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If you weren’t aware of these things, the sound could have been the crackling of the fire or the scrape and sizzle of food cooking. It could easily have been the clink of wine glasses or the grate of a knife on crockery. But Esther recognised the tiny laugh and leaned down to snatch her handbag off the floor just as her house keys slipped out. 

She grabbed for the keychain with her other hand and managed to wrestle it out of the bright blue hands of the — what was it? A pixie? A fairy? It was shorter than a pencil and almost as skinny, with long arms. It stopped, cheekily, just beyond her arm’s reach, then ran off towards the kitchen.

Esther sat up, somewhat flustered, trying not to meet the eye of anyone else at the table. It was the annual Twelfth Night Feast, held at their local coffee haunt, Grounds for Divorce. Esther had asked Clark to join her and her closest friends for the five-course banquet. She had been to the event for the first time last January, thinking it was just a quirk of their little town. But the tradition had more meaning behind it this year, now that she knew that it was run by the coven who protected Ledstow. 

She was still surprised every time she noticed a magical creature. They were often at the edges of her vision, so quick and so improbable that she’d swear that she had made them up to illuminate her otherwise ordinary life.

“All going ok over here?” Lottie asked, coming up to the table, a tea towel in hand. An outspoken character who had fulfilled a lifelong dream by opening the café after splitting up with her husband, Lottie put her hand on her hip and smiled at them.

Esther eyed her. Lottie was also an elder witch in the town coven. She always had a ready smile for them, although it didn’t quite reach her eyes tonight. How was Lottie always so calm, even when pixies were causing mayhem in her restaurant?

“Amazing, thanks.” Aria answered, dabbing at her lips with her napkin. “I think you’ve topped last year’s feast.”

Clark nodded and reached for his pint of beer. Esther had gotten to know the policeman during a murder investigation just a few weeks ago, before Christmas. Since then, they had chatted on the phone or exchanged messages most days, working through what they had found out during the investigation. She still had trouble coming to terms with the fact that someone she worked with had lied to her, and the fact that they had narrowly escaped her grandmother being attacked by one of her co-workers.

“I just had to loosen my belt,” Ashton said, covering a yawn. The combined effects of food and the heat from the fire were making them sleepy.

Lottie turned to Esther. “Good, good. And you, sweetie?”

Esther raised her eyebrows, meaningfully. “The food was perfect. But you’ve got a bit of a rodent problem.” 

The light of understanding sparked in Lottie’s eyes and they flicked towards the kitchens. “Well, it is that time of the year,” she said, cryptically. “But I’ll see what I can do.” She hurried off.

“Rodent problem?” Clark frowned. “I’m not sure if we should be—”

“Don’t worry,” Esther said quickly. “She knows what I mean.” At least, she hoped that Lottie knew what she meant. The people in the restaurant were too sober to be seeing pixies just yet.

With a look at the clock, Ashton straightened up. “Come on. We better wake ourselves up. It’s almost time.” 

“It is, too.”

“What for?” asked Clark. He was wearing a dark blue shirt, open at the neck and the colour set off his eyes. Esther had decided not to tell him too much about the events of the night and let him experience it for himself. That was the best way to experience Twelfth Night in Ledstow.

Right on cue, Lottie came out of the kitchen with a pan in one hand and a wooden spoon in the other. 

Clark leaned in close. “Are you all having me on?”

“Fill your cups, everyone,” Lottie called.

Esther poured wine from the jug in the middle of the table into their cups. She lifted hers and waited for the others to clink their cups to hers. The spice smell surrounded her as she brought the drink to her lips.

Ashton stood up, walked unhurriedly over to the sofa next to the fireplace and reached for his guitar, which was leaning against the arm. He lifted the instrument and idly strummed a few chords. The other people in the café started to sing the wassailing song, as if they’d been waiting for a sign.

Esther felt the wine hit her veins and warm up her limbs. She joined in. Some of the staff members banged pots in rhythm. A line of people formed and danced towards the door, some pausing to get their jackets and scarves on. Sarah Harman from the bakery got up and grabbed her walking stick.

Ashton kept the song going. He would wait until the last of the customers got out of their seat, then join them.

“What are we doing now?” Clark asked from behind her.

“Wassailing,” she said, joining the end of the train. “Get your coat on.” 

They left the warmth of the café for the chill night.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never wassailed before?” she said to him, as they spilled onto the street. The sports field was opposite, tipped with frost. “You haven’t lived.”

“Seems I haven’t,” he said.

At the corner, they crossed the road and went through the town square.

“More noise, please,” Lottie called.

They passed under the stone archway and followed the paved path beneath the ruins of the historic town walls. The iron gates to the allotment were standing open. Dark tree shapes loomed over them. Esther couldn’t see much until a lighter flame appeared and a candle wick was touched to it. Lottie held the candle up high.

