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  Chapter 1


Benjy had fallen in with the fairies up on the barrens, but I didn’t know that then. I thought our worst problem was the ghost of Nan Hoskins, Alice’s Great-Grandmother who’d been dead since before either of us were born. 
Her old rag doll sat in the shadows of the chair, its wispy brown wool hair and the embroidered mouth half undone with the years. It stared vacantly ahead with mismatched button eyes, and an ancient stain covered the lower part of its face like a scar. It was ugly enough, but it didn’t look haunted. 
“It’s not doing anything,” I pointed out, turning away.
“Dara, of course it’s not – now. When I left this morning, it was in the upstairs hallway.”
“Maybe Sal ...” Alice’s sister was fifteen and unhappy with the world, so I’d suspected they might have a poltergeist infestation.
She shook her head and spoke over me, not letting me finish my thought. “No way. We left at the same time, I walked her to the bus stop, I know she didn’t touch it. In fact, she won’t go near it since all this spooky shit started happening.”
I drew a deep breath, sending mental feelers out all around for some evidence of supernatural activity, and tried to switch into the Alt world.
Being a half-blood witch, I have the ability to see both the regular everyday world, and the supernatural, orAlternative, world. It’s sort of superimposed on our dimension, or maybe more like, lurking underneath it. To switch back and forth, it’s as if I have a pair of those glasses which shade to dark in bright light, only I do it in my mind. Sometimes I can see both at once. 
I tried not to flip too much as the Alt world is a scary place to be. And I especially hated to do it in Alice’s neighborhood, because there were vampires and all sorts of other nasties living in those parts. They gave me the creeps.
I shivered. Despite the warmth of the September day outside, it was freezing cold in that dank house. Narrowing my eyes to slits to prevent the full onslaught of Alt, I tried to just sense any supernatural presences. Alice started to speak and I hushed her with my hand, for something was coming through and it was centered in the old rocking chair.
A form was materializing for me, a skinny scrawny old woman glaring at me as she knit so furiously I could hardly make out her hands. She was rocking back and forth to keep time with the clicking of the needles, and she was agitated.
My heart sank. This wasn’t a poltergeist, a scary bundle of mindless energy, but a real ghost. A very angry one, judging by the hatred in her eyes. Still, I had experience with ghosts, perhaps all this spirit wanted was to tell her tale. Perhaps I could help her resolve whatever issues she was holding onto, and help her towards the light.
“The chair is moving!” Alice shrieked in my ear and broke my concentration.
I opened my eyes again and there it was like I had pictured it in my mind’s eye but without the terrible specter in it, just the rag doll going back and forth, staring at me with malevolence.
“What’s going on?” She was beside herself and clutching me hard. Still the chair rocked seemingly of its own volition, creaking on the old wooden floor.
“Get behind me, Alice,” I said with a firm calmness I was only pretending at. 
“Is it Benjy?” She was almost sobbing as she scuttled around, placing me between her and the chair. “Is he dead?” 
“Benjy? What does he have to do with it?” I shook my head. “No, whatever it is, it’s definitely not your brother.” I took a step forward, and nothing changed. Emboldened, I stepped again.
With that, the doll flew into the air and launched itself into my face, the black button of its right eye becoming tangled in my long hair. Alice screamed once more as she ran out of the room like a shot, leaving me trying to tear the doll from my head – it no longer felt like a limp ragdoll but a small animal, all hardness and muscle and teeth. We struggled, the creature determined to do its worst, clawing at my face and ears as if it was a rabid rat.
Finally, I won out and wrenched it off me through pure force of will, flinging it to the floor where it lay senseless and limp once again with a few strands of my hair in its fist like a trophy. I looked back up at the chair and in my fear and outrage forgot to put on my Alt blinders.
The malevolent old bat in the chair cackled with glee when she saw the scratches on my face. A wind was starting to whip around the room, taking papers and dust and the petals of silk flowers up in its maelstrom, even the heavy drapes were stirring. I could feel myself being pushed backwards.
