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Chapter One








Caitlyn Le Fey had often heard the famous movie quote about life being like a box of chocolates—“you never know what you’re gonna get”—and in the months since she’d come to England searching for answers about her real family, she’d often felt like she was living that well-known saying. Literally, in her case, since her search had led her to an actual chocolate shop filled with many boxes of chocolates! And it had been no ordinary chocolate shop either: situated in Tillyhenge, a village deep in the Cotswolds countryside, Bewitched by Chocolate had a notorious reputation as being owned by a local witch. It was assiduously avoided by the locals, who whispered that the chocolates there were so delicious, they just had to be enchanted…

Well, they’re partly right, thought Caitlyn as she gazed out the window of the taxi. She’d quickly discovered that the mysterious chocolate shop was owned by a cranky old woman named the Widow Mags, who frightened the villagers with her fierce appearance and brusque manner, but whose prickly exterior actually hid a kind and wise heart. And while the “magic” that the old woman worked with sugar, cocoa butter, and cream was purely down to her chocolatier skills, she did also have other talents—talents that went beyond making outrageously moreish fudge brownies or decadently delicious chocolate truffles.

Yes, the rumours had been true: the Widow Mags really was a witch. And not only that—Caitlyn had also been shocked to discover that she was the old witch’s granddaughter, and to find that she herself had magic in her veins! She was a witch too. 

Or at least, I could be, if I can ever master the art of reliably working magic on cue, Caitlyn thought ruefully. 

It was certainly not something that she’d ever expected to come out of her life’s box of chocolates. In fact, all the things that she’d always believed to belong to the realm of legends and fairytales had turned out to be true: spells and enchantments could be cast, vampires really did exist (although not quite in the way you might think!), witches did walk among us, and magic was all around if you just knew how to conjure it…

“…not from these parts, are you?”

Caitlyn came out of her thoughts to realise that the taxi driver was speaking to her. “Sorry?”

“I said—you a visitor here? When you got in at the hospital and said you wanted to go to Tillyhenge, I thought you was a tourist stayin' in the village. Your accent… you sound a bit American but also a bit English…?”

Caitlyn gave a resigned smile. She must have answered that question a thousand times. Her strange accent always flummoxed everyone. “I was born in England, but I grew up mostly overseas—yes, some of it in the United States. So I do have a slight American accent. But I also had a British nanny and then British tutors growing up. They were very strict about me speaking the ‘Queen’s English’ and following British pronunciation… so I suppose my accent is a bit mixed-up.”

The taxi driver was practically ogling her with curiosity now. “Private tutors and a nanny? You’re not royalty, are you?” he asked, only half joking.

Caitlyn shook her head, laughing. “No, definitely not! My mother just preferred to homeschool me. It was easier, especially with our lifestyle, since we were often on the road.” She hesitated, then added: “My mother was a famous singer.”

“Ahh… a celebrity!” said the driver, as if that explained everything. 

“Yes, that’s right,” said Caitlyn, wondering why she was revealing all this. She was normally very careful about sharing personal information—the result of years spent trying to avoid media attention. As the adopted daughter of world-famous singer Barbara Le Fey, she had always been a prime target for the paparazzi and news tabloids, especially after Barbara’s unexpected death last year. It had been a relief to come to Tillyhenge, where most people did not recognise her or link her to her famous adoptive mother. 

Still, the curious questions were a welcome distraction from her own troubled thoughts, so she found herself more forthcoming than usual. The taxi driver started to ask something else but stopped as a news bulletin interrupted the music on the radio. The newsreader’s voice issued clearly from the speakers:



“…authorities are still trying to establish what happened at the Cotswolds Infirmary this morning, where a bizarre case of mistaken identity seems to have taken place. Vanessa Fitzroy, the younger sister of Lord James Fitzroy, the current head of the Fitzroy estate, was brought in by ambulance and treated for a head injury. However, a strange woman was subsequently discovered in her hospital bed, and the real Vanessa Fitzroy has been found in her flat in London, where she has apparently been sleeping peacefully for the past three days. No one can explain this strange phenomenon. The hospital staff continue to insist that the bed was only left unattended briefly, and therefore there was no way the strange woman could have entered the ward without being seen. And yet they can offer no explanation as to how she came to take Vanessa Fitzroy’s place in the bed. The strange woman’s identity remains unknown. 

“Sources in the nearby village of Tillyhenge have suggested that this incident may be linked to the suspicious death that occurred at Huntingdon Manor, the main seat of the Fitzroy estate, only two days ago. The victim Percy Wynn—who coincidentally happened to be a friend of Vanessa Fitzroy’s—was found dead in the Manor Library. He is believed to have suffered a heart attack brought on by the ingestion of a poisonous substance. Rumours amongst local residents suggest that deadly nightshade berries may have been involved, although the police have not confirmed this. However, DI Walsh of the local CID has confirmed that the police have opened a murder enquiry into the case. Neither Lord Fitzroy nor his sister, Vanessa, were available for comment.

“Moving on to national news, strikes by junior doctors have been escalating and are now having a severe impact on the quality of service delivered by the NHS, according to the chief executive of the National Health—”



The taxi driver switched the radio off and caught Caitlyn’s eye in the rearview mirror. “You was at the hospital, weren't you? You hear anythin' 'bout this 'mistaken identity' malarkey while you was there?” 

Caitlyn wondered how the man would react if she said: Yes, actually, that “strange woman” is my long-lost real mother. She cleared her throat and said instead: “Um… it was all so chaotic in there. I had no idea what was going on.” Which was certainly the truth! 

“Bit creepy though, innit?” persisted the taxi driver. “I mean, it's like them stories 'bout changelings who swapped themselves into the place of a child in a family and nobody knew. You reckon there's any truth in what they're sayin', 'bout this bein' linked to that recent murder at Huntingdon Manor?” 

“Er… I’m not sure.”

“All sorts of odd goings-on over there, so I've heard,” continued the driver with almost gleeful relish. “Wasn't there a man murdered at that masquerade ball they had at the Manor last month? And people was talkin' 'bout 'vampire attacks' on the estate earlier this year… and what 'bout them stories of a great black dog hauntin' the countryside around the estate? Me missus reckons it's the village—Tillyhenge. Says it's always had a reputation for witchcraft. If you ask me, it's that stone circle up the hill behind the village. They reckon 'ancient sites' like that are always full of black magic. Might be good for tourists, but it ain't good for the locals, I tell you!”

Caitlyn made a noncommittal sound, hoping that the man’s garrulousness would mean that she wouldn’t have to give any proper replies to his diatribe.

