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Chapter One


Alex Bonneville leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, enjoying the caress of warm air on his bare skin. 
He could hear the sound of the waves breaking on the beach, and the odd scurry of night creatures around him, but it was otherwise quiet and still in the walled garden behind the house he shared with Avery. It was as if the huge storm that had battered the coast the night before had never happened. When he opened his eyes again, he found Avery watching him from across the garden table, her red hair appearing golden in the flickering candlelight, her face etched with concern.
“Stop worrying,” he instructed her. “I’m fine.”
“I can’t help it. You haven’t had a vision in weeks, and last night… Well, your shout terrified me.”
“Sorry.” He leaned forward and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sure it was just the storm. All that electrical energy must have invaded my dreams.”
“Liar.” She pointed at the silver bowl filled with water that was placed on the table in front of him. “That proves it.”
“A precaution. Just like the cards.” He nodded to her pack of tarot cards.
“I always read them, you know that. Especially on a night like tonight.”
He smiled at her. “Liar.”
Avery laughed and pulled her hand away, picked up the cards, and started to shuffle them. “Tell me what you saw again.”
He took a moment to recall the vivid imagery that had invaded his sleep. Avery was right. He hadn’t had a vision for months, but last night something had broken through his carefully prepared defences, shredding his equilibrium. “I heard screaming. Actually, more like a wail. Bloodcurdling, horrific. But it sounded…” he paused, uncertain if what he felt was correct. “Lonely. Distraught, perhaps. I was lost in a wood and I was running. Branches caught my hair and scratched my face.” He ran his hands across his cheeks, as if he would actually feel scratched skin. He’d even inspected his face in the mirror that morning as it had felt so real, but of course all he saw was his tan and usual stubble. “Something was chasing me, and I couldn’t run fast enough. And then I saw huge eyes—red, bloodshot…” He shuddered at the recollection. “It was a jumble after that. Darkness, branches, eyes, the scream. But what was worse was how I felt. I was just so depressed. I felt like I had nothing to live for. It was horrible. I think it was that feeling that woke me up more than anything. The need to escape feeling so awful.”
Avery nodded and placed the cards in front of Alex. “Split the deck.”
He did as she asked. “You’re doing my reading?”
“It was your vision.” She started to place the cards out, her deft, practiced hands moving swiftly. “We’ll try and find what caused it.”
“This was how I found you last year, remember?” Alex smiled at the memory of when he had pushed through the gate into this garden and found Avery reading the cards under a full moon. She hadn’t been that pleased to see him, but he’d been captivated by her, and was determined to prove her beliefs about him were wrong.
“How could I forget? You were cocky and annoying.” She shot him a cheeky smile. “But you looked hot. Bastard.” He laughed, throwing his head back, but before he could respond, she added, “Now start scrying, bad boy.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He took a few deep breaths, bent his head above the bowl of water, and stared into its depths. He focussed on what he wanted to know. Who had screamed and chased him? And where had he been? 
It didn’t take long for the cool, clear water to start swirling and darken, and suddenly it was as if he’d plunged head-first into a dream. He could smell damp earth, rich with detritus and leaf mould, the peppery scent of blossoms, and then the stench of death and decay. He reeled, barely feeling the coarse wooden surface of the table gripped beneath his fingers. It was so dark he couldn’t see anything around him, but he felt smothered by the close proximity of the forest again—sharp branches, and something scratching his feet. And then a scream shattered the silence and his control. He lurched forward as the feeling of loss stabbed him like a blade. 
Alex took a deep breath, struggling to regain his composure, and forced himself to look around again. He needed a landmark. Anything. As he stumbled forward, a dark pit opened beneath his feet and he fell, the scream echoing around him.
The shock was so great, he jerked backward, slamming into the chair’s back as he gasped for breath. With relief he saw the candle flame flickering in front of him, and incense smoke snaking between him and Avery.
“It’s okay, Alex,” she murmured gently. “You’re back in the garden. Are you okay?”
He exhaled. “I’m fine. Wow. That was too real. I normally hover over my scrying visions, but that one sucked me right in.”
“Anything new?”
“A pit. I fell in it, but otherwise, the same. Branches, the feeling of being trapped and chased. The scream.” His heartbeat was slowing and he took a few more deep breaths before noticing that Avery’s Celtic cross was complete. “What can you see?”
Now it was her turn to sigh. “A crisis, loss, desperation. Swords are everywhere, as is The Tower. A powerful woman lies behind it all, The Empress, and I sense a cycle that has been played out before is once again repeating.”
“A cycle?”
“The past is manifesting in the present, Alex, and it brings death.”
[image: image-placeholder]Avery lifted the hair from the back of her neck to allow the fan-cooled air to play across her skin, and turning her back to the shop, uttered a spell that would bring the temperature down a little more. Within a few moments, she felt its effects and sighed with relief.  
“Thank the Gods,” Dan murmured. Her friend and shop assistant reached for a leaflet on the counter to use as a fan. “That was you, wasn’t it?”
She nodded. “I love the heat, but yes, this is a bit too warm for my liking. I thought Saturday night’s thunderstorm would break the heatwave, but it hasn’t made the slightest difference.”
“Man, that was huge! It woke me up. Shook the whole building.”
“It woke us up, too,” she said, wondering how much to share with Dan. However, she hated lying to her friends, and they always offered her invaluable advice. “It wasn’t just the storm, though. Alex had a terrible vision and woke up shouting,” Avery confessed. “It scared the shit out of me, and combined with the lightning and the thunder, I couldn’t work out what the hell was happening.”
“A vision?” Dan knew what that meant. Alex usually kept them under control, but they could be devastating when he had them. “Is he okay?”