“Who are you?” I was yelling at her. “Go away, leave Alice in peace!” 
Like that was going to work, ever. The thing just kept cackling and rocking away while she sent me a stream of psychic spite so powerful it felt like acid being thrown at me. My hair was whipping in front of my face, blinding me.
I tried something I’d seen in the old movies Edna and I used to watch sometimes. With one hand clutching my hair to keep it out of my face, I stepped forward and let her have it as I held up my other hand.
“In the name of God and all that is holy, leave this place!”
Did I mention that Edna was an atheist and hadn’t let me go to church as a kid? She wouldn’t even sign me up for Youth Camp, she hated organized religion so much. So God could be forgiven for not being on my side that day.
“You! You get out of my house!” The cackling had stopped now and the entity was no longer gleeful. A terrible rage overtook her ancient wrinkled face but the roar could have come from the depths of hell itself, and the wind rose to hurricane speed as the lamps and end tables went flying and careening around the room. I ducked as the cable box detached from the wall and flew past my head.
There’s only so much you can do to help a friend, so I was out of there in half a second flat, banging the front door behind me and not stopping till I found Alice underneath the highway overpass across the road, huddled into the shadows of the concrete. She was crying, yet even through her tears she could see how shaken I was. 
“What is it in there?” She was whispering as she scuffed at the weeds and grass growing in the cracks at the pillar’s foot. “What’s in my house?”
I shook my head, reluctant to tell her my guesses, but she had to know.
“It’s an old woman, and she’s really angry. An old wizened woman, but she scared me. A lot.” I leaned against the concrete and stared at the foot bridge crossing the river. The smell of diesel and rot wafted up on the gentle fall breeze.
“Oh.”
This made me look back up at Alice, for that one sound held a lot.
“You know something about this, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Maybe. Did the old woman ... did she look sort of like me, the way I’d look a hundred years from now?”
I nodded slowly. Yes, the specter did have that look of Alice about her, come to think of it.
“It’s Nan Hoskins, it’s got to be,” Alice said, her voice as mournful as the gulls crying over head. “Shit. Gran always warned us this would happen.”
I blinked as I tried to process her words.
Alice was unique, for she was my only real friend growing up. The children of the Kin, the arrogant elite with full witch blood in their veins, they hated me because they thought I was lesser and unnatural. On the other hand, normal people could sense that I had one foot in the supernatural, and they didn’t want anything to do with me because they thought I was too strange.
But Alice? She never seemed to notice my weirdness, and for that I’d always been grateful. Now, I was beginning to realize there was more to her than I’d previously thought.
“Gran always said her mother-in-law was too nosy to die,” Alice continued, with her hands shoved glumly into her jacket pockets. We were heading toward the foot bridge over the river. “Should have seen it coming. At her wake, when everyone was sitting around having a good time on the rum, she sat right up in her coffin and gave them the old hairy eyeball. Gave them all some scare, I tell you. They still talk about it.”
I looked over at my friend, appalled. Dead people sitting up in their coffins? Jesus, and I thought my family was strange.
She caught my look. “Well, they were in a hurry to bury her, I guess,” she said in a defensive tone. “She died just before the May 24th weekend and everyone wanted to head out around the bay for the first week of summer. They didn’t bother with the undertaker’s stuff, just put her in the coffin she’d bought on sale twenty years before and had the party.”
“Wait now.” I stopped mid bridge.“You can buy coffins on sale?”
“It may have been secondhand,”Alice mumbled. “I don’t know the details. Anyway, the doctor said it was rigor mortis setting in, nothing spooky, they were just in too much of a rush to see her off.” 
We both stared down the river toward the port. It was quiet there, away from the noise of traffic, but I became aware of a sniffling sound. I looked toward Alice. She had her back turned away from me and her shoulders were shaking.