“And now I hear that the new Lord Fitzroy is actually promotin' these supernatural associations! That would've never happened in his father's day, I can tell you. Everyone said there'd be big changes when old Lord Fitzroy died and his son came back to take over the estate last year, but I reckon no one expected these crazy—”

“James—I mean, Lord Fitzroy is a very good landlord,” said Caitlyn, feeling compelled to defend him. “His ideas have really helped to modernise the estate and benefit the tenants of the village and farms around. Stately homes and big estates like Huntingdon Manor have to find creative new ways to earn an income in the modern day, in order to survive, you know.”

“But there must be other ways to do it, surely? Celebratin' pagan festivals and bringin' back all these old pagan traditions…” The driver made a tutting sound. “And what's this latest thing they're plannin' this weekend: a Samhain Festival on Sunday? That's practically callin' up the ghouls and demons!”

“No, it’s not,” said Caitlyn. “That’s a complete misunderstanding! Samhain is a harvest festival. It was used to mark the last harvest of the year and the start of winter. Okay, it is also a time to honour the dead, but just as a way to remember loved ones who are no longer with us. There’s nothing sinister about that.”

“Don’t you believe it,” said the driver darkly. “This ain't like takin' some flowers to the cemetery. I heard that they're carvin' creepy faces on turnips and puttin' on pagan disguises, and there's even gonna be a bonfire—”

“But a lot of those things are similar to what’s done for Hallowe’en! You see people dressing up in costumes and ‘spooky’ decorations in shops everywhere. Don’t tell me you’re scared of that too?”

“That’s different,” said the driver stubbornly. “Hallowe’en’s just a silly American lark for kids and a way for the shops to make money—”

“But Hallowe’en is based on Samhain,” said Caitlyn impatiently. “The Irish and Scottish immigrants took their Samhain traditions with them when they emigrated to the United States, and that’s what inspired the American Hallowe’en custom. They’ve just adapted some things—like using pumpkins instead of turnips, because those grow better in America—but the ideas and traditions are essentially the same.

“In fact, I think it’s rather clever of the Manor estate to leverage these pagan events in the calendar,” continued Caitlyn. “It’s just a marketing angle, that’s all. It’s a way to make Tillyhenge and the estate stand out from all the other places that tourists might visit in the Cotswolds. It brings business for all of the tenants on the estate and in the village. It’s genius, really. I think James and his marketing team have done a great job.”

The driver’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror again, bright and inquisitive. “You know Lord Fitzroy, then? You sound very familiar with him and the Manor.”

“I… um… yes, he’s a friend,” mumbled Caitlyn, wondering if she would ever get up the confidence to proudly announce that James was her “boyfriend”. 

But is he still? She thought miserably of the rift that seemed to have sprung up between them, all because she had dared to suggest that James’s sister, Vanessa, might be involved in the suspicious death of her friend Percy. It had been a natural conclusion to come to, thought Caitlyn defensively. Vanessa had been acting so oddly, and there had been so much circumstantial evidence linking her to the murder… anyone would have thought that she could be guilty!

Of course, James had categorically refused to accept it. Amazing how quickly romantic feelings go out the window when your family loyalties are threatened, thought Caitlyn bitterly. James wouldn’t even consider my point of view! I can’t believe he was angry with me for implicating Vanessa when he had no qualms about calling my mother a potential murderer!

She sighed and tried to tamp down her anger. Maybe she was being unfair to James. After all, most people would struggle to accept that their naïve, spoilt younger sister could be capable of cold-blooded murder. Still, James’s scornful scepticism was one reason why Caitlyn had pounced on Vanessa so gleefully when she had followed the girl in the estate grounds earlier that morning and spotted her holding Percy’s dowsing pendulum. Vanessa could only have had the pendulum in her possession if she had been at the crime scene—it had seemed to provide irrefutable proof that the girl was involved in Percy’s murder. 

Although… maybe I was too single-minded in trying to expose Vanessa, Caitlyn admitted to herself, and she shuddered again at the memory. It might have been a few hours ago now, but she still felt the horror afresh each time she thought of what had happened. It had been an accident, of course: she and Vanessa had been locked in a struggle, and the other girl had lost her balance and fallen. And when she’d seen James’s sister lying pale and still at the bottom of the terrace steps, with the bloody gash across her forehead, Caitlyn’s heart had nearly stopped in terrified dread… 

But it’s okay. Vanessa’s going to be fine, Caitlyn reminded herself hastily. The girl had been rushed straight to hospital and had since been given the all-clear. The doctors had said that it was just a mild concussion. Besides, it hadn’t even really been Vanessa who suffered the head injury! That had been the shocking twist: the girl brought into hospital had somehow changed—when no one was looking—from the pretty young blonde with the big grey eyes to a strange woman with vivid red hair. 

My mother.

Caitlyn felt her mind reel afresh at the discovery. To think that her mother Tara—the mother she had been desperately searching for—had been right under her nose the past few days, impersonating James’s younger sister!

How had Tara managed to fool us all? Caitlyn wondered. She knew that her mother had always been a particularly gifted witch, with a special talent for “glamour”—the art of disguise and transformation through magical illusion—but still, she couldn’t comprehend how no one had noticed or suspected. Of course, she herself wasn’t in the best position to tell. She had been abandoned by her mother as a newborn baby and had never even known the woman who had given birth to her, but surely the others…?

Caitlyn thought of James again. As landlord of the surrounding estate, which included the village of Tillyhenge, James prided himself on being perceptive and informed—and yet he, too, had been completely fooled. He had never suspected that the “Vanessa” who had arrived at the Manor a few days ago with a party of her friends was not the little sister that he had doted on since childhood. None of Vanessa’s group had seemed to notice anything untoward either—even her childhood best friend, Tori, had been completely bamboozled. 

“So are you over here visiting from America?” asked the taxi driver, breaking into her thoughts.

Caitlyn hastily came out of her dark musings with an effort. “Um… no, not really. I’m… er… living in Tillyhenge now.”

“Is that right?” The taxi driver’s eyes were bright with salacious curiosity again. Caitlyn could see that he was looking forward to having a good gossip with his wife when he got home! “But life in the village must be a comedown after the celebrity circuit, eh? Have you been to lots of red-carpet dos and fancy parties and things?” asked the driver eagerly. “What are they like?”

“Um… I’ve been to a few,” said Caitlyn, thinking that the person he should really have been quizzing was her “cousin”, Pomona—the daughter of Barbara Le Fey’s equally famous actress sister. 