“Shaken, but fine.” Avery was trying to make light of it, but Dan saw through it.
“Avery!” He frowned, staring at her accusingly. “We’ve been here all morning, and you only think to share that now?”
It was mid-morning on a Monday in late July in White Haven, the morning after Avery and Alex had sat in the garden at midnight reading the cards and scrying, and two days after the storm that had rattled the coast. Cornwall was three days into a massive heatwave, and the heat and the storm were all anyone could talk about that morning. Customers had reported fallen trees, damaged roofs, and campers had been battered in their tents and caravans. Now, however, it was as if it had never happened—other than the destruction that had been left. The sky was bright blue and cloudless.
Avery and Dan were both behind the counter at Happenstance Books, wilting on the stools while they kept an eye on the customers who were also affected by the heat. They moved sluggishly around the shop, pausing every now and then in front of strategically placed fans. The entrance door was wedged open, but seeing as there was hardly any breeze, it was virtually pointless.
Avery leaned against the shelves behind them and lowered her voice. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure what to say. ‘How was your weekend? Oh, yes. Alex had a vision of doom and gloom again.’”
“That bad?”
“I’m afraid so. I read the cards last night—his cards. He scryed and had a really strong response.” She sighed, recalling his expression as he emerged from his vision state. He looked appalled. Scared. “The cards showed me a powerful woman emerging from the past. A return. Or even a homecoming. I think it’s a repeated cycle.”
“That doesn’t sound good. As if something is unresolved, perhaps?”
“Maybe. I sense conflict, loss. Nothing specific.” She decided not to mention her belief that she also saw death in the cards. She might have been wrong, after all. “Don’t worry. We’ll monitor it. It might turn out to be nothing. Let’s talk about the crazy weather again.”
Dan grunted, pursing his lips. “A safe English subject. But don’t think for one second that I won’t come back to this issue, Avery Hamilton.” He gestured to the window and the deep blue sky visible above the street. “According to the news, this weather will last at least a few more days. I might be dead by then.”
“Idiot. It’s good for sales.” The beaches were packed with tourists and books were flying off the shelves as customers settled under umbrellas to rest and read. “It will be lovely if it lasts for the Lughnasadh celebrations.”
“Maybe. At least there’s no parade this time.” Dan laughed. “I think they’d overheat in their costumes.”
“True. But the heat will bring the crowds, which means Stan will be happy.” White Haven’s Lughnasadh celebrations were only a few days away, and although there was no parade through the town this time, as usual there would be a bonfire on the beach, and fire-filled braziers would line the streets, along with a handful of performers. 
“We don’t need any more crowds!” Dan pointed at the presently crowded street. “I’ve never seen White Haven so busy. It’s freaky.”
He was right, Avery reflected as she watched the groups of families and friends meander in and out of shops. “That’s Ghost OPS’s fault.”
“I saw Ben on the news again last night. They’re getting a lot of publicity lately. I knew posting those videos of the ghostly giants on their website was insanity.”
“That is what their website is for!” Avery pointed out, quickly changing the subject as a customer brought a couple of books to their counter. With a cheerful smile and polite chat, she completed the sale and waved her through the door. “And to be honest, all it’s doing is adding to the White Haven mystique. It just means that more of Cornwall is affected now, too, and that’s great for everyone.”
Dan scratched his head, perplexed. “I suppose so. Cornwall needs the cash the visitors bring, but the roads are jam-packed.”
“Can’t have one without the other, unfortunately. And besides, the visitors love it. It must be working well for Rupert’s business, too.”
White Haven Occult Tours had increased the numbers of groups over the past few weeks with the arrival of the summer holidays, and now most days, especially evenings, Rupert and his wife, Charlotte, were seen escorting their patrons along White Haven’s streets. 
“And how’s it going with your group now?” Dan asked, emphasis on the word ‘group,’ and she knew he meant the Cornwall Coven.
“To be honest, I haven’t heard anything from anyone for a week or so. I think we’re all just glad to return to some sort of normalcy. Besides, we’ll catch up next week for Lughnasadh at Rasmus’s. We’re all keen to move on after the solstice celebrations.” She didn’t need to elaborate. Dan knew exactly what she meant after Maria, Zane, and Lowen’s deaths from a few weeks before. “And,” she forced a smile at Dan, “I am enjoying normal life, with no weird occurrences.”
“Yeah, yeah. Apart from Alex’s vision and your ominous card reading.”
“Oh, shut up! We changed the subject.”
“It’s hard to forget, Avery! I was hoping for an uneventful summer.”
“So was I. I didn’t even want to read the cards last night.” After the horrible betrayal in the Cornwall Coven, Avery wanted to live in ignorant bliss. “Of course, I had to, and I’ll read them again later.” She changed the subject again. “Oh, Sally is back!”
Sally, the bookshop’s manager and Avery’s oldest friend, arrived at the counter looking flushed as she placed their iced coffees and cakes on the counter. “Bloody hell, it’s barely eleven, and it’s boiling. I’m not sure how iced those coffees will be anymore.”
Dan was already lifting his to his lips. “It’s the caffeine and sugar I need.”
Sally rolled her eyes. “Some things never change.”
“No, they don’t. Avery,” he nodded at her over his cup, “had a doom-laden tarot reading, and Alex has had a harrowing vision. She’s intending to read the cards again, but is clearly putting it off!”
Avery’s lips narrowed. “Tattle-tale! It might just be the heat.”
Sally’s eyes widened with worry. “Oh, no. And I’ve been enjoying the peace and quiet, too.”
“Honestly, Sally, I’m sure it’s nothing.”
“How’s Alex?”