“If it’s your Great-Grandmother’s ghost, I’m sure we can do something about her,’ I offered inadequately as I placed my hand on her arm.
But that didn’t soothe her. She began to cry aloud in deep, wracking sobs. I took both her shoulders in mine as I turned her to face me.
My friend couldn’t help but ‘pretty-cry’ even when she was sobbing fit to break her heart. The minute I start tearing up, my eyelids swell up like a duck’s and the tap in my nose turns on. But with Alice, the redness in her eyes just made her gray irises turn silvery and luminous.
“What is it?” I waited until I finally got it out of her.
“It’s Benjy. He’s disappeared too, on top of all this. No one’s heard from him in two weeks. Mom said he’s probably gone back to the mainland without telling anyone, but he would have told me.”
Benjy was her older brother, and he was a skeet. Heavily into drugs and booze, not too particular about how he got the money to buy these amusements, he’d been bad news ever since I’d known him. But he was her older brother. They were close and she loved him.
“You know what he’s like,” I said, trying to reassure her. “If one of his buddies was driving up to Nova Scotia and it sounded like a good party, he’d hitch a ride with them and wouldn’t think to tell anyone in the spur of the moment.”
“But he should have sobered up b ynow, sent me a text or something at least.”
True enough. “You think something bad happened to him?”
“Yeah, Dara, I do.” She was silent for a moment. “I think he’s gotten himself into a pile of trouble finally, and he can’t get out of it.”






  
  Chapter 2


I hated to ask, but I had to. 
“So that’s why you asked me if he was the one haunting your house. You’re worried that he’s …”
With his life style, it could be a distinct possibility that he would meet with an early demise. He was always the worst kind of trouble maker during his life, and there was no way he would go gently into the light just because he’d stopped breathing. But Alice didn’t need to hear that.
“He’s not dead! No way, he can’t be....” Again looking at me with those big eyes, desperate for comfort. She delicately wiped her nose on her sleeve.
“Course not. He’s just being more Benjy than normal. He’s probably living it up somewhere, having the time of his life. When the booze runs out, your brother’ll come back.”
We walked to the end of the footbridge and in to the wasteland by the old train station. My assurances to her rang hollow. ‘Where did you see him last?’
“He was headed up to the Southside Hills for berry picking, to the family patch. No one has seen him since.”
I know what you’re thinking – big tough guy hoodlum like Benjy Hoskins doing a pansy thing like picking berries? Well, this is Newfoundland, and everybody does that. You want blueberry jam for your morning toast? Then you provide the berries, they’re free for the taking in the scrublands and the barrens. Besides, her family had a spot up on the Southside Hills behind their house, they’d been going there for generations ever since old Nan Hoskins stuck her flag in the dirt and declared it her own. No one would dare steal the berries from under that old harridan’s nose even after she’d been dead for twenty-five years. Reputations die hard in this land.
But those cliffs which loomed over the city of St. John’s – they were a dangerous place if you didn’t know them, and maybe even if you did. Full of bogs and gullies and beaver dams, rabbit trails leading nowhere. A person could get lost pretty easily up there. 
Benjy could be lying up there with a broken leg unable to move, or may even have fallen over the cliffs into Freshwater Bay on the other side of the mountain, where the sucking surf would take his body deep into the currents never to be seen again till he was vomited up by the ocean at Cape Spear, or washed up on the shores of Ireland.
Worse than the physical dangers, though, were the fairies. Personally, I avoided the area, it had always smelled wrong to me. I felt the first ripple of fear for Alice’s brother. My steps faltered.
“No one’s gone up to look for him?”
“Mom and Aunt Trish went up for the berries when he never came back, and they didn’t see any sign of him. They were complaining because he took the good bucket, the red one, and didn’t bring it back.”
