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Chapter One


Briar Ashworth threw another pile of golden leaves onto the garden fire, and then dusted the debris from her hands. 
She smiled with satisfaction as she looked at her surroundings. She was working in one of Stormcrossed Manor’s larger courtyards, this one with a potting shed on one side, and finally, after weeks of work, the grounds were looking much tidier. However, there was no doubt they still required a lot more work. No matter. She was enjoying every minute of it.
It was Sunday afternoon near the end of October, and the sun was sinking low on the horizon. She was wrapped up in boots, scarf, and thick layers of clothes to keep out the autumnal chill. It was one of her favourite times of year. She enjoyed the feeling of putting the garden to bed, knowing that everything would be ready to emerge again in the spring. 
The gardens were now a skeletal framework of branches. Perennials were dying, some had been cut back, and only the hardiest of flowers now remained. Tamsyn, her grandmother—even now saying that word brought a smile to Briar’s lips—had given her permission to come and go as she pleased. It meant that with every day that Briar spent there, she’d been able to spend time with her newfound family, too. It was strange to think that only three months earlier she hadn’t even known they existed.
The squeaking of the wheelbarrow as it came down the path heralded the return of Max, Briar’s twelve-year old nephew. His excited chatter had accompanied many of her hours there. After the events in July in which the family banshee had almost killed Tamsyn and Briar, Max seemed to have recovered well. Back then he’d been quiet and withdrawn. Now, he never stopped talking. He was keeping a running commentary at present, as he appeared with Tamsyn next to him.
“Granny! You’ve come to see us!” Briar said to her in greeting, kissing her cheek. “I thought you were baking.”
“I’ve baked enough to see us through until Yuletide. Well, I would have if this small man didn’t eat three times his body weight every day.” Tamsyn narrowed her beetle-dark eyes at Max, who was almost taller than she was, but her smile was genuine. 
“I can’t help it, I’m always hungry,” he grumbled as he forked the leaves out of the wheelbarrow and into the big pile ready for burning. Briar had organised a compost heap for the leaves to rot down and create leaf mould, but there was so many of them that they added them to the piles of dead and pruned branches that needed burning, too. 
“That’s all right,” Tamsyn reassured him. “It’s a sign my cakes and biscuits are good.”
Max grinned, wheeled his barrow around, and headed off again. “I’ll go and fetch some more.”
Briar laughed. “I think you know that your baking is good, Gran. My friends never stop asking for it.”
“Good. Take some home with you. Although, you know this could be your home.”
This was a familiar discussion, and one that Briar refused to back down on. “As lovely as this place is—or will be—I need my space, Gran. And I like being in White Haven, close to my shop, and my friend’s pub. I won’t lie.”
“And that nice Newton man.”
“He’s a friend! I’ve told you, I’m seeing Hunter.” Briar hadn’t told her that Hunter was a wolf shifter. Tamsyn had accepted witches and banshees, and there was no doubt she was open minded to the old ways and the paranormal, but a shifter? Maybe not so much. And she hadn’t told her about the Nephilim, either.
“You are so not seeing Hunter,” Tamsyn said. “He’s miles away. He’s been here once since I’ve known you. That’s no way to have a relationship.”
Briar fell quiet, staring into the flames. She was right. Cumbria was a long way away, and Hunter was busy with his family and his pack. She was busy with her own circle of friends and family. As much as Briar had fantasised about Hunter moving to White Haven, or her moving to Cumbria, she knew it would never happen. Especially now that she had family here. 
Tamsyn cleared her throat, and Briar felt the weight of her stare. She turned to her. “Yes, I know. I need to end it. But I don’t want to.”
“Why not?”
“Because I like him! He makes me feel loved and safe.” 
“With abs to die for, too.” Tamsyn cackled with glee as Briar’s mouth dropped open. “Oh yes, I remember abs. I’m old, not an idiot. But a nice chest does you no good so far away. You need someone close. Maybe that big man who helps here sometimes. That Zee. I bet he has abs, and then some. If I was fifty years younger…”
Tamsyn had met Zee when he had helped with some of the bigger gardening jobs, and was impressed with his size. The Goddess help her if Tamsyn ever met Eli. Briar was determined to keep them apart, or she’d never hear the last of it. Briar shook her head, unable to believe the change in her grandmother. Now that she had shed the weight of carrying the banshee’s grief, her sense of humour had emerged, and it was wicked. She was observant, teased them all mercilessly, baked endlessly, and helped in the garden where she could. And, with Rosa’s help, she was cleaning the house, which was no mean feat. The place had years of accumulated dirt and everything was dilapidated, but she scrubbed what she could manage. Her kitchen now gleamed. 
Briar huffed. “Gran, please stop trying to fix my love life. I’ll work it out.”
“Well, just make sure you do. And let Hunter down gently. It will be hard for him, too.”
Briar felt her eyes prick with tears just at the thought, and she brushed them aside with the back of her hand. She needed to change the subject. “How’s Beth doing?”
Tamsyn heaved a forkful of leaves onto the fire, and then prodded the burning branches, watching embers drift skyward. “It’s slow going. She’s gifted, but too young to control the Sight well. It doesn’t help that her power is so raw.”
“Do you think the lapis lazuli and obsidian necklace is helping her?” El had fashioned a necklace with two small gemstones and spells woven into it, designed to protect Beth and help strengthen her response to visions. 
Tamsyn shrugged. “Perhaps. It has been a while since she’s had a vision. It could be the necklace, but more likely that things are stable right now. She’s happier, too. The fact that Rosa is calmer is also helping.” 
Tamsyn’s lips tightened at this statement. She and Rosa did not always see eye to eye. Briar understood why. Rosa had a flair for the dramatic, and had clashed with Tamsyn over the family’s ability with the Sight. She was furious that Beth had the gift, but it was hardly Tamsyn’s fault. She had known it was a possibility, but had tried to forget about it. Briar found her cousin’s attitude frustrating, too.
“What about Alex’s help?” Briar asked. Alex Bonneville had been a regular visitor to the manor. His own psychic abilities were strong, but trying to teach a child was not Alex’s specialty. 
“When she’s older he will help, no doubt about it. His strength is in calming his mind and his ability to focus, but she’s too young to grasp that right now. And of course, the fact that he can walk paths that few can.” Tamsyn cocked her head at her like a bird. “A great skill, and a scary one. Hopefully a skill Beth will never have. I certainly haven’t got it.”
