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      The house was watching Drive to Survive on Netflix. Again. My four-year-old daughter Arabella had commandeered her toy car and was attempting to recreate whatever death-defying manoeuvre she’d just witnessed on screen, which meant everyone else had to get out of her way or risk being mowed down by a pink car travelling at toddler speed.

      Willow and Hawthorn had already fled the room, which showed more intelligence than the rest of us were displaying. Kitty, the human-turned-cat had recently gone to live with Camino. That was a relief for me as she was always trying to kill me. Thankfully, she seemed to like Camino.

      But dodging my daughter’s Formula One aspirations was the least of my worries. Marina Mercer was sitting on my sofa, and that never ended well for anyone.

      “He’s a spirit, I tell you,” Baby said, his voice tinged with frustration.

      “He’s not dead!” Marina’s voice shot up several octaves.

      Baby looked genuinely confused. “Of course he’s not dead. He’s a spirit.”

      I hurried to intervene. “Baby, Marina’s friend’s name is Jack Daniels.”

      “Jack Daniels Daniel,” Marina corrected, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

      The confusion on Baby’s face deepened. “You’re not talking about Jack Daniels, the spirit?”

      Marina pressed the tissue to her face. “He’s not dead, he’s just missing.”

      I shook my head and had to leap sideways as Arabella nearly took out my ankles with her latest lap around the coffee table. The house, apparently deciding we needed more chaos, turned the TV volume up another notch.

      “This is a madhouse!” I muttered, though I suspected the house took it as a compliment.

      “Baby,” I tried again, raising my voice over the sound of revving engines, “Marina has a human friend who’s gone missing. Yes, he does have the unusual name of Jack Daniels Daniel, but he’s a person, not a spirit. And hopefully not about to become a ghost.”

      I turned to Marina, who was working through what appeared to be her third tissue since she’d arrived. “But weren’t you dating—” My voice trailed off. Was it only last Halloween when I’d had to cast a spell for whatever boyfriend she’d brought to my doorstep that year? The annual parade of Marina’s annual spell demands tended to blur together.

      That’s when Alder burst through the living room doorway, took one look at our uninvited guest, and his face fell.

      “Oh no, Marina,” he said by way of greeting. “I thought you were coming tomorrow.”

      “Marina’s boyfriend is missing,” I informed him.

      Alder rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Wasn’t he missing last Halloween? Or was that the Halloween before? Maybe the one before that?”

      “It’s a different boyfriend,” I told him, then had to dodge another lap from Arabella’s car. “His name is Jack Daniels⁠—”

      “That’s a spirit,” Alder said immediately.

      Marina burst into fresh tears.

      I looked around at my chaotic living room: my husband trying to comfort a sobbing woman who had driven up from Melbourne with a now missing boyfriend, my daughter recreating Monaco in miniature around our furniture, my resident ancient-wizard-former-cat looking baffled by modern nomenclature, and my house apparently convinced we all needed to become motorsport experts.

      Just another October afternoon in my perfectly normal life.
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      It took twenty minutes to get Marina calmed down enough to explain why Jack Daniels Daniel had gone missing in the first place. During that time, Arabella had completed what appeared to be the entire Monaco circuit twice, the house had moved on to replaying last year’s British Grand Prix, and Baby had retreated to hovering near the fireplace in that way he did when he was contemplating the mysteries of the modern world.

      “He came up with me from Melbourne,” Marina said, accepting the cup of tea I’d made her. “We drove up together and arrived the day before yesterday for my annual visit. He wanted to see Bayberry Creek.”

      I nodded, though I suspected Jack’s interest in our little town had more to do with supporting Marina through what she always called her annual ordeal than any genuine tourist enthusiasm.

      “We checked into the motel, and then early this morning he said he wanted to walk around town. That was the last time I saw him. He never came back to the room.” Marina’s voice cracked slightly. “I waited all evening, Amelia. When I went down to ask at reception this morning, they said they hadn’t seen him.”

      Alder settled into his armchair, clearly resigned to hearing the full story. “Did you try calling him?”

