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      The Battle of Britain continues to rage, with Hitler’s planned invasion of Britain, Operation Sea Lion, reliant on the destruction of RAF Fighter Command. The Luftwaffe prepares for Adlertag – Eagle Day – the first stage in the annihilation of the RAF. Meanwhile, in a small village in Kent, strange things are afoot in a farmer’s barn . . .
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        Bertie Butterworth’s Battle of Britain Diary

        Friday 9th August, 1940

        Started with distant gunfire in the morning. Air raid warning from 3–7pm. Big raid at night. Lots of flashes. Maybe twenty planes shot down. Think two planes crashed nearby. Must investigate. Made Spam hash today. Bit salty. Had a strange dream where me and Faye were riding bicycles in the sky. It was so peaceful up there. I wanted to hold her hand, but the wind kept pushing us apart. Can’t stop thinking about Faye. I think about her when I wake up, I think about her when I’m fixing Dad’s tractor, I think about her when I’m pulling a pint in the pub, and I think about her when I go to sleep. Is that normal?

      

      

      

      Faye Bright’s teeth rattled as her Pashley Model A bicycle shuddered down the bumpy coast road towards the village of Woodville. The moon lingered, pale in the brightening sky, though the morning sun was already warm and the sea glistened. Waves beckoned her to hop in and splash about. Faye was tempted, though the beaches were littered with barbed wire and wrought-iron crosses and other such invasion defences, so a quick paddle was out of the question.

      Faye was also knackered. Having just finished an all-night Air Raid Precaution coast watch with Freddie Paine, she was ready to curl up into a ball, duck under her bedsheets and kip the whole day.

      It had been an intense evening. Faye lost count of how many planes tumbled into that same sea last night. At least twenty. The Luftwaffe bombers stayed high, and some of the fighters would come down and shoot barrage balloons like it was a game. Mr Paine seemed calm enough. Standing stock- still, gripping his binoculars, calmly telling her how he had seen the bodies of pilots fished out of the water the day before, all while the sky was lit up like fireworks night. Faye had always felt safe on ARP duties with Mr Paine, but last night was the first time she’d had the terrible thought that they might actually lose this war. She tried to shake the thought away, but it lingered even now like a bad smell.

      Faye hadn’t felt right for weeks. Not since that business with the Bavarian Druid Otto Kopp. In an effort to save three Kinderstransport children from a ravenous demon, she had been forced to take them across a magical threshold into an endless void. For some time she stood alone in that strange darkness with the moon, and its incredible ancient power had coursed through her. She could feel it still, fizzing in her belly and her brain as if waiting for something.

      Faye rounded a bend and could see the bell tower of Saint Irene’s Church poking over the tops of trees when Larry Dell ran out into the road and flagged her down.

      ‘Faye! Faye Bright, have you got a mo’?’

      Larry’s farm was one of the biggest in the area. He mainly grew brassicas, hops and barley, and had recently dabbled in a bit of livestock, starting with a dozen sheep. Larry was a pleasant enough fellow, with a lower jaw that jutted out and an impressive dent in the top-right corner of his forehead. Rumour had it that he got the dent while leading a charge at the Battle of Ypres, though Faye’s dad said Larry was kicked in the head while shoeing a horse and had never fully recovered.

      Faye squeezed her bicycle’s brakes and came skidding to a halt.

      ‘Morning, Larry. Where’s the fire?’

      ‘No fire, Faye, but . . .’ Larry squinted one eye and his jaw jutted out just a little further as if he hadn’t quite thought through what he was going to say. ‘There’s something rather odd going on in one of my barns and I wondered if you might have a moment to come and take a look at it.’

      ‘It’s not another sheep with five legs, is it, Larry? What are you putting in their feed?’

      ‘No, nothing to do with the farm, Faye. It’s just I know what with you bein’ your mother’s daughter and all and consorting with the likes of Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte—’

      ‘Oh.’ Faye raised her chin. ‘That sort of problem.’

      Larry nodded eagerly and smiled. Whenever someone in the village had some issue that might only be solved with the help of magic or witches, they would ask for that help in the most convoluted and pained way so that they avoided any mention whatsoever of said magic or witches. If they were to suddenly admit these things were real, then they would have to confront the idea that there was more to the world than their own existence, and their minds would be perturbed by the true strangeness of the universe, which could put them off their tea. And no one wanted that.

      Since last month’s incident when everyone had their minds controlled by a Bavarian Druid and a demonic dog stalked Faye and a bunch of scared children, the villagers could no longer avoid the truth that Woodville was a very strange place. And when strange things happened they would seek help from those steeped in strangeness. More and more they came to Faye, and she was beginning to like it.

      Faye followed Larry off the road and down the winding, dusty path to his farm. Cabbage white butterflies danced around them, and sheep scrutinised the pair as they passed.

      They approached a large barn on the edge of Larry’s biggest brassica field. It was draped from top to bottom in ivy, and the word ‘Ivy’ had been painted above the doors by someone who was a dab hand with calligraphy.

      ‘Ivy Barn,’ Faye said. ‘I can see why you called it that.’

      ‘Oh no. All that ivy’s just a whotsit. Coincidence. I name all my barns after, well . . .’ Larry trailed off and blushed.

      Faye grinned and gave him a wink. ‘Old girlfriends?’

