt of my dress, almost impaling myself on Mint’s hat. Luckily, I was able to pull myself up and stumble towards Alder without losing an eye.

      As soon as I reached Alder, he took my hand firmly. Currents of electricity ran up my arm, as they always did at his touch.

      The wedding celebrant addressed the crowd. I could scarcely hear what she was saying, only that although it was a Handfasting, she was a qualified celebrant and so this marriage would be legal. I fought a strange urge to giggle.

      The celebrant called the elements, Fire, Water, Air, and Earth to bless our union, and I held my breath, wondering how Bertha would react.

      “Now,” the celebrant continued, “if there is any person present who can show any just cause or has any objection…”

      “Yes! I object!”

      The voice was that of Bertha Bunyons.

      “I object!” she screamed again.
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      The celebrant could not have been more startled. Clearly, this had never happened to her before. “You object?” she asked. “What specifically is your objection?”

      “I object to the remake of Point Break,” Bertha screeched.

      A nervous giggle went up through the crowd. I thought my hearing had gone back to normal after the cake explosion a week earlier, but surely I had heard her wrong.

      “Would you please state your objection again?” the clearly confused marriage celebrant asked.

      “Are you deaf? You asked if anyone had any objections, and I said I objected to the remake of Point Break. Isn’t it obvious? Patrick Swayze and Keanu Reeves are the only possible men to play those roles.”

      The marriage celebrant shook her head. “No, not that sort of objection, I meant other objections…” She had no chance to explain, because Bertha screeched again.

      “Yes, I have other objections! I also object to the original Point Break saying the ending was filmed at Bells Beach when it most certainly was not. I’ve been to Bells Beach and it’s nothing like the one in the film.”

      The marriage celebrant wiped her brow with one hand. “Madam, I wanted to know if anyone had any objections to the wedding of Amelia Spelled and Alder Vervain.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Bertha snapped. “I object, but no one will listen to me. It’s an unsavoury relationship between two unsavoury people, but there is nothing illegal about it. It’s morally wrong, of course. I know Alder wishes I hadn’t come. I’m sure he thinks I’ve ruined everything by coming to the wedding. I think he hates me.” With that, she finally sat down.

      Alder gave my hand a little squeeze. “This will be a funny story to tell our grandchildren,” he whispered in my ear.

      I chuckled. I wasn’t going to let that dreadful woman spoil my wedding.

      Thankfully, Bertha remained silent for the rest of the wedding service. Camino had told me to take it all in and enjoy every second because it would be over so quickly. I had doubted her words at the time, because the service was planned to be long and indeed it was, but it passed in a blur. It seemed like no time at all before we came to the blessing of the rings and the ring exchange.

      For the Handfasting, we had ribbons and cords in colours of gold, red, and white. Alder and I had braided the ribbons and cords over a week earlier, saying spells for the happiness for our marriage as we did.

      When it came time for the vows, Alder went first. “Amelia,” he said, and his voice cracked, though only loud enough for me to hear. “I knew I wanted to marry you from the moment you accidentally flashed me your Captain America knickers.”

      The crowd laughed. Everyone besides Bertha, that is, who tutted and turned up her nose.

      “The fact you always burn cakes and you snore only made my desire to marry you stronger.”

      By now I was blushing furiously and Alder was looking very pleased with himself.

      “I promise to buy you new knickers—Wonder Woman, for example. Or Spider-Man. I promise to eat those burnt cakes, even though they are terrible. And I promise to kick you out of bed for snoring only once a week. Maybe twice. You are the strange, wonderful, magical, smart, and brilliant love of my life. I am so thrilled to call myself your husband, to wear your ring, and to grow old with you.”

      Everyone said, “Aww,” with the exception of Bertha, who muttered, “Buy her new underwear? Honestly. It’s an utter disgrace.”

      Now it was time for my vows and I was torn between slapping Alder and bursting into tears. I really didn’t know if I was angry at him or thrilled, but when I looked deep into his twinkling eyes, I felt nothing but love.

      “Dearest Alder,” I began, and the tips of his ears went pink. He smiled and nodded, encouraging me to go on. “I’ve always wanted to marry someone strong, understanding, and incredibly handsome. But since he never turned up, I’ve decided to marry you instead.”

      Alder rolled his eyes, but he was beaming all the same.

      “Thank you for being my best friend, my North Star, and my partner in crime. I cannot wait to spend the rest of our lives causing all sorts of mayhem together. The world really does not know what’s coming.”

      And just like that, it was over, and Alder’s lips were on mine.

      I turned around and everyone was on their feet cheering. I didn’t even notice Bertha’s face. Everything seemed so surreal. I couldn’t believe I was married to Alder.

      The wedding reception was also in Ruprecht’s garden. I knew that, but in my excitement I had assumed the tables would be set up later. I noticed fancy metal gates opening and through them caught a glimpse of tables all brightly decorated with ribbons and roses, and tiny little lights that shimmered and glimmered. “There’s another secret garden?” I asked Ruprecht, who was enveloping me a tight hug.

      “No, that’s just part of this secret garden,” he said. “Let the wedding reception begin!”

      Alder took my hand and escorted me into the reception area. The Alice in Wonderland theme continued. Giant clocks and playing cards alternated with bizarrely large tea cups and brightly coloured potted flowers. It was not yet spring, but the purple wisteria wove its way around the iron arbours, and the pungent scent of star jasmine permeated the air. Kookaburras laughed in the stringy bark trees above us.

      As I passed Prudence, I took her hand. “Thanks so much for planning this wedding. You’ve done an amazing job. It’s incredible.”

      “I’m glad Alder’s terrible aunt didn’t speak up again.” She paled. “Oh, I’m so sorry for calling her terrible. I’m sure she’s a nice person.”

      Alder chuckled. “No, she’s not nice at all. I could have killed her when she spoke up.”

      Prudence laughed. “Come with me.” She escorted us in the direction of the bride and bridegroom’s table.

      Just before we reached it, Bertha stomped over to us. I held my breath.

      Bertha glared at me. “Congratulations, Mr and Mrs Vervain.” Her teeth were clenched.

      “My surname is still Spelled,” I informed her.

      “How modern of you,” she spat.

      She grabbed Alder in a bear hug. “I really am very pleased for you,” she said.

      Alder looked puzzled, and patted her awkwardly on her back. She was still clutching him, her arms around his middle. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t ruin your wedding service.”

      “That’s all right; that’s all right,” Alder said. He and I exchanged glances. I wasn’t buying her act, and I wondered about the woman’s agenda. Every time I saw her, an uneasy feeling descended upon me like a dark cloud. I was sure she intended to ruin our wedding reception, but how?

      Bertha finally released Alder and turned away, and bumped into our caterer, Damon Stark. I was sure I saw something akin to anger flash across his face, but he soon recovered. “Mrs Bunyons,” he said.

      “It’s you!” she snapped before hurrying off.

      “Do those two know each other?” I asked
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