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A fire blazed brightly at the centre of the clearing, and figures weaved a dance around it as they passed candles between them. The light cast a warm, gentle glow on the faces of the participants, many of whom were laughing as they trod the well-known path in the centre of the woods. 

It was midnight at Imbolc, and the entire Cornwall Coven was celebrating the festival together.

Avery was there with the White Haven witches, all of whom had travelled together to Rasmus’s estate on the edge of Newquay. After the horrors of the vampire attacks before Christmas, they hadn’t seen the coven since, so it was a chance to celebrate the festival and their victory over Lupescu, the Romanian vampire who had caused so much destruction only weeks before.

However, it was freezing cold. Imbolc fell on the second of February, and frost lay thick upon the ground. When the coven completed the circle, they stopped and turned to watch Genevieve, their High Priestess, raise her hands to the sky. She invoked the Goddess, giving thanks and asking for protection for the months to come, and then she turned to kiss Rasmus gently on each cheek, and handed him a besom broom. Rasmus accepted it with a small bow, and then walked around the circle, brushing it along the ground as he did so, symbolically chasing away the old in a cleansing ritual. Once completed, he gave it back to Genevieve, who invited the others to join in, and then there was a frenzied few minutes as they all grabbed their own brooms and repeated the ritual.

Avery laughed as she furiously swept the ground. It was an old rite, but fun, and the symbolic cleansing really did feel as if they were getting rid of the toxic time they had all experienced. And at least the snow had gone, she reflected, as she swept past Reuben and laughed even harder. He looked so out of place with a broom in his hands, but he participated with good grace, even though he had moaned about it on the way over. 

When they all finally stopped, they were breathless and hot. Genevieve clapped her hands, her smile beatific, and called a halt to the proceedings. She said a few final words before lifting a chalice of wine from the altar next to her. “And now, it’s time to eat and drink!” She gestured to the table on the far side of the clearing, filled with food, and with that the circle broke apart and they headed to fill their plates.

Avery fell into step next to Nate and Eve, the two witches who lived in St Ives on the north coast of Cornwall. Both were artistic and unconventional. Nate was dressed in scruffy combat trousers and an old flying jacket, and Eve had long dreads. “How have you been?” Avery asked them.

“Pretty good,” Nate said. “Better than you, by the sound of things.”

Avery shrugged. “At least I didn’t get a head injury like Eve. Are you better now?” she asked her.

“I’m fine, thank you,” Eve answered, with a rueful rub of her scalp. “It soon healed. It was scarier getting out of those tunnels surrounded by fire. I was more worried I’d burn us all. No more news of vampires though, I hope?”

They had all been worried that some vampires had escaped, but if they had, they’d been quiet, and there were no other disappearances or strange deaths that had been attributed to them. “No, fortunately, which is good because we now have a headstrong fey on our hands.”

They arrived at the long table, and Avery filled her plate as Nate frowned. “Ah yes, the survivor from the Wild Hunt. I’m intrigued.”

Avery laughed, or at least tried to laugh. “Her name is Shadow, and she’s driving us mad, the Nephilim included. She’s an absolute force of nature! She’s using Dan, who works in my shop, as her own personal myth-ometer.” She rolled her eyes. “He loves every minute of it. I guess it’s good that someone does!”

Nate studied her for a moment. “Eve mentioned her to me, but what’s Shadow trying to do? Get back to the Otherworld?”

“And treasure hunt at the same time. You know, find ancient artefacts and sell them for a high price.”

“And will the Nephilim help her?”

“I think so. They’re trying to find their way in our world, and to make money. They think this will be lucrative. And let’s face it, they’re supernatural creatures. They have a natural interest in this sort of thing.”

Nate looked troubled, and Eve said, “Nate’s worried, because he thinks she could find things that are best left hidden.”

“You’re probably right, Nate,” Avery said, worry stirring within her again. “But there’s little we can do to stop them. I think we’ll just have to manage the consequences.”

“But those consequences could be big,” he pointed out. “Any black market for art, drugs, or guns will always attract the worst kind of people. A market for mythical objects won’t be any different—except for maybe having supernatural buyers. She may even want to steal what’s already been found for her own uses.”

Avery had a sudden image of Shadow breaking into museums and raiding their displays. Nate was right. She could definitely see that happening.

“Although,” Eve countered, “the Nephilim and Shadow are very capable of looking after themselves. If you ask me, anyone who takes them on would be an idiot.”

Avery sighed. “True. An even better reason for us to remain on their good side.”

Avery spent the next hour or two mingling with the other witches, glad of the chance to talk to Ulysses and Oswald, and then Jasper, Claudia, and a few others. The fire was now blazing, and they sat around it on old deck chairs and logs in an effort to keep warm. They were nearly ready to return to the warmth of Rasmus’s house when Caspian arrived at her side. Caspian lived in Harecombe, the town next to White Haven, and like Avery was an elemental Air witch. His relationship with their coven had started badly, but over time things were improving.