      Larry’s jaw moved about like a cow chewing cud and he pointed to a distant barn across the field. ‘There’s Ruby, and by the farmhouse is Gladys, and I keep my tractor in Gustav.’

      Faye blinked. ‘Gustav?’

      Larry nodded, his eyes drifting into memory. ‘Spent a night in the trenches together. Both of us scared stiff. Me a Tommy, him a Hun, both farmers. Nice lad, as a matter o’ fact. Pro’lly saved my life, I reckon. Anyway.’

      He shook his head clear. ‘Here we are.’

      They came to a stop before Ivy Barn’s doors and immediately Faye felt an odd sensation. An unsettling vibration in the air. One that any normal person would steer away from. Faye stood her ground.

      ‘Is this where those planes came down last night, Larry?’ Faye asked, glancing back at the brassica field.

      ‘’S’right,’ Larry said, a worried tremor in his voice. ‘Hurricane and a Messerschmitt Bf 110. You can still see the damage they done to me field.’ He pointed to a great gouge in the soil. ‘I saw it meself. The pair of them crashed into pieces mid-air, then dropped out the sky like confetti. Made a hell of a mess. Most of the scrap I’ve got in here.’

      Larry swung the barn doors open, swirling dust motes about and revealing a mess of mechanical detritus. Propeller blades leaning against the wall, a scorched section of a 110’s fuselage, the glass canopy and bullet-riddled tail fin of the Hurricane. There were countless engine parts scattered across the floor, alongside unidentifiable lumps of scorched metal, and a machine gun with its barrel bent like a banana.

      ‘Bloody hell, Larry, it’s like an airbase crashed into a scrapyard. Are you, uh, are you supposed to have these in here?’ Faye asked, noticing a few wheels in one corner, and an RAF pilot’s wool-lined jacket draped over a chair.

      ‘Army took most of it, but I managed to get this lot in my barn before they turned up.’ Larry boosted himself onto the workbench next to the far wall. Behind him hung saws, hammers, chisels. ‘So, finder’s keepers, I reckon.’

      ‘I’m not sure that’s how it works, Larry, but your secret is safe with me. So what’s the problem here?’

      As she spoke, a chill prickled up her back, her breath puffed in the air and the summer heat evaporated. The back door to the barn slammed open and shut repeatedly. The timbers and planks rattled, shaking more dust into the air. A scythe hanging from a hook on the wall took flight, floating in space for a heartbeat before spinning directly at Faye and Larry.

      ‘Blimmin’ ’eck!’ Faye piled into Larry, knocking him to the ground as the scythe’s blade juddered into the barn wall where Larry’s head had just been. ‘Out! Quickly!’ Faye grabbed Larry by the crook of his elbow, dragged him back into the sun and slammed the barn doors shut. Then came thud after thud as bits of aircraft scrap were hurled against the barn’s walls.

      ‘There’s . . .’ Larry gasped for breath. ‘There’s something in there. Though it didn’t throw stuff last time. What do you reckon it is?’

      The barn door juddered again as something quite solid thumped against it.

      ‘Whatever it is, it ain’t happy.’

      ‘It’s a poltergeist,’ another voice said.

      Faye squinted into the sunlight to see two familiar shapes striding towards them. One was pear-shaped and moved in dainty little hops, the other as slender as the blade of a knife and smoked a clay pipe.

      ‘Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte,’ Faye said, wondering if the sudden arrival of her witchcraft mentors was a good or a bad thing. ‘What brings you here?’ she continued as the barn door was hit by something heavy and Faye and Larry were almost knocked off their feet.

      ‘As if that wasn’t obvious.’ Charlotte raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Rumours of some peculiar activity in Larry’s barn reached my ears and we thought we would take the liberty of having a quick nose around,’ Mrs Teach said. ‘Looks like we’re just in the nick of time.’

      Faye turned to Miss Charlotte. ‘What did you call it? A poultry-what?’

      ‘Poltergeist.’ Charlotte thinned her lips. ‘An angry spirit.’

      ‘A ghost?’ Larry said, going as white as one. He crossed himself and backed away, leaving only Faye to keep the barn door closed against whatever was banging about inside.

      ‘Larry, dear.’ Mrs Teach took the poor man by the hand and steered him away from the barn. ‘Why don’t you pop home and put the kettle on? I think you could do with a little rest after all this excitement. A good nap might help.’

      ‘The kettle! What about that thing in my barn? An angry spirit, you say? Angry with who?’ He looked over to the scratch in the earth where the planes had crashed. ‘Forgive me, O spirits. I didn’t mean to nick your scrap metal. I throw myself upon your mercy and—’ His pleas ended in a cough as Miss Charlotte blew smoke from her pipe into his face.

      Miss Charlotte carried all kinds of different blends of tobacco with her for all sorts of supernatural emergencies. This one had the immediate effect of putting Larry Dell into a pleasant daze. Faye had learned the hard way not to get within puffing distance of Miss Charlotte.

      ‘How about that tea now, petal?’ Mrs Teach gestured down the path to where Larry’s cottage could be found.

      ‘Tea . . . yes,’ he said absently. ‘I’ll . . . I’ll put the kettle on. Nice cup of tea and bit of shortbread. Hmm.’

      While he meandered his way home, Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte stood before the clattering barn. Faye was still leaning against the doors as one heavy item after another was hurled against it.

      ‘Are you two going to just stand there like a pair of lemons, or will you help keep this door shut?’ she asked them.