“He seems fine. It was a shock to have a vision, but he dealt with it. He’s at work now.” He was at The Wayward Son, the pub he owned, and would have already opened up for the day. 
Sally thrust her cup at her, along with one of the cakes she had bought. “Don’t put it off, Avery. Go and read the cards again.”
Knowing they were both right, but resenting them for it, Avery glared. “Fair enough. But it’s just the heat, and probably the after-effects of the storm.”
They didn’t answer, instead just looking at her knowingly, and she felt their eyes on her back as she left the shop and entered the stuffy back room. She opened windows as she progressed upstairs to her attic that doubled as her spell room. It was even hotter than the rest of the house, and she repeated her spell to lower the temperature. 
At least it was blissfully quiet. The street sounds were muffled so high up, and she felt a calm steal over her. Once again, she questioned her reading. Was she imagining things? Had the weather affected Alex, and actually nothing was out of the ordinary? 
Avery looked out of the rear dormer windows at the view of White Haven and the tumble of roofs heading down to the sea. The colour of the sky matched the sparkling blue of the sea, and it all melted together, becoming a milky white hue where they met at the horizon. But she was procrastinating. She sat at the worn wooden table and pushed the grimoires away, as well as bundles of herbs and candles, to make space for her tarot cards. She opened the box they were stored in, eyeing them warily before picking them up. Immediately, she felt a tingle of anticipation, as if they guarded secrets within.  
The scent of incense wrapped around her, and she closed her eyes. Already the feeling was intensifying, and she couldn’t put it off any longer. She started to shuffle the cards.




Chapter Two


Ben Carter frowned as he consulted the map on his phone and then looked around him. “It says it’s right here, but I can’t see a thing!” 
“Maybe the navigation is off,” Dylan suggested. “The back lanes confuse Google.”
“Bollocks. We could be going around in circles for hours.”
Ben and Dylan, two of the three members of Ghost Objective Paranormal Studies, were on their way to a potential new job, but if they didn’t find it soon, they would be horribly late and it would be embarrassing. They had virtually pulled into a hedge in a passing bay on a narrow lane high on the hill behind White Haven, and the leafy green hedges towered over them. 
Ben clambered out of the driver’s door. “I’ll get on the roof to see if I can spot anything.”
They were in their old van, and without waiting to hear Dylan’s response, Ben climbed up onto the bonnet and then the roof, wincing as the hot metal burned his extremities. “Bloody hell! It’s boiling!”
Dylan climbed out of the passenger seat, battling with the hedge as he did so. “We could just call them.”
“We might have to.” The sun penetrated over his sunglasses, and Ben shielded his eyes as he swung around, his eyes adjusting to the light. “I feel like a twit, to be honest. I know we’re close.”
“It’s an old estate, right?”
“Something like that. The woman said she’d been renovating it, but the grounds were unkempt.” The heat was making the air shimmer, but as Ben turned, he saw a chimney and the curve of a roof to his left, just visible above a high wall and a mass of trees. “There it is! Well, I think it is. We need a left turn.”
Trying to avoid touching the hot metal with his hands, he slid off the roof, batted away some flies, and clambered back behind the wheel. Within minutes they had rounded the corner of the winding lane, and Dylan spotted a turn off, just as they were virtually past it. “Down there!”
Ben wrestled the van down the rutted track, branches whacking the vehicle as they progressed. The hedges were a mixture of hawthorn and blackthorn, effectively blocking anything else from view until they rounded another corner. Ben gasped as he pulled to a halt. “Holy shit! It’s a bloody mess!”
“That might be a slight exaggeration,” Dylan said, peering at the rambling building ahead of them. “It’s certainly interesting. So that’s Stormcrossed Manor.”
“Looks ominous, right?”
“Very. It’s sort of gloomy.”
Despite the bright day and the cloudless blue skies, the house seemed draped in shadows. It was a long, two-storied building with a low-pitched roof, constructed of differing styles. A higgledy-piggledy mass of chimneys staggered across the skyline, and old nests were visible on the top of some of them. Trees crowded in on either side, and the windows seemed to absorb all light, offering a blank, shuttered front as if to repel all newcomers. 
Dylan shuffled in his seat, reaching for his camera. “Let me grab some first impressions before we get any closer. It’s nothing like Reuben’s place, is it?”
“No. But that’s because Reuben’s place has been looked after over the years. This seems abandoned.” He looked uneasily at Dylan. “I’m not sure we should be filming before we introduce ourselves. I want to make a good first impression.”
“I won’t be long.”
Ben waited, feeling uneasy as he recalled the conversation he’d had with a woman called Rosa. She’d phoned him a couple of days before, saying she wanted their opinion on the old family house, but beyond that hadn’t been forthcoming. 
“Are you sure we haven’t been invited here for a ritual sacrifice?” Dylan asked as he stopped filming. “It looks like a murder house. They could bury us on the grounds and no one would ever find us.”
“It does have that look about it, doesn’t it? At least Cassie knows we’re here.” He flashed a grin at Dylan. “If she ever finds the place. Or misses us at all.” Cassie had been put out at not coming to Stormcrossed Manor, but she was covering the office and taking phone calls. It wasn’t as if they’d relegated her to office duties; they’d drawn lots, and Cassie had pulled the short straw. “We’ll take her some cake as a peace offering. Are you done?”
Dylan nodded. “Yep. Let’s see what secrets this place holds.”
[image: image-placeholder]Alex finished serving an early customer with coffee, watching them head to The Wayward Son’s small courtyard that was currently bathed in sunshine, and put their breakfast order through to the kitchen. 
It was promising to be another hot day, and once the lunchtime crowd hit, it would be very busy. Marie, one of his regular bar staff, was teasing Zee as she restocked the condiments on the side tables, and he was taking it all in good humour. Alex shook his head as he watched them, glad that he could count on both of them to look after his holiday staff. 