“Avery,” he murmured, his dark eyes appraising her. “How are you?”

“Pretty good,” she replied. “How’s your wound?” She was referring to the deep cut on his chest caused by a vampire.

He rubbed it absently. “Better now, thanks to Briar. It felt like it had poison in it for a while—maybe it had. Let’s face it, we don’t know much even now about vampires, do we?”

“No, and if I’m honest, I’d like to keep it that way.” She remembered that Gabe was now working for Caspian. “How’s it going with the Nephilim as security guards?”

“Good, but I’m not surprised. Gabe has a strong work ethic, and they’re imposing. No one argues with them.”

Avery was curious. “Your company doesn’t work with occult goods, does it? Why did you want Gabe?”

“We hide enough of ourselves in everyday life, don’t we? I thought it would be good to have honest conversations with as many people as possible. Life can be lonely otherwise.” He held her gaze for a moment before returning back to the fire.

Avery knew Caspian seemed to have developed an interest in her, but she refused to be drawn in, instead deciding to tease him. “You need to find a girlfriend. You’re a catch, surely, with your wealth and big house. I’d have thought you’d be battling them away.”

“Is that all I am? Money?” he asked, his eyes narrowed.

Avery had been flippant, and certainly hadn’t meant to cause offence, but this was a topic she wanted to steer clear of. “No, of course not. And anyone who is interested in only that clearly isn’t worth your time.”

“You don’t care for money, do you?” he asked, watching her.

“Not particularly.” Avery started to get annoyed. He was being a flirt, and she didn’t like it. “And stop it, Caspian.”

“Stop what?”

“You know what. I’m with Alex. I love Alex.” As she said it, she glanced up and saw Alex across the fire, deep in conversation with Genevieve. As if he sensed her looking, he glanced her way and smiled, before turning away again.

Caspian stared at his feet. “I know.”

Immediately, Avery felt terrible, which annoyed her even more. “Maybe you should turn your attention to someone who’s free.”

“But where’s the fun in that?” 

Now she knew he was baiting her. “I’ll stop talking to you if you keep this up.”

“Oh, please don’t, we have so much fun!”

She was about to say something unpleasant, when she felt a tap on her shoulder, and she turned to see Reuben’s large frame looming over her. “We’re heading back to the house, and then home. Coming?”

“Sure,” she said, grateful for the interruption, and swiftly rose to her feet. “See you soon, Caspian.”

He nodded and turned back to the fire, and Avery fell into step beside her coven, feeling Alex’s arm slide around her waist. Alex’s strength was spirit-based, and he was able to banish demons and ghouls, and use his intuitiveness to scry, spirit-walk, and communicate with ghosts. He was also skilled with elemental Fire, and as an added bonus for Avery, he loved her, despite all her quirks.

Reuben and El, both tall and fair-haired, walked just a few steps ahead. Reuben was an elemental Water witch, who was still coming to grips with his powers after neglecting them for years. It had taken the death of his brother, Gil, to bring him back to magic. El was skilled with fire and metal work, wore lots of jewellery, and like Reuben, had several tattoos. Briar, the fifth member of their coven, was petite, with long dark hair, and a natural affinity for Earth magic and healing. She was a caring, gentle soul, who had just started a relationship with Hunter, the wolf-shifter who lived in Cumbria, and she was keeping very quiet about it.

Being with them brought Avery more pleasure than she could describe. She had resisted joining a coven for so long, but now these four amazing people were family. They completed her. She smiled and nestled against Alex, feeling a sudden flash of guilt about Caspian’s behaviour, even though she hadn’t done anything wrong. 

“What’s Caspian done?” he asked. It was as if he’d read her mind, and she loved him for it.

“Nothing, really. Just flirting, even though he knows it’s useless.”

A trace of annoyance flashed across Alex’s face. “Doesn’t stop him trying though, does it?” 

Avery hugged him harder. “I ignore it, and so should you.” 

“I try. Don’t worry, I’m not about to get violent.” 

He pulled her to a halt and kissed her, and Reuben grimaced as he glanced at them. “Oh, you two, get a room.”

Alex flipped him off. “Sod off, Reuben.” 

Reuben just laughed, and El punched his arm. “Stop being naughty.”

“You normally like it,” he teased, as he increased his pace.

The house came into view, as did Rasmus, greeting them on the broad patio that stretched across the back of his old home. His place wasn’t as old as Reuben’s, and it was made of faded red brick rather than mellow stone, but it was eccentric, just like he was.

