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To Sally and Novar

It’s magic –

it’s not about magic,

it’s not like magic:

It IS magic.

It’s real magic.

– Ted Hughes
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Introduction

PLEASE NOTE that to enhance the reader’s experience of Amanda's world, this British-set story, by a British author, uses British English spelling, vocabulary, grammar and usage, and includes local and foreign accents, dialects and a magical language that vary from different versions of English as it is written and spoken in other parts of our wonderful, diverse world.

For your reading pleasure, there is a glossary of British English usage and vocabulary at the end of the book, followed by a note about accents and the magical language, Wicc’yeth.
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​​At The Gates
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The dog was always nervous at this point in the walk. The estate perimeter was boarded up. There was nothing to see, and it had long been abandoned to the encroaching wild grasses and ivy. Even so, Flussy always made sure to hurry past the gates on the opposite side of the track, not even sniffing to ‘read’ the news of other dogs or foxes who had passed by.

But today was different. Flussy began pulling on the leash as she and Martin neared the plank-obscured entrance, straining towards it.

‘Flussy?’

Suddenly, she wrenched the leash from Martin’s hand and pelted towards the gate, barking frantically.

‘What? Flussy!’ Her owner took her seriously and, seeing a loose board, swung it across to look up the driveway. Blessed with long sight, Martin peered at the great house. All but one window was blind, but in a lower one, the tall shutters had been opened. It was just possible to make out a table ... and ... something ... on it. Could it be? Surely not. But Flussy was growing more vociferous by the minute.

The first task was to calm the dog. Martin picked up the quivering animal, ran with her past the borders of the property and held her, speaking soothingly to her. Finally, Flussy was quieted enough for the call.

Martin was an organised man. On his phone were the numbers of the gas and electricity supplier, the water board, his doctor, his dentist, the fire brigade, and the police station.

The phone was answered at once.

‘Hello, Bodmin Police Station, how can I help?’

‘Hello, my name is Martin Hicks and .... Well, er, yes, I think I did go to school with your ... Yes, I’m actually calling about .... Well, yes ... no ... I ... I’m not sure if it is an emergency. Look, it could be nothing, I really can’t be at all sure, but Flussy has been going mad .... No, she’s not my wife; she’s my bi–. My dog. Look, I don’t know if I’ve found anything. It’s just ... that is I think ... it’s a body.’

***
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DETECTIVE INSPECTOR Thomas Trelawney, of the Devon and Cornwall Police, on permanent loan to the Met on special, low-key assignment to Sunken Madley, poured milk into his perfectly brewed tea. He walked back to his desk, where a shaft of mid-morning sun was cast across his handwritten notes. He was hoping that a reviving beverage and a dip into the tin of shortcake biscuits, presented to him by his kindly landlady, might give him some inspiration.

Trelawney took his mug over to the window. It was a receptacle he rarely used, but, unusually, he hadn’t got around to washing up any these past three days, and it was the last one. A gift from Joan the postlady and Jim, her husband and local caterer, it bore the legend, ‘I like big busts and I cannot lie’. Trelawney felt that, while humorous and given from the right place, it somewhat lacked the gravitas due to his station-cum-office-cum-flat in the quaint English village of Sunken Madley.

Trelawney’s notes were various attempts at analyses of the series of murders that had taken place in the village during the past two years. Try as he might, any connections continued to elude him. Not that he’d had as much time with it as he’d have liked. Trelawney was also on secondment to Barnet Hill Police Station, which kept him busy. Although the inspector, as was understood by his superior there, always deferred to the priority of any matters pertaining to the village, and, of course, Amanda.

Amanda Cadabra.

Amanda Cadabra, who had got under his skin from that first moment in the cottage ....


​Chapter 2
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​The Magic Lesson
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Amanda, in the furniture restoration workshop bequeathed to her by her grandfather Perran, had spent the first half of the morning unclamping a chair of formidable complexity. She was now removing any glue residue and waxing its surface, watched by her grandfather, leaning against his bench, his form nicely solidified.

Although Perran and his wife were ‘transitioned’ to another plane of existence or, in vulgar parlance, ‘dead’, Amanda was accustomed to their visits.

‘You’re ready,’ Perran assured her in his gentle, Cornish-flavoured voice.

‘I wish,’ countered his granddaughter. ‘I can manoeuvre the full size around the workshop but ....’

‘So, you do the same on a smaller version. You don’t take up the whole surface, do you, now? Just the bit you kneel on.’

‘But the full size makes me feel safe,’ explained Amanda.

‘So, if it’s just a feeling, bian ...,’ he replied, using his pet name for her, the Cornish for baby. He’d used it since her birth, from the first moment on that night she had been placed in his arms by his wife, Senara née Cardiubarn. She was his bian since then, and legally so since he and Granny had adopted her at the age of three and brought her to this, her permanent home at 26 Orchard Row, Sunken Madley.

Sunken Madley, variously described as quaint, charming, historical, peculiar or, most often, ‘where?’, lay 13 miles north of the Houses of Parliament and three miles south of the Hertfordshire border. Although administratively on the very outskirts of London, its roots were in its ancient rural past, with the enclosing arms of Madley Wood and its historic Hormead Pearmain orchards gently scooping it towards the shire close by.

It was here, some 30 years after Perran had brought his bian home for good, that the object under discussion with his beloved granddaughter was leaning up against a section of wall. It was a standard-sized interior door; long ago, the paint had probably been white. It was one of those odds and ends and might-come-in-useful items that arrive to occupy any unused space in an unsuspecting workshop.

‘What is it that makes you feel safe, pet? Is it the full size or the handles?’ asked Perran.

Amanda paused in her ministrations. ‘Well, hm, yes, Grandpa, the handles certainly help.’

‘So you can still have those.’

Amanda sighed. Grandpa clearly wasn’t going to give up. She stood back from the chair. After all, she needed to give the wax a bit of time to sink in.

‘All right.’

Amanda pulled her tape measure from one of the pockets of her green boiler suit and a short pencil out of the other.

‘Now, bian, your knees and hips are only about 18 inches wide. Can’t be more.’