A classic “Hollywood princess”, Pomona had grown up in LA and revelled in the glamorous celebrity lifestyle. She could certainly have regaled the driver with tales of wild parties and decadent excesses—unlike Caitlyn, who, as a shy loner, had always preferred curling up at home with a book. In fact, given Pomona’s love of parties and retail therapy, it had been amazing that she had accompanied Caitlyn to the depths of the English countryside and—despite the lack of good shopping!—had remained in the tiny village of Tillyhenge. It was a testament of the affection between the two girls—although Pomona’s eternal fascination with magic and the paranormal might have played a part too. She had been delighted to discover Tillyhenge’ s witchcraft associations and had quickly made herself at home on James’s estate, endearing herself to everyone with her bubbly manner and flamboyant style. 

Pomona’s going to die when I tell her what happened at the hospital! thought Caitlyn. Her cousin was at the Manor now, waiting anxiously with Vanessa’s friends to hear news from the hospital, and a part of Caitlyn wanted to head there immediately. But she knew that she should go to the village first. Someone needed to tell the Widow Mags that her estranged youngest daughter had finally returned, and Caitlyn would rather that her grandmother heard the news from her than from a village gossip. 

As if following her thoughts, the taxi turned off the main road and drove through some woods before emerging into a small village green. 

The driver caught her eye in the rearview mirror again and said, with a grin: “Welcome back to Tillyhenge.”








  
  
Chapter Two








The taxi deposited Caitlyn beside the village green and she watched it drive off with some relief. Much as she had wanted a distraction from her own tumultuous thoughts, the driver’s nosy questions had been starting to get uncomfortable. She walked across the green, making for one of the cobbled lanes which would wind through the village until it reached Bewitched by Chocolate, the chocolate shop housed in the pretty, thatched-roof cottage at the edge of the woods.

As she walked, Caitlyn became aware of stares and whispers from the people she passed and sensed an atmosphere of tension that she had never encountered in the village before. At first, she wondered if she was imagining things. But when two of the village residents, who would normally have smiled and said hello, scurried past her without meeting her eyes, and when another resident ducked quickly into a shop instead of crossing her path, she knew that something was wrong. 

There had always been a group of villagers, of course, who had hated and feared the Widow Mags. And as the old witch’s granddaughter, Caitlyn had come in for her fair share of animosity too, particularly with regards to her “special relationship” with James Fitzroy. Many of the jealous local females had been unable to believe that the handsome owner of Huntingdon Manor (and one of the most eligible bachelors in England) could have chosen her. With her shy manner, lack of style, and pear-shaped figure, how could this interloper have trumped the far more glamorous, slim, sophisticated women that frequented James’s social circles—unless she had employed some kind of black magic to bewitch him? Caitlyn knew that it was just vicious gossip and that she should ignore it, but it had been very hard to endure.

Still, over recent months, she had been heartened to see several villagers slowly abandoning their old prejudices and coming to accept and respect the Widow Mags as a member of the local community. Many had even started to patronise her chocolate shop and enjoy her handmade treats without fear. So it was incredibly disheartening to overhear malicious whispers and see those wary sidelong looks again. 

Why is everyone so hostile suddenly? wondered Caitlyn. She knew that there had been anxiety in the village about Samhain approaching and the festival events that the Manor was planning. And the sudden, mysterious death of Vanessa’s friend Percy hadn’t helped things either, with many believing that the young book dealer had been hexed by the Widow Mags. Caitlyn winced as she remembered the nasty scene in the village green yesterday morning, when several villagers had formed a circle around her grandmother and pelted her with verbal abuse and rotten fruit. The situation had been diffused in the end without anyone getting hurt, but the memory of the aggressive mob gave her a chill of unease.

The cobbled path turned a corner, and Caitlyn stopped short as she nearly crashed into a woman coming in the other direction. Her heart sank. It was Vera Bottom, the unofficial leader of the “anti-witch brigade” in Tillyhenge, who seemed to spend all her spare time preaching about the evils of magic and witchcraft. Unlike many other villagers who had softened towards the Widow Mags as they got to know her, Vera seemed only to grow more paranoid and hostile. Now her eyes narrowed as she saw Caitlyn, and she took a fastidious step back, as if she might be contaminated by sheer proximity.

“What’s this I hear about Lord Fitzroy’s sister being turned into a changeling?” she demanded without preamble. “They say she disappeared from her hospital bed and was swapped for a strange woman. It’s your doing, isn’t it? You and the Widow Mags and the rest of your filthy witch family!”

“Let me pass,” said Caitlyn wearily, trying to step around the woman.

Vera moved quickly to block her way. “Not until you confess what you’ve done,” she hissed. “I know how you used black magic to get your claws into Lord Fitzroy… and now you’re attacking the rest of his family too! What did you do to his sister?”

Caitlyn tried again to get around the woman, determined to keep her mouth shut and not rise to the other’s baiting, but once more Vera blocked her way.

“You used witchcraft on that poor young man up at Huntingdon Manor as well, didn’t you? The Manor staff have been telling us all about it. They said he was found in the Library and that he’d been trying to steal a witch’s book—” Vera leaned forwards and jabbed a finger in Caitlyn’s chest. “—your grandmother’s book! And she hexed him for trying to read it.”

“That’s rubbish!” said Caitlyn, provoked in spite of her best intentions. “Percy died of a heart attack—you can ask the police.”

“Yes, but it was no natural heart attack,” Vera insisted. “It had been brought on by something. Don’t try to deny it! He was poisoned, wasn’t he?”

Caitlyn hesitated. She couldn’t bring herself to tell an outright lie. “The forensic report did suggest that the heart attack might have been triggered by some kind of toxin—but it had nothing to do with the Widow Mags,” she added quickly. 

“Of course it had to do with her! Don’t try to cover it up. I know what the police found in that young man’s room: some Florentines from your grandmother’s chocolate shop which contained chocolate-covered deadly nightshade berries!” Vera said. “It’s obvious that the Widow Mags used her own chocolates to poison that young man.”

“Don’t be ridiculous—why on earth would she do that?” cried Caitlyn with exasperated annoyance. “The last thing anyone would do is incriminate themself by poisoning someone with chocolates from their own shop! Yes, Percy bought some Florentines from Bewitched by Chocolate—I sold them to him myself—but so did half a dozen other customers, and they’re all fine. Besides, there weren’t any deadly nightshade berries in the Florentines—that’s just a stupid rumour! There were wild autumn berries like bilberries and sloe berries foraged from the woods, but nothing else.”

“My sources don’t lie,” insisted Vera. “I have it on good authority that deadly nightshade berries were found at the Manor.”