      “Of course I tried calling him! His phone goes straight to voicemail. And it’s not like Melbourne where he could just disappear into the crowd. Bayberry Creek has what, three thousand people? Someone should have seen him.”

      “What does Jack do for work?” I asked, trying to piece together why someone might suddenly disappear.

      “He’s a freelance journalist,” Marina said. “He’s always chasing some story or another. That’s part of what I liked about him. He’s adventurous.”

      Baby drifted over from the fireplace. “Journalists have a habit of sticking their noses where they don’t belong. In my day, they were always getting into trouble.”

      “In your day, they wore bowler hats and carried notebooks,” I pointed out.

      “They still carry notebooks,” Marina said defensively. “Jack has dozens of them. His flat is full of research for whatever story he’s working on.”

      Arabella had abandoned her car and was now attempting to build what looked like a racetrack out of couch cushions. The house, apparently approving of this architectural endeavour, dimmed the TV volume slightly.

      “What kind of stories does he usually write?” Alder asked.

      Marina shifted uncomfortably. “Well, back in Melbourne he’s been investigating some property development deals. Something about heritage buildings being knocked down when they shouldn’t be. He said there was corruption involved, but honestly, I didn’t pay much attention. He gets so passionate about these things.” She paused. “He did mention wanting to look into some local history while we were visiting. He said small towns always had the best stories buried in them.”

      I exchanged a look with Alder. Journalists investigating corruption had a tendency to make enemies, and enemies had a tendency to make journalists disappear.

      “Have you been to the police?” I asked.

      “They said it’s too early to file a missing person report. Apparently, adults are allowed to disappear for twenty-four hours without it being considered suspicious.” Marina’s voice took on that rising pitch again. “But I know something’s wrong, Amelia. He wouldn’t just wander off and leave me here.”

      Baby walked closer to Marina, studying her with the intensity he usually reserved for specks of dust floating through the air. “There’s something else troubling you. What aren’t you telling us?”

      Marina looked startled. “How do you know? Never mind. I forget you can do that intuition thing.” She took a shaky breath. “Jack’s been acting strange since we got to Bayberry Creek. More than strange, actually. I thought he was just being paranoid about being in a small town where everyone notices strangers.”

      Her phone rang, cutting off whatever she was about to say. The ringtone seemed jarringly cheerful given the circumstances.

      Marina fumbled for her phone, nearly dropping it in her haste. “It’s him! It’s Jack!” She swiped to answer. “Jack? Jack, where have you been? I’ve been worried sick!”

      The rest of us watched as Marina’s expression shifted from relief to confusion to horror.

      “What? No, that can’t be right. There must be some mistake.” Her voice took on a new level of pitch. “Murder? What murder? Jack, you’re not making sense.”

      She looked up at us, her face pale. “He says he’s in the hospital. And he’s been arrested for murder.”
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      Alder, Arabella, and I arrived at Ruprecht’s shop, Glinda’s.

      “Why don’t you knock?” Alder asked me. He was standing behind me, holding Arabella’s hand.

      “I’m waiting for Ruprecht to open the door,” I told him. “Ruprecht always opens the door as soon as I raise my hand to knock. He must know when we’re outside so I’m surprised he hasn’t opened the door.”

      After a minute or so, Ruprecht had not appeared so I raised my hand to knock. As I did, the door flew open, and there was Ruprecht looking every bit the storybook wizard, tall with a long white beard and twinkling eyes.

      “Come inside,” he said by way of greeting. “Thyme and Camino are waiting for you. We want to hear all about it.”

      He stepped aside to let us in. I had only gone a few paces when he called to us. “You must see my new acquisitions.”

      Ruprecht indicated a glass cabinet just behind us. Resting on a square of faded velvet was a curious brass vessel with a long, curved neck leading into a cloudy glass flask. The brass had darkened with age, mottled with green patina, and the surface was etched with tiny symbols: suns, moons, and planetary signs that shimmered faintly when the light caught them.

      I tilted my head. “What on earth is that?”

      Ruprecht’s expression softened into something close to pride. “An alembic,” he explained. “A distillation apparatus, used by early alchemists for preparing tinctures and essences. This one is seventeenth century, from an apothecary in Prague. The story goes its last owner vanished without explanation, leaving only this behind.”