      ‘Perhaps it’s keeping the door shut that’s making it angry?’ Mrs Teach mused.

      Miss Charlotte rolled her blouse sleeves up. ‘Only one way to find out.’ Tying her long white hair into a ponytail, she gave the nod. ‘Faye. Open the doors.’
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      Poltergeist. The word rang a faint bell. Faye was sure she recalled mention of such a ghost in her late mother’s book of magic. The book her mother Kathryn Bright (née Wynter) created in order for Faye to learn witchcraft after Kathryn died. The same book that was burned on the orders of Vera Fivetrees, High Witch of the British Empire, on account of the strict rule that nothing magical be written down. The rule existed in order to stop magical secrets falling into the wrong hands. Trouble was, it also stopped magical secrets getting into the right hands. Faye’s education under Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte was going at the speed of a not-very-magical snail, with only a few lectures on moon and sun magic and that was it. That said, you couldn’t beat a bit of practical on-the-job experience and that’s precisely what she was getting this morning.

      Miss Charlotte gave Faye an impatient glare. ‘What are you waiting for, girl? Open the doors.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Faye had to raise her voice over the banging and crashing coming from within the barn. ‘I reckon if I open this barn door, we’ll get a face full of aircraft engine parts or a scythe will lop our ’eads off.’

      ‘We are prepared.’ Miss Charlotte stood tall in her culottes and boots, producing a small pouch from within her waistcoat. She weighed it in her hand like a bag of sand.

      Faye knew that Miss Charlotte was fond of magic powders. Black salt, white ash and blue dust were all in her supernatural armoury, along with the strange blends of tobacco designed to befuddle people’s minds.

      ‘Yes, dear, do open up and be sure to stand back.’ Mrs Teach took a bundle of sage tied with string from her coat pocket and struck a match. She applied the flame to the tops of the leaves and began to waft it around, leaving little trails of grey smoke in the air.

      A slat by Faye’s ear cracked, sending splinters and dust spiralling. The banging was reaching a crescendo.

      ‘Will you give it a rest in there?’ Faye hollered at the poltergeist, her patience wearing thin after a long night. She turned to Miss Charlotte. ‘Now?’

      ‘Open after three.’ Charlotte hefted her bag of powder like an Olympic shot-putter. ‘One. Two. Three!’

      Faye swung the barn door open, ducking and running for cover. As she rolled on the flaky soil, she covered her head, half expecting a propeller to come whizzing at her. She stayed that way for a few seconds before daring to look up.

      The banging had ceased and the morning air was silent but for a few blue tits having a chat and the gentle rumble of the breeze.

      Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte stood before the wide-open barn doors. Inside, the barn was a mess, but it was otherwise peaceful.

      ‘Where’s it gone?’ Faye was the first to speak, though Miss Charlotte gestured for her to be silent.

      Mrs Teach raised her burning sage and slowly walked over the threshold into the barn.

      ‘Begone, spirit,’ she said in a clear, raised voice. ‘You are not welcome here.’ Mrs Teach continued to mutter words unknown to Faye as she swished the sage around like a wand.

      Faye got to her feet, patting the dust from her ARP uniform, and hurried to Miss Charlotte’s side.

      ‘Is that a banishing ritual?’ Faye whispered.

      Miss Charlotte nodded, then said out of the side of her mouth, ‘Follow me, stay by my side, no sudden movements. Got it?’

      Faye gave a thumbs-up. She and Miss Charlotte moved slowly in unison towards the barn. They stepped from light into shade and tiny droplets of sweat trickled down Faye’s spine. It looked like a tornado had blown through the barn. As well as all of the aeronautical debris, the floor was littered with farm tools. Old paint pots were scattered about, and a ladder lay across the back door. On the walls, a rubber hosepipe and lengths of rope hung from nails.

      The trio reached the centre of the barn.

      ‘Has it gone, then?’ Faye broke the silence.

      Mrs Teach jumped and clutched at her chest with her free hand. ‘Young lady, would you be kind enough to provide me with some kind of warning before you give me a heart attack?’

      ‘Sorry. Only asking.’ Faye pulled a face. ‘Well, has it gone?’

      ‘Shh!’ Miss Charlotte raised her nose as if sniffing the air. ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘You know, it might just be scared,’ Faye said.

      Charlotte snorted.

      ‘Who’s to say if it ain’t scarier actually bein’ a ghost than not bein’ a ghost?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Miss Charlotte gripped the black pouch in her hand. ‘It shouldn’t be here and needs to leave.’

      Faye looked around the barn. Dust drifted gently in the air and birds cheeped in a nest in the high eaves.

      ‘Whatever it was, I reckon it’s gone,’ she said just as the barn doors slammed shut, kicking up dirt and straw from the floor, plunging them all into darkness.

      The only light came between the timber slats. The temperature dropped again and Faye had the sensation of ants crawling up her shoulder blades.

      ‘You were saying?’ Mrs Teach’s voice tickled Faye’s ear.

      The timbers began to rattle and dust fell in jittery waves. The birds in the nest flapped about in a panic, looking for a way out, but there was none. Mice and rats darted from their cover and ducked under the door, skittering to safety outside.

      ‘Form a circle,’ Miss Charlotte commanded.

      ‘There’s three of us,’ Faye said. ‘We could do a triangle.’

