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      Astral projection. Some people are great at it; others are famous for sleeping right through it.

      Take the almost-sixteen-year-old Ondine, for example. By all accounts she’s a healthy teen, eats well, has her regular share of bad and good hair days. (Long, wispy and brown. What can you do?) Being our brave and clever heroine, Ondine is blessed with ‘resting curious face’, which means she often looks like she knows what’s going on. Even if she doesn’t.

      At the end of a long day of working for her family in their pub, The Duke and Ferret in downtown Venzelemma, the capital city of Brugel, Ondine is also blessed with the ability to fall asleep three minutes and twenty-two seconds after climbing into bed. She has neither the energy nor the inclination to develop her astral projection abilities. It would involve meditating, then separating her spiritual body from the physical to then journey – along what is known in psychic circles as the astral plane – from her mind and project herself into the mind of another.

      Or travel to various psychic destinations.

      On the other hand, witch-in-training Melody, who is getting the colour back into her cheeks after the strain of working with the ‘bad witch’ Mrs Howser, is an absolute natural at astral projection. Melody and Ondine first met at Psychic Summercamp, three seasons (and three books) ago. Melody proved to be so good at astral projection, she can now travel by day or night and visit people who are either asleep or awake – sometimes without the recipient even knowing. Plus, Melody can take people with her on these journeys, visiting places or people anywhere in the city, or indeed any part of Brugel (a country in eastern Europe that has still not won the Eurovision Song Contest).

      So it came as no surprise to Ondine, as she was asleep in her bedroom above the family pub, to see and hear Melody appear at the end of her bed one rainy spring evening, sitting as comfortably as you like. Even though it was the middle of the night, and, as previously stated, it was raining. Pouring down, it was. Hitting the windowpanes at a fierce angle and diluting the last of the winter snow into slurry. Exactly the kind of weather you don’t want to be out in, even if you do have seriously important news you simply can’t wait until morning to tell your friend. Which is again why astral is so useful, as travel along the psychic plane is not weather-dependant.

      Melody looked dry and warm as she folded her travelling witch cloak over her knees and smiled her brightest smile for Ondine.

      “You’re totally owning astral,” Ondine said.

      Melody beamed with confidence. “Yeah, I am. You’re still asleep, by the way.”

      “Am I?” Ondine made to rub her eyes, like she normally did upon waking, but found that her arm had turned rubbery and she only mooshed her head into the pillow instead. The pillow felt as soft and squishy as pizza dough. So doughy. So drowsy.

      “I have something you need to see,” Melody said, holding out her hand. “Come with me.”

      “Do I have to wake up?” Ondine nibbled at the corner of her pizza dough pillow. Mmmm, yeasty.

      “No, it’s best if you stay asleep for this,” Melody took her limp palm. “This is really important, so hold my hand the whole time and don’t fall asleep on me, OK?”

      “I thought you said I was asleep?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      As Ondine’s hand slipped into Melody’s, she saw a third person appear in the room.

      “Hey there sleepy head,” Hamish said, giving her a cheeky wink.

      Suddenly Ondine hoped she wasn’t having one of those dreams where she turned up to school naked. She checked herself and noted, with a relieved sigh, she was completely decent. If you could count her nattiest flannel pyjamas with holes in the armpits decent.

      For his part, Hamish was dressed in a dinner suit straight out of a classic 1920s movie. High white collar, black bow tie, tight-fitting dark grey suit and black lapels. Not to mention the creased pants and shiny black shoes. Despite his fancy appearance, Hamish’s black hair refused to sit right, with a disarming lock blocking the vision from his cheeky green eyes. (‘Cheeky’ is so a colour.) He tugged at his neck and complained in his endearing Scottish accent, “I couldnae dream about being at a toga party, could I? That would be far too comfortable.”

      Curiosity ate her up as Ondine took in the lush sight of him. “What were you dreaming about?”

      “My worst nightmare. Ballroom dancing.”

      For many, ballroom dancing would be the subject of an exciting dream, but considering Hamish’s back story, where he was first cursed by Ondine’s great-aunt Col to be a ferret when attending her debutante ball, that kind of setting was a source of constant upset.

      “Was I in it?” Ondine asked.

      Melody made an exaggerated harrumph. “Can you two stop gushing and pay attention? This is serious.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Hamish said.

      Ondine nodded.

      “Good,” Melody said. “Now, prepare yourselves this won’t be pretty. Lord Vincent is visiting his mother at the asylum, and we need to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.” 1

      “What sort of stupid?” Ondine wondered.

      “Seriously stupid,” Melody said. “You know Mrs Howser is being kept at the same facility, don’t you?”

      “No,” Ondine and Hamish said together at the mention of their nemesis and Ondine’s former Psychic Summercamp teacher.

      “And you know that the vacuum bag with Mrs Howser’s soul in it has gone missing, don’t you?” 2

      Did they have to be talking about Birgit Howser? The woman had gone from being a batty old pest to becoming Ondine’s mortal enemy. Sickened by the revelation that the bag was missing, Ondine looked first to Hamish then to Melody. “I didn’t know that.”