“So what? That doesn’t mean that they’re connected to the Widow Mags.”

“Deadly nightshade is a witch’s herb—everyone knows that,” Vera hissed. “Belladonna. It’s the perfect poison for a witch to use.”

“Aww, come on! Why on earth would the Widow Mags want to harm Percy?” asked Caitlyn impatiently. “She didn’t even know him!”

“Oh, she had reason,” said Vera, nodding with smug certainty. “I told you: she hexed him for trying to read her book. Don’t try to deny it. We all saw Inspector Walsh questioning your grandmother out on the village green yesterday. He showed her a page torn from the book—it was the page that poor young man was clutching in his hand when he was found dead. And I heard the Widow Mags identify the writing on that page as hers. So it was her book!” she said triumphantly. “And it was no normal book either. It was one of those—what d’you call it—‘witch’s grimoires’, wasn’t it?”

Caitlyn had always marvelled at the speed of the village grapevine, but for the first time, she really feared its power. How on earth had Vera managed to learn so much in such a short time?

“So what if it was?” she said, trying to sound offhand. 

“Do you think I’m a fool?” snarled Vera. “I know what a grimoire is! It’s a ‘book of spells’, where the witch keeps all her wicked knowledge. It’s an evil book, and that’s why that young man was killed—”

“I’m not listening to this rubbish any more,” said Caitlyn, trying to shove Vera aside. “Please move and let me pass.”

“Don’t touch me!” cried Vera shrilly, jumping back and whipping something out of her pocket, which she waved wildly in front of her. “I… I’m not afraid of you, witch! I have p-protection now! You… you cannot h-harm me!”

Caitlyn squinted at the item that Vera was brandishing in her face. It looked like a small bouquet of dried herbs and flowers, tied together with twine. A sharp, pungent aroma filled the air. 

“Vervain, trefoil, Saint John’s wort, dill… Hinder witches of their will,” chanted Vera, manically waving the herbs in front of her. “Vervain, trefoil, Saint John’s wort, dill… Hinder witches of their will!”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake—!” said Caitlyn, rolling her eyes. “Vera, you do realise that you’re in the twenty-first century?”

“Do not mock me, you demon hussy!” cried Vera, waving the bunch of herbs at Caitlyn again. “You may try to pretend that there is no devilry here, but I know the truth! And I have help now. Yes! We have someone on our side who knows how to use magic too, and who can give us guidance and protection. We are not powerless in defending ourselves and our homes against your evil influence any more!” 

Caitlyn’s hands curled into fists. For a moment, she was so tempted to use her powers—to cast a spell on this hateful woman, show her real magic, and watch her squirm. Then she forced herself to take a deep breath and unclench her hands. If there was one lesson that had been drummed into her since arriving in Tillyhenge, it was the importance of keeping a low profile, of keeping their witch abilities a secret. No matter the provocation, you never retaliated with magic unless you had no choice. Besides, she knew that scaring Vera with a spell might have felt temporarily satisfying, but in the end, it would only have made things worse, deepening the woman’s fear and hatred. 

So she stood still and said nothing as Vera stabbed a forefinger in her direction and hissed: “Just you wait! We’re going to destroy you and your whole family. We will cleanse Tillyhenge of your black magic!”

Whirling, she stalked away. Caitlyn stared after her for a moment, then she sighed and continued along the cobbled path, trying her best to push the unpleasant episode from her mind. 

As she neared Bewitched by Chocolate, Caitlyn’s thoughts returned to her mother’s unexpected reappearance. She began to feel nervous, wondering how she should broach the subject of Tara to the Widow Mags. The old witch had never been easy to talk to, and when it came to the subject of her estranged youngest daughter, she was even more prickly than usual. Caitlyn knew that Tara had done something terrible before she’d run away—something unforgivable, which was why her name was never even mentioned any more. But the Widow Mags would never talk about what had happened, and Caitlyn remained confused and frustrated. Now she hoped that, with her mother finally back, her grandmother might not be able to avoid the subject and might finally give her some answers. 

But first I have to break the news, thought Caitlyn with a gulp. For a cowardly moment, she wished that she had let the village grapevine deliver the bombshell—or that the Widow Mags had actually seen through Tara’s disguise and had already guessed the truth. Then she, Caitlyn, wouldn’t have to be “the messenger”. But Tara had cleverly never ventured anywhere near the chocolate shop, so the Widow Mags had never had any opportunity to expose her. In any case, the old witch might not have recognised her anyway. The Widow Mags could have been as thoroughly duped by Tara’s glamour magic as everyone else.

No, wait, there was one person who wasn’t completely fooled: Viktor. Caitlyn smiled with affection as she thought of her “vampire uncle”. Even if he was over six hundred years old and looked like a doddery, decrepit old man in an ancient, dusty suit, Viktor’s senses had been sharper than anyone else’s. In fact, hadn’t he tried to warn her when she’d spoken to him right before going to the hospital that morning? Caitlyn flashed back to the conversation with Viktor…



“I just hope Vanessa is going to be okay, that it’s just a light injury like Pomona said. I couldn’t bear it if they find something really wrong with her.”

“Hmm…” Viktor stroked his knobbly chin. “Reminds me of my last holiday in Transylvania, when I went to find my favourite cârciumă and it was gone. There was a new café or bistro or whatever they call it these days there instead, and it was in the same place and had the same view… and it did feel familiar somehow… and yet it was completely wrong!” He jutted his bottom lip out indignantly. “Dreadful palincă they served too. Nothing like the old cârciumă—nobody makes plum liqueurs like the ancient Transylvanian tavernas.”

Caitlyn stared at the old vampire, completely bewildered. “Viktor, what on earth are you talking about? What café? What plum liqueur? What has all this got to do with Vanessa?”

“Same thing, isn’t it?” said Viktor. “Something you remember, but nothing like you recall. Especially the scent—just like the plum liqueur. The nose never lies.”



Yes, the scent. Viktor had complained several times about smelling a familiar scent at the Manor—one that he vaguely recognised but could not place. “Something you remember but nothing like you recall.” As someone who had originally been Tara’s “guardian uncle”, pledged to watch over her from birth, Viktor would have been one of the few who had known her mother well. His superior senses—especially in his fruit-bat form—would have discerned that the young woman calling herself “Vanessa Fitzroy” smelled distinctly familiar. It’s a shame Viktor’s memory didn’t quite match up to his nose, though, thought Caitlyn ruefully. If he could have pinpointed why “Vanessa” had smelled so familiar, he might have saved them all a lot of grief and prevented a nearly fatal accident that morning!