He grabbed a cloth to wipe over the bar, and then took a deep breath as his vision swam. Not again. He probably needed to drink more water. Then pain shot through his head, and he leaned on the counter for support. Shit. He knew exactly what that meant. Before it got any worse, he ducked into the staff room behind the bar. Glad that the room was empty, he sank onto a chair, taking deep breaths in an effort to quell waves of nausea. However, Alex’s vision darkened, and with a horrible certainty he knew this wasn’t brought on by dehydration. 
Pain rocketed through his skull again, so severe that his vision completely blackened and he fell forward. A wild, keening cry blocked out all other sounds, and the scent of rotting flesh swept over him before he passed out.
[image: image-placeholder]Newton’s mouth settled into a grim, hard line as he surveyed the two dead bodies sprawled on the floor in front of him. This was the last thing he needed. It was the last thing any of them needed, with the holidays in full swing and Cornwall teeming with visitors. This would create panic.
“When’s the doctor getting here?” he asked Detective Sergeant Moore, who stood a few feet away, his sharp eyes travelling around the small courtyard.
“Shouldn’t be long, now, Guv.”
“Good. These two are already smelling ripe.” Detective Sergeant Kendall was standing next to him, silently taking everything in. “First impressions?” he asked her.
“There are no obvious signs of trauma, except for their horrible, bloodshot eyes, but that could be a medical condition.” 
“Both of them dying at the same time of the same medical condition?” Moore asked, sceptical. “That’s too weird.”
She looked up, eyes wide. “I know, but there are no obvious marks on their bodies. I guess it could be poison.”
“And what else do you think is unusual?” Newton pressed.
Kendall looked down at them again. “The woman’s hands are clasped around her ears, and she’s curled up in a foetal position.”
“Which suggests what?”
“She heard something horrible?”
“Perhaps. Which probably means this is another bloody paranormal death,” Newton complained. 
He had arrived on the scene only a few minutes earlier, after receiving a call from Moore. Newton had been tied up in a meeting with his superior officer, Detective Superintendent Trevena, updating him on the latest paranormal activities in the area. Trevena normally left him well alone, glad to wash his hands of paranormal issues, but the events with the Cornwall Coven, and the number of deaths and publicity they had caused, had unfortunately meant he was more than usually interested in Newton’s activities, and that was annoying. He had hoped that with recently quieter few weeks, his interest would wane, but it hadn’t. Now, with these potentially paranormal deaths, his interest was likely to increase.
The bodies were those of a middle-aged couple. It looked as if they had been seated around an outdoor table. Glasses of half-drunk wine were still on the table, but one of the chairs had been upended, and both bodies were on the ground. 
“So, this is a holiday home?” Newton asked, his gaze traveling around the small garden surrounded by hedges and flowering plants, the quaint old cottage behind them.
“Yep,” Moore confirmed. “The owner was dropping by with some fresh bread and eggs when he found them.”
“Fresh bread and eggs? Nice!”
“It’s part of the deal, apparently,” Kendall explained, eager to help. “Homemade bread, jams, clotted cream, and eggs are part of the rental fee. It’s a nice, local touch.”
“I guess it is. And he found them like this?” 
Moore nodded. “Retreated to the front path to wait for us to arrive.”
Newton remembered seeing him before he entered the house. He was sitting on a bench in the front garden, looking shell-shocked. The DC who had arrived first was standing next to him. Newton had swept past them in his eagerness to get inside, but now he asked Moore, “Have you interviewed him yet?”
He shook his head. “No. I wanted to see in here first.” Moore nodded at Kendall. “We’ve checked the entrances. There’s no sign of a break in, and the garden is secure. Well, unless someone got over the hedge, but it’s high.”
“And there’s no sign of battered branches or breaks in the hedge,” Kendall put in.
“What’s beyond the garden?” Newton asked.
“Not sure yet,” Moore said. “But the owner will know.”
The sound of a door slamming interrupted their conversation, and they all looked round as Arthur Davidson, the Medical Examiner, arrived. He frowned as he reached the patio doors, nodding at them and sniffing the air. “Hmm. This heat really doesn’t help.” Flies had already settled on the bodies, refusing to move even when Davidson crouched down to examine them. “Visitors, I presume?”
Newton nodded. “We’ll get their details now. Could it be natural? A massive heart attack, perhaps?”
“Both of them at the same time, and with those bloodshot eyes? Unlikely. Grasping at straws, Newton?”
“Hoping not to ruin my day, more like.”
Davidson settled back on his heels. “Impossible to say right now. Their bloodshot eyes could suggest strangulation, but their neck shows no obvious signs of trauma. I won’t speculate. Keep an open mind, and all that.” He looked up at Newton, raising an eyebrow. “We’ll analyse stomach contents in case of poison. I’ll run a tox report, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. First impressions suggest this is very odd indeed.”
[image: image-placeholder]“So, what do you think?” Reuben Jackson grinned at Caspian Faversham, not in the slightest bit put off by his perplexed expression.
“Do I look like the rowing type?” Caspian asked.
“Well, yes actually. You have the build for it.”
“Let me rephrase that. Do I look like the outdoors type?” He gestured down to his tailored suit. “I haven’t rowed in years.”
“But you run and go to the gym, and besides, rowing is like riding a bike. You never forget. And,” Reuben added, his grin broadening, “that’s why we’re starting to practice now—well, when we have the whole team.”
Despite Caspian’s reservations, Reuben could see that he was weakening. His lips twitched with amusement, and he wasn’t outright refusing. “But I live in Harecombe, not White Haven.”