Avery broke away from Alex and went to his side, hugging him. “Thanks, Rasmus. It was great to finally be here and celebrate Imbolc with you. You have an amazing home.”

Rasmus smiled, his old face dissolving into wrinkles. “Thank you, Avery. You’re welcome anytime. Are you sure you don’t want to stay? I have room.”

When she’d first met him, Avery had thought him gruff and quite scary, but now she was incredibly fond of Rasmus, especially knowing now what she did of his past. “No, it won’t take us long to get home. And besides, we all have to work in the morning.” Newquay was on the north coast of Cornwall, and their trip to White Haven on the south coast would only take about 45 minutes. 

Briar hugged Rasmus, too. “I’m sure after having to put up with us all, you’ll be glad to have the place to yourself.”

“I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it,” he remonstrated. He turned to Alex and gripped his proffered hand. “Alex, thank you. The White Haven witches have been a welcome addition to our coven.”

“And we’re glad to be part of it,” Alex replied. 

While the others talked, Avery looked back towards the trees, noting the feeling of peace and gentle magic that came from them. Rasmus’s family and the Cornwall Coven had celebrated there for years, and the wood seemed to have absorbed the positive energy. A line of lanterns lit the way to the clearing, but the fire itself was lost to view. She was about to turn away when she felt a prickle run down her spine, as if she was being watched. She stared into the darkness and saw a figure standing a short distance away from the path, just at the edge of the wood. Avery blinked. She could have sworn the figure hadn’t been there a second before. She stared on, waiting for whoever it was to come fully into view. It must be one of the other witches; although, it was odd that they wouldn’t have followed the path. The undergrowth was thick in places.

The figure didn’t move. Whoever it was just stood there, watching her. Avery could see a pale face, but it was impossible to tell if it was male or female. And then, as quickly as the person had appeared, the voyeur went. Avery squinted and blinked again. Was she seeing things?

“Are you okay?” Briar said to her, following her eye line. “What are you looking at?”

“I could have sworn I saw someone at the edge of the trees, but they’ve just vanished!”

Briar frowned. “It’s dark, and the lanterns throw uneven light, or maybe it was one of the witches enjoying the solitude.”

“Maybe.” Avery finally turned away. “And it’s late and I’m probably overtired.”

But as they said their goodbyes and finally left, Avery couldn’t help but look over her shoulder again, convinced that someone had been silently watching them all.
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The sound of shouting, and the honking of horns broke the silence in Happenstance Books on Monday morning, and Avery groaned.

She hadn’t slept well because her mind had buzzed with memories of their rites, and she sat behind the counter, nursing a hot coffee and a chocolate biscuit.

Dan headed to the shop window, grinning. “Yes, the circus has arrived!”

“What circus?”

“The Crossroads Circus!” He looked at her incredulous, as behind him a high-sided van drove down the road, large letters spelling the Crossroads Circus painted on the side. Behind it were a couple of outlandishly dressed performers, who ran up and down the street shouting loudly as they darted into shops with flyers, and handed them out to pedestrians. 

A young woman burst into Happenstance Books, her hair a bright green, and wearing a skin tight green Lycra costume covered in leaves. She thrust some flyers into Dan’s hands, and said, “The circus opens on Saturday! Come and see myths become real!” And then she left in a whirl of energy, leaving Dan looking after her appreciatively.

Avery groaned again. “What is the Crossroads Circus, and why should I be excited about it?”

Dan smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Are you kidding? You must have heard of it!”

“Er, no,” Avery admitted as she racked her brains trying to remember if she had.  “Aren’t you a bit old for one?”

“No one’s too old for a circus, especially this one!” He placed the flyer in front of her and pointed at the text. “Look - The Crossroads Circus brings the old myths to life! The Green Man, the Raven King, giants, dryads, King Arthur, dragons, and much, much more!”

Avery was still perplexed. “Seriously, I have not heard about this.”

Dan grabbed the local paper that was folded on the counter top, flicked through the pages and then placed it in front of Avery. The headline announced, “The Crossroads Circus is coming to the supernatural home of Cornwall!” 

She almost spit her drink out. “Where’s the supernatural home of Cornwall? Is that supposed to be here? White Haven?”

“Where else, my dear witch, descendant of the famous Helena, who most likely orchestrated the Walk of the Spirits?” he answered with a smirk. “We’re on the map now.”

Avery skim read the rest of the article, which described how England’s most famous circus of myth and magic had worked its way down the country wowing visitors and building an impressive reputation. 

She looked at him, slack jawed. “Well, I guess that does sound impressive. I must admit I’ve been avoiding the news lately. I’ve been trying to avoid all that speculation about the deaths, bones, and vampires.” As much as she wanted it to, the news would not stop reporting on the police finding the hidden caves beneath West Haven, and the link to the House of Spirits, even though it had happened well over a month before. 