Caitlyn came out of her thoughts to realise that she was standing in front of the Widow Mags’s cottage. The front of the small stone structure had been converted into a shop with mullioned bay windows for displaying the handmade chocolate treats. Caitlyn smiled proudly as she looked through the glass panes and caught a glimpse of the Samhain-themed display that she had helped to create: a luxurious smorgasbord of handcrafted bonbons, truffles infused with autumn spices, caramels enrobed in rich milk chocolate, pralines filled with delicate chestnut cream, and dark chocolate bars studded with toasted hazelnuts and cranberries—all surrounded by miniature pumpkins and carved turnip Jack-o’-lanterns, drifts of orange and yellow leaves, glossy red apples, and bunches of dried herbs and flowers. 

Then her smile faded as she realised that beyond the window display, the interior of the shop looked dark and empty. The front door of the cottage was shut. The shop was closed. 

Caitlyn frowned and glanced at her watch. It was barely midday. She had never known the Widow Mags to close the shop at this time. The old witch rarely ventured out of her cottage except for the occasional foray into the nearby woods for herbs and berries or the few necessary trips to the doctor to treat her arthritis and other ailments. She certainly wouldn’t be wandering around Tillyhenge, mingling with local residents at the pub or browsing the shops on the village high street. So where was she?

The cottage was surrounded by a small garden, tucked up against the edge of the woods which flowed up the hill behind. Caitlyn walked absently around the side of the building, wondering if there was any chance the Widow Mags might be outside in her garden…

Then she stopped, her heart giving a sickening lurch. 

The wall of the cottage was covered in ugly graffiti—huge letters sprayed across the honey-coloured stone in lurid pink, neon green, and black. A series of words jumped out at her: 

“Begone sorceress!” 

“WITCH EVIL!” 

“Get out of our village!” 

“SORCERY = SIN” 

“demon hussy!” 

“NO black magic!” 

“end the Crone!”








  
  
Chapter Three








Caitlyn forced her eyes away, her heart pounding. She knew graffiti was really just paint, but there was something particularly horrible about the sprayed abuse—the feeling of violation and defilement, with the naked aggression in the ugly words seeming to linger long after the attacker had gone. 

Then her shock began to turn to anger. Who had done this? Her eyes drifted reluctantly back to the scrawls, and she focused on one phrase: “demon hussy!” Vera had used the exact same words just now, she recalled. Was Vera and her gang of vigilantes behind this?

Setting her lips angrily, Caitlyn returned to the front of the cottage. And then she noticed, for the first time, that one of the windowpanes had a large crack, as if someone had thrown a stone at it. She hadn’t seen it earlier, from where she had been standing, because the light had been in the wrong direction. Now that she was closer, she was horrified to see that, in addition to the crack, there were dried food stains and splotches on some of the other windowpanes, and one slimy trail dribbling down into a pile of broken eggshells beneath the window. 

Caitlyn felt anger and disgust surge through her. She wanted to hunt down the despicable group of villagers who had done this. But then a more disturbing thought intruded: Where is the Widow Mags? Her grandmother would never have stood by while her home was defiled like this. The fact that she wasn’t here—at a time when she normally would be—caused a flicker of unease in Caitlyn’s mind.

Oh wait… of course! She must be with Bertha, she told herself, smiling in relief. How stupid of me not to think of that. Yes, Grandma must have gone to Aunt Bertha’s shop. I’m sure I’ll find them both there. 

Caitlyn turned towards the cobbled path that led back towards the centre of the village, but then she paused and looked back, biting her lip. The ugly words defacing the walls of the cottage seemed to scream at her, even from this distance. Shouldn’t she do something to try to remove the graffiti? But what could she do? Fetch a bucket and scrubbing brush? No, that would be a waste of time. There was no way simple soap and water could remove paint from the stone walls. Could she paint over the words perhaps? Wasn’t that how people normally dealt with graffiti in big cities? But she would need to find paint, rollers, ladders, and all manner of other equipment. Besides, it would take hours, and she just didn’t have the time. What’s more… her eyes lingered over the soft honey-coloured limestone of the Widow Mag’s cottage, the quintessential feature of iconic Cotswold dwellings, and she shuddered at the thought of artificial paint plastered over the natural beauty of the stone.

Then a thought struck her: Aren’t I supposed to be a witch? Couldn’t she simply use magic to remove the graffiti? Warming to the idea, she recalled excitedly that the Widow Mags had taught her several House-Proud spells. They were just simple incantations to help with domestic cleaning and tidying chores, but surely the principle was the same? After all, the House-Proud spells were designed to clean away unwanted dirt and mess, so if she could just redirect them to the graffiti… 

Caitlyn looked back at the defaced stone walls, suddenly assailed by a wave of doubt. This wasn’t like mopping up some spilled cream or wiping up melted chocolate. Did she have enough magical ability to do it? 

I have to try, she told herself. Even if it probably won’t work. Feeling self-conscious, she closed her eyes and dredged her memory, trying to recall the spells that her grandmother had taught her. She blurted out the first one that came to her head:



“Whisk and whoosh, broom so bright,

Sweep away this sorry sight.

From dust to dawn, clean and clear,

Make this mess now disappear!”



As the last word left her lips, a broom propped against the garden shed quivered, then sprang to life with a jerk. Caitlyn watched with a mix of hope and disbelief as the broom shuffled across the cobblestones towards the cottage walls, but instead of attacking the graffiti, it began zealously sweeping the fallen leaves and dirt on the path in front of the cottage. It whirled around, sending a small cloud of dust into the air, and then, to Caitlyn’s horror, turned towards her and began attacking her ankles with fervour.

“Hey! No… wait… not me!” Caitlyn protested. The broom swished urgently at her feet as if she were part of the mess it needed to clean. “Stop it! Go away! Shoo!”

She hopped around on one foot, trying to ward off the broom with flustered hands. It was like trying to calm an overeager puppy who had twitching straw bristles instead of a slobbery tongue. Finally, she managed to grab the handle of the broom and mutter the Undo spell. Instantly, the broom went limp in her hands. 

Caitlyn breathed a sigh of relief and propped the broom back against the side of the shed, then looked at the graffiti on the wall once more. Did she dare try again? She tried to recall another spell—something that might work better. Wait… wasn’t there one about wiping away blemishes? Closing her eyes, Caitlyn delved into her memory once more, trying to remember the words. Then she whispered them slowly, hesitantly:



“Shine and shimmer, gleam and glow,

Banish blight and let it go.