‘Can we make it two feet?’

‘Of course.’

Amanda unscrewed the handle in the middle of one long side, and using the edge of the metal tape measure, she marked a line parallel to it.

She gestured towards the door. ‘Aereval.’ It rose from the floor. She levitated it over to the bench, with the words ‘folgia meh’.

For this was the magical gift of the Cadabras, passed on from Perran. It was the skill that had for decades kept their Cornish borders against their witch-clan neighbours, the Cardiubarns and Flamgoynes up on the Moor.

For the most part, they were gone. Entirely, one could only hope. Nevertheless, Senara and Perran were insistent that Amanda continue to nurture and develop her magical talents. They had saved her and others more than once. As Grandpa pointed out, ‘just because things have gone quiet doesn’t mean they’ve gone away.’

Accordingly, Amanda was preparing the door for the next step up in her training. She settled it on the bench saw and lined up the mark with the blade. She switched on the power tool and guided the wood through. The excess inches fell away in a foot-wide plank. For anything less unwieldy, Amanda would have set her favourite Japanese saw going, but this was not a craft job.

With ‘aereval ... folgia meh ... sedaz’, the door was back on the floor. ‘Cumdez,’ Amanda called over the slotted screwdriver, and soon the handle was in place.

With a few requests in the magical language of Wicc’yeth, Amanda cleared as much space in the centre of the workshop as possible. Now with it tidied and the door ready, Senara turned up for the show. She was attired in a navy linen suit with matching court shoes and a white shirt that matched her victory-rolled hair. Granny could, of course, appear to be any age she wished, but this was the one most familiar to Amanda, who had known her only in the last third of the years she had shared her granddaughter’s, as she put it, ‘plane of existence.’

‘Your grandfather,’ remarked Senara, ‘has used his charm to persuade you, I see, Amanda dear. Splendid.’

‘I really should get on with buffing the ch–’

‘The extra time while the wax sinks in will do it good. Now, a little practice.’

Amanda sighed once more, stood on the board, then knelt down upon it, grasping the handles and looking around.

‘Where in heaven’s name is that misbegotten Animal?’ enquired Granny, in far from loving accents.

There came a growl from the shelf of upholstery fabric high above her. Granny turned on her heel to return the unblinking feline stare of Tempest, yellow eyes a-glitter in the depths of his thick fur, in a collection of storm greys that gave credit to his name. He might have been described by the, in his opinion, misguided, as Amanda’s familiar, for which role he had been forcibly reincarnated one midnight on the bench of the workshop by Perran and Senara. It had required deep and powerful magic from them both. Yet, it was Senara alone who was unforgiven. She was equally unrepentant, and they had continued, even after Senara’s transition to her present plane of existence, to enjoy an ongoing mutual enmity.

‘Tempest, fuffy one, please, could you come and help me?’ Amanda asked him adoringly.

After a pause for dramatic effect, he consented to descend, which he did nimbly, and seated himself on the board behind her.

‘Fank oo!’

Tempest, contrary to what might be expected of so haughty a personage, had no objection whatsoever to his human’s affectionate method of addressing him. It was only further evidence of how completely he had her wrapped around his little finger.

It was one thing to levitate objects. Amanda had been able to do that since she was little, but quite another to levitate herself on one of them. So far, she had managed it on a full-size door but was now feeling less secure on this long, narrow piece of wood. Nevertheless, it was the next stage, and conquer it she must.

Certain her familiar was now tucked behind her, Amanda grasped the handles on either side, closed her eyes, took a breath and pronounced:

‘Aereval.’

The cut-down door rose, with Amanda keeping it level as it ascended a few inches off the workshop floor. It rose further until it was some three feet up.

‘Good,’ came the gentle voice of her grandfather. ‘Now, open your eyes. Do exactly what you’ve practised.’

Calmed by his voice, Amanda murmured, ‘Ynraga ynental.’ The board moved slowly forward until she halted it with, ‘sessiblinn.’

‘Yes, yes,’ encouraged Perran.

‘Thran,’ she bade it.

The narrowed door twisted horizontally through 90 degrees. It wobbled slightly.

‘Good, g–’ The phone rang, breaking Amanda’s focus. The door tipped backwards. Tempest, sliding off, hopped to the floor. Only the handles saved Amanda. Grandpa wisely intervened and landed the contraption. Tempest looked unimpressed.

‘Oops! Sorry,’ she said.

‘No, you did very well, bian,’ soothed Grandpa, ‘very well.’

Really? wondered Tempest.

Amanda got up and reached for the phone. ‘I’d better answer that.’

Chapter 3
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​The Starting Gun
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Thomas Trelawney hadn’t exactly been consciously expecting it. But for the past two or three days, his mind had had a certain restlessness. It kept drifting back to his homeland, far to the south-west: Cornwall. Thomas had always had a sense that he hadn’t realised was a sixth. That strange talent had been telling him ... something was coming.

The phone rang. Trelawney recognised the voice at once, that of his detective constable back in Parhayle Police Station.

‘Nancarrow?’

‘Yes, sir. A body has been found.’

‘I see. You called Detective Inspector Jenkins along the coast?’

‘Well, no. You see, sir, the call about it came in from the inspector at Bodmin. He, erm, ... he felt you’d be the more appropriate person to, er ....’

Something was definitely up. It wasn’t like Nancarrow to be so hesitant.

‘Because?’ asked Trelawney.

‘Because of where it’s, erm, ... located. The body, sir. Given ... you are connected to the, er ....’

‘Where on earth has the body been found, Nancarrow?’ Trelawney did his best to sound patient. ‘Parhayle Station?’

‘No, sir. No. No, er ....’

‘Nancarrow.’

It came out in a short single breath:

‘Cardiubarn Hall, sir.’

There was a four-second silence.

‘Ah. I see. All right. Any other information?’

‘No, sir.’

Trelawney assured her he’d be there as soon as possible and whom he would be bringing.

He dialled.

***
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AMANDA PICKED UP HER phone and answered the call.

‘Miss Cadabra?’ The formal address meant business.

‘Inspector?’