“Ah, fair enough. Well it’s a big thing. Everyone’s saying it’s the best circus ever - maybe barring Cirque Du Soleil. The theme is mythical figures and magical creatures, and that’s what all the performances are based around – hence Crossroads.” Crossroads had a reputation in myth as a place where boundaries between worlds weakened allowing in the strange and otherworldly.

“Are you going to go?”

“I think so. It might even distract our new friend.”

“Shadow? You’ll think she’ll like a circus?”

“Why not?” Dan picked up the paper, and examined the article again. “I think it sounds great. I’ll offer to go with her, keep her company.” Dan was about to finish his master’s in something to do with folklore, Avery could never remember exactly what, but he took an avid interest in magic, myths and legends. He also took an avid interest in Shadow. He was trying to look relaxed and nonchalant, but Avery knew him only too well.

“Yes, I’m sure you’ll love that.” She dropped her voice, even though the shop had no customers, and looked at him worriedly. “Dan, she’s fey! Please don’t forget that!”

He gave a very undignified roll of the eyes. “How can I forget that? She reminds me of the fact every time we talk. And, so what! There’s nothing wrong with some cross-species’ lovin’.”

“Hasn’t Nixie put you off?”

He frowned. “Nixie was a mermaid who hid her true nature and tried to drag me to the depths of the ocean. I know exactly what Shadow is!”

“But we don’t know anything about her. She’s fey. She might look like us, but she isn’t.” Her voice softened. “I just don’t want you to get hurt. And I definitely don’t want you being sucked to the Otherworld accidentally, if –” Avery wagged a finger, “she ever discovers how to get back, which is seriously unlikely. And, if she starts to try and sell mythical objects, that could involve some very dodgy people. In fact, that’s probably a bigger risk to your health!”

Dan’s shoulders sagged. “Yeah, I know. It’s something I’ve tried to warn her about, actually, but she’s seems to like the risk.” He leaned forward. “I think she’s finding life a little boring so far. That’s why I think this circus is a good thing. February is cold and drab otherwise.”

Avery leaned against the shelf behind her, sipping her drink. “I’m enjoying boring. It makes a nice change.”

They were interrupted by Sally who joined them from the back room, where she’d been doing the accounts. She looked between them. “What are you two in deep discussion about?”

Dan showed her the newspaper. “We’re just debating Shadow’s interest in this.”

Sally skimmed the page, and laughed. “It’s here already. Cool! I’ll take the kids. It sounds amazing. And I think we should set up a table of themed books - circuses, carnivals, and crossroads stuff.” She looked very pleased with herself, and her eyes darted around the room as she looked for the best place to set it up.

“Dan thinks it will distract Shadow from her quest, but I seriously doubt that. She’s obsessive about the Otherworld and portals.” Avery tried to shrug off her worry. “But maybe I’m just sleep deprived and it’s making me paranoid.”

Dan squirmed. “Maybe not completely paranoid. You should know that she’s planning to check out some old sites around Cornwall, just for starters.”

“Like what?”

“Castle an Dinas, the old iron age hill fort. It’s linked to King Arthur, like lots of places across Cornwall and the UK, including Tintagel, King Arthur’s birthplace if you believe the legends. His history crosses over with the Otherworld — you know, the Green Knight, Excalibur, Avalon, the Lady of the Lake, she thinks that places linked to him will perhaps have links to her world.”

Sally folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “So, I presume she’ll check out Glastonbury, the Tor, and Stonehenge too.”

“Yep. And a few other places. I offered to take her to a few, but she’s thinking on it.” He looked miffed. “I think she wants to go with Gabe.”

Avery tried to console him. “Maybe that’s a good idea, but at least she comes to you for research.”

“What myths does the Crossroads Circus focus on?” Sally asked.

“It mentions a few on this,” Dan said, passing her the flyer. “But I know the Green Man plays a major part, as does the Raven King. That’s who the Ring Master appears as.”

“Sounds great,” Avery conceded. “Something to cheer us up after vampires. I’ll have to take Alex, although I’m not entirely sure he’s a circus fan. No live animals I hope?”

“None. Just the mythical kind.”

“Well, that’s alright then.”
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During her lunch break, Avery decided to head to El’s jewellery shop, the Silver Bough. She was curious to see if Shadow had mentioned any of her planned searches to her as she knew El saw more of her, and she wanted to know if she’d heard about the circus, too.

She strolled down the streets, huddled within her coat. It was a grey day, the sky low with heavy, sullen clouds, and it was cold. The wind carried the smell of the sea, and as she rounded a corner it came into view between a gap in some buildings, and she paused to watch it. The heavy swells beyond the harbour were as grey as the sky. The fishing boats were out, and she was glad she wasn’t with them.