Polish high, polish low,

Wipe away each blemish so!”



She opened her eyes and looked nervously around. No broom, bucket, mop, or other cleaning equipment seemed to be attacking her. Whew. She glanced at the cottage and smiled in surprise and pleasure as she saw that the windows, previously covered in food stains, were now wiped clean, the glass panes sparkling. Feeling a glimmer of hope, she lifted her gaze to the graffiti on the walls. Her smile faltered and she stared in horror. The graffiti, too, was now sparkling, the ugly words looking luminous, the paint transformed so that they glittered like neon lights. 

“Noooo…” groaned Caitlyn. 

The offensive words seemed to taunt her even more now, their glowing outlines turning the cottage walls into a grotesque billboard. This was the last thing she needed. Instead of erasing the graffiti, all she had done was give the abuse even more of a spotlight!

“Why did I ever think I could work magic?” she muttered to herself. “I knew I couldn’t do it.”

Then she paused as another memory flashed in her mind—another time when she had given up in frustration after struggling to work a magical spell. The echo of the Widow Mags’s voice came to her now: 

“When you start something intending to fail, that is what happens… The difficulty isn’t learning to do the spell. The difficulty is believing you can. Magic only works if you really believe.”

Caitlyn took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then turned to look at the graffiti again. With new determination, she closed her eyes and searched her memory once more. There was another House-Proud spell that she had been taught: something-something… “by water’s flow”… and “wash away the stain”… no, “wash away what should not show”… yes, that’s it…

Caitlyn opened her eyes and looked straight at the graffiti, focusing not just on the words, but on the malicious intent that had been behind them. Then, slowly but firmly, she began to recite the spell:



“By mop and cloth, by water’s flow,

Wash away what should not show.

Let kindness reign, each mark restrain,

Clear each blot, leave no stain.”



There was a pause. Caitlyn kept her eyes on the graffiti, her heart beating fast. The paint shimmered, then slowly began to dissolve and disappear, as if being gently wiped away by an invisible hand. Caitlyn watched, transfixed, as each letter, each word of hate, was cleansed away, leaving the stone wall clean and unblemished. 

She let out the breath she didn’t know she had been holding, her whole body trembling with a mixture jubilation and relief. I did it! She laughed out loud, feeling suddenly exhilarated with the sense of success and achievement. Whirling, she hurried away from the cottage, following the cobbled lane back towards the centre of the village. She couldn’t wait to tell her aunt and her grandmother about what she had achieved!

She practically ran all the way back to the village green and then down a lane leading off the village high street, to where another quaint stone cottage had been converted into a shop. The sign above the door read “Herbal Enchantments” and the window display showed an eclectic collection of organic soy candles, goat’s milk soap, natural loofah sponges, herbal teas, essential oils, tinctures, and more. But Caitlyn barely glanced at the display as she rushed up to the front door—only to stop short in dismay as she realised that this, too, was locked. 

She stepped back, surprise and confusion creasing her brow as she looked up at the closed shop. Herbal Enchantments belonged to her aunt Bertha—her mother’s older (and much calmer, more down to earth) sister. Bertha was the gentle maternal figure that Caitlyn had craved all her life, and her aunt’s soothing presence had always been a wonderful balm against any adversity and turmoil. Since arriving in Tillyhenge, Caitlyn had come to rely on Bertha as always being there, gentle and comforting. Now, the dark, empty shop felt like a slap in the face. 

Caitlyn bit her lip, feeling the niggle of worry grow into a profound unease. She had been so sure that she would find the Widow Mags here with her aunt, and now she felt completely at a loss. Where is Bertha? Where is Grandma? And what about Evie? wondered Caitlyn, thinking of Bertha’s daughter—her “English cousin” Evie: a sweet, bashful eighteen-year-old who felt like the younger sister she’d never had. It was the weekend, and Evie would normally be helping her mother in the shop, but she, too, seemed to be missing.

Suddenly, Vera’s voice, thick with venom, echoed in her mind: “We’re going to destroy you and your whole family. We will cleanse Tillyhenge of your black magic!”

Caitlyn swallowed hard, trying to stifle a flare of panic. In spite of her best efforts, her imagination began to run wild. Oh my God—what have the villagers done to them? Images of historical witch trials and angry village mobs flashed through her mind, even though she kept reminding herself that such torture and persecutions had ceased in the UK with the Witchcraft Act being repealed. 

Don’t be silly! she chided herself. I’m sure they’re fine. I’m sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation.

Feeling sheepish, Caitlyn remembered suddenly that she could simply call her aunt and be reassured at once. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, but a glance at the top corner of the screen made her heart sink. Tillyhenge was notorious for being a “black spot” where both phone and internet services were unpredictable and often absent. It added to the village’s “spooky” reputation, although it was probably due to nothing more than an unhappy coincidence of poor network coverage in this pocket of the countryside. Caitlyn had mostly grown used to living with poor connectivity in the months she’d been in Tillyhenge, but now she felt helpless frustration as she saw the symbol for network reception showing as zero. 

Rats! She stood for a moment, chewing her lip and considering her options. I’ll go back to Huntingdon Manor, she decided. At least there, she would have access to better communication options, as well as support from Pomona and members of the staff if she needed to escalate the search for the Widow Mags and Bertha. 

She turned to retrace her steps back to the chocolate shop. Although the official route to Huntingdon Manor involved driving out of the village, rejoining the main road which circled the dale, and entering the estate from the other side, there was a faster way: a shortcut over the hill which lay behind the village. In fact, the path started right behind Bewitched by Chocolate, almost from the Widow Mags’s back door, and she hurried towards it now. 

It was a route that Caitlyn had walked many times, but somehow familiarity didn’t seem to make it any easier, and by the time she reached the top of the steep ascent, she was out of breath and sweating profusely despite the chilly weather. She paused at the crest of the hill, panting and trying to get her breath back and took in the 360-degree view which unfolded before her. 

The sky might have been grey and the weak autumn sun obscured by banks of clouds, but the panorama was still spectacular: the quintessential “rolling hills” and drystone walls of the Cotswolds countryside stretching out in all directions, looking like something straight out of a tourist calendar. And down on the other side of the hill, nestling in formal landscaped gardens like a setting straight out of a Regency romance, stood Huntingdon Manor. It looked so idyllic in the pale autumn light that it was hard to imagine a violent murder could have been committed there two nights ago.