“I agree. It’s not something I would like,” Briar confessed. She shuddered at the thought of entering the spirit realm. “But the thing is, Gran, it will soon be Samhain. The time when the veils between worlds will be thinner. I’m not joking when I say that in White Haven it can be very strong. Could that affect Beth? Or you?”
Tamsyn drew her shawl around her shoulders and stared into the flames. “Since the banshee has gone, I have felt my own abilities stir. Last night, I saw a stag. A white stag. It was on a rise on the moor, wrapped in mists. Its eyes glowed a bright blue and it seemed to stare right through me. It was…odd.”
“A white stag? That means something, doesn’t it? Doesn’t it signify that something important it about to happen? Something good?” 
“It offers support for what will come. Emotional and spiritual support.” She turned to Briar. “The stag is positive, a good thing—I felt it. But what it portends, I don’t know. Perhaps it is to do with Samhain. Time will tell.”
“Have you ever seen one before?”
“Never. That’s why I’m confused. Normally, I see snatches of the future. This felt different. A totem spirit perhaps, come to guide me.”
Briar was unfamiliar with the concept, although she had heard of it. “A spirit guide! Is that yours?”
“I never knew I had one, but maybe it is. I’m not a spirit-worker, Briar. It doesn’t make sense to me. Not yet.” 
Briar was going to ask more, but Tamsyn had fallen silent as she stared into the flames. 
The sun had almost vanished below the horizon now and ground mist was rising and mixing with the smoke from the fire. It was so cold that Briar could see her breath pluming in front of her. A shadowy stillness had fallen over them, broken only by the crackle of the branches in the fire. Briar pulled her thick cardigan around her and held her hands to the flames, comforted by their warmth.
The branches shifted as the fire consumed them, and just for a moment they looked like huge, tined antlers mounted above a face covered in swirling symbols, from which two intense eyes stared back at her. 
Not a stag, but a young man.
[image: image-placeholder]“Here you go, Avery,” Alex said, thrusting a glass of mulled wine into her hands. “That will warm you up. It’s a good one.”
Avery Hamilton smiled at him. She was wrapped in a voluminous green scarf that brought out the colour of her eyes and deepened the red of her hair. “Your mulled wine is always good. Too good.” She sipped it and shuddered with delight. “Lovely.”
“Excellent.” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, taking in the scent that was all Avery. A hint of musk and roses, with extra hints of woodsmoke rolled in. “Smoky. Sexy!”
They were in their walled garden, celebrating the end of a hard day’s gardening. They had collected herbs, plants, and roots for spell work, as well as raked up leaves and cut plants back. A fire burned on the turned soil beyond the small lawn, and twilight was already thickening, although it was only late afternoon. 
“I think I prefer autumn to any other season,” Alex confessed after sipping his own spiced drink. “Although maybe it’s because of Samhain, my favourite festival. This year should be fun. Are we at Rasmus’s again?”
“Yes, and he’s excited, too. He’s providing mulled wine and cider, toffee apples, cinnamon buns, and all sorts of other delicious treats. It’s all he could talk about at the last Witches Council meeting.” She looked over her steaming glass at Alex. “We need a good celebration. Something that doesn’t involve being attacked or having to bind other coven members.”
“And we need a Samhain that doesn’t involve us tackling the Wild Hunt.”
“It did deliver us Shadow. That was a blessing.”
Alex laughed. “That’s one way of putting it. At least we’ve had a few quiet months.” He rested his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to his side. “I’ve enjoyed that. It’s been good to spend time with Briar’s new family, too. I just wish I could help Beth more.”
“She’s too young to really understand what’s happening.”
“I suppose so.” Alex thought of Beth’s intense stare and far-seeing gaze. “She’s uncanny, though. An old soul.”
“Is she?” Avery twisted to look up at him. “You haven’t said that before.”
“Don’t you think so? Maybe it’s because I’ve spent more time with her. I’ve been trying to get her to understand she needs to relax when the visions come. At the moment, it freaks her out so much she tenses up.” He laughed. “Maybe she isn’t an old soul, or you’d think she’d be more comfortable with all this. Maybe it’s the Sight that makes her seem that way. Tamsyn calls it raw power, and she’s right. It certainly is.”
“I believe in that, though,” Avery said thoughtfully. “The old soul thing. Some people are new to the world, as if they have only just arrived. They’re naïve, see everything at face value. Others, like us, we’ve been around a few times, wouldn’t you say? I sometimes feel the weight of previous lives, especially when I’m reading the tarot. It’s as if other eyes are seeing through mine, and passing their knowledge on to me.”
“Your fugue state, you sometimes call it,” Alex said, nodding. The cards always transported Avery to another place. It was her way of accessing the unseen things of the world, like the visions and spirit-walking worked for him. “Of course I believe it, but this is a strange topic for mulled wine and fires.”
“I think it’s the perfect time. Twilight, smoke, and flames, at the end of a day spent collecting herbs and plants for spell-making. Magic is spinning around us tonight. I feel it.”
That’s why he loved Avery. Her ability to feel magic in everything. It wasn’t just her capabilities as a witch and her strength with air; it went beyond that. He stilled his mind, casting his worry for Beth away, and opened his senses to the garden. She was right. “It’s a liminal time, though, isn’t it? When the veils between worlds become thin, especially at Samhain. But there’s more.” He sent his magical awareness out further into the gathering twilight that was cloaked with mist and whispers. “It’s like something is watching us, just beyond our normal sight.”
Avery wriggled into him, her arm around his waist under his jacket. “Our ancestors are gathering, ready for Samhain. Helena is stronger than usual. I see her every day now. I wonder if Gil will return. I hope he does. I miss him.”
“Me too. Although, I hope he’s at rest, too. But I feel more than just a vague sense of spirits. It’s something else.” Alex closed his eyes and focussed. “A strong presence seems to be predominant. A male, I think. I sense that he’s old—both in time and place. As if he’s reaching out from the past.” The longer Alex stood with his eyes closed, the stronger the presence felt. The garden and the fire fell away, but the scent of smoke remained. In fact, it was getting stronger. He took a sharp intake of breath and his eyes flew open, and immediately the sensation vanished. The fire still burned low in front of them, the smoke idling towards the sky. “That was odd. I thought the smoke had blown my way, it smelled so strong.”
Avery pulled away from his arms and faced him. “I sensed something, too. I’m not sure if it was a presence, but I had the feeling of being watched, and the distance of time. How old, do you think?”
“Hard to say from that brief interaction, and now it’s gone. Damn it. I should have just focussed a bit longer.”