Avery picked up her pace, nodding greetings to a few locals as she passed. The town had finally emptied of all their visitors, but that wouldn’t last now that the circus was here, which was a shame because it was nice while it lasted. The tourists would return, and the place would be full of the performers from the circus too; that would be different.

As Avery made the final turn onto the main street that ran down to the harbour, she ran straight into a familiar figure. Rupert, the owner of the House of Spirits. She hadn’t seen him since before Christmas.

Rupert stepped back, giving her space, and looked down at her. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was imposing and ever so slightly sinister, an impression exacerbated by his hooded eyes that seemed to pin her to the spot. “Avery, I’m glad to see you. I’ve been meaning to thank you for those books.” He was referring to the books that had been sold from his house to Happenstance Books, and that Avery had willingly returned. 

“Hi Rupert, it’s fine. I hope they were interesting.” There was nothing unusual about them that Avery could find, other of course than the one with the witch-mark on it, but she doubted Rupert could see that.

“They’re excellent. I’ve placed them in pride of place on the book case in the main living room.”

“The one with Madame Charron’s painting in it? That’s a good place.” It wasn’t until she’d said it that Avery had the horrible realisation that Rupert didn’t know she’d been back to the house with the other witches while he and Charlotte had been away. Crap.

He frowned. “You know about the painting? How?”

She lied quickly, startling herself with its smoothness. “Cassie told me. She loved it, and she knew I would want to hear about it.” She met his eyes, smiling lightly.

“Of course, Cassie,” he murmured, doubt lurking behind his eyes. “The house is looking a bit different now. We’ve started to do some of it up. Not too much of course, we want to keep its character.”

“Did you ever find a ghost?”

Again, he narrowed his eyes, and then his chest swelled as a gleam of excitement fired. “No, but you might have heard the police visited us — it was on the news. They found a passage beneath our house—that actually starts in our house! It leads to caves and piles of bones.”

Of course she knew, she wanted to shout, they’d found the passage and tipped the police off, but she held her tongue. Rupert knew none of it. However, it had been all over the papers. “Of course, I’ve been reading about it. Didn’t you have Sarah Rutherford visit you as well, from the news?”

He smiled, but she didn’t like it. There was something challenging about him. “Yes, we’ve had lots of interest. We’ve decided to run small tours of the house, a sort of paranormal experience.”

Of course you have. “Well, it is in keeping with the theme of the town I guess.”

“You weren’t entirely honest with me though were you, Avery?” he said.

“In what way?”

“Your ancestor? Helena, the witch who was burned at the stake. You never said.”

She laughed outright whilst simultaneously wanting to punch him. “It’s not a secret, Rupert! But equally it’s not something I announce to everyone as I introduce myself. That would be a little odd, don’t you think?”

He persisted, almost glaring at her. “You knew I had an interest in the occult.”

“So does everyone in White Haven. Anyway, I must get on. I’m meeting someone. I’ll see you again sometime,” she said, forcing herself to be polite as she pushed past him and headed down the street. She could feel his eyes on her back, watching her leave, and she resisted the urge to hex him.

By the time she entered El’s shop she was seething. Zoey, the Immaculate Guardian of the Shop, was, as usual, looking, well, immaculate. Her dark hair was cut into a blunt bob, and this time the tips ended with deep purple dye. Her eye makeup and nail polish matched, and as usual she made Avery feel woefully underdressed. 

“You look furious,” Zoey noted as she lifted the counter to let her through to El’s workroom.

“Stupid Rupert from the House of Spirits is a ginormous ass,” Avery told her.

“Oh him. Yes, he is.”

Avery stopped, surprised. “You know him?”

“Everyone’s getting to know him. He likes to visit announcing his paranormal house tours.” She put the counter back down behind Avery. “Don’t worry; he’s annoying the crap out of all of us.”

She turned away as a customer entered, and Avery passed through the door to see El bent over the counter, a small soldering iron in her hand. She was perched on a stool next to the bench, her white blond hair piled on her head, wearing a pair of scruffy jeans and a jumper, and the most enormous goggles over her eyes. She was concentrating on soldering an intricate piece of jewellery, and Avery hesitated to disturb her. And then she noticed the buds in her ears, and realised she couldn’t hear her anyway.

Rather than startle her, she moved around to the side so she appeared in El’s peripheral vision. While El was concentrating, she looked around the room, noting the rings, earrings, nose rings, belly-button bars, and necklaces in various stages of completion along the bench. She was obviously working on a new range, because these looked slightly different to the designs she’d seen before. Tiny black gemstones littered the bench that Avery was sure were jet; it was commonly known as a protection and purification stone. To the side of the bench was El’s oldest family grimoire, the one she had found in the cellar of Hawk House. A hum of magic floated from it, and she realised that El was working a spell into the object. 