      Ruprecht tapped the cabinet gently. “You can almost imagine the tinctures it once held.”

      He led us towards the door at the back of the store, and we passed cabinets and tables laden with curiosities. There was a set of antique apothecary jars, their hand-painted labels faded but still legible in curling script. Beside them stood a pair of iron balance scales, the brass pans dulled with time, as though they had once weighed more than herbs and powders.

      On a nearby shelf, I noticed a thick leather-bound volume with clasps of tarnished silver, the spine stamped with strange symbols that looked more decorative than legible. Next to it lay a collection of glass vials, their stoppers sealed with brittle wax, each containing a residue that hinted at tinctures. A faintly sweet smell emanated from them.

      Thyme and Camino were sitting by the fireplace. I had expected Camino would be wearing a onesie, but even I was surprised by her attire.

      “What are you wearing?” I asked Camino.

      She stood up and spun around, proudly showing off her onesie. “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked me.

      “No,” I said honestly.

      “It’s a fire suit onesie, of course.”

      “A fire suit?” I repeated.

      “Yes, so when you crash, you don’t burn and die.” She smiled and nodded as she spoke.

      The light dawned on me. Of course! Camino and the house had both been watching Drive to Survive. I didn’t know much about it, only that Camino had developed a crush on the Ferrari driver, Charles Leclerc, much to Ruprecht’s chagrin.

      Thyme spoke up. “What’s all this about Marina and the guy who’s named after some sort of spirits?”

      “Jack Daniels Daniel,” I told her. “He’s Marina’s latest boyfriend.”

      “Thyme was telling me he wasn’t actually arrested,” Camino said.

      “No, he wasn’t actually arrested,” I agreed. “Marina thought he was at the time and went into a panic. But the police just questioned him in the hospital. He was found unconscious in the house of the victim, next to the victim’s body.”

      “That’s what Dawson told me,” Thyme said. “The victim is Timmy Muffins, the guy with that YouTube channel on gaming.”

      “More to the point, he’s the head of the Bayberry Creek Historical Society,” Camino pointed out. “Clearly, that’s why he was murdered.”

      Before I could ask what she meant, Ruprecht returned to the room. I had not even noticed he had left. He was carrying a tray on which perched a pretty pastel teapot along with five teacups and a tiny teacup for Arabella.

      “Elderflower tea,” he announced, gesturing towards the pale, papery petals. “The Vikings favoured it, you know. In the old sagas, elder was sacred to the Norse gods. They believed the tree was bound to protection and healing. It was taken for fevers, for strength before battle, and for clear dreams.”

      Ruprecht lifted the lid of the pot, and a sweet, honeyed scent rose with the steam. “Amelia. I assume Marina’s Halloween spell this year is for you to find out who the actual murderer is?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Marina is at the hospital now, collecting Jack. Baby went with her because she was so distraught.”

      “Surely the police would be able to solve this murder without your involvement,” Alder said. “I very much doubt there were any magical means involved.”

      I suddenly remembered that Camino had made a cryptic remark. “Why did you say clearly he was murdered because of something to do with the historical society?” I asked her.

      “He had so many enemies in the historical society,” Camino said. “You do realise I’m a member? I’m also on the highest possible plan on Ancestry dot com.” She paused and looked at me expectantly.

      “Congratulations?” I offered.

      That seemed to do the trick. Camino shot me a wide smile. “Thank you. Yes, historical society members are always arguing about the town’s history. Timmy was the president, and he had terrible disagreements with absolutely everybody.”

      “Why would someone commit murder over a disagreement over historical stuff?” I asked. “But he also has that YouTube channel. Although why that would make him any enemies, I can’t imagine.”

      “There is also the matter of why Jack was unconscious next to the victim’s body,” Alder pointed out. “And we don’t even know how the victim was dispatched, so to speak.”

      We all looked at Thyme.

      She shrugged. “Dawson is a uniformed cop, not a detective,” she said, stating the obvious. “He can only tell me what he overhears, and he hasn’t told me anything about that.”