Tearing her eyes away from the view, Caitlyn glanced at the other end of the hilltop where a circle of standing stones stood bathed in the hazy afternoon sunshine. This eerie collection of sarsen boulders was Tillyhenge’s main claim to fame and the biggest draw for tourists who stopped in the village. Supposedly the misshapen forms of ancient warriors, frozen by magic but ready to awaken one day, the circle was also supposed to conceal a doorway to the Otherworld. Tourists loved these legends and eagerly climbed the hill to view the standing stones and to test the various superstitious claims—such as being unable to count the number of stones, no matter how many times you tried. Caitlyn was sure that was just another folk myth (although she had to admit that she couldn’t seem to come up with a definitive number, no matter how many times she tried to count them). Still, she couldn’t deny that there was something about the ancient site: the stones exuded a vibe that was hard to describe but could nevertheless be felt. And right now, those eerie silhouettes did nothing to assuage her feelings of worry and panic.

Stop it! There is nothing sinister going on. You’re letting your imagination run away with you, she chided herself.

Still, she didn’t linger at the top of the hill. As soon as she’d got her breath back, she plunged down the other side, heading for the Manor house in the distance.








  
  
Chapter Four








The gradient was much milder on the other side of the hill, sloping gently down into a sort of plateau where the main Fitzroy residence was situated, and it wasn’t long before Caitlyn was hurrying up to the front steps of Huntingdon Manor. 

“Mosley!” she cried as the front door opened to reveal the tall, erect figure of the Manor’s butler. “Mosley, have you seen—” 

She broke off as she caught sight of the figure behind Mosley: a middle-aged woman with frizzy, carroty-red hair, dressed in a voluminous purple kaftan that clashed incongruously with her sensible brown walking boots. 

“Aunt Bertha!” she cried, rushing past Mosley to grab the woman’s hands. “Oh, Aunt Bertha, you’re all right!”

Bertha looked at her, slightly startled. “Well, of course, dear—why wouldn’t I be?”

“I thought…” Caitlyn took a deep breath, suddenly feeling very silly. Her wild imaginings seemed ludicrous now, and she felt her cheeks redden as she said: “Um… I got a bit worried. I found the chocolate shop all shut up, you see, and nobody there. And then I went around to your shop and that was closed too. It’s the middle of the day and you don’t normally shut at this time, so I started wondering if… well, never mind.”

Bertha smiled at her. “Things have been so chaotic in the last few days, and the Manor’s marketing team really need help with last-minute preparations for the Samhain Festival, so I offered to come and lend a hand. Ronnie, the head chef at the Coach House restaurant, had also been wanting Mother to come and advise him on the new chocolate creations for the dessert menu… so I thought I might as well bring her with me and kill two birds with one stone. The shops will be fine if they’re closed for a day.” 

She paused and looked at Caitlyn curiously. “But I should be asking you how everything is! I heard the dreadful news about James’s sister this morning… apparently, she had an accident? And there was also a report of a strange woman being found in her hospital bed? But Mosley just informed me that he received a phone call from Vanessa—the ‘real’ Vanessa, that is—and she is actually in London!” Bertha shook her head in bewilderment. “What on earth is going on? You’ve just come back from the hospital, haven’t you? What happened there? Who is this strange woman who has taken Vanessa’s place?”

“Er…” Caitlyn glanced sideways at Mosley, who was hovering unobtrusively behind them. She knew that the butler could be trusted to be discreet—he took his butler duties and expectations very seriously—but would his loyalties extend to embracing magic? Mosley seemed to sense her unease because he coughed politely and said: 

“Would you like some refreshments while you discuss matters? I can have some tea brought to the private parlour here.” He indicated a doorway next to them which gave onto a lovely room adorned with intricate wainscoting and damask curtains.

“Thanks, Mosley, that would be wonderful,” said Caitlyn, giving him a grateful look. 

As soon as they were alone in the parlour, Bertha looked at her niece expectantly. Caitlyn hesitated, wondering how to say it, then decided to just plunge in.

“Aunt Bertha, that strange woman in Vanessa’s hospital bed…” She took a deep breath. “She’s my mother—your sister—Tara.”

Her aunt looked at her blankly. 

“And yes, the real Vanessa is still in London,” Caitlyn hurried on. “The girl we knew as ‘Vanessa’ was actually Tara in glamour all along. She took Vanessa’s place, and it was she who arrived here on Thursday night with Vanessa’s friends. But when Tara—as ‘Vanessa’—had that fall and hit her head, it must have broken the glamour spell. She reverted to her real appearance, and the real Vanessa in London also woke up.”

“So… so Tara’s been here the whole time?” Bertha said incredulously.

Caitlyn nodded. “You were the one who told me that ‘glamour magic’ is one of her most powerful talents,” she reminded her aunt. “I suppose it was easy for her to fool us. In any case, as James’s sister, she wouldn’t have had very much to do with you or the Widow Mags—or anyone else who might have known her before—so she was fairly safe from detailed scrutiny.” 

“I can’t believe it…” murmured Bertha, looking dazed. 

“We knew she was here at the masquerade ball last month: she was caught on the security footage. And you said you thought she was still in the vicinity—you said you could sense it, remember?”

Bertha gave her a wry look. “Well, I didn’t ‘sense it’ very well if I never realised that she was impersonating James’s sister! The thing I don’t understand is: why?”

“I think you can guess why,” said Caitlyn. “Tara was searching for the grimoire, wasn’t she? She must have somehow got information that it was hidden here, somewhere, in the Manor. So by impersonating James’s sister, she could get access to all parts of the Manor and spend enough time here to search thoroughly. But as it turned out, because Percy had the dowsing pendulum, he found the grimoire first. He uncovered it in the Library on the first night they arrived. And whoever murdered him must have taken the grimoire.” 

Caitlyn looked pleadingly at Bertha. “Please, Aunt Bertha—you have to tell me what happened all those years ago! I know Tara was the one who stole the grimoire from the Widow Mags originally. You can’t hide that from me any more. Why did she want it? And how did she lose it?” She grabbed her aunt’s hand as Bertha pressed her lips together. “No, don’t clam up again! Please! We know Tara is here. She’s involved somehow in this recent murder… and the grimoire is at the heart of everything. Please, Aunt Bertha—something strange and bad is going on. You have to tell me what you know!”

Bertha hesitated for a long moment, her expression conflicted. Caitlyn held her breath. In the past, whenever she’d asked her aunt about her mother, she had hit a wall. The Widow Mags had always cut in and forbade Bertha from talking; or if the Widow Mags hadn’t been there, the unspoken taboo had hung in the air, staying Bertha’s tongue. In fact, the only time Bertha had defied the old witch and spoken about Tara was when she and Caitlyn had been visiting a commune together, away from Tillyhenge and the Widow Mags’s domineering presence. But even then, Bertha hadn’t revealed very much, other than that she had been away from home when her wild, rebellious, younger sister had run away after clashing with their mother. Now, Caitlyn looked at her aunt and hoped fervently that Bertha would finally be able to ignore the Widow Mags’s edict and reveal what she knew. 