Avery’s gaze drifted around the room, taking in the huge cabinet with the glassed front. It contained hundreds of jars of different gemstones, and they sparkled in the light, making Avery want to pick them up and run her fingers through them. There was also an organised collection of tools, many of them tiny, and an array of magnifying glasses. It was stupid to only realise now, but watching El, Avery realised how intricate and skilled her work was.

After another few moments, El looked up and Avery waved, gesturing her not to rush, and she sat in the chair in the corner, but it was only another moment before El turned the soldering iron off, and pulled her buds from her ears.

“Sorry, Avery, didn’t see you there for a minute, and then I just became aware of someone hovering. I thought it was Zoey.” She looked at her watch. “No wonder I’m starving! Look at the time.” She pushed the goggles on to the top of her head, and smoothed her hair. 

“What are you making?” Avery asked, rising to her feet and moving to the bench for a better look.

“A Crossroads Collection to coincide with our visitors. I thought it was too good an opportunity to pass up.” 

“You’ve heard about the new arrivals then? I hadn’t.”

El laughed. “Avery! Where have you been? They’ve been in all the news recently, and everyone’s saying how inventive they are. That they’re breathing life into old tales! We should go.”

“I was just talking to Dan and Sally about it actually. I’m game. I just hope there won’t be some dodgy woman pretending to look into a crystal ball, and asking me to cross her palm with silver.”

El laughed even harder. “I think it’s going to be a little bit more inventive than that. And it’s set in the castle! What a back drop that will be.” She rose from her seat and headed to the percolator sitting on the end of the bench top. “Want one? It’s strong.” 

“Yes please.”

El poured them both a cup, and then headed to the fridge in the corner and pulled out a large round cake that already had half missing. “Do you want some?”

“Go on then,” Avery said, hearing her stomach growl.

“There was more,” El explained, “but Reuben popped in.” She didn’t need to say anything else. Reuben ate like he had hollow legs, and he never put on a pound.

“Don’t tell me he’s surfing in this weather.”

“Of course he is. It’s like breathing to him.” El placed a large slice on a chipped plate and pushed it in front of Avery, and then took a large bite of her own. In between chews, she asked, “Is there a reason for this visit? Not that there has to be, obviously.”

“I wanted to stretch my legs, but yes, just wondering if you’ve heard about Shadow’s plans.”

El nodded. “Of course. I even offered to help. I figure, the more she has to try, the less frustrated she’ll feel.”

Avery licked her fingers. This really was a great cake, sticky orange if she wasn’t mistaken. “I guess you’re right. It’s better than us blocking her at every turn.”

“We can’t do that. Remember what I said last night. This is part of my management strategy. Although it’s inevitable that she’ll do her own stubborn thing eventually.”

“Dan thinks the circus will distract her. I think she’s just distracting Dan.”

“Yeah, but he enjoys it. You coming around later anyway? Newton phoned and said he wants to talk. I thought he’d already phoned you actually.”

“I haven’t heard from him, but this morning I have been very distracted.” Avery pulled her phone from her bag and checked her messages.  There was nothing. “I think I’ve upset Newton.”

“No, you haven’t.” El stood and brushed crumbs off herself. “He’s probably just smarting a little after finding Briar has hooked up with Hunter. You do give him heaps about his issue.”

Avery felt guilty. Yes, she had told him off several times, but hadn’t wanted to upset him, not really. “Maybe I should apologise.”

“Maybe. He’s just confused, and that’s okay. And Briar’s happy.” El sniggered. “She has a glow.”

“And then some,” Avery agreed. Getting together with Hunter had certainly lifted her spirits. 

El looked even naughtier. “What do you think shifter sex is like? I reckon he’d be very hot in the sheets. He smoulders every time he looks at her.”

Avery shrieked. “El! I don’t want to think about that!” Although it had crossed her mind, briefly, before she banished it forever. And now it was back in her head again.

“Well I’m going to ask her.”

“We don’t ask you what sex is like with Reuben!”

“You could!” El raised a wicked eyebrow. “But I wouldn’t tell. Just know that it’s good. Very good.”

“That’s it, I’m out of here!” Avery said, laughing. “Are we meeting at yours then?”

“Yep, and Reuben’s bringing curry. Aim for seven.”

***
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After work, Avery headed to The Wayward Son and had a drink at the bar, before she and Alex headed to El’s place where they’d arranged to meet Newton. 

They walked briskly through the chilly streets, and Alex hugged Avery to his side. “Any idea what Newton wants with us?” he asked.

“None, but it will be good to see him. He’s been so busy lately.”