‘How soon can you be ready to leave for Parhayle?’

‘Erm, ... an hour?’

‘A body has been found in your Hall.’

‘My hall?’ Amanda instinctively looked towards the house. Had someone broken in?

‘Cardiubarn Hall.’

‘Oh. But that’s not mi....’ Suddenly, the unpleasant recollection came to her that it was indeed hers. It was something Amanda did her best to forget. ‘How did anyone get in to find a body?’

‘They haven’t. That’s why we need you, and, of course, to assist with ....’

‘Ah. Half an hour?’

‘Excellent. I’ll pick you up.’

‘I’ll be ready,’ Amanda promised. The call ended.

She looked at her grandparents. Senara’s eyes glinted as she smiled. Perran’s eyebrows were raised. They nodded.

‘Yes, we know,’ said Grandpa.

‘The game is afoot, my dear,’ Granny stated, heartily.

Amanda snapped on some gloves just long enough to buff up the chair efficiently, then headed towards the door.

Charming, thought Tempest, no one asked me how long I would need to be ready!

***
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, the inspector drew up in his silver Ford Mondeo outside 26 Orchard Row, and went to the door to help Amanda with her luggage. Not that there was that much of it. A wheelie bag held all she required. However, predictably, her arms were full of fleece-blanket-wrapped disgruntled cat, as she greeted Trelawney and stepped over the threshold into the autumn chill.

‘Good morning.’

‘Good morning, Miss Cadabra. Well done getting ready in such a short time.’

‘Well, the greatest challenge was separating Tempest from the sofa.’

‘That I can well believe.’

Trelawney drew Amanda’s bag to the car and opened the back passenger door for her to deposit Tempest in state. The familiar gave Trelawney a disapproving stare for having inadequately heated the interior of the vehicle on the two-minute drive from The Elms to the cottage. Tempest knew that that would somewhat unsettle his chauffeur, and was gratified by his success.

Trelawney had had his share of interaction with dangerous criminals. Kane ‘Crowbar’ Carter was known for his pit-of-darkness stare and propensity to dispatch his victims in his trademark style. Trelawney had spent three weeks across an interview table with him, before he had finally let fall a single word that had set the inspector on the trail of the evidence that would bring the man to trial and conviction. Trelawney had received a commendation for it. Nevertheless, Amanda’s irascible feline still had the power to unnerve him at will.

Thomas was already in the driver’s seat when an expected sight and sound caught Amanda’s attention.

‘Gwendolen?’ she exclaimed as The Grange Range Rover pulled up, and its passenger waved out of the window.

Miss Armstrong-Witworth got out, and Miss de Havillande raised her hand in greeting from the driver’s seat, as Amanda left the Mondeo.

‘Oh, I see you are both off, so glad we caught you. I am on my way to that nice dentist of ours and wanted just to stop off and give you this,’ explained Gwendolen, handing Amanda a small box. ‘Open it. I think they might call it a “desk accessory” these days.’

‘Oh, it’s beautiful!’ responded Amanda, seeing the silver Victorian paperclip on its satin cushion. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘Just a small thing of my father’s I found during a bit of a cupboard clear-out, and he said you might like it.’

‘I do!’

‘And no hurry for any more work on The Grange,’ insisted Gwendolen.

‘Thank you. We have to go to Cornwall, and I’m not sure how long it will take, but I’ll be back.’

‘Oh yes,’ Gwendolen replied gently. ‘You have to come back. Or there will be no one to defend the village.’

Amanda frowned and tilted her head, assuming Miss Armstrong-Witworth must be joking.

‘I don’t think ... I mean, they’re all gone, for one thing, and I’m ....’

Gwendolen’s voice was soft. ‘Perhaps you’re not the only thing they came for, my dear. But never mind all that.’

‘Erm, I don’t understand.’

‘You will understand when the moment comes. If it comes ... if you should ever decide to .... But listen to me rambling on! Befuddled old lady,’ Gwendolen interrupted herself with a laugh and a wave of her hand. ‘Of course, you’re coming back. There’s plenty of time before the next ball, and you are so efficient. Well, the restorations will still be there when you get back. Have a splendid journey, both of you!’

She turned and went back to the Rover, leaving Amanda smiling and waving somewhat bewilderedly. Amanda then got back into the Ford, and Thomas, observing her bemused expression, asked,

‘All right?’

‘Hm, yes. Gwendolen came to give us this for the office.’ She took the lid off the box to show him.

‘I say,’ Thomas said admiringly.

‘It is lovely, and so kind of her, but ... she seemed really to be coming to tell me I have to come back and I have to defend the village because I was not the only thing they came for. And then she sort of dropped it all and said she’d just been rambling or something.’

‘Well, maybe she was confused,’ he suggested.

‘Gwendolen doesn’t get confused. Gwendolen confuses other people.’ Trelawney looked at her quizzically. ‘No. She said I would understand when the moment comes. If it comes. Perhaps Gwendolen thinks I might want to settle in Cornwall and not come back. How odd. Ah well.’

‘Ready then?’

She smiled, putting the strange speech of her friend out of her mind.

Chapter 4
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​Anticipation
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The journey around the M25 London orbital road and down the M3 motorway towards the South East was uneventful, with Amanda sleeping much of the way as usual, provided by Thomas, also as usual, with a cushion. Tempest likewise got in more of his necessary 22 hours, waking only to favour his chauffeur with a citrine glare or step out briefly at the rest stops to slink into the available herbage.

Detective Constable Nancarrow, with another officer, had arrived and parked in the narrow lane outside the gates of Cardiubarn Hall. ‘Flash and dabs,’ as they called the photographer and forensics, were on hand. There was an ambulance, and the dog unit had turned up. The animal was well trained, though it was wide-eyed, torn between the urge to rush to the scent it could smell even at this distance and the impulse to flee. Training and duty kept it by its handler’s side. But only just.