“Have you got your own gig team?”
“Well, no…”
“Exactly. And neither have we yet, so you may as well join ours.”
For the last few weeks, Reuben had been obsessing about a new venture, triggered by a conversation with Nils, his Swedish friend who was the tattoo artist who owned Viking Ink. Nils loved being out on the water, and owned an old fishing boat that had seen better days, but over a pint, he’d suggested that maybe they should get a gig team together, purely because it sounded like fun. Gig racing was very popular in Cornwall, and there were many regattas held during the year.
Nils had already bought a gig, and Reuben had brought Caspian to the old harbour shed to see it. It was upside down at present, being repaired and varnished, and they were surrounded by the smell of paint, varnish, and brine.
Caspian folded his arms across his chest. “Six rowers in total, plus the cox, if I remember correctly. How many do you have so far?”
“Me and Nils, Nils’s mate, Rory, maybe you, maybe Alex, and we need one more.”
“Maybe Alex? Isn’t he keen?”
“Says he hasn’t got enough time, which means we need two people because I don’t think I’ll change his mind.” Reuben wasn’t altogether surprised. Alex’s business demanded a lot of his time, unlike Greenlane Nurseries that Reuben owned, because his manager dealt with most of the day-to-day tasks. “But you said that you wanted to get away from your business more, and this is the perfect opportunity!”
“I suppose I did say that.” Caspian ran his hand across his smooth, shaved chin, obviously perplexed. “How often would we need to practice?”
Reuben shrugged. “We haven’t really thought it through. Maybe two or three times a week, initially. More pre-race. It will be fun! And if you hate it, you don’t have to do it again.” Reuben regarded Caspian hopefully, knowing it was just what Caspian needed. It would be a complete change from being CEO of Kernow Industries, and would hopefully take his mind off Avery. It was hard to feel sorry for Caspian because he had so much going for him, and yet, his confession weeks prior that he didn't have many friends had struck Reuben as horribly sad. However, that wasn’t strictly true. Gabe, Shadow, and the Nephilim were his friends—loyal ones, too. 
“All right,” Caspian said, relenting. “I’ll give it a go. But if I hate it, I’m out.”
“You won’t, I promise. It’s purely brawn, us against the elements—no magic allowed. Besides, you run a shipping business. You should love everything sea-related.”
Before Caspian could retort, Reuben’s phone rang, and he frowned when he saw the name. “Hey Zee, what’s—”
Zee cut him off. “Thank the Gods I got you! I can’t get hold of Avery. Alex has had a weird, psychic episode. Can you get here?”
Reuben was already moving to the door of the dockside shed, summoning Caspian with his free hand. “Is he okay?”
“He’s awake again, but I don’t know if I’d say he’s okay. Briar is coming, though. Try and get hold of Avery, please?”
“Sure. On our way.”
[image: image-placeholder]The first thing that struck Dylan as they entered Stormcrossed Manor was the scent of must and things long forgotten. The hall was dark, the wallpaper faded and peeling in places, and the worn stone flags that lined the floor were uneven and needed a good scrub. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and dust lay thick in patches, as if someone had tried to clean it and then given up.
The woman who had let them in, Rosa Davies, looked almost apologetic as she led them past open doorways that fed into dimly lit rooms, finally stopping in the old-fashioned kitchen that stretched across the back of the house. Here the light flooded in, illuminating old cupboards and work surfaces, and tatty-looking vinyl on the floor. But it was at least clean. Dylan, for all of his lack of domesticity, was thankful that his and Ben’s flat was nothing like this place. It looked like it hadn’t been updated for years.
Rosa had been silent as she led them to the kitchen, but now she sighed, as if relieved to be out of the rest of the house, and urged them into seats, thrusting a plate of digestive biscuits at them. “Sorry,” she started, “when we agreed to move in here, I had no idea what I was getting myself into. The whole thing is a nightmare.”
Dylan wasn’t sure if he should agree, therefore admitting the place was a wreck, or just smile politely. Fortunately, Ben answered. “It has a lot of charm—good bones, as they say. Lots of hard work is needed first, though.”
Rosa put the kettle on and prepared cups before sinking into a seat in a patch of sunlight, and Dylan could see how tired she was. She looked to be in her forties, with streaks of grey in her fair brown hair, tied up in a messy knot on her head. The light revealed a smear of dirt across her cheek and the faint lines around her eyes. She laughed. “You’re very kind. A lot of hard work doesn’t even come close.” She closed her eyes briefly and sighed again. “But it’s not the dirt that worries me, it’s the odd feeling that descends here at night.”
“Perhaps before we dive in, you should give us a bit of background,” Dylan suggested, opening his notebook. “Context is everything. Ben said you didn’t reveal much on the phone.”
“No, I didn’t. I thought you might turn me down if I did. I wanted to get you here first.”
Ben shrugged. “Our job is to be open-minded. It’s what we do.”
She smiled and swallowed. “Let me get the tea first.” She stood and quickly poured hot water into the teapot while Ben and Dylan exchanged curious glances, then carried it over to the table where it steamed in the sunlight. “We moved in about a month ago. Me, my twelve-year-old son, Max, and my six-year-old daughter, Beth. My grandmother owns the house. It’s been in our family for generations, but as you can see,” she spread her hands wide, “it’s seen better days. I feel guilty, actually. We’ve been living in north Wales for years, and I haven’t visited since I was a girl. However, I’ve recently split from my husband—rather acrimoniously—and I wanted to get away. My mother,” she rushed on, as if speed would give her courage, “said that Gran was struggling on her own, so coming here seemed like the perfect solution. Except…” She trailed off, obviously overwhelmed, tears pricking at her eyes.