“While I hate to say this, it’s likely we’ll feel it again. Especially as we get closer to Samhain. Perhaps it’s an ancestor reaching out. I like that idea. I think.” She grimaced. “As long as he just wants to say hello.”
Alex’s phone buzzed in his pocket, dragging him back to the present. A text message from the tone. When he saw it, he couldn’t quite believe his eyes. “Bloody hell, Avery. Something weird is happening.”
“Why?” She looked alarmed. “Is everyone okay?”
“Hard to say. My dad is coming to visit. All the way from bonny Scotland.”




Chapter Two


Avery surveyed Happenstance Books with a sigh of delight. It was mid-morning on Monday, and she and Sally were behind the counter, drinking coffee and chatting. 
Sally had once again worked her own kind of magic over the previous few days, decorating the shop for Samhain, and it looked fabulous. Lights twinkled, Briar’s candles emitted bewitching scents, incense smoked around the books, and strings of paper pumpkins, ghosts, and bats were suspended over the bookcases. Sally had also set up display tables stacked with witchcraft books, diaries, tarot cards, and other witch-themed goodies.
“You look happy,” Sally told her, dunking a shortbread biscuit into her coffee. “You had a good weekend?”
“The best. But it’s your decorating that has really made me happy! Seeing it again this morning has given me the warm fuzzies.”
Sally blushed. “Thanks. Let’s hope you’re still as happy when your costume arrives in a couple of days. Dan picked it.”
Avery’s good mood instantly evaporated. She had forgotten all about Halloween costumes. “Dan! Why couldn’t I pick it? Or you?”
“Avery! You know why you didn’t. You made a face. The very face that you are making now. As if we’d shut up and it would go away. Well, it hasn’t. You’re wearing a costume, whether you like it or not. It’s good for business. And Dan beat me to it.” Sally had the grace to look guilty. “We tossed for it, and he won.”
Avery tried not to scowl, especially as one of her regulars sniggered and then scooted further into the shop. Sally had asked her the question a couple of months ago. “You asked me when I was preparing for Mabon. I was distracted.”
“You put it off.” Sally grinned. “Actually, I think it’s cool. It will be so much fun!”
“What is it?”
“I’ll let Dan tell you.” She swept her arm to the front window, decorated with swags of dried leaves and pumpkins. “And here he is!”
The morning had a nip of frost in the air, and Dan was wrapped in a scarf and thick coat. He swept through the front door with a jingle of bells and carrying a bag of cakes. He grinned as he greeted them. “Ladies! Thanks for that extra time off, Avery. It was a crazy busy weekend, but the podcast is all done!”
“No problem. Well, there wasn’t one, until I heard you’ve picked a weird costume for me to wear for Samhain.”
Dan huffed, ruffling his hair as he pulled his woolly hat off. “Sally is telling porky pies. It’s really fun! Playful! You want to be playful, don’t you?” 
“Playful! That sounds ominous. I’m not sure I do.” By now, Avery was fairly seething with curiosity. “Well?”
“You’re going to be a fortune teller—Gypsy Rose! Fun, right?”
“You have got to be kidding me. Gypsy Rose?” All sorts of images flashed through her mind. “Don’t you dare make me tell fortunes!”
Dan sighed dramatically. “Just a pretend one! The customers will love it!” 
“Told you,” Sally said, grabbing a pastry after finishing her biscuit. “You were nearly a slinky black cat in a rubber costume. I saved you from that. You’re welcome!”
Avery took a deep breath and kept her voice low, knowing her customers had very big ears. “And how long do I have to wear if for?”
“You know the drill, Ave!” Dan shrugged his coat off, revealing a seasonal t-shirt saying, “Trick or Read” with a ghost and books on it. “All of Samhain week. Maybe earlier. We’ll all be wearing them. I shall be Edgar Allen Poe, complete with a raven on my shoulder, and Sally will be the Queen of Hearts. See? Fun! And literary.”
Avery considered complaining, and then decided just to suck it up. She’d had a fantastic Sunday, all cosied up with Alex, and she didn’t want to sour it. “Fine. I shall wear it with grace and dignity. Will you be running the reading corner, Dan?”
“Of course. I will think of some suitably spooky books for the kids. We’re going to have a great Samhain!” He nudged her arm playfully. “You can thank me later.”
Sally rolled her eyes. “Both of us! Who will be doing the baking?”
“Ah, yes. You will, and thank the Gods for that. Biscuits?”
“Of course, and Halloween muffins with appropriately gruesome toppings. I’ve had some great ideas! And,” her eyes widened with delight, “I’ll set up tables stacked with Edgar Allen Poe’s books, Alice in Wonderland, clairvoyancy books, and…” She shot Avery a guilty look. “A little corner for you. It’s going to be so much fun!”
“A corner for me to do what?”
Sally actually squeaked. “Tell fortunes! We can use tarot cards, a crystal ball, pots of tea, palmistry… They can pay you a few pennies, and we’ll give it all to charity.” As Avery glared, speechless, she added, “Of your choosing, obviously!”
“We? There is no we, there is only I!” Resigning herself to her fate, Avery sighed. “I must admit, I’m impressed. Promoting books with the costumes we’re wearing is brilliant. I will do my best—but I will only perform for one hour a day! Anyway, I have weird news. Alex’s dad, Finn, is coming to visit.”
“Love that name!” Sally said. “So gorgeous.”
“But that’s good news, right?” Dan asked as he eased behind the counter and started to search through their music selection. 
“Well, yes, but it’s unusual. He hasn’t lived here for years. I mean, they get on well enough, but we just don’t know why he wants to come back.”
Sally frowned. “He didn’t say?”
“No. It was just a text. Actually, I feel a bit nervous about it, which is silly, I know,” Avery confessed. She reached for a cinnamon bun. The sugar would help calm her nerves. “I haven’t met him before. I feel I need to get his approval because I’m seeing Alex.”
“Living with Alex! Not just seeing him,” Sally corrected her. “And does it even matter? You and Alex have been together now for over a year. Alex won’t give a monkey’s arse what his dad thinks!”
“I know! But you know what I mean. Dan, have you met Caro’s parents yet?”
Dan adjusted the volume of the blues album he’d put on, and then leaned against the wall. “I’ve met her mum, and that went well, but yes, I was nervous. I don’t know when I’ll meet her dad. They’re separated, and he doesn’t live around here. But that’s good for me. Men always worry about meeting their girlfriend’s dad and that stare of disapproval.”