Just as Newfoundlanders carefully keep the best berry patch locations secret, so they treasure their berry pails. The best are old salt-beef buckets, the one-gallon ones, although others do at a pinch. The trick is the pail has to be big enough to hold the most amount of berries you can get, but not hold so many it’s too heavy to carry back. It’s got to have a comfortable handle and preferably a lid that doesn’t get lost, one you can snap into place so the berries don’t spill when you bring the harvest home over the hills and rocks. Yeah, we’re a strange breed, but we know our buckets.
“I wouldn’t be worrying about him so much if it wasn’t for the doll,” Alice continued. “It’s all too strange.”
But the fairies. I sighed deeply, right from the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t tell Alice about my fears, and not just because she wouldn’t believe me. She knew I could see ghosts, but even though she was my only friend, I’d never told her about the other stuff. About being a half-blood witch, and Alt, and magic. About the fairies on the hill, or the vampires living down the road from her, or the dwarves who worked in the old tunnels. 
The thing was, I wasn’t allowed to tell her or anybody else about all that, as part of the agreement with Dad. There was a faction of the Witch Kin in those parts who believed that impure blood was an abomination, and I’d only survived this long because Jonathan de Teilhard was my natural father. As his illegitimate daughter, he supported me financially with the stipulation that I had to suppress the magic side of me and generally stay under the Kin’s radar. 
This was after Mom disappeared. That still hurt. I tried not to think about it, but I blamed his wife Cate. 
Alice broke into my thoughts, and I gladly turned away from them. She’d decided to come home with me till her parents got off work, as she didn’t want to be home alone. Understandable. We continued up Topsail Road to my house on the hill.
“What I don’t get is, if it is Nan Hoskins, why show herself to you and not me? I’m her own blood, after all.”
“I guess it’s because I can see ghosts,” I said. “And talk with them.”
We paused at the bottom of the long dirt driveway leading to Richmond Cottage, the family home for me and Aunt Edna and, until ten years ago, Mom. The iron gates had long since rusted away and weeds were taking over as I was the only one who ever used it. Edna and her boyfriend drove in the back way off Shaw Street, the old tradesman’s entrance to the estate. It was a lot easier to keep shoveled in winter.
“Are they all like Nan Hoskins? The ghost in your house doesn’t sound creepy.”
“Nah. Most ghosts are peaceful, or sad. Sometimes they don’t even know they’re dead, sometimes they’re just really confused. And Maundy, well, she tries to bully me, but she’s harmless.” Not like the fury of terror in Alice’s house.
I’d always been aware of Maundy, I think we first met when I was three years old and I wandered into her room. In life, she had been the niece of my great-great grandfather, so I don’t know what that makes us – four times removed? Five? I could never figure it out.
“Hey, your ghost,” Alice said, brightening for the first time that afternoon. “Maybe she can help with Nan Hoskins.”
I shook my head. “No, she’s way too self-involved. She won’t even leave her room.”
We’d reached the top of the long driveway and went round to the back door. Edna’s battered red Civic wasn’t there and the place was locked up secure. Not that anyone would ever try to break in – the old mansion was way too spooky looking, and besides, there was nothing worth stealing in here – but her boyfriend Mark was a cop, and he was always on at her to keep the place locked. She must finally be taking heed.
As I waited for the kettle to boil, I thought aloud to Alice.
“You know, I’ve been in your house dozens of times,” I began.
“Hundreds.”
“Yeah, maybe. So why is Nan Hoskins only showing herself to me now? She died before we were born.”
She gave a shudder. “It’s weird. You never saw her before at all?”
I shook my head as I poured the hot water into the mugs. Her house had always had a creepy feeling, but I’d assumed that was because it was so dark, huddled at the foot of the Southside Hills as it was and never getting sunlight in there. I honestly hadn’t thought it was any more haunted than other houses of its age – you know, with the residual emotions that hang on in any family home over the years.
Alice squeezed her teabag and dumped it into the bowl which held other used bags, long since dried out. I needed to make a trip to the composter.
“I don’t suppose you can get rid of her?” she asked in a tentative voice.