“Which is our fault. We must have given him a massive headache. Imagine having to legitimately investigate that?” He was of course referring to the mass of bones found in the cave system beneath West Haven. 

“Those bones need to be identified,” Avery pointed out. “And Newton will want to do it.”

They entered the lobby of the building where El lived, a converted warehouse next to the harbour, and used the lift to reach her flat on the fourth floor. They were greeted by a welcome blast of central heating, which thawed Avery’s chilled extremities.

They were the last to arrive. Briar and Newton were already there, chatting quietly next to the fire. Despite their differences recently, both seemed civil. Newton was in his mid-thirties, dark-haired, and grey-eyed, and a descendant of another old family in White Haven. He struggled with magic and the paranormal, but he was a good friend regardless, and firmly part of their world. For a while it seemed something may happen between him and Briar, but not anymore.

The smell of curry filled the air, and Reuben was already placing out containers of food down the centre of the dining table, which sat in the open-plan living area. He looked up and grinned. “Good timing. I couldn’t have guaranteed much would have been left if you hadn’t arrived soon.”

“There’s enough there to feed a small army, so I’m sure you couldn’t have eaten it all,” Alex observed, as he and Avery shed their coats and joined him.

El strode to the table with a bottle of red wine in her hand, and poured Avery and herself a glass. “But you know he’d have tried!” She called over to Briar and Newton, “Come and sit, you two. I’m starving.”

They sat around the table, filling their plates as they exchanged pleasantries, until Avery eventually asked, “Are you making much headway with the bones?”

Newton shook his head regretfully. “No. The forensic pathologists have just started, really. They have to organise the bones before they even start analysing them. This is going to take months, and that’s a conservative estimate. Meanwhile, we’re looking at missing persons files going back years, and then we’re collecting DNA samples from relatives who are still alive.” He shook his head. “It’s something I’ve never done before on this scale, so there are a few people involved.”

Briar smiled. “Well done. That’s quite an achievement.”

“Or an absolute nightmare, depending on the moment,” he confessed. He looked tired, Avery noticed, now that she was sitting closer to him. He wasn’t as cleanly shaven as usual, and dark shadows circled his eyes. 

Avery shifted in her seat and faced him. “Has something happened?”

Newton looked up, his eyes haunted. “Well, the word vampire won’t go away, and my superiors have decided it’s something we can’t ignore.” He shuffled uncomfortably. “I know that I’ve joked about this, but they really do want me to investigate any deaths that look remotely paranormal. This latest debacle has forced their hand.”

They all paused, forks lifted halfway to lips, but Alex spoke first. “Is that a good or a bad thing?”

He sighed. “I don’t know. If you guys are remotely involved, it could be bad, but obviously I’ll try and keep you out of it.”

“But we’re never involved in deaths,” El pointed out, indignant. “We’re the good guys.”

“Well, I know that, but they don’t. And frankly, it’s hard to explain away magic without me sounding like a fruit loop.”

The witches looked at each other furtively, and Avery said, “Thank you. We want to be kept out of things as much as possible.”

Reuben waved his fork. “Do you mean they really believe the deaths were caused by vampires, and it wasn’t someone playing a sick prank?”

Newton exhaled heavily. “Initially it was thought to be a joke, and for a while people laughed it off, but not anymore. With the marks on the victims’ necks, the blood loss, and what happened at the Coroner’s office, everyone had to take it seriously. My superiors consulted with some bigger town divisions, and what they heard made them reconsider their position.” He looked at Avery. “What James said to you was pretty much what the police said, you know, about vampire activity being more easily disguised in a big city environment. So, yes, they are being considered as a probable perpetrator in these deaths. And the presence of ashes as remains supports that theory.”

Avery looked down at her plate as she remembered when they burned Lupescu, and when the sunlight spell destroyed the vampires in the main cave. All of a sudden, her appetite retreated. They may have been vampires, but it was a horrible thing to have done.

Newton continued, “That leaves us in an unusual situation in that we’ve had a few big city activities we wouldn’t normally see in little ol’ Cornwall, and that has raised suspicion. At least no one knows we have seven Nephilim and a fey living here as well.”

Alex frowned. “Does this mean there are other paranormal activities going on out there that we don’t know about?”

Newton’s grey eyes darkened. “Outside of Cornwall? Yes, without a doubt. Which leads to my next subject. The Crossroads Circus is coming to town, and I need a favour.” His eyes scanned them, gauging their reaction.

El groaned. “Don’t let it be bad! I’m making a Crossroads Collection.”

Avery’s stomach sank. “What’s wrong with the circus? We were talking about that today.”

His lips pressed into a thin line. “I don’t know yet. That’s what I want you to find out.”

Reuben leaned forward. “Something must have happened.”