Flussy, who had first alerted her owner to the presence of trouble with the Hall, was barking sporadically and had to be soothed continually by Martin. He was sitting in the police car with a bacon butty, thoughtfully offered by the Bertie’s Butties, Buns and Burgers van that had provided breakfast, and now lunch, to the assembled throng. This consisted of the police, ambulance crew, passers-by, distant neighbours and just plain interested parties. One family appeared to have brought a picnic, which they had set up on the verge, along with several hardy, supposedly pensioners equally well-equipped for a long and interesting haul. Nancarrow was doing her level best to disperse the crowd.

The young detective constable had checked her blonde hair was neatly tucked into its bun, geared herself up, and started with the most advanced in age. She was hoping that, like her gran, they would be the most reasonable and set an example to their younger fellow observers.

‘Now Mr Frankl, Mrs Daws, don’t you think you’d be better off home out of this cold?’

‘I’m not used to lazing about at ’ome,’ asserted Mrs Daws. ‘I bin on the road every day this forty year.’

‘I thought you’d ret–’ asked Nancarrow, who knew one or two of the senior contingent through her gran.

‘I can’t afford to go retirin’. Anyway, I’d be bored outa my skull. Like Frankl ’ere.’

‘I’m not bored, Morwenna. No time for that,’ contradicted her friend amiably.

‘No, I mean you can’t afford to go retirin’ and fadin’ away outa boredom, same as me. Rather be behind the wheel of a truck anyday.’

‘Oh yes.’

‘What is it you do, Mr Frankl?’ asked Nancarrow.

‘I’m in administration, but I’m off sick,’ he explained.

‘Er, ... you look fine,’ Nancarrow hazarded incautiously.

‘Oh, he’s not ’imself,’ insisted Mrs Daws. ‘I thought a nice walk in the fresh air would do ’im good.’

‘Ah. A nice walk. I see. Where from?’ Nancarrow enquired casually.

‘St Cleer,’ Mrs Daws avowed shamelessly.

‘That’s seven miles away, Mrs Daws. Hardly a stroll.’

‘We took the bus for some of it,’ conceded Mrs Daws.

‘And you happened to be passing?’ Nancarrow asked suspiciously. Over Mrs Daws’ shoulder, she saw the postie give a wink and raise his phone. ‘All right. Well, as you can see, nothing’s happening here. There’s nothing to see.’

‘Oo, there’s been plenty to see,’ responded Mrs Daws enthusiastically. ‘Most exciting thing since the last sighting of the Beast of Bodmin back in 2016. You and your officers couldn’t get that gate to budge even with them boards clean off, could you? And the dogs going gocki at whatever’s in there. Freddy’s a twitcher and swears blind he seed a body in there, so no wonder. And how no one could get so much as a stick through them gates neither. Don’t tell us there’s nought to see. We’re too long in the tooth!’

‘Far too long,’ agreed Mr Frankl.

‘It’s just there’s such a crowd here,’ Nancarrow explained placatingly, ‘and I thought if you could lead the way ....’

‘Now then, lover, we are not obstructin’ no lawful passage of any other person nor traffic,’ countered Mrs Daws, clearly demonstrating her knowledge of the law and her rights, ‘nor bein’ riotous or disorderly, anywhere, to the alarm, annoyance or disturbance of the public.’

The ‘public’ was clearly happy and gathering more force than the Falmouth annual Sea Shanty Festival.

‘Well, please, see that you don’t block the road,’ entreated Nancarrow.

‘Course not, lover,’ soothed Mrs Daws.

Nancarrow sighed and walked towards her fellow officer, taking out her phone. Amanda, knowing that Nancarrow would be anxious for their arrival, had been sending her ETA updates throughout the journey whenever she was awake. The beleaguered young DC read the latest text and at once perked up. She hurried over to her superior.

‘Sergeant. They’ll be here in ....’

And here it was. Nancarrow sighed again, but this time with relief, at the sight of the silver Ford Mondeo drawing up.

Chapter 5
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​Beyond The Gates
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‘Can you get out my side ok?’ Trelawney asked Amanda, as he was carefully parking as far onto the verge as possible.

‘Of course,’ she replied readily. ‘You can get right up to the hedge.’

Knowing Amanda’s partial face blindness, he thoughtfully pointed out an attractive young woman in a dark waterproof jacket over black trousers, her blonde hair in a neat bun, ‘That’s Constable Nancarrow.’

‘Oh, I know, but thank you. She sent me a selfie of her at Foweybles nightclub last Saturday.’

‘Hm. Of course she did. Good. Well ....’ Nancarrow had not, naturally, sent her boss a nightclub selfie in all the time she had worked with him. Thomas, however, whilst applauding his DC’s professionalism, was, for an irrelevant moment, feeling unaccountably left out.

‘And so that must be Sergeant Morris,’ hazarded Amanda, nodding towards a pleasant-looking man, in perhaps his forties, with thick brown hair, and similarly attired to Nancarrow.

‘No, that’s his replacement. Sergeant Gill.’

‘Oh, where’s Sergeant –?’

‘On compassionate leave. His father is seriously unwell, but,’ Thomas added, seeing the concern in Amanda’s face, ‘the prognosis is good.’

Amanda wriggled out and opened the back door for Tempest, who immediately detected the scent of a picnic and went off to pursue his own investigation. Amanda and Trelawney, meanwhile, approached the Parhayle officers.

‘Nancarrow, good to see you.’

‘You too, sir,’ she responded, trying to keep a slight blush under control. ‘Miss Cadabra.’

‘Hello, Detective Constable,’ Amanda smiled, saving the hug for a less formal situation.

‘Sergeant Gill, I presume,’ said Trelawney, shaking the man’s hand.

‘Yes, sir, from down the coast. Detective Inspector Trelawney?’

‘That’s right, and this is Miss Amanda Cadabra, who is assisting me.’

‘Ma’am,’ said Gill, nodding respectfully.

‘So, what can you tell us so far?’ Trelawney asked.

‘Mr Martin there says he was passing with his dog when it started barking at something it could see through a gap in the boards. Wrought iron gates. As you can see, we’ve removed the boards in front of it, but have been unable to force the gates. The locksmith couldn’t get us in either. I’m afraid quite a crowd has gathered. The ambulance has been on standby, as well as forensics. Regrettably, it’s gathered rather a lot of attention.