      Melody’s eyebrows shot up. “It’s been all over the news! What have you two been doing?”

      Something on the floor became incredibly interesting as Ondine studied the carpet at her feet.

      “Fine!” Melody tisked loudly and tightened her grip on Ondine’s hand. “I’ll catch you up to speed on the way there.”

      “Eh lass? I can’t go out like this.”

      Ondine looked up to see Hamish’s spiffy suit had vanished, replaced by the more comfortable toga he’d requested. He even had a laurel wreath on his head, his dark locks brushed forward to fan his temples.

      “It doesn’t matter what you’re wearing, they won’t see us anyway, we’re astraling,” Melody said. “Now stop yammering and pay attention. The future of Brugel is at stake!”

      “It sounds so dramatic when she says it like that,” Hamish said as he gave Ondine a wink.

      The bedroom melted away and they floated out into the dark sky above. It rained all around them, yet they didn’t get wet. It wasn’t even cold, for which Ondine was incredibly grateful.

      “Are we spying on Mrs Howser?” Ondine asked.

      “Only a little,” Melody said, then quickly added, “I know last time didn’t end well, but this will be different.”

      The ‘last time’ of which Melody referred, had ended very badly. Mrs Howser had seen straight through Melody’s magic and had screamed at them for invading her memories. It was the kind of unpleasant encounter that put Ondine right off wanting any repeats. Now Melody was dragging her straight back to the old witch.

      “Is it too late to go back home instead?” Ondine asked.

      Melody wore a determined look. “That would be a ‘yes’. We’re here already.”

      Looking around, Ondine took in what Melody meant by ‘here’. They were in a hallway with fake wood panelling to mid-height; the rest of the walls were painted in custard-yellow, while the ceiling was half a tone lighter. Prints of cottages in impossibly pretty country settings were set along the walls. Beige linoleum covered the floors and curved the first few centimetres up the walls.

      The acrid smell of cold chicken soup hung in the air.

      Hamish wrinkled his face. “Are we in hell?”

      “No, we’re in the Duchess Yelena Memorial Asylum,” 3 Melody said, “If I’ve done this right . . .” she leaned sharply towards a door, nearly clonking her head on the knocker. Instead of being hurt, the top half of the young witch’s body vanished right though the wood, like a ghost. Just as Ondine was about to yelp with the shock of it all and loosen her grip, Melody pulled herself back into the hallway. She gave a smile of triumph and finished the sentence she’d started so much earlier, “... Vincent and his mother are behind that door.”

      “And they didnae see you, lass?”

      A wary look came over Melody. “Course not.”

      Ondine murmured, “You said that last time.”

      Ignoring their scepticism, Melody said, “We’re going to be very quiet and float in like dust motes. Then we’re going to listen in. No talking, OK?”

      The instructions had Ondine wrinkling her forehead. “I thought you said they couldn’t hear us?”

      “They can’t, but if you’re nattering on I won’t be able to hear them, got it?” Melody said.

      “How about I wait out here?” Ondine asked.

      Hamish gave her a lopsided smile and said, “You’re not worried it’s going to all end badly are ye?”

      Zhoop, before Ondine could answer, they dissolved through the door and into the room. Here was Vincent sitting beside his mother, the Dowager Duchess Kerala.

      At first Ondine didn’t recognise the frail woman in the room, her hair thin and balding under a cotton cap. She was missing her shiny dark helmet of hair and ubiquitous glass of wine (which had turned out to be apple juice, just to throw people off the scent of her nefarious activities). The room was a far cry from the splendour of the Autumn Palace at Bellreeve. The linoleum from the hallway continued in here, as did the enforced cheer of the yellow colour scheme.

      “If ye weren’t crazy already, you soon would be, eh?” Hamish whispered.

      Ondine nodded and murmured back, “It’s giving me a headache.”

      Melody glared at Ondine. “Be quiet.”

      “How come you told me off and not him?”

      “Because he’s charming and you’re not, now hush.”

      Moving closer, yet also keeping their distance (Ondine still wasn’t convinced they’d be unnoticed), the trio floated towards Kerala’s bed, where they found the former duchess sitting up, dressed in a mauve, velour tracksuit.

      As they were floating above their targets, Hamish tilted his head to indicate a small patch on the top of Vincent’s golden head with less hair than the rest. What with Vincent’s glossy dark shoes, neat suit, perfect gold tie and golden cufflinks, he looked like a young man with the world at his feet. If only people didn’t look too close to the scalp. Ondine snorted at the sight of the lord’s future bald patch, which earned her another glare from Melody. With a waft of her hand, Melody sent a trail of glimmering dust through the air towards Vincent, repairing his tresses to their youthful lustre. Ondine threw up in her mouth a little at the sight of Melody’s blatant adoration of Vincent. Honestly, the girl really needed to get out more.