      ‘You know what I mean,’ Charlotte snapped. ‘Back to back, and face outwards.’

      An unseen man’s voice screamed inches from Faye’s ears. Her heart pounded as if wanting to break out of her chest. Blood rushed in her ears. ‘What the flippn’ ’eck was that?’

      He screamed again. It wasn’t like a ghost in the films, all echoey and distant. This sounded like he was standing right next to her. His anguished cries became incessant and the hairs on her arms stood on end.

      She felt another unnerving sensation. One inside her as the moon’s magic warmed her belly.

      ‘Oh,’ she shouted over the racket. ‘I don’t like this.’

      ‘I’m not sure we are meant to, my dear.’ Mrs Teach swished her sage about for all it was worth.

      Faye thought about correcting her and describing the strange stirring in her tum, but the only thing she could compare it to was a bout of flatulence she had last Christmas, so she kept it to herself as this didn’t feel like the right time to describe magical wind to Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte.

      ‘Ladies,’ Charlotte said, ‘when I give the word, take one step forwards.’

      ‘I’m not sure I want to,’ Faye replied.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘’Cos I think it’s right in front of me.’

      Mrs Teach made a patronising mewing noise. ‘And what makes you think that, sweetie?’

      ‘I can see its eyes.’

      It was true. Faye was facing the barn doors, and just within arm’s reach, she could see two bloodshot eyes suspended in the air.

      They blinked.

      ‘Oh, friggin’ ’eck.’

      ‘Take this.’ Charlotte gave Faye a handful of ash from her black pouch. It was warm and flaky and smelled like the tide was out at the beach.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Throw it in its face.’

      The thing screamed again. The eyes were drifting closer.

      ‘What will it do?’ Faye asked, but Charlotte ignored the question.

      ‘One step forwards . . . now!’

      Faye took a step and flung the ash into the air.

      The eyes snapped shut and the screams intensified. Fay winced at the sound. And that feeling in her belly grew and grew. She was light-headed and she could see sparkles in the corners of her eyes.

      Mrs Teach continued muttering her incantation as Miss Charlotte handed Faye the whole pouch.

      ‘Again,’ Charlotte ordered and they all took another step forwards.

      Faye threw another handful of ash. The eyes returned, even redder and darting about now, accompanied by another agonised scream.

      ‘I’m hurting it. I don’t like it,’ yelled Faye.

      ‘It’s the only way to convince it to leave,’ Charlotte shouted over the screams. ‘Another step. Now!’

      The three women did so and were out of arm’s reach now, forming either a circle or a triangle – that was a discussion for another time – and giving the ghost less room to manoeuvre. Faye tossed more ash before her. This time the flakes clung to the ghost and she began to see its – his – shape as he writhed, clutching the sides of his head.

      ‘Back, go back to the light,’ Miss Charlotte told it. ‘We are the Hecate and you have no power here.’

      ‘We’re the what?’

      ‘Don’t interrupt, dear, it’s working,’ Mrs Teach said between incantations.

      ‘Another step,’ Charlotte said.

      Faye threw more ash and the ghost wailed. ‘I’ve got one more handful and that’s it,’ she said, looking up into the ghost’s face.

      He was a young man, not much older than her. His hair was lank, like he had been sweating, his cheekbones were sharp, his lips full and his skin milky-white. He looked straight at Faye, his eyes wide, reddened and streaming.

      ‘Another step . . . now!’ Charlotte called out, but Faye stayed where she was.

      The lad wore a tan flight suit with a pale yellow life jacket. He had three gulls on a patch on his arm, and a belt with some kind of bird on the buckle. Faye knew from looking through Bertie’s books that this young man was a pilot with the Luftwaffe.

      His mouth moved, but he had no voice. Faye could see from the look in his eyes that he was pleading with her to end the pain.

      ‘You don’t have to be here,’ Faye said to him gently, her voice wavering as the moon magic inside her made her giddy. ‘You can go any time you want. Go on. Go. Have a bit of peace.’

      ‘Another step!’ Charlotte cried again. Faye glanced back at Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte who were getting closer and closer to the barn’s walls.

      Faye refocused on the ghost. Behind him, by the barn doors, a swirling darkness twisted in the air. It felt old and familiar. ‘That way,’ she said.

      He turned and hesitated.

      ‘I know it must be scary, mate. But I think your time is up. You can either stay here with this lot screaming and waving smelly herbs at yer . . . or you can find out what’s on the other side.’

      Faye had no idea whether he could even hear her, let alone understand her, but he lowered his head and nodded. He gave Faye a small, grateful smile before running to the barn doors.

      The darkness ballooned and clung around the pilot like smoke as the barn doors swung open and daylight stabbed Faye’s eyes. She closed them and let the warmth of the summer sun prickle her skin.

      By the time her eyes had adjusted to the brightness, the ghost and the darkness were gone.

      ‘Good work, ladies.’ Mrs Teach’s voice came from the far end of the barn. ‘I think we’ve done it.’

      Miss Charlotte started sniffing the air again. ‘I think you’re right. Good job. Well done. I’ll send a report to Vera and let you know what she says.’ She gave a little salute and headed back the way she had come across the bridle path on Larry Dell’s brassica field.

      ‘I’ll let poor Larry know that his barn is safe.’ Mrs Teach pottered off towards the farmer’s cottage.