“Exactly! What if he thinks I’m not good enough for Alex?”
“Of course he’ll think you’re good enough. Why wouldn’t he?” Sally sounded exasperated. “You’re lovely. Just make sure you clean up your flat if he comes around!” She gave Avery a cheeky grin. It was well known that she accumulated things in her eclectic flat.
“Alex is very tidy. He’s constantly moving my stuff. I never know where anything is anymore. I had a perfectly good system going that he ignores.”
Dan laughed. “The system where you leave stuff everywhere in a heap of crazy? Yes, that’s not so helpful.”
Avery bristled and decided to bring the conversation back to Alex’s dad. “Anyway, at least he won’t be staying with us. He’ll stay in Alex’s old flat. It’s still furnished. He’s getting it ready to rent, actually.”
Sally nodded. “I noticed the construction work the other day. Is he putting in a new entrance?” 
“Yes. He’s boxing off the stairs so that it’s separate from the pub. It’s a good idea. At the moment, it doesn’t get used for anything.” Avery mulled over Finn’s arrival. “He must have some kind of news, or why come all this way?”
“Families do visit sometimes, Ave. It’s normal,” Sally said, finishing her pastry and sweeping crumbs off the counter and into the bin. “Ours come and go all the time.”
“Not for us. You know most of our families left Cornwall a long time ago. All that history and our old issues with the council weighs on them.”
“Yes, but it’s Samhain,” Dan said. “It’s a time for people to remember and honour their ancestors. Maybe he wants to reconnect with the living and the dead—before it’s too late.”
“I suppose so.” Avery stared at her friends’ baffled expressions and tried to shrug off her concerns. It was a nice thing. It didn’t have to mean anything. However, it did prompt feelings of guilt about her own family. “I should go and see my gran. It’s been a few weeks since my last visit. I put it off because she can never remember me. Maybe I’ll call my mum, too.”
“And your sister, maybe?” Sally asked.
“Let’s not go mad!” Avery did not have a good relationship with her sister, and Sally and Dan both knew that. “Distance suits us.”
Sally was strongly family-orientated, and struggled with Avery’s odd familial relationships. “At least call your mum, Avery, before she calls you. It will make her happy. I’m a mum. I know that to be true! Anyway,” she collected the mugs and the bag that the cakes had been in, “I need to do some ordering for Samhain. I have books I need to stock, and a few other themed goodies, so I’ll do it now.”
“She’s right, you know,” Dan said as Sally headed to the back room. “Things are different in White Haven now. She might want to visit. You can tell her about the council and the coven you’ve formed. I think she’ll be pleased.”
“I’m not sure I want her to, actually, but maybe there is something to the time of the year. Alex and I had a strange experience in the garden last night. I put it down to the twilight, the silence, and the fire. It was so still, so calm. I felt…peaceful. At one with nature.”
“Aren’t you always? Isn’t that,” Dan lowered his voice, “a witchy thing?”
“Well, yes, but I really felt it last night. This strong connection to the land. It felt like a spirit was watching, one with a real presence. And no, it wasn’t Helena.”
“Really? Interesting. Any idea who it may have been?”
“No. Alex was sure it was male. One thing we agreed on was that it seemed to reach from the distant past—I don’t know how far back, though.”
Dan sat on the stool vacated by Sally and leaned on the counter. “That’s odd, surely. Don’t ghosts manifest in the present? I mean, you know. They’re dead, but when they cross over from their plane to ours, that puts them in our time. If they cross planes. Perhaps some have never crossed at all.”
Avery sank her chin into her palm, her elbow on the counter. “That’s sort of a good point. But spirits are odd. If they died a long time ago, they might feel old. As if they were in the past.”
“Is that how it’s felt to you before? I mean, I can’t say. I’ve only experienced Helena, and she feels very much in the present. Well, apart from the smoke smell she brings with her. That’s definitely from the past! But…well, you know what I mean.”
“I do, actually. She’s very much in the here and now.” Avery considered how the ghosts in White Haven Castle had felt the night they first met Ghost OPS. They were violent, and were incredibly corporeal, as were the spirits of the pirates who’d attacked them. “The ones we’ve fought were really physical, so yes, they felt very much in the present. There was no sense of time at all. They were just there.” She sat up, perplexed. “I’ll have to talk to Alex about that. Ghost OPS, too.”
Dan glanced around the shop to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “But you didn’t see a ghost last night?”
“No. Just felt a presence.” Avery tried to recapture the feeling, but in the busy shop it was impossible.
“Maybe it’s just a Samhain thing.” Dan jumped to his feet as a customer headed towards them with a selection of books, tarot cards, and candles. “Keep me posted, Avery. I’m intrigued.”
“Will do. I’ll go and tidy some shelves.” She threaded her way between the bookshelves, hoping for time to think. Something was off, she just knew it.
[image: image-placeholder]“Well, it’s definitely started,” Ben said with satisfaction as he listened to the whine of his EMF meter. “There are stronger frequencies here than we’ve had before. It’s the Samhain effect!” He gave a little happy jig, even though he knew he looked ridiculous.
“Oh goodie!” Cassie clapped her hands. “The temperature has dropped over here, too. There’s a distinct cold patch.”
“I can see something in the thermal imaging,” Dylan confirmed. “Yep. This place has a spirit.”
Ghost OPS had returned to Old Haven Church on the hill above White Haven, all wrapped in thick, down jackets and scarves. The place had become a bit of an obsession with them after the events of Samhain the year before. But they weren’t in the grounds tonight. They were in the church itself, after James the vicar had given them permission to be there. He, like them, had brooding feelings about the place, even though it had been thoroughly cleansed by the Cornwall Coven after the Wild Hunt had broken through the veil, as Ben liked to call it. It had cool overtones that spoke of shadowy places beyond their realm.
Ben considered the feeling the place gave him. “Nothing sinister, though. Just a restless ghost who has been made more so by Samhain.”
“But it’s almost two weeks away,” Cassie reminded him as she stamped her feet to keep warm. “Surely it’s too soon for that to start happening.”
“Long, dark nights lend a quickening to Samhain, though, don’t you think? Everything feels expectant.” Dylan lowered his camera. “No point recording anymore. It’s a regular spirit, and not even a haunting, really. Nothing malevolent. Do we leave it, or exorcise it?”