      When Ondine turned back to Hamish, her breath hitched. Amongst his lustrous dark locks were three glaringly silver strands of hair. Silver! Alas, they weren’t here to worry about Hamish’s hair – or Vincent’s – they were here to eavesdrop on a conversation. Ondine stopped her noisy internal thoughts and listened in.

      “You’re doing so well, I knew you would,” Kerala said, softly touching Vincent’s cheek in a loving gesture.

      The former duchess and husband-knocker-offer had certainly changed in strength and tone from the last time Ondine had seen her. Much calmer now. Not ranting and weeping like she had over Duke Pavla’s frail body, pretending to care even though she’d been the one slowly poisoning him all that time.

      Vincent’s voice was calm and low as he spoke. “You’re being good here, aren’t you? Taking your medicine?”

      “I’m a good girl.” Kerala became infantile and needy as she spoke. “I’ve always been good.”

      Is this it? Is this what they’d come to hear? In that case Melody could have come on her own. “Is this relevant?” Ondine asked.

      With a tilt of her head, Melody indicated Vincent’s satchel, which he’d left slumped on the floor. Something moved inside it, like a rolling lump of . . . something lumpy.

      “I brought you a present,” Vincent said, reaching into that very satchel. He withdrew a bulky present, wrapped badly with too much paper and sticky tape. He must have done it himself, in a hurry.

      “Is it my birthday?” Kerala asked, her face wobbling in fright. “Did I forget it was my birthday?”

      “No, course not,” he said. Kerala’s smile returned as Vincent pressed the gift into her hands and said, “Can’t I give you a present just because?”

      “Of course you can. I love presents.” Her fingers dug into the paper and battled with the tape to reveal an over-stuffed teddy bear. “Oh I love it!” She squeezed it to her chest, making dust blow out.

      Looking to Hamish, Ondine mouthed, “Dust?”

      “I have to go now, dear Mother,” Vincent said, giving her a dutiful kiss on the forehead. “Be good now and keep taking your medicine.”

      Kerala hugged the teddy, sending more dust into the room. The teddy’s stomach bulged under the pressure.

      Vincent turned, lifted his now-empty satchel from the floor and tucked it over his shoulder as he walked out. Melody began to waft after him, tugging Ondine’s hand towards the door. “Was that an heirloom or something?” Ondine asked.

      “Aye, I was wondering that meself, although it looked new,” Hamish added.

      “It is new. You haven’t worked out what’s inside it, have you?” Melody said as she drew them after Vincent.

      “A bag of dust . . .” Ondine thought out loud. She would have slapped her forehead in realisation had she not been gripping Hamish and Melody’s hands so tightly. “It’s the dust bag from the vacuum cleaner. The one with Mrs Howser’s soul in it.”

      “That’s why we’re such good friends, because you’re so smart,” Melody said, giving Ondine a wink of encouragement.

      “But why would Vincent give Howser’s soul to his mother? Are they going to merge or something so Kerala can use Howser’s magic to escape the asylum?”

      “I doubt it,” Melody brought them through another closed door, where they found Vincent crouching down to speak to a woman who was kneeling in the corner of the room. She was curled up, her arms tucked tightly over her knees, rocking slowly back and forth. Her hands were covered in mittens, which were securely fastened to a solid jacket she wore.

      Vincent touched the woman’s shoulder, but she didn’t react to him. With a tug of her hand, Melody pulled Ondine and Hamish around to get a better view, which resulted in them emerging through a connecting wall.

      The woman was Mrs Howser. Her face was gaunt and grey, the lines deeper after rapid weight loss and perhaps a nervous breakdown. The shocks kept coming when Mrs Howser opened her eyes to reveal opaque irises and pupils; like dirty windowpanes in need of a good clean.

      Cold fear prickled Ondine’s spine. They thought they’d been safe from Mrs Howser, after her body and soul separation last month in Savo Plaza. But now only a child-woman and her teddy bear separated the most powerful witch’s body from her evil essence.

      Thank goodness for the mittens, so she couldn’t touch anyone and transfer magic, Ondine thought.

      “Now you see why I brought you here,” Melody said, pulling them upwards, away from Vincent.

      “He won’t stop till he’s Duke, will he?” Ondine asked, although she already knew the answer, so it was more like a statement.

      “Exactly.” Melody said. “Which is why I already have a plan. I’m going to work with Vincent and keep an eye on him. Meanwhile, you have to help Anathea any way you can. We’ll meet up and share what we know, to make sure Brugel stays on the straight and narrow.”

      Of course Melody would volunteer to work with Vincent.

      “Ma’s going to kill me,” Ondine said. “She doesn’t want any of us having anything more to do with the royal family ever again.”

      “Then don’t tell her,” Melody said. “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

      “Aye. It’ll be like old times eh lass?” Hamish gave her a wink.

      Ondine’s lips twisted in thought. Could she really do this? “I thought we’d have a little more time for normal things before everything turned bonkers again.”

