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      “She’s a witch! One of the devil’s whores, peddling his black laws to lure good people into immorality,” the main cried, an accusing finger pointing at the object of his tirade.

      Or at least, that was what Gwen imagined he’d said from the other side of the spelled glass. Crinkling filled the Cats’ Purse as she reached for another handful of crisps. The streamer had set himself up in the middle of the pavement right before lunch and pounced on anyone daring to walk past the shop. Quizzing them on religious scripture and laying philosophical traps.

      Outside, Mrs Davies, the current target of the preacher’s speech, reached up to shake one wrinkled finger in the man’s face, nearly having to stand on tiptoe to do so. Though it hardly seemed possible, the old woman was even shorter than Gwen. Her little two-wheeled shopping trolley inched perilously close to the serious-looking tripod.

      Gwen toyed with the idea of mischief but let the temptation slide. After all, it wasn’t his fault that he’d been snared in the shop’s invitation spell. The spell ensured a steady stream of visitors; a necessity for two familiars trying to raise a child in an out-of-the-way village. Of course people weren’t obligated to buy anything once they came, that would be a step too far. But it was a general spell that drew in all sorts, from born-again mystics with sizeable bank accounts to fanatics with too much time on their hands and a steady internet connection.

      Her scolding finished, Mrs Davies took her trolley back up and resumed trundling home. Glancing through the shop window, the old woman threw a saucy wink inside. Gwen grinned back and lifted the bag of crisps to her head in a mock-salute.

      Dedicated to her snacking, the witch continued to watch the gesticulating preacher, who puffed into his gloved hands at regular intervals. His thick quilted jacket, bare of any shape or decoration, had the unfortunate effect of making his balding head appear unusually small and rather egg-like. It was quite the contrast to her own sunflower t-shirt and navy corduroy pants. Not to mention the full head of thick, dark curls currently scooped into an unruly bun.

      Gwen shook her head; the weather for standing outside for long periods of time was several weeks past now. Then she frowned as her questing fingers met only plastic. Peering into the empty bag, she let out a sigh of disappointment. She’d eaten the last crumb without even realising.

      Throwing the empty packet into the bin under the shop counter, Gwen wiped her hand on the seat of her pants and returned to the table where she’d been cutting soap. She would have preferred to be putting the finishing touches on her Samhain offerings. Unfortunately, none of the work remaining was something that could be put down in a hurry to assist customers. Lifting the wire by its wooden handle, she positioned one of the waxy loaves on the cutting board and began to slice.

      It had been nearly two months since the game of riddles with Aodren. Her mothers had scoured Cannington and the surrounding towns but found no trace of whoever the thieving fae had been expecting that night. Even Rhee, a professional busybody who seemed to know things even before those involved, had been of no help.

      As winter began to creep southwards, it had been tempting to let the strange events mist into memory. A peculiar night to reminisce over years from now over a steaming mug of jasmine tea. But a niggling unease had settled in the back of Gwen’s mind. She played memories of Aodren and Timeless over and over at night as she lay in restless bed, analysing every word, every inflection, for anything that might explain the fae’s strange behaviour.

      It would have been easier for Gwen to put her worries to rest if her mothers hadn’t also been clearly on edge. Oh, they hid it well. But the number of wards about the village that had been refreshed before their time hadn’t escaped Gwen’s notice. Nor had her mothers’ twitching alertness; backs arching and tails puffing with irregular frequency. It felt more and more like she was living with a pair of anxious squirrels rather than two eldritch creatures wearing the form of sleek predators.

      The large block of soap now reduced to two dozen much smaller blocks, Gwen pulled a basket from beneath the counter. Loading the soap into the basket, she paused for a moment to appreciate the smell of patchouli and bergamot. It wasn’t one of their most popular scents, but it was Gwen’s personal favourite. The shimmering green mica powder that was the staple shade for this particular scent dusted her fingertips.

      Some other soap makers mixed their greens with black (ominous) or bright red (Christmas). Both were an abysmal choice. Patchouli and bergamot was clearly an autumnal scent. Which is why Gwen used a sensible, swirling combination of summery green and crisp, burnt reds, oranges, and yellows. It had taken her a long time to get the colour mix just right. She still found the occasional experimental bar of sludge-coloured, acceptably scented mess stashed at the back of some cupboard or another.

      Weaving between tables piled with books, crystals, charms, dried herbs, essential oils, and other magical paraphernalia, standard fare for a witch’s shop, Gwen made her way to the soap shelves. The soaps had been a pet project of hers, started a few years ago to deal with the stress of A-level exams, and enjoyable enough that she continued to craft batches on a regular basis. Straw-coloured bars of buttermilk and honey in particular were always in demand.