“We should do as James asked,” Ben said, grimacing with distaste. He had grown to think of spirits as fellow humans who for the most part did no harm. They had just become stuck, and he liked them to be able to do what they wanted to. Exorcising them felt mean. “He has a service up here and he doesn’t want his parishioners freaked out.”
James was holding a service to honour the dead buried in Old Haven graveyard. The church would be decorated with seasonal fare such as pumpkins, gourds, and cut branches closer to the time. James had explained it all to them. It was his way of repairing things after last year’s events. He was doing the same in All Souls’, the main church in White Haven. Although, obviously the blessing would be on All Saints’ Day, the day after Samhain.
“Me and Dylan can manage it, if you don’t want to,” Cassie told him. “I know you hate it.”
“Don’t you?”
“I see it as sending them to rest. It’s for the best.”
“I’m with Cassie,” Dylan agreed. “Head outside, and we’ll catch up with you soon. And take my camera. I don’t need it now.”
Ben smiled at them. “Cheers, guys. See you soon.” He shouldered his bag with his equipment in it, and headed to the weak sunshine in the graveyard, shutting the huge wooden doors behind him.
The graveyard was bathed in muted sunshine that gave absolutely no warmth whatsoever. His breath plumed in front of him, and he realised it was actually fractionally warmer outside the church than in it. He strolled through the well-maintained graves. Someone had been up here, tidying up. The grass was trimmed, the gravel paths had been raked and weeded, and the whole place had a feeling of calm introspection that was radically different from the year before.
He ended up in front of the Jackson Mausoleum. Out of sheer curiosity he turned his EMF meter on again and nearly jumped out of his skin when the whine resonated around him. He blinked. The readings were sky high. That had never happened before. The mausoleum was always quiet. They’d scanned it on many occasions.
Curious, he tried the handle. Surprisingly it was unlocked, but the door was stiff, and as Ben leaned his weight against it, it creaked open, releasing a damp, musty odour, and a billowing swathe of mist. Mist? For a second, he hesitated. There shouldn’t be mist inside anywhere! Pulling himself together, and with his EMF meter held before him like a weapon, he stepped inside, and immediately felt the press of spirits around him. His skin prickled as he heard the murmurs of the dead. What was happening? It was as if something had upset them.
His skin, damp from the thickening mist, erupted in goose bumps and he felt their intense stares, even though he couldn’t see them. He was used to spirits, but so many of them pressing close made his mouth dry. Then he realised he could use Dylan’s camera. He fumbled for it, his back to the wall closest to the door where a stripe of light pierced the gloom. 
As soon as the camera was on, he saw them. Well over a dozen bodies, pressed close together. He couldn’t make out features, but the fact that they weren’t moving suggested some kind of shock. It was odd, but it was as if they seemed scared, wary even. No wonder. They’d been having a happy rest, and now they were kicked out of the spirit world and had ended up here. But why? What would cause so many spirits in one mausoleum to rise? Perhaps he should call Reuben.
And then something shouldered its way through the spirits. He saw them shuffling aside, as if they had real bodies. Weird.
Ben edged back, pressing against the cold wall, half an eye on the open doorway. He wanted to run, but then he cursed himself. Calm down. You’re used to this.
Then he felt it. Something unbelievably old. He felt it in the core of his being. Something primal was in there. The shape emerged from the bodies, and with slow deliberation passed right through him, and despite all of his experience, Ben blacked out.




Chapter Three


Reuben Jackson settled himself on a stool in front of The Wayward Son’s bar and caught the end of Zee’s conversation. 
He was talking to one of the regulars as he polished a glass, shaking his head with concern. “No, mate. You need to give her space. Don’t pester her yet. You’ll drive her away.”
Reuben fiddled with his phone and pretended not to listen as Evan, one of the locals, said, “Yeah, but she might never talk to me again!”
“You had an argument! And honestly, you were a bit of a dick. Give her space, and then make a genuine apology. No crappy flowers. Do it right. A very expensive meal in a place she likes!”
Evan picked up his beer. “Cheers, Zee. I suppose you’re right.” He spotted Reuben and nodded in greeting. “Woman trouble.” With a sigh, he headed to his table.
Reuben grinned at Zee. “Well! I didn’t take you to be an agony aunt.”
“You’d be surprised. I listen well, always have done. I’m fascinated by why people do what they do. And people chat a lot, especially when we’re quiet.” He shrugged. “With a bit of luck, he’ll salvage his relationship, poor bugger. Anyway, you want a pint?”
“Of course. Cornish Knocker, please, and a burger. The special.” Reuben glanced around him at the half full pub. “Not too busy today. I guess it is only Monday lunchtime.”
“Good.” Zee slid the pint over, and raked his hands through his thick, black, wavy hair. “The weekend was crazy busy. It’s all ramping up for Samhain.”
“Your scar has finally gone.” Zee had been injured by a fey’s blade when the Wild Hunt attacked White Haven the previous year. Normally Nephilim healed quickly, but the cut had taken longer than usual.
Zee rubbed his cheek where it had been. “Yeah. Dragonium blade, according to Shadow.” He lowered his voice. “Made from dead dragons, which is pretty gross. Potent metal, apparently. Her blade is Dragonium, too. Deadly stuff.”
“Like Shadow. How’re her driving lessons going?” Reuben had heard all about how Ash was teaching her to drive. It had been…hazardous. 
Zee sniggered. “It’s finally over. She passed her test, which is fortunate, because I think Ash, as patient as he is, was ready to kill her.”
“So, she’ll actually be driving? On the road. In a car.”
“Yep. Worried?”
Reuben didn’t want to think about encountering Shadow on a narrow country lane. “Yes. I can’t believe she passed.”
“Neither could we. At least we won’t have to run her around anymore.”
“What about your newfound wealth?” The Nephilim had been involved with a major treasure discovery a couple of months earlier, and were entitled to a portion of the trove’s value—and it was a lot of money. 
“Haven’t got the cash yet. It takes a while for it all to go through.” He grinned. “Will be great when it happens, though.”
“But does it mean you’ll leave? I like you guys being around,” Reuben confessed. “You’re handy in a fight, and well, you’re mates now.”
“Cheers. We feel the same about you guys, so, we’re staying put. Don’t know what it means for where we may live around here. Gabe is talking about buying the farmhouse and some of the land, if we can. We’re only renting it now. I mean, we’ve made a few changes, but it would mean we can renovate properly, and spread out. We could convert some of the barn, and the room next to Shadow’s place.”
Relief swept through Reuben. “Great. I thought you might all move abroad or something.”