      Faye watched them go and wondered if she should tell them what she had seen, and what she had felt, but what was done was done and the young pilot was gone now anyway. The odd sensation in her belly was subsiding already, and she began to feel like herself again.

      She turned to close the barn door to find another pilot standing in the centre of the barn.

      This one wore RAF blues. Half of his face was burned red and raw. He looked terrified, like a child caught skipping school, as he raised a finger to his mouth. Shh.

      Faye blinked and when she opened her eyes again, he was gone.
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      On the edge of St James’s Park in London is a small cottage. Built in 1841 in the style of a Swiss chalet, with magnolia plaster on its walls and terracotta tiles on its roof, it bridges Horse Guards Road with a small island on St James’s Park Lake. There are those who will tell you it is home to the park’s bird-keeper and hosts meetings of the Ornithological Society of London. These people are misinformed.

      To be fair, the island is teeming with birds, including pelicans who regularly flap over to London Zoo for lunch. And members of the Ornithological Society of London do indeed have permission to meet in the kitchen extension from time to time, but they have no clue as to the building’s real purpose. A few members have commented on the lingering rich aroma of rare herbs and spices, and the dining table with a pentangle carved onto its surface.

      Those with a keen eye might note that the cottage is a short walk from Downing Street and a mere jaunt to the Cabinet War Rooms across the road.

      Passers-by have been heard to say that it looks like the kind of cottage you might find in a fairy tale. One where a witch might lure children over with sweet treats before shoving them in an oversized oven.

      While they might be wrong about the children and the oven, they’re right about the witch.

      The first resident of Duck Island Cottage was one Peggy Sage who designed the building herself, including tunnels to Downing Street and Buckingham Palace. Peggy – or Lady Sage as she became known – was the first High Witch of the British Empire to foster a new inclusivity with Prime Minister Robert Peel and Queen Victoria in order to better coordinate the witching community to resolve any magical threats to the Empire.

      Some uncharitable types have suggested she just wanted a cheap London residence with a nice vegetable patch, but it cannot be denied that being a mere stone’s throw from such mighty seats of power consolidated British witchcraft’s place in the Empire’s hierarchy.

      As the sun set over St James’s Park on a warm day in August, dipping below the tethered barrage balloons, Bellamy Dumonde, a warlock of some renown, found the current High Witch watering her lettuces.

      ‘Vera Fivetrees, isn’t this the most splendid evening?’ he called, striding towards her with what he hoped was a friendly smile on his face. She would know that Bellamy was coming directly from the War Rooms, and the two Secret Service chaps flanking him in coats too heavy and long for the summer sent a message all of their own. ‘Yes, yes, I believe it is,’ Bellamy answered himself in a jolly and conversational tone.

      Vera was no fool. After last month’s debacle in that village in Kent she would surely know what was coming, though she masked her feelings well. She looked up from her vegetable patch with a calm smile, but he could see her gripping her watering can like a weapon. Bellamy wasn’t duped by the bright summer dress she wore or the jolly straw hat on her head. Nor was he dismissive, as many of his contemporaries would be, of a woman with a Caribbean complexion. Vera Fivetrees was, without doubt, one of the most powerful magical practitioners in the country, if not the world, and as a result he was always cautious around her, never fully sure what she was capable of. It wasn’t so much her magic that scared him, more the withering glares. They reminded him of Nanny. Bellamy fought the urge to cower like a schoolboy before her. He might be half her age, but he had a neatly trimmed beard and a fine three-piece suit and very good shoes. He was more than ready to take her place.

      ‘Keeping the Lactuca sativa hydrated in this heat, I see.’ Bellamy, hands behind his back, nodded towards Vera’s vegetable patch.

      ‘Why not call them what they are, Bellamy?’ Vera said. ‘Lettuces.’

      Bellamy laughed. The tendons in his neck tightened as he clenched his teeth like a guard dog, and then huffed like a steam train climbing a steep incline. Bellamy Dumonde’s laugh only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough to startle some nearby ducks, sending

      them paddling back into the lake.

      ‘Can one help instinctively putting things into categories?’ he asked no one in particular. ‘No. One cannot. Lettuces are in the Asteraceae family, so they’re technically daisies, which throws a whole new light on one’s salad, does it not? Yes, yes, it does.’ He was waffling. He did this when he was nervous. Couldn’t help it. Stop waffling, man. But he didn’t stop. ‘Did you know, it’s oh-so-slightly narcotic? Yes, yes, our friend the lettuce was called sleepwort by the Anglo-Saxons. There’s something in the stems, I’m led to believe. And the Yazidi people of Iraq simply won’t eat them at all. The Yazidi faithful were slain by the Ottoman caliphs in lettuce fields and to them the lettuce is like the poppy to us. A symbol of—’

      ‘Bellamy,’ Vera raised her voice. ‘I’m sure you didn’t come here to discuss the fascinating history of lettuce. If you did, I should like the opportunity to put the kettle on. If not, I’d like you to get to the point.’

      ‘Ah, forgive me. I can get distracted somewhat. Yes.’ He glanced at the two men flanking him, took a breath and did the necessary. ‘I’m afraid I am the bearer of bad tidings, Vera.’

      ‘Is it about what happened in Woodville?’ Vera resumed her watering.

      ‘I’m afraid it rather is. Is it about appointing blame? No. But there must be an investigation all the same.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I’m on your side, Vera, I really am. And this is not a decision we’ve taken lightly, hence the delay. But Otto Kopp . . . you let him wreak havoc and then get away.’