“What, like an exorcism or something?”
“Whatever it takes.”
“That’s a little harsh, isn’t it? She’s your great-grandmother.”
“I don’t care, I want her gone.”
“Maybe she’s appearing now because she wants to tell you something.”
“Oh, yeah? And what did she say to you?”
Alice had a point. Nan Hoskins was more like a screaming demon than a spirit with a message from beyond.
“Gran always hated her, she made no bones about saying how happy she was when Nan finally kicked the bucket. She died before I came on the scene, but they lived together for years in that house, right from when Gran married into the family.”
An idea struck me. “Where’s your Gran now?”
“Living in St. Pat’s, the nursing home. You think she can help?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Why don’t we go see her after classes tomorrow?”
We made arrangements to meet in the library the next day, then Alice went back down the road to meet her mother after her shift at the drugstore. I took my tea up the back staircase to my bedroom to sit and ponder in my favorite spot, the window seat overlooking the large unkempt garden.
This mansion, or house, or ‘cottage’ as it was formally known as – it’s like a Tardis house, if you’ve ever watched any of the Doctor Who series. It looks real cute and small on the outside to someone looking up from the road below, but inside it stretches on forever. Part of the trick is caused by the long floor to ceiling windows at the front of the house. They give the optical illusion of a compact space within, and it’s only when the viewer draws closer that they realize the main entrance is dwarfed by the French windows which are a good fifteen feet high. We didn’t use those front rooms any more, they were impossible to heat in winter.
In fact, much of the house was closed off permanently those days. I used to love wandering through the library and drawing rooms as a child. Yeah, there were residual ghosts all around there, too, but it was pretty clean of supernaturals. It had been a happy home at one time.
Likewise the gardens had been left to revert back to their natural state, the ancient oaks and chestnuts providing a solid wall against the world. The vegetable plots at the back had long since become an unexpected urban woodland for the neighborhood kids. The City was always on at us to fence it off, but what was the harm? 
My favorite place outside was the statue garden off to the side of the formal drawing room. The French doors once opened onto this courtyard walled with cedars and with a single fountain in the middle. The copper fish was all green now and no longer spouted water, while the garden doors were nailed shut, but I could still gain access through the old garden gate. It was like another world in there, and it was all mine.
I had only ever shared that space with my older half-sister Sasha. We used to play hide and seek down there among the statues when Jon, our father, would bring her to visit, and we used to play magic games down there too. All that ended though when things came to a head between Mom and his wife Cate. 
Dad had a traditional marriage, arranged for optimal alliance and merging of two big houses. This is what the Kin do, and it’s one way they’ve held on to their power through the centuries. Mom was the mistress he fell in love with. After all the fighting began between Mom and Dad, well it was about that time Mom went away and never returned. I wasn’t allowed to play magic anymore after that.
As I sat on the cushion of my window seat and looked down upon my old domain, my mind was working hard. The sudden appearance of Nan Hoskins was a puzzle, and the fact that she chose to show herself right after Benjy’s disappearance was not a good sign. The two events had to have a connection. But what was it?






  
  Chapter 3


I hung out at the library for a few hours, waiting for Alice to finish her lab. She was such a nerd – I could never convince her to skip her time with the microscopes and algaes and what not.  
Unlike myself, of course. I planned to have a long and undistinguished career of professional student, doing only enough work to prevent them from kicking me out, compliments of my dearly dreaded Dad. It was the closest I would ever get to a trust fund, unlike his other, legitimate children.
The Newfoundland Studies section was always where I gravitated to. They wouldn’t let you go behind the desk and browse through all the stacks of old papers and books, only staff were allowed back there. I sometimes idled with the thought of actually getting a job there, just for the privilege of hanging out behind the scenes, however I never got round to filling out the application.
A search in the computer showed a few mentions of the Southside Hoskins clan in the archives. Yep, they had been parishioners of the old St. Mary’s Church, the one torn down in the ‘sixties along with a bunch of houses in order to widen the road.