Unusually chivalrous, Ben rushed in. “It’s not what you expected.”
“Not at all.”
“Where is your grandmother?”
“There’s a wing to the left,” she gestured vaguely around to the side. “She lives in there, and it’s barely more habitable than here.”
Dylan peered out of the window, able to see a grey stone wing off to the side, most of it covered in Virginia creeper, which was why he hadn’t spotted it straight away. The place was curiously quiet, though. “Where are your kids?”
“Max will be exploring the garden, and my daughter is with her Great-grandmother, Tamsyn.” A frown creased Rosa’s face, and her fingers rubbed the mug her now cooling tea was in. Dylan thought she was going to add something, but she didn’t, instead taking a deep breath in and out. “Anyway, that’s why we’re here. I’m now trying to clean the place and restore some sort of order. We’ve moved in for the foreseeable future. Tammy is far more fragile than I realised. In body, I should add.” Her eyes darkened. “In spirit, she’s as strong as ever.”
There was tension in this house. Dylan could feel it. Something beyond the shadows, decay, and dirt. Something that lurked beyond the sunshine that fell in the cobbled yard beyond the kitchen window. A restless spirit, perhaps? 
“So, what’s worrying you, Rosa?” Dylan asked, his voice gentle.
Her fingers played with the mug for a few more seconds before she looked up at them. “I hear things at night. Odd bangs in the house that I try to believe are just the house settling. I thought I’d get used to it, but it’s getting worse! When I phoned you, it was just the bangs and thumps I was hearing, but after Saturday, it got worse.” She swallowed, clearly summoning her courage. “I now hear screams on the wind.”
“Screams? Are you sure it’s not foxes?” Ben asked, leaning forward. “They make the oddest noises.”
“That’s what I thought, at first. But then they become long and drawn out, like a wail.” Rosa shuddered. “It’s unnatural—unearthly. And it seems like no one else hears them! I need you to tell me what’s out there.”
“Hold on,” Dylan held up his hand. “You said after Saturday. Do you mean after the storm?”
She stared at him, her lips trembling. “Yes. The storm woke me up. It was terrifying here. It’s so lonely. So remote. The whole sky lit up, Beth screamed, and we even lost electricity.” Rosa sipped her tea, her hands shaking. “I thought I was imagining the first scream…that it was the wind whipping through the trees or down the chimneys. But when the storm passed, I still heard them!”
Her hands were still shaking, and Dylan eased the cup from her white-knuckled grip and placed it on the table. “Do you hear the screams in the day, or just at night?”
“Just at night.” She closed her eyes briefly. “Last night seemed to last forever.”
“Just to clarify,” Ben asked, “you’ve heard odd noises for a while, but screams started with the storm, and even though there was no storm last night, you heard the screams again?”
“All night.” 
Dylan exchanged a worried look with Ben, who nodded, all business. “Okay, Rosa. Don’t worry, we’ll find out what’s happening. We’ll get the details first, and then set up some cameras and recording equipment, if that’s okay. In here and outside. We can monitor them every day, or even live stream it. It’s whatever you’re comfortable with.”
“You believe me?”
“Why wouldn’t we?” Ben smiled. “Just because no one else hears it doesn’t mean you’re going mad. Sometimes spirits—if that’s what they are—can only be heard or seen by certain people.”
“And,” Dylan added, “our equipment can pick up lots of things that can’t be seen by the naked eye. Whatever it is, we’ll find it.” 
Or them, he thought. He had a feeling this house was hiding lots of secrets.




Chapter Three


Avery emerged from the trancelike feeling that reading the cards had brought on, blinking as the sunlight that reached across the attic registered in her brain. 
She sat back in her chair, regarding the spread in front of her. It wasn’t often that reading the tarot had this effect. She always stilled her mind, letting her breathing settle and her mind empty as she placed the cards out in the Celtic cross, but this time, as her vision narrowed, everything else had disappeared into darkness. 
The cards seemed to take on a life of their own, their colours shimmering, and the images seeming to move. The spread contained so many potential omens. There was the Three of Swords—a heart pierced by three swords—telling of heartbreak and grief, as well as the Five and Eight of Cups. There was a lot of loss in these cards, an end of things, and an inability to move on. Again, the reversed Empress seemed to be directing the action, sitting alongside a reversed Death and Wheel of Fortune. The whole reading signified change. But more ominous was The Tower heralding the future. Something was manifesting. 
Avery took a few deep breaths, and then the muffled peal of her phone shocked her out of her reverie. Startled, she headed for the sofa and dug it out from her bag, noting she had missed a few calls from Zee. “Reuben!” she said as she answered, already starting to worry. “Is everything okay?”
“I’m fine, but Alex has had a weird psychic episode, according to Zee. You’d better get to the pub. I’ll see you there, but don’t panic. He’s okay!”
He didn’t wait for her answer, instead ringing off, and Avery didn’t hesitate. They hadn’t told their coven about Alex’s recent visions, and she knew they’d be annoyed as well as worried. She summoned air, intending to use witch-flight to arrive in Alex’s flat, and hoped that none of the bar staff were in there. With luck, no one would notice where she’d emerged from, either. Right now, she really didn’t care anyway.
In seconds, she was striding down the stairs of The Wayward Son and nodding at Marie, who looked puzzled as she passed by, but Avery refused to be waylaid. The fact that Marie wasn’t looking panic-stricken was a good sign, and she took a deep breath as she pushed the staffroom door open, relieved to see Alex sitting on a chair in the corner of the room, sipping water. Briar Ashworth, the earth witch, was sitting next to him.
Both of them looked around as the door opened, Briar’s worried eyes meeting her own. Alex smiled wanly. “You got the message, then?”