‘So I see. All the fun of the Furry Dance,’ remarked Trelawney wryly.

‘Not even Caspar,’ added Nancarrow, gesturing towards the frustrated beagle sitting concentratedly beside his police handler, ‘can get through the gates, even though it looks like there’s enough space for him between the bars there. It’s like there’s some sort of barrier.’

‘I see. Well, I believe Miss Cadabra here is equipped with the key, so if you clear the gates of the onlookers, we’ll proceed.’

Amanda gave Trelawney a speaking look. She had told him in the car that she’d need everyone out of earshot in case there would be the unlocking spell for her to cast. He added,

‘Both of you, make sure everyone is right back.’

Trelawney gave Amanda her space.

She approached the gates, looming some twenty feet above. The spike-topped uprights were in the form of stems of poison ivy from which snarling piskies peered out. But this was not Amanda’s first visit, and she ignored the intimidating design. She calmly withdrew the heavy key from her pocket and applied it. Amanda felt the gates give, even without her speaking the words of the spell, and move apart. The dogs leaned forward, Caspar ready for the word.

If only Thomas could come with me, thought Amanda. It wasn’t like she hadn’t asked Granny hours ago during the hasty packing ....

***
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AMANDA EASILY LIFTED the empty wheelie bag onto the bed.

‘Make sure you take enough warm clothes, now bian,’ advised Grandpa. ‘It can get pur windy up there.’

‘And decent boots. It can get sopping wet,’ added Senara.

‘I’m not planning a hiking trip, Granny. The inspector will drive us to the gates, then I’ll be on the path to the house.’

‘That’s right, bian, young Thomas always takes good care of you. When he can.’

‘You never know,’ insisted her grandmother.

‘Speaking of gates –’ began Amanda.

‘You’ll have no problem. You have the key, use it, and speak the spell if necessary.’

‘Yes, but how do I get a non-Cardiubarn in?’

‘I have no idea,’ answered Granny unhelpfully. ‘I never dealt with that sort of thing, and I left years ago.’

‘Well, there must be some spell or other.’

‘Undoubtedly. No, not that jumper; take the blue one with you,’ Senara instructed. ‘It’s cashmere, so you can layer.’

‘Yes, Granny. Would it be in one of those horrid books?’

‘What?’

‘The spell to allow me to get a non-Cardiubarn through the gates,’ said her granddaughter patiently.

‘Possibly. Though highly unlikely. On second thoughts, take the orange one as well. I can see you’ve already put in some orange vests and long-sleeve tops – your obsession with that sudden hue is one I’ve never understood – and we can’t have you clashing. I can see you’ve got room, so take the thick cream one as well. You’ll be glad of it.’

‘Well, which book?’

‘Not a clue, dear.’

‘Don’t you have some idea, Granny? I thought you’d know. It would take hours if not days to go through them all!’ protested Amanda.

‘True,’ agreed Granny.

‘I don’t have time!’

‘Then you’ll just have to improvise,’ replied Granny calmly. ‘Remember ... a witch is always ....’

***
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FOR NOW, THERE WAS nothing else to do but go it alone.

Trelawney came to Amanda’s side and put out a tentative foot.

The barrier fizzed. The dogs backed away.

‘Some sort of electrical fence,’ assumed DS Gill. ‘Must be being generated from inside the perimeter.’

He instructed the uniformed officers to keep the crowd well back.

Trelawney had to accept the situation, and said reluctantly to Amanda, ‘You’ll have to go in by yourself.’

Amanda, uncomfortably aware of the gaze of dozens of pairs of eyes on her back, and wondering where her familiar had taken himself off to, made her way through the gates, to the distant sound of Gill’s voice:

‘Must be a retina scanner somewhere, that only allows the lady through.’

She progressed down the driveway, to the six steps, up them, and between the pillars to the imposing oaken front doors. She inserted the second largest key on the bunch and entered.

Everything appeared to be how she had left it on her last visit all those months ago.

Inevitably, Senara was sitting comfortably on a sofa in the spacious entrance hall, reading The Poisons Periodical for Young People. ‘Oh, how I recall these!’ she exclaimed with nostalgic delight. ‘One got a new ingredient with every issue. Except for the active one, which was probably obtainable from the family’s supply.’

‘Charming. Hello, Granny.’

‘Hello, dear. It’s all waiting for you.’ Amanda looked towards the door to the left. ‘That’s right.’

She entered a large room. The blinds had been opened, and Amanda was pretty sure they had previously been closed. There, on a polished table near the window, sprawled the body.
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​​Extraction Plan
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It wasn’t her first dead body. But finding them never seemed to get any easier. Nor did inspecting them. She could see that the face and hands were cut and bruised. Amanda, without touching anything, leaned over and around the desk, looking for a fatal wound on the head, or a weapon that might be conveniently protruding. Neither was to be found. However, on one side of the head, a patch of the grey pixie bobbed hair was matted with what could only have been blood. That, and the absence of a pulse at the cooler than normal stiffened wrist and neck, all looked pretty conclusive.

‘Oh dear.’

‘Quite,’ agreed Granny, putting aside her magazine. She removed another from the top of the pile of books at her elbow, revealing the tome that had had her attention: an ageing copy of Surviving Falls by Piers Ricarius.

‘I could levitate it out nicely, without disturbing the crime scene at all, if no one was watching,’ said Amanda regretfully.

‘Hm, having a crowd of a hundred Normals as spectators can be rather trying,’ agreed Senara. ‘And, of course, you can never be sure who Else might be watching. There may be more than one gap in the fence.’

‘Well, there is an ambulance in attendance. I could levitate it onto a stretcher then wheel it out to the gate.’

‘Down the front steps?’

‘Oh.’

‘The Cardiubarns were never enthusiastic about access,’ Senara recalled. ‘Even after your great uncle survived an unfortunate accident, and was briefly confined to a wheelchair.’

‘Briefly? He got better?’ enquired Amanda.

‘Inevitably, his son put an end to the confinement and to his father.’

‘Yes, well, getting back to the problem. Oh dear!’ lamented Amanda. ‘I can’t do any spells on humans!’