      “Come on.” Melody gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “As if you could ever stay away from the crazy.”
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      A few evenings after their frightening astral projection excursion with Melody, Ondine was doing her level best to act as if nothing had happened.

      She and her family were in their pub, The Duke and Ferret, tapping their feet to music. It was the end of a long night, and Ondine’s clever and talented, and, more importantly, in-tune sisters Marguerite and Cybelle were performing a classic four-chord pop song for the customers.

      Despite finishing their meals, desserts, coffees and nightcaps, the customers showed no signs of wanting to leave. They did, however, show many signs of still being infected by magic every time Ondine and Hamish showed public displays of affection. Things like fresh flowers appearing at the tables, people’s hair-styles looking amazing all night and matronly customers seeming to grow younger as the hours wore on. It was probably the reason why the restaurant was so popular, along with the incredible food and just mentioned entertainment. Extra money manifested in people’s coat pockets as they said yes to a second dessert. Ma didn’t seem to be too worried about so much wayward magic, so Ondine decided not to let it worry her either. 1

      Ondine leaned into her beloved Hamish as they watched the singing from the kitchen doorway. They’d had so many adventures and near-heartaches and real heartaches to last a lifetime, which was why moments like these were so precious. Not that Ondine could focus on the negative when her sisters sang so beautifully and her darling Hamish held her close, as he did right now.

      “This is pure magic, eh lass?” Hamish murmured into her ear. Then he kissed her earlobe and her knees turned to pâté. “And yer all magic to me.”

      He said the sweetest things.

      Margi and Cybelle finished their song to rapturous applause. In the middle of the room, Margi’s husband Thomas set a camera onto a tripod to record their next performance. Since the wedding, Margi’s face had taken on an almost angelic glow. Her Cupid’s bow lips didn’t fix the way they used to, as she was nearly always smiling and laughing. Cybelle was as cool and composed as ever, having radically trimmed her perfect bob of hair on one side, giving it a stylish and sharp angle.

      “Thank you.” Margi beamed as the applause died down. “We’d like to sing something original that we hope you’ll like just as much. It’s called You Are My Star.”

      Thomas blew her a kiss and pointed to the camera. “It’s going straight to BrugelTube.” 2

      The footage would also end up in Ondine’s media studies portfolio for high school. Media studies had become her favourite subject, although she very nearly hadn’t enrolled, thanks to her parents wanting to dole out suitable punishment after a particularly awful family altercation back in summer. But since then Ondine had proved she could be good, and the increase in the pub’s income meant they could afford the camcorder fees. Now that she had a camera, everyone else loved using it too.

      Cybelle nodded to Margi and launched into a power ballad, filled with soaring chords that could make you fly. Ondine, battling to focus on her sisters because Hamish was nibbling at the place where her neck met her shoulders, thought the song was amazing. The chorus lifted the room as Margi sang, “You are my star, and I’m the one who’s shining in your light.”

      The room, so raucous only moments earlier, was utterly still as Margi performed. She hit every note and finished the song with tears in her eyes. The restaurant erupted into applause. Margi beamed, her gaze fixed on Thomas, who stepped forward and wrapped his wife in a loving embrace.

      Behind her, Ondine heard Hamish sniff. She turned to him, tears pooling in her own eyes. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Aye, the best. I wish I could write a song like that for you.”

      Ondine wiped his cheek with the pad of her thumb. Uh-oh, more silver strands appeared at his temples. She cupped his face in her hands and turned his face side-to-side, panic rising in her chest.

      “What’s wrong lass?”

      “Hamish, you’re turning grey!”

      “I’m nawt. Am I?”

      Grabbing his hand, she whisked him off to the bathroom to show him the truth.

      “Aww no! I’m getting old!”

      “There aren’t that many. I can pull them out for you, here.” Ondine grabbed a set of tweezers and set to work.

      “Awww! Stop it.” He batted her away. “I can do it meself.”

      Out of nowhere, Old Col appeared at the bathroom doorway. “There you are. Ma’s looking for you, saying you need to clear plates. What are you doing in here?”

      “Getting rid of Hamish’s grey hairs,” Ondine said.

      “Goodness, if I did that, I’d be bald,” Old Col patted her head. “Wait a minute, Hamish, how old are you?”

      “You tell me?” Hamish pushed the tweezers away. “You’re the one that put the staying spell on me.”

      Old Col’s face lost a shade of colour at that, her skin taking on a grey tone.

      “What’s wrong?” Ondine didn’t like where this could be going.

      The original spell that Old Col had cast on Hamish to turn him into a ferret had included the phrase, ‘and you can stay like that’, which was why he hadn’t aged since he’d been ferretised. “Is your spell wearing off Col?”

      “Maybe it is,” she said, with a heavy swallow that made the wattle at her neck wobble. “Anyway, let’s not dwell on that, Ma is calling for you. Come along.”