They were standing in a space between a small orchard and some raised beds surrounded in roughly cut timber. Plants ran wild, sprouting in all directions, over the edges of the beds and trailing onto the path. 

A shout came from down the line. “Has somebody brought the wine?” 

Esther thought this said a lot about the group’s priorities, considering it was freezing cold and dark in the garden. But there was a cheer. Somebody must have indeed brought the wine.

“Watch your step, people.”

Esther held her candle up to light it from the first one. The song started up again and Lottie encouraged them to sing louder by banging her pan. 

“Waes hail!” she cried.

“Drink hail!”

“Shuffle up, everyone,” Lottie called. Ashton was on her left and Clark was on her right. His arm was just touching hers.

Clark elbowed her then. “Do you do this often?”

She threw her head back and laughed, feeling warmth come into her cheeks. 

“Only once a year. It’s an old custom that brings luck and good harvest to the trees and plants. By lighting fires and bringing joy, the trees awaken from their winter slumber and the sap slowly begins to rise. What do you think?” 

“Fascinating,” he said. “And what’s in this wine?”

“It’s actually a hot cider mixed with spices. And it probably has more sherry in it than my nan’s Christmas pudding.”

“It’s a bit different having this in the allotment this time,” Aria said. “But it still works.”

“Last year, we walked up to the orchard,” Esther explained. “But Lottie wanted to make it more accessible.”

“Just because we’ve always done things one way, that doesn’t mean we can’t make changes that mean these things are welcoming for everyone.” Lottie said comfortably, as she sidled past, making sure everyone had made it into the garden and were standing together in a huddle.

“Too right,” Clark said, in what Esther had come to recognise was his special local policeman voice. “Don’t the locals complain about all the noise?”

“They can try. Send them to me, love.” Lottie spoke over her shoulder as she made her way to a spot beside an apple tree that loomed out of the darkness.

“I don’t think the people here mind, because they believe in the tradition,” Esther murmured. “It’s the way it’s always been done. And it’s only for one night of the year.”

Twelfth Night was the fifth of January. It was a traditional night of feasting and revelry, when a peasant could be treated like a king. But it was celebrated a little differently here in Ledstow.

The beat of the makeshift drums increased in tempo and people sang louder. The power of the shared energy and the vibration of her eardrums gave her a thrill and set the hairs on her arms on end. Esther felt something link her to those around her, a gentle touch at the top of her spine. But it didn’t take a music witch to know that this was something special.

“Quiet down for just a moment, please.” Lottie put her hand up.

Ashton raised his voice. “Oy. Shut it!” 

A hush fell over the group. 

“Kind people, I’ll make this brief,” Lottie said, and a few people whooped. “Alright, alright. It’s down to all of you that we’ve got such an awesome town full of amazing people. That’s it, friends. Thank you all for helping to make Ledstow what it is. Here’s to another year of plenty! Raise your glasses.” Those who had drinks drank them and the others just cheered.

“The more clatter the better!” Lottie called, banging her spoon against her pan above her head.

The group was even louder on the walk back to the café. The louder everyone else talked, the more Esther had to raise her voice to be heard. She found that she didn’t really care. 

Somehow, she’d ended up arm in arm with Clark, and she put her leg in front of his to do the walk made famous by The Monkees. Belatedly, she realised she should have communicated the plan first. It went great for one shining moment of synchronicity. Then they went down in a tumble of limbs. She ended up sitting down hard on the footpath.

Clark leaned down to help her up. His face was very close to hers, and his eyes softened, and flicked to her mouth. She remembered how soft his lips were. The air between them sizzled and the gap closed. Their lips touched.

In that moment, a scream rent the air, turning her spine to jelly. She froze, and stared at Clark, who stared back. The noise sounded like it came from the other end of Ledstow. It was a woman, she was sure. But it went on for too long. This wasn’t someone just getting a fright. 

Esther grasped Clark’s hand, quite happy not to be alone. When she was standing up, he put a warm arm around her shoulders.

The others were clustered in groups in the street, suddenly sober. Aria and Ashton caught up to them, their faces blank and eyes wide.

“What was that?” 

She shrugged, and a shiver passed over her. “I’m not sure, but I’m not in the mood to find out.”

“Are you not coming back to the cafe? You’ll miss the best part,” Aria said. “We can warm up again.”

“I don’t think it’s a night to be out,” Clark said, and Esther nodded in agreement.

“I have to go back in and get my guitar, anyway,” Ashton said. “Might have a quick pint. See you later. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Aria said to Esther, with a quick hug. 