‘Read the small print dear,’ advised Granny. ‘What you can’t do is spells on living things. That, if I’m not mistaken, and I never am about these things, is dead.’

‘Good point. All right.’

Amanda thought, then strode back out the doors, down the steps and up the drive to find a makeshift tent being erected on the other side of the gates.

Trelawney was watching for her from flaps held apart. He was strategically alone, having dispatched his team to conduct crowd control.

‘You all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes. It never gets any easier, does it?’

‘It’s not the sort of thing you want to be blasé about, believe me. You’re doing fine. So ...?

‘Well, I’d say she’s dead, all right. No weapons or wounds that I can see, but the head is injured on one side, the body is cooling and there’s no pulse. And I can’t disable the security spell. I could levitate the body onto a stretcher though. But ... your flash ’n’ dabs .... And it wouldn’t look “handled”, if you see what I mean? And the medical examiner might notice it didn’t and think it ... odd?’

‘Hm, let me have a word with the team. I don’t suppose you could livestream?’ asked Trelawney hopefully.

‘I can’t be sure of getting a signal.’

‘You could before,’ he pointed out.

‘Yes, but it was just a text.’

‘All right, let’s assume you won’t be able to. Very well. You need to tell the ambulance crew what you’ve told me about the body. They will need to confirm that the person is dead. Nancarrow’s getting a cup of tea for you.’

‘That’s very kind.’

‘And biscuits.,’ Thomas insisted.

‘I don’t think I could but –’

‘Hello?’ called a voice from outside the tent.

Trelawney opened the flap to greet a friendly bald man in his early forties against the background of the growing crowd.

‘Barry Portwell. Paramedic. Ambulance crew.’

‘Come in, Mr Portwell.’ Trelawney introduced himself and Amanda, who explained,

‘The Inspector said I should tell you about the body.’

At the end of her description, Barry nodded. ‘That could be enough to be one or more on the list of what we call the “roll”, but we will need to see the person when you bring them out. We have the stretcher outside. We’ll show you how to use it.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Thank you, Mr Portwell. Could you bring it in here?’ requested Trelawney.

‘Yes, there’s just about space.’

Portwell went back out and held up the tent flap for Nancarrow, who was bearing a plastic cup from the van and a foldup canvas chair, thoughtfully donated by one of the picnickers.

‘How’s the crowd?’ Amanda asked her thoughtfully.

Nancarrow sighed. ‘Getting bigger. Not much happens up here. This is the most exciting thing since the sighting of the Beast of Bodmin in 2016, allegedly. The inspector said I should get you some biscuits, even if you don’t feel like having any right now. The van doesn’t sell them but these are their own.’

‘People are very kind,’ marvelled Amanda.

‘Well,’ Nancarrow smiled. ‘It’s Cornwall. I’ll get back to holding back the tide out there, sir,’ she said to Trelawney, and departed.

‘Now, Miss Cadabra, we’ll need you to do your best with the jobs of our photographer and forensics. All right?’ Trelawney asked her.

‘Erm, ok,’ replied Amanda hesitantly. ‘As long as they tell me exactly what to do.’

‘They will,’ he assured her. ‘Now, the stretcher is battery assisted and you’ll be able to adjust it to the right height to pull the body off the table and, in your case, levitate it. But you’re right, you will have to use as much ....’

‘Yes, normal force as possible without doing any damage. I understand. Because the medical examiner will expect marks from my hands or something moving it. Oh, my goodness, Normals do make things complicated sometimes! But, right, I’ve got this. Now the only thing is, getting the stretcher down the front steps. Of course, I can use some magic but it’s got to look Normal ... just in case.’

‘Right ... Rope? You could tie a length to each pillar of two pillars and to the corners of the stretcher at one end and let it down that way, using a bit of magic to ease its way, as you say, so that, even if anyone saw what you were doing, they wouldn’t notice.’

‘Do you carry ...?’

‘Yes.’ He smiled. ‘Standard equipment. I’ll fetch it while you get some impromptu training.’

Amanda nodded.

A lady of some thirty summers with her light brown hair in a ponytail entered.

‘Hello. Miss Cadabra, isn’t it? I’m Merryn. Now don’t you worry,’ she said reassuringly. ‘I’ve set it up so it’s nothing complicated.’

And so it proved. However, the instructions from Tegan, forensics, were considerably less so. Amanda did her best to take it all in, and received the kit from him, both doubtfully and reluctantly. Merryn helped Amanda into the suit, gloves, mask and shoe-covers to protect the crime scene while she did her temporary jobs.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Tegan assured her with a great deal more confidence than Amanda felt. The pair exited to make way for the stretcher and Trelawney.

At that moment, Detective Sergeant Gill hurried up.

‘Sir, there’s a Mr Brenn wanting to speak to you. He says he has a solution to your problem but wouldn’t say what and he’ll only speak to “the man in charge”.’

‘Where is he? Tell him to come over.’ Trelawney and Gill stepped outside the tent.

The sergeant beckoned, and a man of medium height, mature years and confident manner ducked under the tape and came forward holding out his hand.

‘Inspector.’

‘Mr Brenn.’ Trelawney shook the hand. ‘I understand that you have some assistance to offer.’

‘That I do. And just Gary will be fine. See, I know as that young lady got steps to get the trolley down all by herself. Oh, Martin see through the boards, didn’t he, afore he called ’un ’ere, and anyway, that ’ouse is well known and well avoided, I might add, in these parts. So, when I ’eard –’

‘From?

‘Oh, Daws and Frankl.’

Sounds like a double act, thought Trelawney.

Mr Brenn pointed. ‘That pair. Bin at it for years.’

‘At it? Ah, I see. So, they informed you that there were steps?’

‘That’s right. So, I pops into the yard – Brenn Timber – that’s me, though I say “me” as should say “us” coz we got four branches now. Anyway, and I do get a bit of old ply as’ll do nicely; not too heavy for the young lady to manage if we put it on the trolley for ’er.’

‘Well, thank you, Mr Brenn. That’s very thoughtful of you,’ said Trelawney appreciatively.