      “Then until we have that information, specifically as to how the victim was actually murdered, speculation is useless,” Ruprecht said. “As Sextus Empiricus, the ancient Pyrrhonist philosopher, remarked: ‘When people are confronted with equal weight on both sides of an argument, they are forced into suspension of judgement. For just as a balance remains in equipoise if nothing inclines it more to one side than the other, so too the mind, being drawn this way and that by the equality of opposing reasons, comes to rest, unable to incline toward either.’”

      Arabella promptly fell asleep. I had the urge to do the same.

      Ruprecht opened his mouth, no doubt to quote some other philosopher, when I quickly changed the subject. “About what you just said, Alder. Marina said I had to do a spell to find the culprit, but I agree. Surely we could leave that to the police this time as nothing supernatural was involved.”

      “But you’ll have to fulfill the contract,” Camino pointed out. ”What will you do?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll simply do a spell that the murderer will come to light.”

      Camino clasped her hands. Or at least I think she did because they were covered with some sort of thick gloves.

      “I’ve been researching my ancestors,” she said brightly. “Maybe I should summon the spirit of my great-great-great-great-grandfather. He founded the Bayberry Creek Historical Society in the 1800s. He’d know which of its members were capable of murder.”

      The room went very quiet. Alder cleared his throat. Thyme murmured something polite. Ruprecht left the room with the teapot. Even Arabella seemed to sigh in her sleep.

      I managed a small smile. “Perhaps not tonight, Camino.”

      Ruprecht returned a moment later with a single beeswax candle in a pewter holder. He set it down with a shrug. “One will do. We don’t need to put too much effort into it. The police will solve the case in their own way. This is only to keep your contract, Amelia.”

      “Exactly,” I said. I struck a match and lit the taper. The wax smelt faintly of honey and smoke, the flame steady and intent.

      I centred my thoughts, the rhythm of the words forming easily. I began,

      
        
        
        “By wick and flame, by candle’s might,

        What is hidden shall come to light.”

      

      

      

      “Look! I’ve found him!” Camino’s cry startled me. She held up a faded sepia photograph of a man with fierce whiskers and a grim mouth. “My ancestor!”

      Before anyone could stop her, Camino tossed the photograph onto the table, right in the middle of my spell.

      The paper fell into the candle flame. It curled and blackened with a hiss. The flames roared up, blue at their core, and smoke poured into the room, thick and restless.

      It twisted and gathered until a figure began to form: tall, broad-shouldered.

      The coat collar cast deep shadows. Phantom whiskers twitched in the dim light. Smoke spiraled upward, lingering, then dissolved into the darkness.

      “Good eventide,” whispered the ghost.
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      The ghost of Camino’s ancestor stood in the centre of Ruprecht’s living room, smoke still curling around his imposing figure like morning mist around a gravestone. His whiskers twitched as he surveyed our little gathering with the sort of disapproving expression I imagined he’d perfected during town meetings in the 1800s.

      “Fascinating,” Ruprecht murmured, clearly unbothered by the fact that we’d just summoned the dead. “You have summoned the ghost of Camino’s ancestor. Quite ingenious.”

      “Ingenious?” I squeaked. “We were supposed to be doing a simple spell to help Jack, not hosting a séance!”

      Arabella stirred in her sleep, and I reached to cover her ears, though I suspected a marching band wouldn’t wake her when she was this deeply asleep. My daughter had inherited my talent for sleeping through chaos, a skill that was proving remarkably useful in our household.

      As the smoke cleared, the figure became more solid, more real. He stood before us looking entirely human, dressed in a dark wool coat with brass buttons, his impressive whiskers framing a face that spoke of stern convictions and an intolerance for nonsense. He blinked several times, his gaze moving around the room with the slow, careful attention of someone trying to make sense of unfamiliar surroundings.

      "Edward Cornelius Ashworth, Town Crier of Bayberry Creek," he proclaimed. His voice carried the crisp authority of a man accustomed to being heeded. He paused, frowning as he took in Ruprecht’s collection of curiosities
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