I came upon an old article from the time of World War II that discussed a new shooting range on the Southside Hills. The writer seemed quite outraged that the local people were disregarding the bans and traipsing all over the fenced off area to pick their berries that fall, heedless of getting shot by the troops doing their rifle practice. 
Hah – I’d bet Nan Hoskins was leading that brigade of scofflaws. No one would dare shoot her.
While I was poking around the electronic records of the archives, my thoughts moved on to the reign of Nan, along with her family’s secret blueberry patch. As an outsider, I’d never been allowed to accompany Alice on the yearly excursions of berry picking, but that had never bothered me because I could feel something creepy happening up on that mountain.
And I don’t mean the vampires in that big scary house with the turrets and gables down the street from Alice. This feeling came upon me the few times I’d ventured up the path by the Fort Amherst lighthouse at the mouth of the harbor, the path that led straight up the hill to the Southside Barrens at the top. Physically, it looks like the top of any large hill or mountain on the Avalon Peninsula, I guess – all rocks and bogs and scrubby pines growing in the direction of the prevailing winds, and completely open to the sky above. 
But I always knew there was something very, very wrong up there.
The tops of those hills felt like fairy. You know that mucky, sticky feeling like honey that’s almost dried on your skin and won’t come off no matter how much you lick it? My skin would feel dirty and grimy just being up there. And the hills smelled of fairy too, to me at least. Normals probably wouldn’t catch it, would think it was just the poo plant down the road wafting up in the summer breeze, but I knew for a fact there was no smell like fairy.
Think about the forgotten package of hamburger meat at the back of the fridge leftover from when it rained on the day of the barbeque that time, or the rat who expired unseen in the bedroom wall. Think about the salt flats on the Bay of Fundy mixed together with the street gutters in Mumbai. Or better yet, visit a dead whale beached on the shores of an abandoned outport, and that will give an idea about the smell of the fairies.
People have the wrong idea about the fae, I blame Walt Disney and urbanization. Too many people don’t live close to the land anymore. They’re so busy living their lives surrounded by concrete and lawns and their SUVs with GPS and AWD, they can’t see the world outside their narrow scope. The fairies have been around since time immemorial and folk were justly afraid of them throughout history.
I will tell you they are not cute, or pretty, or sweet or anything nice. They don’t float around on little wings spreading magic dust to grant wishes or to make you fly. Fae are a rotten crowd who are just plain mean with cruel withered hearts, and they excel in torture.
“Hey.” A bag plonked down on the table next to me, making me jump. “What’re you looking up?”
Alice bent over for a better view of the screen. “Really? Fairies in Newfoundland.” She made a scoffing sound and rolled her eyes.
This from a girl whose dead Nan was terrorizing her.
“Haven’t you ever heard the legends?” I quickly exited the screen and gathered my stuff.
“Nobody talks about that foolishness anymore,” she said. “C’mon let’s go before Gran goes back to bed.”
We made our way out the glass library doors.
“I can’t promise you much, you know,” she warned me as we crossed the campus in the direction of the nursing home. “She’s a little, uh...”
“Senile?”
“Dementia is what they call it. Losing her memory, about the recent stuff, anyway,” Alice said. “She seems to be living in her youth, or at least years ago. She thinks I’m my aunt.”
St. Pat’s was a big nursing home, formerly run by the Catholic Church until Eastern Health gobbled everything up. I don’t know why her grandmother ended up here because Alice’s family had always been Anglican. 
Still, the staff were really nice, and it had a gorgeous chapel right inside the nursing home itself.
Alice pointed out her grandmother down the long corridor. The woman was headed for the center lounge where the TV blared, and we hurried to catch up to her. Even this early in the evening she was dressed in a flannel nightie sprigged with roses with a shapeless pilled cardigan over it for warmth. Her feet were clad in thick socks and sneakers to prevent falls. 