It was only a few streets to her house, but she was glad of the solid presence of the policeman next to her. Clark was quiet and thoughtful as they crossed the stone bridge and she heard the rushing river to either side, hidden by the darkness.

Around the corner from home, she heard a familiar rasping, like a rusty hinge. She held her arm out for Jay to land on, since the alternative was her head. Or Clark’s. And she remembered how that had ended last time.

“It’s alright, birdie,” she said, when the bird’s pinching feet landed on her coat sleeve, although she wasn’t entirely sure if it was. The warmth of the alcohol had turned to ice in her veins. There was more than a little mayhem in the air tonight. 

Jay took off again and landed on the neighbour’s fence.

“That’s your bird? Is it allowed to fly free?”

“I can’t really stop him,” she said. “Jay does what he wants.”

She unlocked the door to her flat. Jay flew in the door when she opened it and sat on his perch on the bookshelves, head on the side, one eye fixed on Clark.

“Well, have a good sleep,” Clark said, trying not to meet the bird’s gaze. 

“You too.”

Once she shut the door, Jay ruffled his feathers out and began preening himself.

“What was that about? Why are you so happy with yourself?” she murmured. The bird had never seemed to have a problem with Clark before. 

Jay used to be her grandmother’s familiar many years ago. Was he spying for her? Was he simply old-fashioned and prudish? Esther shook her head. That was just what she needed, a bird that decided it was going to be her chaperone. 

She went into the bathroom to wash off her makeup and brush her hair, then got into her pyjamas. Louis jumped up onto the bed and began kneading at her blankets, his claws getting stuck in the threads.

“Hello, kitty. Why are you so needy tonight?” she asked him, only a little annoyed that he couldn’t appreciate her pun. “Did you get scared by the noise too?”

The silver kitten brushed its face along the blankets. Hurry up, he seemed to say. She stroked his fluffy back.

“What about you, Louis? Do you see magical creatures and ghosties too?” 

He paused for an instant, looking into the air behind her, and Esther struggled to keep from turning around to check. There is nothing there, she reassured herself. Her scary guard bird would surely warn her, if there was.

When she thought about the sound later that night, tucked up warm in her bed, Esther decided it was a shriek, rather than a scream, that they had heard. It was an otherworldly cry. Another shiver ran over her as she wondered what in her beloved Ledstow could cause a sound like that.
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Waking late, after a disturbed sleep — in which she was sure she had seen Jay perched on the pillow a few inches from her face at one point — Esther got up and threw her clothes on. It was a quick walk down the high street, past bright planter boxes and colourful buildings with sloped roofs, to Grounds for Divorce, which was nestled in between the florist and the antique shop.

The rich smell of coffee hit Esther’s nose as she pushed the heavy door open and stepped into the warmth. She hugged Aria, who was waiting just inside, and looked around with dismay at the number of people who were waiting for their caffeine fix. 

“I just got here,” her friend said. “Come on, let’s see if we can get a table. I’ll perch on the end of someone else’s if I have to.”

The café was back to normal with its cute tablecloths and hanging plants, with no sign of last night’s ribbons and banners. Almost like magic, Esther thought. 

The line of people waiting was nearly out the door. It seemed that this place was getting busier and busier. She walked past the queue and found a little table near the window. The bustle and chatter of other people living ordinary lives soothed her, since she still felt a bit frazzled from last night.

Esther took off her coat and gloves. “This’ll do.”

“Did you sleep much?” Aria asked. Her own face could be an advertisement for foundation, with that honeydew complexion.

Esther shook her head. “I think I finally got to sleep at around one. I started thinking about what I’m doing with my life.”

"Oh no,” Aria said, familiar with her friend’s ruminating. “Do you have any resolutions for the new year, then?" she asked.

"Intentions," Esther whispered, leaning in. "Intentions are how we direct our energy," she said. "Witches, I mean. My nan is teaching me.”

Aria raised her eyebrows. "Cool. You seem to have taken this whole witchy thing on board. I’d be demanding answers if I discovered I had magic at thirty years old. I’d be having a full on tantrum.”

Esther laughed. “That’s not really my style. The more I think about it, the more I realise that it was always woven through my childhood. It’s probably thanks to my grandmother, who somehow fostered a love for the unexplained, without ever telling me about witches or magical creatures. She led me to question everything. On some level, I think I always knew I was one.”

“Did you, really? Good old Hope.” Aria shook her head. 

Hope was her grandmother, but to Esther, she was always ‘nan’. Her grandmother blamed herself for the last murder. She said she should have been more careful with her spells. She had begun teaching Esther what she knew with an almost fervent urgency, although she seemed more and more tired when Esther turned up at the retirement home.

“Yeah, she was a lifesaver when I was younger. Imagine if I’d grown up without knowing her. How different would my life have been?”