      Just as she’d emptied the basket onto the shelf, aligning each block just so with its neighbours, the little bell by the shop door jingled.
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      “Have you called the coppers on that nonce yet?” The visitor closed the door – which staunchly agreed with the young woman – firmly, cutting off whatever the preacher had been yelling after her.

      Moving through the shop, the rosy-cheeked young woman stopped to inspect the table that held the newest stock. She released the throaty grip on her crimson overcoat as the shop’s warmth seeped inwards. Today, her mousey brown hair, which normally hung proudly to the back of her knees, was plaited into a crown that she had pinned to her head.

      “It’s free advertising, Rosie. You know the drill,” Gwen laughed as she gave the usual, non-magical excuse. Making her way back to the counter, she stashed the basket back where it had come from.

      Rosie flapped her hand, stooping to peer at a pink miniature cauldron no bigger than her palm. “Yeah yeah, ignore them and don’t give them more viewers. I still think he deserves a good shove in front of a large bus. Or three.”

      “Three? Don’t you think that’s just a tad overkill?” Gwen teased, leaning on the counter, resting a cheek in the palm of her hand. Eyes darting behind her friend, she could see the red-faced preacher talking animatedly into his camera. Rosie knew the drill, but that didn’t mean she always followed it.

      “Hmm, no, three sounds exactly right. You wouldn’t want the first one to miss, after all. Or the second. Got to make sure you do the job right,” she said, moving to stroke the textured scales of a dragon figurine.

      Gwen snorted. Ever since they’d first met in nursery school Rosie had responded to minor inconveniences with increasingly dramatic ire. It’s what had drawn Gwen to her in the first place. Once Rosie had finished inspecting the new wares, the two women embraced each other.

      “It’s good to see you. Were you just passing by, or have you lost something again?” Gwen asked with a cheeky grin.

      “Why not both?” Rosie joked for a moment, before her face fell. “Oh, Gwen I’ve lost my phone. It’s been days now and I can’t find it anywhere! My whole life is in that phone, you have no idea, I need it back so badly.”

      Having spent more than several minutes in Rosie’s company, Gwen did in fact, have some idea.

      “Of course I can help you. Are you good for the usual fee?” Mum and Mumest had both instilled in their daughter a healthy regard for her own financial future. Guilt was not something that beset her when she charged friends for her skills. Good will would only get a witch so far.

      The Burning Times had proved that.

      Rosie hung her head, pale cheeks reddening. “Actually, about that…you know that music festival over in Bath last weekend? It was such a great time, it’s a shame you didn’t come, but I overspent a bit, so I’m broke for the next few weeks. Mum’s making lasagna tonight though, so I thought maybe you’d be ok with half the money plus dinner, just this once? She says there’ll be plenty for you to take home for your mums. Oh, please say yes, I need my phone back and I’ve looked absolutely everywhere.”

      Gwen had already started drooling.

      The bechamel, the beef ragu, even the sheets of pasta, Rosie’s mum made everything from scratch. It was a whole-day affair. A Herculean effort, particularly for someone who wrangled small children at the local kindergarten all day.

      “That’s cheating. You know I’d do anything for your mum’s lasagna. Plus, if I said no and my mums found out?” Gwen’s shudder was only mostly feigned. “Why didn’t you have your location on? I thought you normally shared it with your parents.”

      Frustration radiated from Rosie’s frame. “I did! I tore the house apart first, but as soon as Dad got home I used his phone to try and find it. It was weird though – it said my phone was there at home, I saw it clear as day, but then the signal vanished right as I was about to activate the alarm tone. No, don’t look at me like that! There’s no way the battery died that fast, it was fully charged the last time I had it. You know me, I take care of that phone better than anything else.”

      The bell jingled as a middle-aged woman drifted into the store. Gwen recognised her as a rather introverted regular. Mumest insisted on referring to her as Madam Butterfly despite Gwen’s repeated educational efforts about what that name meant in the wider world. “But look at her clothes, floating around her in waves of colour – she’s clearly trying to imitate wings,” Mumest would say.

      Gwen nodded to the woman who made straight for the dried herbs without acknowledging the two women at the counter.

      “What’s the occasion?” Gwen asked, voice lowered.

      Rosie blinked. “What? Oh, the lasagna. We’ve got guests staying with us, kids of one of Mum’s friends from up Kettering way. Mum and Dad have been pulling out all the stops for them; lasagna tonight, a trip to the pier at Weston-Super-Mare last weekend, and – you’re not going to believe this – they even took the pair of them to a pumpkin patch while I was at work!”

      The sheer indignity of the last point made Gwen’s jaw drop. It took her a moment to recover, but when she did, she made her way over to the candle section.

      “Let’s get you a banishment candle while we’re here. On the house.”
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