“Hi Gran,” Alice said to her.
The old woman turned to peer at her visitor, a puzzled look on her face.
“Debbie?” she asked.
“No, Gran, Debbie’s my aunt. I’m Alice.”
“Hmm.” Gran was reserving judgement on that, and looking very suspicious too.
“Come sit, Gran,” Alice coaxed her and settled in next to her on the vinyl covered sofa. “I wanted to ask you about Nan Hoskins.”
“She’s dead.”
“Well, we hope so, but...”
“Come back, has she?”
We looked at each other in amazement. How did the old lady know?
“It was too good to be true, I knew it at the time,” Gran muttered, barely audible over the television game show.
“What do you know of it?” I approached her and asked carefully and loudly. “Why would Nan Hoskins come back?”
“Well she never left, did she? Even when she sat up in her coffin and scared the hell out of everyone, even then I could hear her cackling away, for all the doctor said it was rigor mortalization or whatever they call it.”
“She’s come back, and Benjy has disappeared,” I said.
“Who’s Benjy?” The old woman raised her voice.
“Your grandson.” 
Alice reached over and turned off the volume on the TV. The silence reverberated around the concrete walls of the large room.
“Well, that’s not good then.” She looked out the window, right across town to where the lowering sun was lighting on the windows in the old tower overlooking the harbor. “Where’d he disappear to?”
“He went berry picking up to Nan’s patch, and no one’s seen him since,” Alice said softly.
“Just goes to show, doesn’t it?” the old woman said with a scowl.
“What do you mean?”
“The fairies have broken off their promises. Who’d trust them anyway? She was that arrogant, she thought she could bully them too.”
I knew it! I thrust my arm into the air in a silent victory cheer behind Gran’s back. I knew there were fairies on the Southside Hills. “Tell me more about the fae,” I pressed the old lady as I came round to her side.
She gestured me closer and whispered in my ear. “Have you got a bite to eat? They don’t feed me here. I’m starving to death I am.”
I hauled out a Hershey bar from my knapsack and quickly unwrapped it for her, looking doubtfully at the tightness of her nightie as I did so. She sure didn’t looked malnourished.
“Tell me about the fairies and the broken promises.”
Gran was too busy stuffing the bar into her mouth to answer, and I realized why when a nurse swooped down on us.
“You’re not giving her chocolate, surely? Don’t you know she’s diabetic? You trying to kill her?”
This was as good as a declaration of war for Gran, who screeched as the bar was taken from her hand. 
“They’re starving me here, haven’t had a bite since yesterday! Help me for the love of God, I’m wasting away!” She lashed out with her hand, missing her caregiver’s head by only inches.
“Now Mrs. H, you know you get a good three squares a day and more here.” The nurse ducked then grimaced at us as if we were to blame for the scene. “Come on back to your room and we’ll give you a nice pudding with your meds.”
Gran was having none of it, although by this time she seemed to have forgotten why she was upset. 
“Help me Debbie! They’re going to kill me, I tell you,” she hollered as she tried to wriggle out of the nurse’s firm but kindly grasp.
The soothing sounds from the nurse did little to calm the old woman as she was slowly but surely led away from us, her protests echoing down the long empty corridor.
Alice stood up with a sigh and hitched her backpack onto her shoulders.
“We won’t get anything else out of her today,” she said. “Come on, we might as well get the bus home out of it.”
There wasn’t much conversation between us as we waited at the stop in the drizzling rain. I could tell Alice was miserable, dreading to go back to her haunted home to see what new horrors her dead Nan had in store for the family.






  
  Chapter 4


That night, I tried to think what I could do to help Alice and her family. She’d reported that things were rapidly getting worse in her home.  
It wasn’t just the doll creeping around, now doors were slamming back and forth, and it sounded like Nan Hoskins was clomping up and down the stairs in army boots all night long. Her great-grandmother was ramping up the offensive.