      As Hamish and Ondine set to clearing the plates in the dining room – Ondine’s thoughts swirling over her worries about Hamish ageing – a woman approached Margi and Cybelle and gave them her business card. Ma stepped forward and hugged her daughters, then kissed them multiple times on the cheeks. Josef, their father who usually tended bar, approached with a bottle of Busuioacă de Bohotinand and a tray of glasses. 3

      Her father, being friendly? Giving away wine? Ondine felt sure something momentous had just happened.

      “Oh, by the way Hamish,” Old Col said as they returned to the kitchen with arms filled with plates. “Would you do me the honour of partnering me at my abnormal formal?”

      “Your what?” Ondine and Hamish said together.

      “My do-over debutante ball. We didn’t get it right the first time around, so let’s try again for old time’s sake. It’s not until May. Plenty of time to rehearse.”

      The old dear had such a hopeful look; Ondine didn’t want to let her down.

      Considering how much her great-aunt had done to help the two of them this past year, it would be a good way to return the favour. Then something zinged in her brain at how fortuitous this could be. It would give Ondine and Hamish the perfect excuse to be out of the house, which meant she could dart off and meet with Duchess Anathea and keep her informed of Vincent’s nefarious endeavours. “Of course he’ll do it, won’t you Hamish?”

      “Aye,” he agreed with a nod. “It’s the least I can do for ye.”

      “Lovely!” Old Col clapped her papery hands together. “This will be such fun. Oh, and you might want to dye your hair for the big night if the grey keeps sprouting out like that.”
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      Having spent a significant part of the past three seasons slagging off The Democratic Republic of Slaegal, it is important to note that Brugel’s eastern neighbour has a great many good points. 4

      It has more beach frontage of The Black Sea than Brugel, and therefore more holiday resorts and a larger tourism industry. However, their claim to have more sunny days per year than Brugel is completely false. 5

      They have the ordinariness of a rectangular flag, although their unique selling point is that theirs is the only completely blue and red flag in the world, being mostly blue with a horizontal slash of red at the top. Their national motto, “Proudly Not Brugel”, resonates with the country’s longstanding animosity with their neighbour. This sets Slaegal apart from nearby Craviç, whose motto is, “We are so different to Moldova.”

      Slaegal has more wine production than Brugel and also produces a national car, the Slabi, which doubles in value when filled with petrol. Being further north than Brugel, Slaegal takes longer to wake up from winter. Snow is still thick on the ground in March, when only the bravest yellow crocus and snowdrops dare show their heads. 6

      On this particular not-really-spring afternoon, Lord Vincent of Brugel stood in a Norange street. Standing beside him, the young witch Melody puffed a cloudy breath onto her gloved hands.

      “Thank you, for your help with this.” Steam poured from his mouth as he spoke.

      “Happy to,” she said with a nod and another puff of steam.

      It had been winter when Melody came into his life; she’d brought sunshine and possibilities with her wherever she went. When she’d offered to assist him just a few days ago, he’d accepted.

      The house before them was a big sloppy lump of a thing, which tapered like a badly built sand castle. Behind the windowpanes were hinged timber panels, closed against the cold of winter. Heavy columns stood guard near the front door, with lavish baroque cherubs smiling down upon visitors. On closer inspection, the cherubs weren’t smiling but were cracked across the face from centuries of weathering.

      “Are you ready?” He asked.

      “Let’s do this.” She answered.

      Straightening his shoulders, Vincent rapped on the heavy wooden door. Footsteps echoed, somebody opened the door with a shudder and a pained creak. A butler in faded clothes greeted them, his greasy hair dragged back into a ponytail.

      “Please wait here,” the butler said, as they stepped into a vestibule. The umbrella stand in the corner lay empty. A panel of wood nailed to the wall would have held their coats, had there been any brass hooks on them.

      The butler kept walking.

      Vincent shot Melody a confused look. In turn she volleyed him an equally confused one straight back. Were they supposed to stand around or walk after the Butler? Maybe it was a Slaegal thing, where “wait here,” really meant, “follow me”.

      They followed the butler until they came to an atrium in the centre of the house. He then nodded and walked off, leaving them there.

      Right in the middle of that atrium grew an impressively huge tree with a trunk so wide it would take four people to hug it. The bark was deeply furrowed like a grandfather’s forehead. Its roots twisted in and out of the soil, creating crevices and rolling hills for moss and mushrooms.

      Its branches reached outwards in all directions, resting on the balustrades and balconies of the upper floors. Some branches cut straight through the floors of the upper rooms, or, more correctly, the upper floors had been built to allow the branches to keep growing.

      “That’s some tree,” Melody said as she gazed at the snow-covered glass ceiling. More accurately, a cracked and groaning snow-covered glass ceiling, as the top of the tree pressed hard against its bonds in an effort to break through.

      On a soft breath, Vincent said, “I’m sure you’re just bursting to tell me about it.” Chatting about something innocuous would stop his terrible fear from taking over. The fear that reminded him that every day spent outside Brugel was another day out of the public’s sight. Every day allowed his aunt, Anathea, to become entrenched as Duchess. Which was why he was here, doing everything he could to gain support for his claim. His rightful claim. Even if it meant going to Slaegal.