“We’ve been advised that strange occurrences seem to follow the circus. It could just be a coincidence, or—” he spread his hands wide. “It might actually be something. You’re the best people I know to find out.”

Alex glanced at Avery before he spoke. “But how do you get around asking us? I mean, what happens if we find something? I presume we don’t come into it?”

“Absolutely not,” Newton said, shaking his head vehemently. “You just tell me what you find, as you’ve done before. And of course, we’ll be keeping a close eye on them anyway.”

“Your friend, Officer Moore, has seen us show up a few times. What does he know about us?” asked Reuben.

“Rob? He knows that you have occult interests and that’s why I consult you sometimes. But he’s quiet and discrete, and I trust him.”

“He’s beyond quiet!” El exclaimed. “He’s utterly silent. I’ve never heard him speak at all.”

Newton grunted as he forked some more chicken biryani onto his plate. “He speaks when he needs to. He likes you lot, actually.”

Avery was surprised. Most of the time, it seemed as if he barely noticed them. It looked like no one else expected to hear that either, as they all looked puzzled.

Alex brought them back to the subject. “You said, ‘strange occurrences.’ We need more than that, and I presume it needs to be more than that to trigger a police investigation.”

“True,” he admitted, “which is why this is nothing as formal as an investigation. There are no grounds for one quite yet. There have been a few disappearances—but there are always disappearances, you know that. However, a body was found on the outskirts of the last town they visited, just outside Torquay in Devon. There was no obvious cause of death, the person was young, and there were no signs of drug or alcohol use, and no visible injuries.” Newton sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “But the post-mortem report showed his organs were old, too old for his body. Atrophied and withered.”

A trickle of fear ran through Avery. Atrophied organs?

Alex said, “That is weird. But why connect that to the circus?”

“Because some bright spark decided to look at where the circus had been and see if anything else had shown up. And something did.” He paused for a moment and took a slug of beer. “That’s when we found out that at intermittent points on their tour, the same thing has happened. Not every stop—they have been working their way down the country since September—but at least one in three. All found with atrophied organs, all young men, and all with no reason to be dead.”

Briar’s hand flew to her mouth. “That’s horrible. What could do such a thing?”

Newton shrugged. “We have no idea.”

“But there’s nothing to link the deaths to the circus at this stage?” Reuben asked.

“No. There is nothing to link the deaths to anyone or anything!” He looked frustrated, and he rubbed his stubble before leaning back in his chair and pushing his plate away.

Avery shook her head, incredulous. “But surely you’re too busy to look into this? You’re still following up the vampire deaths.”

“Well, technically there’s no investigation to complete. Yes, we’re trying to match bodies to victims and find existing family members, but I’m not looking for the perpetrator, am I? He’s dead. While the press have been all over this, we’ve essentially said the killer is a man with a vampire fixation, and he was found dead at the scene, burnt in some freak accident. They’ve run with it. We’re going to have to release a name soon, so we’ll probably use one of the victims.”

Avery had followed the early news reports before it had depressed her, and had been relieved to know that they were reporting it was a freak and not an actual vampire. The whole thing was turning into a sort of Jack the Ripper-type affair. No one knew who the offender was, but the press kept speculating. 

“What about the two girls that we found?” Avery asked. “Have they remembered details?”

“No, and that’s a good thing,” Newton said, obviously relieved. “As you know, one of them, Alice, was barely alive at the time. She’s made a good recovery since then, physically, but mentally—” He shook his head. “She remembers darkness, shadows, pain, cold, thirst, and starvation. The second one, Daisy, who Lupescu had just taken, she remembers someone attacking her from behind, and that’s it. She spoke to the press, briefly, and that’s all she told them. She just wants to be left alone now, to get on with her life, poor kid.”

“Let’s hope they both make a good recovery,” Avery said, her mind a jumble of thoughts. “Are you saying that the police, your colleagues, now believe in vampires?”

“A small group of us do. The rest believe what the press are saying. I’m now the head of a small paranormal division. There’s me, Moore, a detective called Walker, and my boss. It’s very under the radar.”

Reuben snorted. “Like black ops? That’s seriously cool!”

Newton just stared at him. “Not so cool if you ask me, I’d rather they give the job to someone else.”

Avery started to feel very uncomfortable. “I know we’ve talked about this, but just to come back to it again—how honest are you being?”

Newton’s grey eyes met hers. “I’m going to be reasonably honest about everything except you five, and the Cornwall Coven, obviously. As for the rest, I have no choice. These things that have been cropping up cannot be ignored.”

“By things,” El asked, “you mean the strange behaviour of the men down on the beach with the mermaids, in the storm? And the events at Old Haven Church at Samhain?”

Newton nodded. “Yes, but not the deaths at All Souls and the other churches when the Nephilim arrived
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