      ‘I thought this wasn’t about blame?’

      ‘No, no, it isn’t. Of course not. Perish the thought. I know what a devious bugger he can be. But it is the duty of the Council of Witches to investigate such matters.’

      ‘I am aware of the duty of the body over which I preside, Mr Dumonde.’

      ‘Of course. Then you will also be aware that you will be . . .’ Bellamy found his mouth was suddenly dry. ‘You will be suspended while the investigation is ongoing.’

      Vera showed neither anger nor surprise as she continued to water her lettuces. Bellamy knew there were people on the Council who had been waiting for her to make a mistake and last month it had happened in that little village in Kent. A situation that got out of hand remarkably quickly. What started as an attempt to hex the Nazis’ top sorcerer Otto Kopp ended with the possession of the entire village by the old Druid. Including Vera herself. Were it not for the actions of a young witch called Faye Bright, then all might have been lost.

      ‘I understand.’ Vera raised her chin.

      ‘I’m most dreadfully embarrassed by this whole situation.’ Bellamy wrung his hands together, then hurriedly put them behind his back. ‘Should Vera Fivetrees remain as High Witch of the British Empire? Of course, of course she should. I would be first in line if that were put to a vote. But does her position raise her above the law in some way? I’m sure you would agree that it does not.’

      Vera tipped the watering can, depositing the last drops over her Lactuca sativa. ‘Am I under house arrest, then?’

      ‘Ah. No. A decision was taken to politely request that you vacate the premises. Some – not me! – some felt that allowing you to reside in a house of such powerful magic would be akin to allowing Billy the Kid access to the armoury at Arsenal.’

      Vera glanced at the Secret Service men behind Bellamy. ‘You didn’t think I would come quietly?’

      For once, Bellamy neither posited nor answered a question. ‘We’ve got you a room at the Dorchester. As places of incarceration go, it’s top notch.’

      Vera raised the watering can. Fast and deliberate. Both the Secret Service men’s hands were a blur as they reached for the weapons holstered in their long coats.

      Bellamy raised a hand to stop them. Fools.

      ‘I see.’ Vera smiled and handed the watering can to Bellamy. He was sure that she did so in such a way that some of the wet soil on the bottom of the can rubbed onto his suit.

      ‘Look after this place,’ she told him. ‘The chimney was damaged by a bomb months ago and I’m still waiting for someone to repair it.’

      ‘Leave it to me,’ Bellamy assured her, knowing full well that there were neither the funds nor the resources to address the problem.

      ‘This is more than a place of work.’ Vera looked back at the cottage. ‘My mother was a friend of Lady Sage and the pair of them trained me in magic. The ancient obeah and Myal magics of Africa, and the witchcrafts of Europe. This place means everything to me, Bellamy.

      I will be returning soon.’

      For the first time in their conversation, Bellamy detected a smidgen of doubt in her voice. If found guilty, she knew she would never see this place again.
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      Bertie Butterworth stood alone behind the bar of the Green Man, ready for anything that the publican life might throw at him.

      Faye’s dad Terrence Bright – landlord of the Green Man, Woodville’s premier purveyor of Kentish ale – had agreed to give Bertie a trial shift a few weeks ago but hadn’t held out much hope. Working in a pub required a savvy instinct for nuances of human nature that Bertie had never shown any aptitude for. A publican had to be gregarious, and Bertie was shy to the point of bashfulness. A publican had to listen to all kinds of nonsensical toot from their patrons with a patient smile, while Bertie preferred to stare at the clouds in his cider. A publican required an almost-psychic recall of every punter’s preferred drink, whereas Bertie barely knew what day of the week it was.

      But, put this normally shy lad behind a bar and a transformation as remarkable as a caterpillar changing into a butterfly would take place before one’s very eyes. As if someone had flicked a switch in his brain, Bertie blossomed into a chatty barkeep with an easy laugh and a memory for long and complicated orders that even astounded Terrence.

      ‘The lad’s a natural,’ Terrence said to Faye, the pair of them watching Bertie pouring pints for a cluster of airmen. Terrence leaned closer to Faye and lowered his voice. ‘Here’s a thing. This afternoon, I had . . . whotsit . . . What’s that thing . . . ? That thing that other people have?’

      ‘Money?’ Faye ventured.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Clean underwear?’

      ‘Bloody cheek. No.’

      ‘A reliable memory?’

      Terrence snapped his fingers. ‘Spare time!’ His face wrinkled into a smile. ‘A whole hour.’ The smile faded. ‘I didn’t know what to do with meself.’

      Faye nudged him with her elbow. ‘You know what you need?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘A hobby,’ she said.

      Terrence made a noise much like a toddler rejecting vegetables. ‘I ain’t got time for hobbies.’

      ‘Clearly, you have.’ Faye gestured to the hurly-burly of the pub. ‘And you need a break from all this malarkey sometimes. Just a little bit of peace and quiet to give your noggin a rest.’

      ‘I could stare at the wall. Does that count as a hobby?’

      ‘Mr Hodgson collects Toby jugs.’

      ‘What’s the point of that?’

      Faye shrugged. ‘How about jigsaw puzzles, then?’

      ‘Get out of it. I ain’t a child.’