      “It’s a gorgeous custom,” Melody beamed. “The oldest families in Norange plant the Slaegalpine trees first, then they build their houses around them. As the tree grows, they add further storeys to the houses. But never taller than the top of the tree.” 7

      Vincent looked up and caught a subzero snowflake in his eye. The pine was not simply pressing against the ceiling; it had broken through in places, allowing rain and snow to fall through.

      “The tree is hundreds of years old,” Melody continued. “So is the house. You would have noticed the different architectural eras on the facade? I mean, of course you did. Because you’re so clever.”

      He didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm, but there had to be a way to deal with this annoying crush of hers in a non-traumatic way. He just hadn’t worked out how yet.

      He puffed a warm breath into his chilled hands. If they had to wait any longer, the Zendgraf and Zendgravine would find their visitors turned into frozen ornaments. 8

      Hardly conducive to having top-level meetings if Vincent’s mouth froze shut.

      Changing his weight from left to right, gently stamping his feet to keep the blood flowing, Vincent exhaled with relief when the butler emerged through a set of double doors with an elderly couple behind him.

      “My dear cousin.” Vincent held his arms wide to embrace Nikolai, the Zendgraf of Norange. “How good it is to see you again.” When they embraced, as family is wont to do, Vincent was gentle so as not to damage his frail-looking relative, who was of the same vintage as his aunt Anathea.

      “And I you, cousin-mine.” The Zendgraf said. 9

      Being closer gave a better view of the gin blossoms on his cousin’s aged face, no doubt the result of the cold climate breaking his capillaries. 10

      The matronly Zendgravine Bohdanna extended her liver-spotted hand, indicating Vincent should bow over it and kiss it. A year ago she would have curtseyed to him. Not that he’d show signs of discomfort here. If cousin Bohdanna wanted her status, she’d get it. He didn’t want her respect. Just her money.

      “This is Melody, my witch,” Vincent said, indicating the young woman at his side.

      “I’m honoured,” Melody said, making the most courteous of curtseys.

      Good girl. He’d thank her later for picking up on the vibe.

      “A real witch?” Bohdanna raised one eyebrow. “Or a personal assistant?”

      “A little of both,” Vincent said, keen to hurry them on to business matters.

      “An asswitchant,” Nikolai said.

      Melody nodded but Vincent was pleased to see her keeping her opinions to herself. He opted for, “I like it.” I hate it.

      “Let us honour the tree,” Nikolai said, his hand wafting towards the pine. His fingers did not straighten. The long winters must be agony on his arthritis.

      Bohdanna linked her arm with her husband.

      Must we? “Of course,” Vincent said, having no clue what Niko was on about. “When in Norange.” 11

      “Be my guest,” Nikolai motioned his bent fingers to a wooden pail that sat near the edge of the tree trunk.

      What was Vincent meant to do with it? If he asked, he’d be exposing his ignorance of Slaegalese customs. Doing the wrong thing would insult his hosts; a terribly bad way of beginning negotiations.

      The water in the half-full wooden bucket had iced over from the cold. Leaning against it was a long-handled wooden spoon. 12

      Silently moving beside him, Melody touched her un-gloved (and cold!) fingers to his wrist. Enough to transfer magic, so he’d know what to do. With a nod to his hosts, he took the spoon by the handle, cracked through the ice and ladled a splash against the base of the tree. Then he turned and offered the spoon to Melody, who did the same. Melody passed the spoon to Bohdanna who gave a gracious nod, as if everything were in order and she was pleased. Not that she smiled, but at least she wasn’t grimacing. When it was Nikolai’s turn, his hands shook in the effort to hold the wooden spoon, but he managed to water the tree all the same. Then he leaned the long wooden ladle against the bucket.

      No, not quite, the spoon slipped. Nikolai grabbed it and straightened it again. It slipped, so he straightened it again. Vincent didn’t know where to look. The longer Nikolai took, the more Vincent wondered if he should step in and help. The water’s skin began freezing over. Cold drafts clawed at Vincent’s sleeves and crept inside his coat. He couldn’t feel his feet. Flakes of snow fell between his neck and his collar.

      At last Nikolai was satisfied the spoon wasn’t going to slip away. The butler directed them to a room off to the side.

      In comparison to the atrium, it was a tropical paradise in here.

      “You honour us with your adherence to our customs,” Bohdanna said as she patted the cushion beside her, inviting Vincent to sit. “I feared there was too much Brugel in you.”

      “I’m adaptable,” Vincent said as a wave of relief fell over him. “Would you care to honour one of our customs?”

      “I know the one,” Nikolai said. “How I miss the taste of plütz.”

      Melody delved into her witchy satchel and produced a cloth-covered bottle. Then she retrieved a set of shot glasses, also wrapped in cloth to prevent breakage. With a deft flick of the wrist and a metallic crack, Melody opened the plütz and poured four shots; filling the glasses so high they spilled onto the tray below.