“No.” Zee shook his head. “This place is a fresh start for us. A chance to leave our past behind. We’ll travel, of course. We already do, but everyone is keen to stay.”
While they chatted, Alex emerged from the kitchen and headed to their side. “Hey, Reu.”
“Just heard Zee and the others are staying. Good news!”
“Very.”
Alex looked distracted, and Reuben wasn’t sure if it was about pub business. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. I think the season is getting to me. I had the weirdest feeling in the garden with Avery yesterday. We both did. It felt like something was watching us.” He shrugged. “It was probably nothing. What’s weirder is the fact that my dad is coming to visit.”
“Is he?” Reuben asked, surprised.
Zee frowned. “What’s weird about that?”
“He doesn’t like White Haven. Moved to Scotland to get away from here. That’s a lot of distance!”
Reuben sipped his pint and leaned on the counter. “Did he say why he’s coming?”
“No.” Alex grabbed a cloth and wiped the counter down, even though it was perfectly clean. “Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s Samhain. Anyway, it will be good to see him—I think. At least he can meet Avery.”
Reuben’s phone rang, and he moved away from the bar to take the call. “Hey Dylan…” 
Dylan launched into the conversation, almost tripping over his words. “Ben has vanished! We think he was in your family’s mausoleum. I think you should get here.”
“Are you kidding? Vanished! Is it Gil?” His heart was already thudding in his chest just at the thought of it.
“No. Not Gil. Look, just come. We’re freaking out up here!”
Reuben’s thoughts were reeling. Ben had vanished? “Er, yes, coming right now.”
[image: image-placeholder]El Robinson finished packaging her customer’s jewellery with the special Samhain bags, and said her goodbyes as the young woman left, a satisfied smile on her face. 
Zoe arrived from the back room with two coffees and handed one to El. “That looks like another new, very happy customer.” 
“She was thrilled!” El sat on the stool behind the counter and sipped her drink. There were other customers in the shop, but they were still browsing. “I needed this, thank you. Yes, she’s very happy. She’s here with some friends, and she’s going to bring them here.”
“I guess that’s the payoff for White Haven being so busy. Lots more business. It’s not so much fun though when you have to battle your way through the town.” Zoe settled on to her stool with an air of gossip. “I tried to get a table in the Thai restaurant on Friday, and it was fully booked! So was the bistro. We’re having Indian instead.”
El gave a rueful smile. “I know what you mean. White Haven seems permanently busy now, regardless of seasonal celebrations. We shouldn’t complain. It’s better than living in a dying town. And we’re never bored!”
“Sometimes, I crave boredom. I just shut my door and pretend nothing is happening here at all.”
Before El could answer, Stan, the town’s pseudo-Druid, swept through the door in his ceremonial robes, his cheeks flushed from the cold. El frowned. “Hi, Stan! Aren’t the clothes a bit premature?”
He grinned. “Not at all. Everyone is here for the Walk of the Spirits! The town is decorated beautifully, as is your shop, by the way.” He gave a nod of appreciation. “I feel underdressed if I don’t wear this. I think it keeps the excitement levels high!”
Seeing as her current customers were giggling and eyeing Stan with excitement, El had to agree. “I think we all admire your enthusiasm, Stan.”
Zoe added, “And it’s great for business.”
“Exactly!” He clapped with glee and bounced on his feet. A very characteristic Stan gesture, which reminded El of how fond she was of his endless enthusiasm. 
El reached under the counter and extracted a packet of hobnobs. “Have a biscuit, and keep your strength up.”
“Thank you, I think I shall. So, have you heard the latest?”
“About what?” Zoe asked.
“The walk, of course! We were going to end at the harbour, where it all finished last year—if you remember?”
Zoe rolled her eyes. “No one is likely to forget that. It got half the town out of bed.”
And had dragged El and the rest of her coven from Old Haven Church to the town, thinking they needed to do something to stop it. As it turned out, Helena had it all in hand, and they just had to let it play out. Instead, El lied. “Including me!”
Stan carried on, regardless. “Well, as much I would like to emulate that, the harbour is really too small for the crowds, so there’s been a change of plan. We’ve decided to stick with the castle as our end point. It’s very atmospheric, so it should work out well.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” El agreed. “No one wants to accidentally fall into the harbour. That would be a disaster.”
“Exactly, and we can have a fire and offer libations to the Gods!” He grinned at them. “I just wanted to make sure that you knew and will be there. Obviously, we’ll be updating all of our fliers, and Sarah will interview me for the news.” He took another biscuit. “If I may?”
“Of course.” El smiled. “I can make you a drink, if you want.”
“No. Must get on. I need to head up to the castle and finalise some plans. I have so much to do!” 
Their customers clustered around Stan to ask a few questions, and at the same time the bell rang above the door, announcing another visitor. El frowned as a woman wearing a voluminous coat and woollen hat that looked remarkably like a witch’s hat swept inside. For a moment, El couldn’t see her face as she shut the door, but her figure looked strangely familiar. 
She turned and beamed at El. “Darling! You look marvellous!” She regally crossed the shop, arms outstretched for a hug. “And look at your beautiful shop!”
“Aunt Olympia!” El was momentarily frozen in shock, before hurriedly lifting the countertop and hugging her. Her scent of tuberose brought back so many memories, El could barely think straight. “I can’t believe you’re here!”
They each stepped back a pace, studying the other, Olympia’s hands clutching El’s shoulders. Olympia was an imposing woman, as tall as El, still slim built, and wearing skilfully-applied makeup. Her blonde hair was now white, but most was hidden by her hat. However, she had more wrinkles than when El had last seen her, and El immediately felt guilty for not visiting her more often. 
“Look at you!” Olympia declared. “This place suits you. You look happy.”
“I am happy.” El was suddenly aware that everyone was looking at them, and she turned, flustered. “This is my aunt, Olympia.”
Stan’s eyes lit up. “Madam! May I say how fantastic you look, and what an honour it is to meet you. Stan, at your service.” He kissed her offered hand and bowed over it. 
El could barely believe her eyes, and neither could Zoe, by the look on her face. She grinned and shook Olympia’s hand. “Lovely to meet you. I’m Zoe.”
Olympia took it all in her stride. “Delightful to meet you both, too. And you are?” She turned to the customers.
El rushed in to rescue them as they looked on, wide-eyed with amusement. Olympia had that effect. “Our lovely customers. Come on through to the back room and I can make you a drink. Are you just visiting?”
“Depends what you mean by visiting, dear. I’m here for Samhain!”