      ‘Very relaxing. I’ve still got a few you can have. Pretty sure all the pieces are in the box.’

      ‘And they can stay there.’

      ‘Give it a go, you old grump.’

      Their conversation was interrupted by the crash-ring of the till as Bertie slammed it closed. The lad flinched at the noise.

      Faye ambled over to him as he wiped the bar down. ‘Dad says you’re a natural, Bertie.’

      ‘I don’t know how to explain it,’ Bertie replied, before immediately contradicting himself and going on to explain at some length. ‘Having the bar between me and someone else changes me. They’re pleased to see me ’cos I get them a drink, and I’m pleased to see them ’cos I can get them a drink and make them happy. It’s like a perfect circle of happiness. When I was working on me dad’s farm I couldn’t do right for doin’ wrong, and he would never tell me what he wanted, he would just expect me to know, but here everything just clicks into place, like a jigsaw puzzle.’

      ‘A what?’ Terrence said as he joined them. Faye shushed her father and Bertie continued, oblivious.

      ‘The punters ask for something, and I’m happy to give it to ’em. Does that make sense?’

      ‘It does, Bertie, it does,’ Faye said with a smile.

      ‘Bertie.’ Terrence raised a finger and pointed it over Bertie’s head, where another cluster of keen RAF airmen had bustled in, eager for pints.

      ‘Righto.’ Bertie did a quick turn. ‘Evenin’, gents. What can I get you?’

      Faye watched the lad who was born with one leg shorter than the other shuffle to the end of the bar where each airman greeted Bertie by his name.

      Faye, for one, was grateful for his new lease of life. She needed more time to master witchcraft, and to figure out just what the blazes was happening inside her belly and brain, and that meant time away from working in the pub. It was a relief that Bertie did not hesitate to step forward and fill the gap.

      They had grown so much closer since the strange events of the Summer Fair last month. What had begun as a pleasant day with Faye and Bertie stepping out and holding hands for the first time had been somewhat marred by Nazi occultist Otto Kopp. He used his extraordinary powers to control the minds of every villager in order to hunt down Faye and the children she was protecting. As first dates went, it was a peculiar one to say the least.

      Since then, what with the constant air raids, the roaring trade of the pub, Bertie’s shifts with the Home Guard, and Faye’s magical training and ARP duties, they’d not had much spare time to talk about what happened. All Faye knew was she found herself wanting to see Bertie’s smile as he came through the door. She loved hearing his laugh, and the way he scrunched his nose when he was thinking, and she delighted in watching him and her dad work together behind the bar.

      And there were times when she wanted just to grab the lad and give him a great big smacker on the lips. Faye had never before had any interest in boys or any of that hanky-panky, so this was a new feeling, and one she was surprised to discover was quite thrilling. But she and Bertie had so little time alone that the opportunity for a bit of passionate canoodling never arose. That was about to change. They had promised to make time to attend Reverend Jacobs’ Social Evening at the church hall tomorrow, and after that they would go for a walk and on that walk Faye would take Bertie’s hand and pull him closer so that her body met his and she would wrap her arms around him, pucker up and—

      ‘Ahem.’

      Faye jolted and turned to find that Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte had her trapped in a pincer movement.

      ‘Blimey, you were quick.’ Faye pressed a hand on her chest to calm her beating heart. ‘Did you see anything?’

      ‘No.’ Miss Charlotte raised an eyebrow in Bertie’s direction behind the bar. He gave a little salute in return and began pouring a gin for her, a sweet sherry for Mrs Teach and half a cider for Faye.

      ‘No?’ Faye blinked and adjusted her specs, which were still steaming around the edges after her canoodling daydream. ‘I know what I saw. There’s another ghost in that—’

      ‘Ladies.’ Mrs Teach cut Faye off with a smile and gestured towards the comfy chairs in the snug by the fireplace. ‘Shall we retire to a quiet corner? There is much to discuss.’
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      ‘Tinkerty tonk and down with the Nazis.’ Mrs Teach gave the toast, and her fellow witches raised their glasses. The pub was heaving now. A mix of RAF pilots and engineers from the airbase at Mansfield and local farmers and land girls slaking their thirst after a long day. The bustle and burble allowed the three witches in the snug to converse in a relaxed manner about their supernatural business.

      ‘I saw him with my own eyes,’ Faye insisted. ‘He was an older pilot, about your age, Miss Charlotte—’

      ‘There are few my age,’ Charlotte said.

      ‘True, but he looked about your age, or what your age would be if you were normal. And his face was all burned on one side. It was all red and raw and ’orrible, poor bugger. And he raised his finger to his lip and told me to shush.’

      ‘I like him already.’ Miss Charlotte smirked and took a sip of her gin.

      ‘Faye, darling, we checked the barn as you requested and there’s simply nothing there. No supernatural presence of any kind. Do you think . . .’ Mrs Teach rested a gentle hand on Faye’s in a gesture that was supposed to be kind but was more than a little patronising. ‘Do you think this might have been one of your funny visions?’

      Faye grimaced. Last month she had been plagued by visions that gave her blackouts. Mrs Teach called it ‘magical puberty’, but Faye hadn’t experienced any visions since sending Otto Kopp packing. She withdrew her hand from under Mrs Teach’s. She decided there

      and then not to tell them about the strange magical flatulence inside her for fear of more patronising mockery.