“I’m so sorry I didn’t get it sooner. I was reading the cards and they sort of sucked me in.” He’d know exactly what that meant. She glanced over to Zee who was at the kitchen bench making tea. He dwarfed the counter, but his smile was dazzling as he acknowledged her arrival. “Hey Zee, thanks for calling.”
“No worries, Avery. I honestly wasn’t sure what to do. I settled for making tea like a good human does. Strong and sweet, that’s the rule, right?” 
“You should all stop fussing over me,” Alex remonstrated. “I’m fine.”
“You are now,” Zee corrected, “but you had me worried for quite a while!”
Briar’s lips pursed as she looked between them. “I think it’s a bit too soon to be saying you’re okay. Your energy levels are all out of whack!”
Avery calmed herself now that she saw Alex was all right, and she sat next to him, noticing that Briar had already opened the box of herbs and crystals she used for healing. Small jars were spread across the closest table, and the scent of herbs hung on the air. 
Avery reached for Alex’s hand. “Do you know what triggered it?”
He shook his head, and a lock of his hair tumbled across his too pale face. “No idea. I’d just finished serving a customer when I had a splitting headache. I just about made my way in here before I collapsed.”
Zee carried over the tray with the teapot and mugs. “Fortunately, I saw him stagger in here, and followed him in. He landed on the floor in a heap. I managed to keep the other staff out.” He pressed a cup into Alex’s hands. “You were out for a good ten minutes.”
Alex nodded and sipped his drink, wincing slightly. “Bloody hell. That’s sweet.”
“It’s good for you—or so I’m told.”
Avery accepted her own drink gratefully, feeling a little lightheaded herself. “Cheers, Zee. I was reading the tarot when you called, and I’d completely zoned out.”
Briar looked startled. “Does that normally happen?”
“Not often. I entered this sort of fugue state.”
Briar looked between them. “This does not bode well. You had an intense card reading, and Alex has a vision…something he’s been able to control for months! This is eerily reminiscent of last year. What did you both see?”
Avery exchanged a guilty glance with Alex. They hadn’t wanted to alarm their coven if their experiences had been only temporary, but now… Before they could answer, Reuben barrelled through the door, Caspian behind him, both bringing the scent of the sea inside. Reuben dragged a chair to Alex’s side, sitting astride it with his hands on the backrest. “Well, you look about as shit as I imagined.”
“Cheers, Reu. Always so comforting.” Alex’s eyes narrowed with pain as he nodded at Caspian. “Don’t tell me Zee called you, too?”
“No. I happened to be with Reuben talking gig teams, but let’s leave that for another time.” He settled next to Briar. “What’s going on?”
“They’re both having weird premonitions again, and the last time that happened, well…” Briar trailed off, looking guilty.
Reuben, however, sniggered. “Oh yeah, the last time that happened was when your family targeted us, Caspian.” He pursed his lips. “Are you up to something dodgy again?”
“I can assure you I am not,” Caspian said loftily, and not the slightest bit offended.
It was a sign of Reuben and Caspian’s friendship that they could refer to last year’s events with humour. But Briar was right. That was a very ominous time.
Zee interrupted the banter. “Will you lot explain what exactly you’re talking about?”
Avery turned to him. “Last year, just before the midsummer solstice and before I was part of the coven, me and Alex both had omens of something dangerous coming our way. We saw death and bloodshed. It heralded the arrival of demons in White Haven, sent by Caspian’s cousin—and Gil’s wife—Alicia.” 
She quickly summarised what had happened and Zee nodded thoughtfully, a hint of a smile appearing as he looked at Caspian. “I get it. When you were the bad guy.” Caspian rolled his eyes, but Zee continued. “And now you’re both having ominous premonitions again. What did you see?” he asked, repeating Briar’s earlier question.
Avery took the lead, plunging in. She quickly described Alex’s experience during the storm, and then what had happened overnight.
Briar, usually so calm, erupted with anger. “You should have told us!”
“We didn’t want to worry anyone. It could have been an anomaly.”
Reuben snorted. “Well, it obviously isn’t. What happened today, Alex?” 
He grimaced. “As usual it was a jumble of images, and none of them really make sense right now. The thing that really stood out was a scream again—horribly blood-curdling.” He shuddered. “I felt it right in here.” He tapped his chest. “I saw bloodshot eyes, and felt a horrible loss and loneliness that cut through me. I’ve never felt so alone.”
Avery groaned, rubbing her hand across her face. “The feeling you experienced the first time. Damn it. That echoes my second reading, too. The cards showed loneliness, an inability to move on from loss, and I’ve been carrying this horrible sense of foreboding all morning. Well, since last night, really.”
Reuben shook his head as the rest of them looked on, alarmed. “Yippee! More death and mayhem to look forward to. Just what we didn’t need.”
“It may come to nothing,” Avery said, trying to sound hopeful. And then her phone rang, and she saw Newton’s name. “Oh shit. Maybe it already has.”
[image: image-placeholder]Caspian wasn’t sure if he was grateful or not to have been included in the trip to Newton’s crime scene, although he had sort of invited himself when he heard what Newton had relayed to Avery.
He’d followed Reuben and Avery to the small holiday cottage in his own car, intending to return to the office as soon as they were done, and parked on the narrow lane behind Reuben that was already crowded with police vehicles and the coroner’s van. They had left Alex at the pub with Zee and Briar. Although frustrated, Alex admitted he was too ill to go with them.
Moore and Kendall were sitting on a garden bench tucked under the shade of a tree, talking to a man who looked pale and sweaty, and a DC stood at the gate at the end of the drive, his face impassive.