‘Least I can do. Terrible thing and all that but you’ve made the locals’ day. Most exciting thing that’s happened here since the last sighting of the Beast of Bodmin in 2016.’

‘Ah. Where is the board, Mr Brenn?’

‘I bring it from the van dreckly.’

‘Dreckly?’ asked Trelawney anxiously, knowing that that was Cornish slang for ‘at some point’ or even ‘mañana’.

Brenn grinned. ‘Now.’

While Gary fetched the plywood, Trelawney went in to tell Amanda.

‘How will I stop it slipping?’ she enquired.

At that moment, Mr Brenn, as good as his word, turned up. The crew helped him cover the stretcher with plastic, and he placed the board on top. Gary waved and went off about his business. Merryn held the flap open and came out while the stretcher was wheeled carefully into the small tent. The crew gave Amanda some more instructions and showed her how to operate the height adjustment and the answer to her slippage question, offered her some words of encouragement, and went outside to await the arrival of a possible patient.

Trelawney put the forensics kit on the board.

‘Was the tea all right?’

Amanda lifted her mask.

‘Yes, thank you, but,’ she added, and gestured to the stretcher, camera slung across her chest and the kit, ‘I think I could do with a stiff drink!’

Thomas grinned. ‘Afterwards. You’ll be fine. Just do your best. No one expects professional results from a civilian.’

She nodded with a brave smile and pushed the trolley-stretcher bearing the eight-by-four plywood sheet through the tent flap, moving out beyond the gates and onto the drive.

Chapter 7
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Being ‘Flash ’N’ Dabs’
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If only Amanda could be sure no one was watching .... But Granny was right; it was far too great a risk to take.

At the foot of the steps, Amanda stopped and checked them for any footprints.

Nothing.

She lowered the stretcher so she could slide the board off and tip it into place to create a ramp. She put the wedges, thoughtfully provided by Gary, on the ground at the foot of the short flight. Amanda turned the trolley around, positioning it by the board, and moved to the front with both hands in place and uttered,

‘Cumdez.’ The trolley moved up the board towards Amanda as she walked backwards, the wheels creating just the right sound as they kept contact and in an indentation in the conveniently already scored wood as she appeared to drag it up. She stopped at the top, where she left it in the porch, photographed the area with her phone, then found the on switch of the Canon camera and clicked away on the silver button. She checked and clicked the entrance hall, hoping she was capturing it all adequately.

Not a mark to be seen that could betray a shoe. Perhaps the intruder’s footwear was covered like hers. She lowered her mask, took out the brush from the forensics kit, applied the aluminium flake powder to the door handles, and took more photographs, starting to feel just a little of the professional. Nothing was visible to the naked eye. They must have worn gloves, she concluded. Amanda worked her way systematically around the room.

‘Just for show, is it dear?’

Amanda looked up from the floor, where she was checking under the table, to see Senara, naturally with reading material, had transferred to a chaise longue in the crime scene salon. ‘What do you mean, “just for show”, Granny?’

‘It won’t do any good. You do know that, don’t you, dear?’

“What? Why not?’ asked her granddaughter, indignantly.

‘The Cardiubarns and Flamgoynes have been cheerfully dispatching one another for centuries. You don’t imagine that any single one of them has been so careless as to leave ... traces?’

‘But the police ­–?’

‘Trust me, Ammee, dear. They’ve had far more practice at murder than the police have had at catching them. But then again, you never know. Don’t let me disturb you. Although, I could read aloud to you. This really is most entertaining.’

‘What is it?’

‘A chapter in Surviving Falls. Your ancestor, Jowanet, must have contributed this anecdote about the time when, while in the company of her father, the unfortunate man ... accidentally fell from the East Tower.’

‘Er, no, thank you, Granny. I really do need to concentrate. As you say, you never know.’

Finally, Amanda considered she had done all that she could. She knelt on the floor by the desk for one last look. There was just dust and fluff and one thing that surely hadn’t been there before: a ... cat hair?

She looked up to find Tempest ensconced comfortably on the stretcher, his smirk clearly indicating he was enjoying the scene.

‘Tempest! Get off there. You’ll contam....’ She followed his gaze suspiciously to see a track of pawprints along the oak flooring. ‘Very funny. Now, off there, or I’ll put you on the sofa with Granny.’

Thanks to their long-standing enmity, this had its effect. Tempest curled a lip and, taking his time, hopped off.

‘This bit, at least, I can just do, surely.’

She looked at the body, lying face up, eyes closed, mercifully. The lady had been maybe mid-50s, quite tanned with a slightly aquiline nose and thinnish lips in a delicate nude-rose shade of lipstick. Amanda took a breath.

‘Aereval.’ The victim lifted, and Amanda slipped the body bag on. ‘Sedaasig.’ It came back down.

She wrangled the stretcher next to the desk. ‘Aereval ynentel,’ she addressed the bag, bidding it gently to rise. ‘Ynentel. Sedaasig.’ Amanda pulled on the top of the body bag to get the top half onto the stretcher, then the bottom.

‘That went better than I hoped. Granny, are you sure you can’t tell me what ­–?’

‘No, dear.’

‘Well, do you know who she –?’

‘Young Thomas will find out. All in good time. Well, I can’t be dilly dallying here any longer. Although it’s been thoroughly entertaining, but I promised your grandfather we would meet dear Nelson and Winnie for lunch.’

‘Gra....’

But her grandmother had vanished. Amanda sighed and wheeled the body out of the front doors. Unable to discover somewhere comfortable to perch and enjoy the trolley ride, Tempest saw to his own egress from the grounds.

Trelawney saw her emerging with relief. Goodness only knew what dark forces that house contained. He watched Amanda make a show of tying the ropes and easing the stretcher down the board. She went back up the steps and released the ropes. Presently, she arrived back at the gates.

The ambulance crew were on hand and entered. Amanda pointed out the blood-matted hair on the side of the head. They nodded, but attached an ECG just in case. It did not take long for the person to be pronounced dead, and the paperwork done, signed off and over to the police whose van was already waiting. The ambulance crew gave them a wave as they departed.