“Doesn’t bear thinking about. Hey, do you mind ordering me a pot of tea? I've got to go and ring my darling fiancé. He's still acting a bit weird." Aria was already dialling the number as she got up from the table.

Lottie, the barista, smiled when she saw Esther. “How’s that cider from last night treating you?”

“I’m alright,” she said. “But what about you?” 

Lottie’s long ash-coloured braid had locks of hair escaping, as if they were snakes who didn’t want to be charmed, and her eyes were ringed in dark grey.

“Oh yeah, I must look an absolute mess. There’s drama in the” — Lottie leaned forward — “you know what, ahem, quilting club, at the moment. Some of our members are taking part in the local production and the main actress broke her ankle. It's chaos, I tell you."

Esther cringed. The quilting club was a front for the coven of witches. "Actually breaking a leg, then." 

Lottie raised her eyebrows. "Yeah."

“Can’t you just— ” Wiggling her fingers, she indicated that they should use magic to heal her.

“No, we can’t. We keep calm and do it the hard way.” From the way she said it, it almost sounded like it was an oft-repeated motto. 

Esther wanted to ask more, but now wasn’t really the time to get into coven rules and regulations. She lowered her voice. “And how did you get on with our blue friends?”

“Oh, that. I think I may have accidentally left the gate open to them. During the new moon, we normally sprinkle salt on the ground and then sweep it out the door. I must have forgotten it in all the commotion and getting things ready for the big feast. I’ve been flat out. But it’s sorted now.”

Esther nodded. “I know what it’s like to be lax on the housework. My laundry folding pile seems to grow no matter how much I do.” She looked around at the line of people waiting for takeaway coffees. “You’re so busy in here today, too. Can I have a latté, a pot of tea, and two pieces of honeycomb cheesecake, thanks?" she asked, tapping her finger on the glass at the chocolate-brown cheesecake that was covered in a frankly improper amount of sweet golden honeycomb.

"Of course." Lottie winked as she reached for a large paper cup from the stack. "Are you and that lovely man getting on alright?"

This was the third or fourth time Lottie had mentioned Clark. Esther felt that it was entirely too many times for the local barista to ask about her love life, even if Lottie was the head of the coven. This very café was where Esther and Clark had first met, and it all seemed a little too coincidental.

"What did you do?" she asked. 

"I can't do anything that wasn't going to happen by itself," Lottie laughed. "Perhaps just speed it up a little. So come on, get it moving."

“Did you give him a love spell or something?” she hissed, turning away slightly from the disapproving businessman standing in the line behind her.

“Of course not. I’m deeply offended at the accusation.” Lottie turned to the coffee machine, but the edges of her mouth twitched. “Why, did he say the ‘L word’?”

Esther narrowed her eyes at the older woman, took the plates of cheesecake and went back to the table. She took some of the crumb on her fork and savoured it, letting the sweet taste linger on her tongue.

Her phone buzzed. She looked at the message, which was from Clark: 'Hi. Are you free for lunch today?' 

Esther thought back to that moment last night. Her finger traced idly over her lips. She replied that she’d love to, and asked him to choose the place. 

Staring out the window, she looked at Ledstow’s only half-timbered building, the old market hall, which was now a museum. It was a beautiful building that seemed to lean towards the street. 

After a few moments, another message came through. She lifted her eyebrows when she saw that he’d chosen the elegant Hotel Ledstow, which happened to be where Aria worked. 

“What’s got you all shiny and sparkly-eyed?” Aria asked, pouring herself a cup of tea. “Wait, don’t tell me. It’s that cop.”

“Are you working today?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m off there after this. Why?”

Esther just smiled, channelling her best Mona Lisa. She decided not to tell Aria that her lunch date was at her work. Aria would see them there soon enough.

“He’s adorable, but so serious,” Aria said, flicking her fingers at the phone to indicate Clark. “I just want to make silly faces at him ‘til he laughs. I suppose he has to be, as a cop, though. Does he have any idea what that horrible shriek was last night?”

Esther shuddered. As a cop. Well, that was only the half of it, wasn’t it? What her friend didn’t know was that Clark was actually an academic. He was a researcher of parapsychology on secondment as a policeman for a year. He had moved here as many of the reports that he received were concentrated around Ledstow. 

“I’ll ask him. I’m sure he’s looking into it. Anyway, my goals for this year? To play more music and to find a proper job.”

Lottie came over with a tray, and placed their drinks on the table.

“What is this ‘proper job’?” Aria laughed. “And where can I get one, too?”

“The eternal question,” Lottie put in, with a laugh.

“I don’t know, to be honest,” Esther said. “I know that it’s not what I
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