Despite my powers, I had no idea how to be of assistance, for I’d had no formal training in the supernatural. Unlike my fullblood siblings, my education in those matters hadn’t been deemed worth bothering about. Dad didn’t have enough guts to formally acknowledge me to the rest of the world, even though everyone knew who my parents were. In his circle even back then, mixed blood kids were deemed mongrels and a lesser species. Things had only gotten worse over time.
I knew enough to know that I didn’t know anything, and had spent the past ten years or so pretending to the rest of the world that I knew nothing at all. Most of what little knowledge I had gained concerning magic and the supernatural world had come through books, fiction mostly, and I’d found out the hard way that a lot of this wasn’t reliable.
Anything else I knew had been learned through my experience of the Alt world, through my forays and experimentation. I had told Edna none of that of course.
As I’d said to Alice, I couldn’t even turn to Maundy for help, for that kid hardly even realized she was dead. Not being a part of the Witch Kin community, I had no one to turn to.
Sasha might have helped me, once upon a time. But we’d grown apart after her mother put her foot down, right about the time Mom disappeared. My half-sister was the only one I could play magic with, back then. We used to do fun stuff, like divert the water from the fish fountain to splash over each other, levitate the garden chairs – you know, kid stuff. 
But there’s no way I would approach her these days for she and her friends had made it clear during high school that I was persona non grata.
So I had no one to turn to for advice. Except my father. My heart sank at the thought, for there was one thing I hated in this world and that was asking Jon for assistance of any kind. Yeah, I accepted his support cheques no problem, but that process was removed from the man himself – the money was automatically dumped in my bank account every month and I could continue to despise him and to sneer at him from afar.
I made my own money for spending of course, babysitting for Jane. She was a single mom of three who had dedicated her entire life to doing everything right for those kids of hers, and managed to do this without a boyfriend or any other visible support except Social Assistance. Those kids were all breastfed then went on to diets of organic kale and gluten free everything, poor things. 
But she looked after her own needs too, and that’s where I came in. Every so often, she would pump the baby’s milk into bottles and I would look after the littles while she went down to George Street, maybe looking for Baby Daddy number four. 
The kids loved to see me coming because I don’t believe in childhood without chocolate, but I swore them to secrecy. She marvelled at how much they loved me.
Children need to have treats and fun in their lives. I remember how Dad used to let me find chocolate coins in his suit jacket pocket, always acting surprised when they appeared, swearing to Mom they hadn’t been there when he left his house that morning. That was back when Mom was around and we were a family in our own weird little way.
But Dad. Asking for his help meant being in his physical presence, and that prospect scared the crap out of me these days. The last time I’d seen him face to face, a few years ago when I found that book of spells hidden in our house, he’d been so furious when he swooped down to remove it, I think I still have PTSD. But that’s another story.
I needed back up, someone to hold my hand to give me courage.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Edna,” I said the next morning as I walked into the kitchen. Best to get her before coffee, before her brain turned fully on. “I need a ride.”
“When are you going to get your driver’s license, Dara? Mark has offered to teach you loads of times.”
“Not this morning, at any rate. I’m working today, but any other time I’d be happy to give a lesson or two.”
We both looked up to see Mark stroll into the kitchen, dressed in what I call his plainclothes uniform, the suit he wore when he went undercover. Well, when he tried to go incognito, anyway. He still looked like a cop in any outfit, he couldn’t help it, but I wasn’t going to burst his bubble by telling him that. “
I hadn’t even known he stayed over last night. Those two were nothing if not discreet.
“Can you give me a ride out to the east end?”
“Take the bus.” Edna poured herself another coffee, and to take the sting out of her refusal, poured me one too. The morning newspaper was spread out in front of her and she prepared to dive in.
I sat across from her, eyes boring into the crown of her head. “I need to go see my father.”
One blue eye peeped through the mass of curls.
“I have a problem,” I continued.
“Financial?”
“No
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