      ‘No, it wasn’t a vision,’ Faye insisted. ‘It was completely different. It was like he was right there in front of me.’

      ‘Well, he’s not there now,’ Miss Charlotte said.

      ‘P’raps you two scared him after what you did to that other ghost and he’s too frightened to come out?’ Faye suggested and instantly regretted it as Mrs Teach’s face contorted into an expression of extreme haughtiness.

      ‘Scared?’ Mrs Teach’s voice rose in pitch as she splayed defensive fingers across her chest. ‘Of us?’

      Faye was going to elaborate further, that the two women sat before her – one a white-haired witch at least four centuries old, and the other the village busy-body who could make grown men shrivel with a flutter of her eyelashes – were somewhat intimidating, but Miss Charlotte interrupted.

      ‘Look, this isn’t important.’ Charlotte waved at Faye the way one might try and shoo a fly. ‘We have news.’

      Faye sneered at Miss Charlotte’s shooing hand. ‘I don’t care. What about my ghost? The poor fella—’

      ‘Vera Fivetrees has been suspended,’ Mrs Teach said.

      Any thoughts Faye had about her ghost were bumped to one side. This was indeed big news. If Faye felt intimidated by her mentors before her, then she was positively paralysed with awe whenever she was in the presence of Vera Fivetrees, High Witch of the British Empire.

      ‘We just received a telegram,’ Miss Charlotte added.

      ‘B-but why?’ Faye asked, then thought, of course. The events in the village last month. ‘Oh. Was it the whole thing with Otto Kopp controlling the entire village, including you two and—’

      ‘No,’ Miss Charlotte snapped. She didn’t like to be reminded that Kopp had briefly got the better of her. She took out her clay pipe and began to stuff it with tobacco. ‘It wasn’t just that.’

      ‘Vera had objected to putting a hex on Otto Kopp in the first place.’ Mrs Teach leaned forwards, eager to impart some first-class gossip. ‘She’s always been keen to keep us at arm’s length when it comes to getting involved in politics and war and such.’

      ‘We will not become a tool of the army,’ Miss Charlotte interjected.

      ‘But the rumour is she was under pressure from some of her colleagues to make a greater contribution to the war effort.’

      Miss Charlotte made a short grunting noise as she lit her pipe. Faye couldn’t make out if she was agreeing with the sentiment or not, but she recalled that the older witch had been quite keen on hexing Otto Kopp when the idea was first mooted.

      ‘There are those who think she was forced into giving the order to hex Otto,’ Mrs Teach continued. ‘And that in some ways she was set up to fail.’

      ‘Oh, blimey,’ Faye said. ‘What will she do now?’

      ‘There’s to be an investigation.’ Pipe smoke swirled slowly around Charlotte. ‘In the meantime, she is suspended and the Council of Witches has a new temporary head.’

      ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘Bellamy Dumonde,’ Charlotte said, enjoying Faye’s puzzled expression.

      ‘Is that a fella?’

      ‘He is indeed,’ Mrs Teach said.

      ‘Are there fella witches?’

      ‘Warlocks,’ Charlotte said.

      ‘I only asked.’ Faye frowned.

      Mrs Teach tutted. ‘They’re called warlocks, you silly girl.’

      ‘And how’s that different from a wizard?’

      ‘They’re real, for a start,’ Charlotte said. ‘As we shall discover when he arrives tomorrow.’

      Faye felt a creeping unease. ‘Why’s he coming here?’

      Mrs Teach leaned closer. ‘He says he has a mission for us.’

      ‘One that could change the course of the war.’ Charlotte pursed her lips, relishing the thought.

      ‘Read this.’ Mrs Teach took a telegram from her handbag and handed it to Faye. ‘The last line.’

      Faye’s eyes scanned the telegram. She read the final line out loud. ‘I am looking forward to meeting you. Stop. Not least the most powerful witch I think I may ever encounter. Stop. Sincerely yours, Bellamy Dumonde. Stop.’

      Faye looked up to find two supremely self-satisfied faces, both utterly convinced that the ‘most powerful witch’ mentioned in the telegram referred to them.

      Faye sighed to herself. ‘Oh, Lordy.’
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        Bertie Butterworth’s Battle of Britain Diary

        Saturday 10th August, 1940

        Apparently there was a siren this morning. Slept through it. Very distant gunfire all afternoon.

        Picked up a lovely blazer and trousers at a jumble sale for the show tonight. Faye and me are stepping out to Reverend Jacobs’ Social Evening at the church hall. We’re planning on going for a long walk afterwards. Faye said we could head down to the Old Roman Bridge and finally do some proper canoodling. I had to look that word up in Dad’s dictionary. I can’t wait!

      

      

      
      An army truck came for Faye just after breakfast. Miss Charlotte was already sitting in the driver’s cabin, and Mrs Teach was quick to bagsy the only other free seat. Faye was happy to clamber in the back, if only to avoid the unspoken contest of knowing looks between the two older witches over who would be crowned most powerful witch by the new boss.

      Their destination was Mansfield Airbase, the official name for a big field, a shed and a few biplanes that was a twenty-minute drive from the centre of Woodville. Faye rarely had a reason to come out here. The last time she could recall was just after war was declared when Bertie insisted they go and look at the Spitfires. All they saw was a sorry-looking Puss Moth biplane and a tractor that didn’t look capable of long-distance flight.

      The field today was quite different. Faye could
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