Amanda found the medical examiner entering the tent.

‘This is Dr Wingate,’ Trelawney introduced her.

The doctor nodded briefly. ‘Right, what have you got for me?’ she said, efficiently unzipping the bag. Amanda and Trelawney retreated as much as the limits of the canvas would allow.’ Hmm,’ she commented. ‘... Hmm .... Hm.’’

After what seemed an age, during which they knew better than to interrupt her, Wingate turned to the inspector.

‘What I can see and feel at this point ... would be consistent with impact from a moving vehicle. Possibly. You’ll get my report.’

‘Any idea whe­–?’

‘When I have any more facts.’

Presently, the fatality was on its way to the morgue, and the medical examiner went to her car to meet them there.

Amanda retrieved the board from the Hall steps, and Trelawney took it over in person to Mrs Daws and Mr Frankl.

‘Hello, I’m ­–.’

‘Inspector, nice to meet you. This’ll be for Gary to pick up, right?’ asked Mrs Daws.

‘Please,’ Trelawney replied politely. ‘And thank you both for your quick thinking.’

‘Not at all. Doin’ our juty,’ responded Mr Frankl. ‘Your young lady, er ... police constable was askin’ everyone if they did hear or see anything.’

‘I heard,’ contributed Gary, coming up, his van parked around the bend. ‘I got on the phone to the missus and, er ... well, I couldn’t say what time it was ... but we ... er ... it were our anniversary, you see, and I got the morning off ... so we, er, ’ad a bit of a lie in, if you do get my drift, inspector, and we didn’t ’ave no music on or nothin’ so ... we did ’ear this, well ... like a thud or ... a thump and, well, sounded like a scream. Oh and before all that a long sort of ... coulda bin an animal I suppose. Howl mebbe? I dunno. But you ’ear all sorts on the Moor and don’t think nothin’ of it, but ....’

‘Thank you, Gary. That could be very helpful. Would you have any idea what time that might have been?’ asked Trelawney

‘Well, now ... we weren’t watchin’ no clock but ... it were dark or dark-ish ... what with the curtain closed. I’m not sure ’ow long we’d been, er ... I’d say before 8-ish.’

‘Before 8 o’clock?’

‘Yas. But coulda bin a fair bit before or after. Sorry, Inspector.’

‘Not at all, Gary. What you’ve told me is more than good enough. As you say, there are all sorts of sounds going on at night in the countryside and it could have been nothing. But thank you for mentioning it.’

The photographer and forensics had come over, received their gear with thanks, and collected Amanda’s suit, gloves and shoe coverings. ‘I’m sure you did a lovely job,’ said Merryn with a smile.

Trelawney came up. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here, Miss Cadabra,’ he said as they left the tent for the last time. ‘We’ll need ... ah, the very person.’

DC Nancarrow approached at a smart pace.

‘Sir, we’ll need a base of operations, so I’ve contacted Jamaica Inn, and they can give us a room. They’re taking out the bed and getting a table in there ready for us.’

‘Perfect. Thank you, Nancarrow. Excellent work.’

She blushed. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘You and Gill interviewed the crowd?’

‘No, one saw anything, sir,’ she replied regretfully. ‘They just turned up when the news spread.’

‘Does anyone have any ideas about who could have been responsible?’

‘No one has any idea who could have been involved. Until the identity of the person is known. If the person is ... was local, then I expect they’ll be able to help. Do we know who ...?’

‘Not yet, Nancarrow. Not yet.’

They had barely reached the pub on the Moor, known famously, thanks to Daphne du Maurier’s novel, as Jamaica Inn, when the call came.

‘Inspector? Wingate here. I’ve found something you’ll want to see. I can send photographs but you might want to take a look in the flesh. Literally,’ she added with typically mordant humour.

‘I’ll be right there.’

Amanda and Trelawney arrived at her side. The body was lying on its front. Wingate pulled the sheet down from the head, exposing the back.

Amanda raised her eyebrows. Trelawney frowned and leaned forward. He looked at the doctor and shook his head in bewilderment.

‘What on earth ...?’

‘No idea at this stage. But you might want to look for something that could have made these shapes. ‘

‘Are those burns?’ asked Amanda curiously.

‘Not from anything hot,’ answered Wingate. ‘If anything, it would be more like a chemical burn.’

‘Punctures?’

‘Not that I can see, but I have barely begun my examination.’

‘Is it possible that whatever caused these marks is was what killed her?’ enquired the inspector.

‘I can’t say at this stage, but it is always a possibility.’

‘But the chemical would have to be some sort of poison, yes?’ hazarded Amanda. ‘Entering the whole body through the skin here?’

‘Any substance that caused a reaction with the skin,’ replied the medical examiner conservatively.

‘But poison would be consistent with the redness and swelling radiating out from these shapes?’

‘One of a range of possibilities, yes.’

Trelawney looked at her hopefully ‘Can you tell what it is?’

‘Nothing that I recognise, but the effects of various substances on the skin vary from individual to individual. I’ve taken samples and sent them off to the lab. We’ll know more when I get the test results. In the meantime, there is a great deal more to be examined.’

Trelawney was sufficiently experienced with doctors to read the subtext of, ‘Please leave to let me get on with my work’.

‘Of course. I understand. Time of death?’ he asked.

‘Within the last 12 hours, I’d say, possibly the last six, but don’t hold me to anything until you get my report,’ she warned him.

‘Dr Wingate,’ Amanda said tentatively. ‘If she did die on a road or somewhere else, is it possible that she was still alive when she was put into the house?’

She looked up and turned down the corners of her mouth.

‘Possible. Oh, one other thing.’ The doctor picked up the left hand and spread the third and fourth fingers. ‘This does not appear to be a cut made by windscreen glass, but it could have been caused by something else.’

It was small. A line with two smaller lines branching off at an acute angle to the right.

Amanda nodded. ‘Hm. Thank you.’

Trelawney was allowed to take photographs, and they left. They were careful not to talk until safe inside the Mondeo.

‘That cut,’ said Amanda as soon as both doors were shut. ‘It looked like a rune.’
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