Newton was waiting for them, smoking a cigarette, although he said he’d given them up, a grim expression on his face as he leaned against the wall next to the front door. “Thanks for coming so quickly. I didn’t expect you, Caspian.” He ground his cigarette out on the wall and then pocketed it.
“I was in the neighbourhood, and I’m curious. Do you mind?” He glanced at the small, holiday cottage with its picturesque garden and tiny leaded windows. “It looks too quaint a scene for anything violent.”
“Quaint means nothing in my business, and no, not at all. I’d appreciate anything you can tell me.” He quickly summarised what they’d found. “I’ll warn you, the heat has made things tricky, and the bodies are already…ripe.”
Avery shuddered. “That’s okay, Newton. I know you wouldn’t ask unless it was important.”
Newton handed them paper shoes to go over their own, watching them carefully to make sure they had them on correctly before escorting them through the front door. “Don’t touch anything! Although, to be honest, nothing seems disturbed inside.” He grimaced. “Arthur wants to take the bodies, and he’s not impressed at having to wait, so I’d appreciate you being as quick as possible.”
“But you obviously think this is unnatural,” Caspian said, as he kept in step with Newton, Reuben and Avery just behind them.
Newton nodded. “Blood red eyes, and the woman is clutching her ears. It’s weird.”
“By the Goddess!” Avery exclaimed behind them.
Newton turned to look at her. “Is that significant?”
“It might be.”
Newton scowled. “I suppose I should be pleased that we might already have a lead on this.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Reuben remonstrated. “We’ll explain later. Does Arthur know who we are?”
“You’re my expert consultants,” Newton explained. “He seemed happy enough with that.” He slowed down as he led them to the patio door leading outside, and Caspian caught a glimpse of the bodies on the floor, a small-framed man next to them. “I know you don’t want to be too obvious with your magic with him here, but do what you can.” Without waiting for their response, he led them outside and made brief introductions.
Arthur grunted. “You guys better make this quick. I need to move these bodies ASAP.”
“Let’s check these first, then,” Caspian suggested, biting back his distaste and crouching by the woman. Reuben crouched next to her husband.
Newton was right. She was curled up in a foetal position, hands clamped tightly over her ears, and even in death they remained fixed in place. Her face was scrunched up, as if whatever she’d heard was unpleasant. Caspian forced himself to ignore the odour and the flies, instead feeling sorry for them both. What on Earth had she heard?
He looked up at Avery. “You’re thinking of Alex’s vision, aren’t you?”
Avery was walking slowly around the outer perimeter of the garden, and he could feel her magic as she explored her surroundings. She paused, looking over to him. “Of course. It’s too much of a coincidence.”
“He heard nothing last night, though? Nothing woke him?”
She shook her head. “No. Just the exploratory session we had,” she added vaguely, and Caspian knew she meant when Alex scryed.
Reuben was holding his hands a few inches above the man’s body, and asked Arthur, “Do you know what time they died?”
“I suspect close to midnight, but the autopsy will tell me more.” He cleared his throat and gestured at Reuben’s hands. “What exactly are you doing?”
“Er, it’s a sort of energy reading.” He raised his eyebrow, more of a question than a statement.
Caspian suppressed a smile. It was as good an explanation as any, and he extended his hands, too. But there was no sign of any lingering magic on the bodies. “I can’t detect anything. You?”
Reuben shook his head and straightened up. “No. In fact, everything feels very normal. Avery?”
Avery was now by the high hedge at the back of the square garden, and she paused before she answered, lifting her head as if sniffing at the wind, but then she shook her head, too. “No, nothing here.”
“Damn it,” Newton muttered. “I don’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved.”
“I admit to being plain old confused,” Davidson said, rising to his feet from the patio chair. “Can I take them now?”
Newton nodded. “Yes. Thanks for your patience.” He herded the witches to the side of the garden and lowered his voice, while Arthur called in his team. “Seriously? Nothing? No sign of curses or weird magic?”
Caspian exchanged an uneasy glance with Avery and Reuben, but they looked as puzzled as he felt. “No, nothing. As you know, magic leaves signatures, like faint perfume. This place just feels normal—apart from the dead bodies, of course.”
“Poor buggers,” Reuben said, studying them again. “They must have been enjoying the balmy night with their wine. The fact that they were still sitting suggests that whatever it was happened swiftly. It’s not like they were running to the back door or anything.”
“Excellent point,” Caspian said, impressed at his logic. “And their deaths must have been quick, too. They’ve both fallen where they were sitting. He’s not trying to protect her.”
Avery cocked an eyebrow at him. “Or, she’s not trying to protect him!”
Caspian grinned. “Or that.”
Newton lit up another cigarette and Avery grimaced. “Newton! You said you’d quit.”
He shrugged. “I relapsed. Besides, I gave up for a reason, a reason that no longer applies.”
“Your health is a good reason, and that always applies!” she shot back.
Caspian knew exactly what that ‘reason’ was. Briar. Perhaps Newton thought he stood no chance now. Or perhaps it was his acceptance that he was investigating the paranormal on his terms now, and resuming his smoking habit was part of it.
“Avery is right. Your health comes first, but it’s your choice. You’re an adult,” Caspian said.
“Exactly. Now, can we get back to the job at hand?” Newton watched as the team loaded the victims into body bags and carried them away. “You’re telling me there’s nothing remotely magical or paranormal here at all?”
“Not obviously so,” Reuben said. “Is there anything magical about them? Do you know anything about them? Who they are, where they’re from?”
“I have names, but that’s it. I’ll do some research on them. And now,” Newton nodded as the SOCO team entered the garden, “we need to get out of here and let them do their thing. For all the bloody waste of time it will be.”
Caspian took a final look around the small
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