      They each took a glass, Vincent saluted their continued good health, then they crashed their glasses together so a little of everyone’s drinks slopped into the others’. 13

      They downed their drinks in one swallow. When the burn left his throat, Vincent said, “Who needs a roaring fire when you have plütz?”

      Nikolai and Bohdanna exchanged glances, then Bohdanna said, “You should have mentioned you were cold. Living so much further north than you, we are quite acclimatised.”

      Did she have to come right out and say how soft he was? “I am very comfortable,” Vincent lied so smoothly he surprised himself. “How are the children, by the way?” Not that he should call them children, when they were all older than he.

      A smile plumped Bandanna’s cheeks and crinkled her eyes. “They are doing well and send their regards. It is a pity they cannot be here to receive you. Boris is at a manufactory and Kolja is giving a speech at the university.”

      “Given the choice, I’d much rather be busy than idle,” Vincent said.

      “Oh yes, we’re all terribly busy,” Nikolai chimed in.

      “In which case.” May as well push on. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, perhaps we shall get down to business?”

      “Of course,” Nikolai sat on the opposite sofa. In doing so, his sleeve caught the doily on the armrest, revealing threadbare stitching beneath. He laughed it off. “That’s the trouble with antiques, not built for today’s bodies.”

      “I shall not take up much more of your time,” Vincent said. “I’m sure you have been following our family’s fortunes, and how my dear Aunt Anathea has taken my birthright from me.”

      Bohdanna accepted another shot of plütz. “But she is older than you, she has more experience.”

      “This is true,” Vincent agreed. “But she never had the training, nor the expectation, of leadership. And now my cousins, Ausra and Viktorija . . . and the other one . . .”

      Silence hung over them.

      “Electra,” Melody prompted.

      “ . . . That’s right, Electra. The three of them are getting way above their station,” he said, with what he hoped sounded like concern, not distaste.

      “Perhaps,” Nikolai looked to Bohdanna. “They are merely showing support for their mother?”

      “You are being far too kind,” Vincent said, as he too had another shot of plütz.

      Finally he was starting to feel warm, although his feet remained stubbornly numb.

      “Let’s be honest. Anathea’s not up to it. We know I am; yet I lack the finances to change things back to the natural order. To draw this to its obvious conclusion, I need money.”
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      Vincent’s blunt words hung in the air like a poison gas nobody dared breathe.

      “I see.” Nikolai said at last, taking another shot of plütz.

      Vincent waited. Nobody said anything further. Nikolai and Bohdanna didn’t make eye contact. Another shot of plütz ought to do it. No, he still couldn’t feel his feet.

      Enough of this waiting. “It is the truth. I need money from you,” he said, hating that he had to state the bleeding obvious.

      “Ahh,” Nikolai said as he put his glass down. “That could be problematic.”

      “We cannot be seen to interfere with another sovereign state,” Bohdanna said. “Not only would it be unconstitutional, it would be unseemly.”

      “I understand my request has come at short notice,” Vincent said, idly playing with the doily over his armrest. Something caught his eye; the label on the reverse side came from a discount supermarket chain.

      “Perhaps we should leave the Zendgraf and Zendgravine to consider your request?” Melody said as she screwed the lid on the plütz bottle and wrapped everything back into her satchel. Either Melody had seen the signs of thrift or she was very, very good at reading his mind. Maybe she’d cast some kind of exposure spell, so Vincent would see for himself why his cousins were so reluctant to help?

      “That might be for the best,” Nikolai said, rising from his seat.

      The handshakes may have been friendly, but the atmosphere was colder than the atrium as Vincent and Melody said their goodbyes.

      As they walked through the snow-slurried streets back to their rental car, a late model Slabi, Melody put on her chauffeur’s cap and took the wheel.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For the spell.”

      “It’s as old as dirt. Drink as much as you want and not get drunk. Helps tremendously when you’re negotiating. Of course, it has the effect of making the other people drunker, but that’s no bad thing.”

      Vincent scratched his head. “I meant the revealing spell, so I’d see the truth. They can’t afford to replace the glass roof, let alone help my cause.”

      “I didn’t cast that kind of spell. But I will at the next one, if you want me to?”

      What a mess. What a miserable, cold, waste-of-time mess they were in. “Please do.”

      Melody negotiated the streets of Norange like a local. Vincent tapped his feet to get the circulation moving. “I guess you didn’t need a spell to see how broke they were.”

      “The Sletto clothing was a dead giveaway.” 1

      “And the lack of heating,” he said, leaning forward and flicking the car’s thermostat up so his toes didn’t snap off. “I bet Boris isn’t visiting a ‘manufactory’ or whatever they want to call it. He’s probably working in one.”

      “Manufacturing is very important,” Melody said as she negotiated a three-lane roundabout.

      Vincent let out some pent-up expletives. Melody held up her palm to stop him. “Your fine words butter no parsnips!” 2

      Vincent dragged his fingers through his hair and looked out at the sleet-filled sky. “Any idea what the hell we’re going to do?”