Chapter Four


Cassie paced outside Reuben’s family mausoleum with their second EMF meter, sweeping it backwards and forwards, desperate to find anything that would reveal what had happened to Ben. 
Panic was seated deep within her, but she forced herself to keep calm. There had to be a rational explanation for his disappearance. Any minute now he would appear with a goofy grin on his face.
“Still nothing?” Dylan asked.
“Very slightly elevated energy readings, but that’s all. Not enough to indicate a ghost. You?”
“No.” Dylan straightened up from where he’d been examining the ground, hands on hips as he stared at the mausoleum and then the graveyard. “This is ridiculous. He has to be around here somewhere. With my camera!”
“Are you sure he isn’t hiding in the mausoleum?”
“I’ve searched it from top to bottom! No!”
“There’s no need to shout!” 
Dylan rubbed his face, eyes closed, and then stared at her. “Sorry. I’m worried. People don’t just vanish.”
They had completed the exorcism in the church. That had been easy, and both were feeling accomplished as they locked the main doors and wandered the grounds, looking for Ben. That feeling had swiftly vanished when all they found was his scarf on the floor inside the open mausoleum, and the ribboned remnants of fading mist. They had shouted for him, searched amongst the graves, ventured into the wood, and then called Reuben.
Cassie wrestled her emotions under control. “I’m worried, too. But why leave his scarf? And what’s taking Reuben so long?”
The squeal of tyres and pounding feet answered that question, and Cassie whirled around, relieved to see not just Reuben running down the path, but Alex, too. It was a sign the weather was colder, because Reuben, like Alex, was wearing jeans rather than his customary board shorts and t-shirt. 
Cassie sighed with relief. “Thank the Gods you’re here!”
“Has he appeared yet?” Reuben asked. “You’re having us on, right?”
Dylan shook his head. “No. I wish we were. His scarf is here, but he isn’t.”
Alex was already climbing the mausoleum steps as he said, “Take us through it. I don’t get why you’re here in the first place.”
Dylan explained how they’d exorcised the ghost from the church. “James wants to make sure nothing interrupts his All Saints’ Day service. I think this place still spooks him. Now I know why.”
“Did you have the key to the mausoleum?” Reuben asked, frowning as he followed Alex. “It should be locked.”
Cassie shook her head, deciding to stay on the path and keep an eye on their surroundings. She’d already been inside, and its musty dampness was unpleasant. “No. When we exited the church, it was already open. Ben must have opened it, because it was shut when we first arrived.” She looked at Dylan. “But he didn’t have the key either, right?”
“No. So it must have been unlocked.” Dylan followed the witches to the door of the building. “Hey look, guys, we don’t know what happened, so be careful in there.”
Reuben’s voice echoed from inside. “So, you actually saw Ben vanish?” 
“No. He was out here on his own.” He pointed to Ben’s scarf that was still on the floor. “That’s all we found. He has my camera, so I can’t do any thermal imaging. Cassie’s got the other EMF, but is getting nothing. Well, just a low whine that’s neither here nor there.”
Alex stuck his head out of the door. “Come and test it again, Cassie.”
Reluctantly she mounted the steps and went inside, the gloom enveloping her. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she saw the rows of stone coffins lined up, and Reuben standing next to Gil’s. His hand rested on it, as if for comfort. 
“Gil would never hurt anyone,” he said, almost aggressively.
“Of course he wouldn’t. We know that!” Cassie told him as she turned the meter on again. “He helped save us from the pirate spirits. That’s not what we’re saying.”
Alex squeezed Reuben’s shoulder. “I can’t feel anything remotely spirit-like in here.” He looked around, frowning. “There is a kind of odd energy displacement, though. Can you feel it, Reu?”
“I don’t know. I’m not as good at that kind of thing as you are.” He finally stepped away from Gil’s tomb. “You don’t think Ben would have triggered the opening to the underground room, do you? And got stuck in there?”
“What room?” Cassie asked, the meter in her hand forgotten. 
“Ah!” Reuben’s handsome face was wrinkled with concern. “I’d forgotten you didn’t know about that. My ancestors’ hall of doom.”
Cassie expected Alex to laugh and call Reuben out for exaggerating, but he didn’t. Instead, he shuddered. “I hate it down there. It’s seriously creepy, but we’d better open it up, just in case.”
Dylan stared at them. “You’ve been holding stuff back? Show us!”
Reuben strode past him and headed into a small side room, the others trailing behind. “It’s been used for blood sacrifice in the past. Shadow ended up trapped down there a few months ago. It’s got bad vibes, so prepare yourselves.”
While Reuben fiddled with a hidden mechanism, Cassie once again scanned the room using the EMF meter, desperately hoping nothing would suddenly spike. She had a horrible feeling that something had taken Ben. They had been searching for over an hour now, and still had found nothing of any use. Perhaps he would be downstairs. She crossed her fingers.
“Cassie?” Alex asked, standing next to her. “I can hear a whine. Is that significant?”
“Not really. If there were spirits around, or something else paranormal, we’d definitely get a stronger read out. And it’s not cold, either—well, not in specific spots. We were in the church and I felt distinct cold spots, and the EMF was strong.” She shrugged, feeling helpless. “Where is he?”
“I don’t know, but I promise we’ll find out.” Alex was always so kind and reassuring. He placed his hand in the small of her back, guiding her through to the next room. “Come down with us. I don’t want to leave you alone.”
With horror, she saw steps leading down into darkness, revealed by a tomb that had moved to the side. A bobbing witch-light and Dylan’s voice reassured her. She was a ghost hunter. She shouldn’t be creeped out by this. 
“After you. I’m not letting you out of my sight,” Alex insisted.
Taking a deep breath, she headed down the steps, halting at the bottom to study the chamber. They were right. It was creepy. The witch-light showed sigils carved onto the floors and walls, and in seconds, candles flickered to life as Reuben lit them with a spell. She could smell the metallic tang of blood, and saw dark splashes on the floor and walls. 
“They’re new,” Alex said, pointing at them. “A result of Shadow’s imprisonment by the necromancer.”
“But no Ben,” Dylan said. 
Cassie scanned the room with the EMF meter, but there was no change in frequencies. “Nothing. Nothing at all! It’s like he’s vanished into thin air!”
Reuben stared beyond her to Alex. “Any ideas? Because I haven’t. I think we should call Newton. And we need to tell James, too.”