      “Oh yes,” Melody beamed as she wove their car into another round about streaming with traffic, “I know just the right person, I set up a meeting with him, just in case the Old Money didn’t pay out.”

      “Not another relative without a bean to fry?”

      Melody pulled out of the traffic like a rally driver. “You’re going to love the next one. He’s Babak Balakhan. New money. Emphasis on money.”

      “Good,” Vincent felt his body warming, his circulation circulating again. “Should I ask where he gets his money from. Because I’ve never heard of his family.”

      “It’s not family money, it’s oil money. That’s what his wiki says. 3 He also bankrolled Slaegal’s last three PopEuroTube entries.” 4

      “No taste in music then?”

      With a rueful smile, Melody turned off the side road and onto timber-lined track that slipped and slopped in the mud. In front of them lay a field of icy brown slush. In the midst of it loomed a three-storey concrete extravaganza, shrouded in scaffolding and tradies. 5 They parked on more mud-set slabs of timber that substituted for a car park. Melody exited first and unfurled a double-width umbrella, then opened Vincent’s door. More planks of wood lay in a haphazard pathway towards the door. Every step squelched as the wood sucked and slopped in the thick wet clay. By the time they reached the doorway – there wasn’t a door in place yet – Vincent’s hair was streaked with damp.

      Babak Balakhan himself stood there, a huge smile on his cold-blotched face. “Ah! Beloved guests. Welcome, welcome!”

      The man wore a black three-piece suit that only just buttoned up over his ample stomach. His hair was shaved low to disguise how fast it marched backwards. A thick twist of gold sat around his neck, while the fingers on both hands were studded with chunky jewellery. He looked more like the head of security than the head of a household.

      Extending his hand in greeting, Vincent said, “Gaspado Balakhan, I am so pleased to meet you.” 6

      “So formal, My Lord!” He grabbed Vincent in a bear hug, “Call me Babak. All my friends do. Come, come, let’s be out of this miserable weather.”

      “I tell you, never build in a Slaegal winter. Build during the other three weeks of the year. Ha!”

      Vincent grinned but he refused to guffaw. That would be unseemly. As if to ram home his wealth, Babak’s silk tie flipped over in the wind to reveal the logo of a Paris fashion house. No discount Sletto clothing for him.

      “Babak, may I introduce my personal witch, Melody?”

      “Oh but you are beautiful!” Taking her free hand, Babak kissed it on both the back and the palm.

      It pleased Vincent to see Melody blush. If Babak charmed her enough, maybe she’d shift her romantic attentions to him instead.

      “Thank you.” Melody took her hand back, then fumbled as she closed the umbrella.

      “I have never met a witch before,” Babak said, “We don’t have so many in Slaegal, Brugel is hogging them all.”

      Inside the construction-zone mansion, they found an atrium. It was completely open to the sky, with no tree. Good, Vincent thought, they wouldn’t have to make nice around the trunk while their toes snapped off. Unlike his cousin’s crumbling pile, Babak’s halls and promenades were dotted with portable oil heaters, throwing a deep red heat out to anyone nearby.

      “It’s freezing here, you’ll catch your deaths,” Babak said. “Come into the . . . sitting room, I think they call it. My office is not yet finished. Ah, and we have something for your umbrella. Here, here,” he gestured to a series of ornate galvanized hooks.

      “But it will drip on the floor.” Melody hesitated.

      “And the rain won’t? Ha! There is such mud and rain, with an open sky and the trucks outside. The cleaners do their best, but eh, what can you do?” He shrugged, as if damaged timber flooring was of no concern. “Come in here, out of the cold.”

      A servant stepped out of nowhere and opened the triple-glazed doors that led to an airlock. The next set of doors were triple-glazed as well, and once they were closed behind them, they were warm and draft free.

      “Ah! The tree!” Babak said as he looked out the window.

      A heavy tray-truck backed into the yard, its fat tyres sinking into the gloop.

      “So,” Babak said as Melody unpacked her satchel and prepared three shot glasses of plütz. “You are here for money, yes?”

      Vincent tried – and failed – to keep his expression neutral as he turned to face his host.

      “Ha! I am direct. But then, being direct is a good thing.” Babak held his arms wide as if to show off his luxurious house and all that it entailed. His success. From being direct.

      “I guess now you’ve said it, I have to say you’re right.” Vincent felt the tension ease out of his shoulders. Being direct would save them a lot of messing about.

      “Everyone wants money from me.” Babak said. “How much, and what will I get in return?”

      A quick glance to Melody’s contrite face revealed her interference. She must have used some kind of revealing spell in here, to reveal what Babak really wanted. Laid it on a little thick, though.

      Swallowing past a rock in his throat, Vincent’s mind fast-forwarded through the polite chitchat and shadow boxing he’d prepared, so he could move to the end game. “I honestly don’t know. Because it could take a while to –”

      “Stop now. The rain may drip here with no end, but my money is no endless winter. You want
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