[image: image-placeholder]The room beneath the mausoleum stank of blood, and Detective Inspector Mathias Newton studied it with barely-concealed revulsion. It reeked of violence. Fortunately, Detective Sergeant Kendall paced around unperturbed, exploring every nook and cranny. He’d left DS Moore upstairs with Alex. 
Newton glared at Reuben, Cassie, and Dylan. “I don’t like this at all! Has he been sacrificed to something?”
Cassie smacked him on the arm. Hard. “Don’t say that!”
“Me saying it doesn’t make it more or less likely to have happened! Are you sure there are no readings down here?”
“Nothing,” Dylan answered. “And no sign of Ben even being down here.”
“He’s right,” Reuben said. He looked bleak. “The mechanism hasn’t been used in ages, and no one has been here in months. We only left it open because we knew you’d want to see it.”
Kendall finally spoke, obviously fascinated with the place. She was dressed in smart dark trousers, a plain shirt, and flat shoes, her short hair neat and tidy. “Reuben, this place is grim. I can’t believe your family owns it! Is that a devil’s trap?”
“Unfortunately, yes. I can only assume that they had a very good reason for it. One I don’t want to dwell on.”
“Me neither,” Newton declared. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.” 
He walked up the steps, eager to get into the weak autumnal sunshine and the cold, fresh air. The room made him feel sullied. Within minutes, the place was sealed and they all stood outside the mausoleum, six expectant faces looking at him as if he knew exactly what to do. He didn’t. He stared at the woods bordering the graveyard and felt for the scar on his neck left by Susannah’s long, sharp blade, Avery’s revenge-filled ancestor. He hated being there. Not surprising. He’d almost died.
Newton took a deep breath and faced the others. “People don’t just vanish! Have you searched the woods?”
Alex nodded. “We did, while we waited for you, and I searched again with Moore while you were inside. He’s not there, either.”
Moore’s red hair glinted in the light as he agreed with Alex. “Nothing. Could he have slipped between worlds? It is almost Samhain, after all.”
Newton tried not to roll his eyes. Moore and his bloody fey borderlands. He was obsessed with them. “That sounds unlikely.”
“But a portal did open here before!”
“Yes, but that took an immense amount of magic!” Newton swept his hand out, almost whacking Reuben in the process. “Is there any evidence of that here?”
Moore jutted his chin out. “No, but you don’t need that in Ravens’ Wood.”
“This isn’t Raven’s Wood, though!”
“Forget Ravens’ Wood,” Reuben interjected. “It has its own special magic. This place does not. There’s no sign that any magic has been worked here, although…” He hesitated and looked at Alex. “We agree that something feels different.”
“You do?” Cassie asked, eyes wide. “You didn’t say so!”
Alex wiggled his hand. “It’s tenuous. It’s similar to a feeling I had with Avery in our garden last night. As if something from the past was watching us.” He laughed. “I guess we were waxing lyrical on a glass of mulled wine, but time felt suspended. Different.”
“You believe it, though, don’t you?” Newton said, studying his friend’s face. “Even though you’re trying to laugh it off.” 
“I do, yes. Even more so now that I’m feeling the same thing here.” He shook his head. “It’s faint, but it’s there. I’ll chat to Avery, see if there’s a spell that might help. She’s good at working out new spells, or mixing together old ones. In the meantime, me and Reuben wondered if a finding spell might work. We could bring our gear here. We just need something personal of his to use.”
“Easy,” Dylan said straight away. He held up Ben’s scarf. “You could use this, or there’ll be stuff in the van. Anything in particular?”
“Hair would be best, but the scarf should be fine, if not.”
“We need a few ingredients,” Reuben said. “Herbs and stuff. I can drive to mine and get them now. I guess the question is, though, is this place safe? We don’t know what happened, but Ben has gone. What if it happens again?”
Good question. Newton had been mulling on it ever since he arrived. “There’s only one option right now. This place is now out of bounds until we work out what happened. We need to leave a couple of people here at all times. I’m hoping Ben will come back, somehow.”
“We’ve already talked about that,” Dylan said, nodding at Cassie. “We’ll ask James if we can hang out in the church, and maybe we’ll set a tent up, too.”
Newton was flooded with misgivings, but they were the best people to be here, given their experience. “Okay, but one of us will be here, too. I’ll stay tonight.”
Kendall leapt in immediately. “Let me!”
“No! You can take over tomorrow. Well work out some shifts. Fair enough?”
“No problem, Guv,” Moore answered.
Alex shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Whatever’s happening could be worse at night.”
Cassie huffed. “Don’t care. If Ben comes back, we need to be here. Or,” she paused and took a deep breath, “if it happens again, it means one of us goes to him—wherever that is.”
“And if he’s dead?” Newton asked, scowling.
Cassie almost snarled at him. “He won’t be! Don’t you dare suggest that.”
“We need to be realistic, Cassie, although obviously I’m hoping he’ll be fine.”
“In which case, maybe a witch should be here, too,” Reuben suggested. 
“You’re right,” Alex said reluctantly as he met Reuben’s questioning look. “One of us should be.”
Reuben nodded. “Good. In that case, I’ll head home now. I have a tent somewhere, and a portable barbeque. I’ll bring the spell ingredients and a few other things with me. Blankets and stuff. Alex can stay here and provide magical protection—just in case. And when I return, you better all be here!”
[image: image-placeholder]Ben blinked and tried to focus, but everything was dark, and smoke choked the air, further obscuring his vision. 
For a second, he thought he was locked in the mausoleum and that it was on fire. He was going to burn to death. His eyes widened with horror and shock, and he sat up abruptly. Immediately, a grizzled face thrust itself into his own and he recoiled in shock. It was a man, his face a map of wrinkles, surrounding dark, cunning eyes, topped off with a tangled mass of hair. He stank of stale sweat, and his breath was rancid. Ben scooted back and hit a wall. 
He wasn’t in the mausoleum. He was in a stone hut, with packed earth and animal skins beneath him, and a banked fire in the middle of the room. The smoke eddied around before idling through a hole in the thatched roof. 
Where the hell was he?
The man launched an unintelligible stream of guttural noises, thrusting his face back in Ben’s own. He looked pleased, triumphant. 
Ben shook his head. “I don’t understand! Where am I?”
The man continued to speak, over and over again, but Ben kept shaking his head to indicate his lack of understanding. With a frustrated howl, the man slapped Ben with such force that his head bounced off the wall. The man grabbed something from a pot next to him and blew it in Ben’s face, and for the second time, everything went black.
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