Bertha avoided her eyes, gazing out the window for several minutes before finally looking back at Caitlyn again. She sighed, her shoulders slumping. Then she took a deep breath and began talking: 

“You know Tara had an incredible natural ability with magic—in a way, I suppose one could call her a ‘witch prodigy’. Even when she was just a toddler, she seemed able to conjure spells and enchantments purely by instinct, without any formal training.” Bertha gave a small reminiscent smile. “The problem was, she was also terribly wild and headstrong—and of course, you know how autocratic Mother can be. The two of them clashed constantly, especially as Tara grew into her teens. She was always doing things to defy Mother or deliberately challenge her.” 

Bertha sighed. “I did try to keep the peace when I was still at home—not that Tara listened to me much. There was a big age gap between us, and we were so different in personality that we could never really relate to each other. I don’t think Tara ever saw me as a friend—she certainly never confided in me. But still, I did what I could, and I think my efforts did help.”

“But then you left to live in a commune,” said Caitlyn, remembering what her aunt had told her before. 

“Yes, that’s right. Just before Tara turned seventeen. It was the one time in my life that I did something crazy and impulsive!” said Bertha, chuckling. “And it was a wonderful adventure… I met Evie’s father… I discovered my passion for herbalism, my true calling… I spread my wings…” Her eyes took on a wistful expression, and her voice faded away for a moment, before she gave herself a slight shake and said, in a brisk voice more like her usual self: “But it did mean that things got much worse between Mother and Tara because I wasn’t there to act as a buffer between them any more. 

“Besides, Tara had become dreadfully cocky by then. Maybe it was just typical teenage arrogance—although I have to say, Evie is about the same age now that Tara was then, and she doesn’t seem to have any of that same smug confidence,” Bertha observed. “Tara was completely different to Evie, though. She was so sure, so proud of her own abilities. She thought she knew everything there was to know about magic and witchcraft. She hated it whenever Mother told her that she wasn’t mature enough or experienced enough to learn certain spells—and the thing she was most resentful about was the grimoire. The more Mother wouldn’t let her look at it, the more she wanted to.”

“But I don’t understand—I thought the Widow Mags’s grimoire was just a book of her best chocolate recipes. Why does it matter so much if Tara looks at it?” asked Caitlyn.

“Oh no, there were more than just chocolate recipes in there. Yes, Mother did record her best recipes for magical chocolate creations, but there were other spells in there too, by other witches,” Bertha explained. “You see, a grimoire isn’t just a collection of spell recipes—it is more like a witch’s private journal. Our own personal ‘book of shadows’, where we record our most valuable thoughts and learnings. Mother’s grimoire was probably her most precious personal possession. It had been passed down to her from her mother and grandmother before her—and all the other witches in our line, so their collective wisdom is written in there as well.”

“So it would have been passed down to you and Tara eventually?” asked Caitlyn.

“Yes, I suppose so—although I have to admit, I have always been more herbalist than witch,” said Bertha with a sheepish smile. “Oh, I can conjure magic and cast spells, of course, but it is not where my natural talent lies. What fascinates me is the ‘hidden magic’ found in herbs themselves—the intrinsic power of nature which can be simply unlocked with a mortar and pestle, without having to resort to charms and incantations. So I have to confess, I have never made much effort to develop my witch powers beyond the basic spells and charms. Tara, on the other hand… well, she revelled in learning Higher Magic and Advanced Witchcraft and even wanted to dabble in Dark Magic. She had the kind of ambition that I never had and a thirst for magical knowledge that was almost akin to an addiction.”

“So you think Tara would have been the one to receive the grimoire eventually because she would have appreciated it more?”

“Yes, she certainly would have merited it more than me,” said Bertha without rancour. “The problem was that Tara didn’t want to wait—she felt that she was entitled to it already, because even at seventeen, she was already more powerful than most witches. But for one thing, Mother wanted Tara to earn the right to the grimoire, by showing herself worthy. And for another… well, for all Tara’s advanced talents, Mother didn’t think she was mature enough to take on the responsibility of the knowledge.”

Caitlyn frowned. “What knowledge?”

“The knowledge contained within the grimoire. It might only look like a slim volume on the outside, but that is because a Compression Charm has been applied between the covers to contain the vast amount of knowledge within. It has been passed down through the centuries, and countless witches have added to its pages, each with their own area of expertise. All witches are born with special talents and interests in one area, you see, and they develop their magical abilities in that direction. Mine is working with herbs, Mother’s is working with chocolate… Well, one of our ancestors was a witch named Moritha who had an affinity for working with Dark Magic. She recorded many of her most powerful spells in the grimoire.” Bertha gave a humourless laugh. “You can imagine the incredible allure that had for Tara when she found out!”

“Isn’t Dark Magic supposed to be bad?” asked Caitlyn. “I know Grandma has said many times that she won’t invoke it.”

Bertha nodded. “Yes, it comes with great danger and a great price to pay. It is not something most witches are willing to risk. But it also has incredible potential. There is no power like that which comes with Dark Magic. It can alter reality, raise the dead, curse entire bloodlines, turn back time, and more…” She gave a slight shiver. “Of course, the ‘danger’ just made it even more attractive to Tara. I think she began to imagine herself as a successor to Moritha; to be able to master Dark Magic and make it do her bidding. And the grimoire held the key to that. So Tara became really obsessed with it, with trying to get access to it.”

“If Tara was such a powerful witch, I’m surprised she didn’t just use some spell to sneakily read the grimoire,” commented Caitlyn.

“There’s more to witchcraft than just having the natural ability,” said Bertha with asperity. “You have to harness magic and channel it in the right way. Tara might have had a lot of raw talent, but she was still no match for Mother’s greater wisdom and experience. I know she was continually stumped by the complex lock spell that Mother had cast over the grimoire. And of course, the more Tara challenged her, the more Mother dug her heels in—and vice versa. That’s the real problem, you know,” she said with a sad smile. “They are too much alike in personality, both so proud and stubborn, and neither willing to give an inch.”

“But I asked Grandma, that night we tried to find the grimoire in her bedroom, and she told me that it’s gone,” said Caitlyn. “So did Tara finally manage to break the lock spell and steal it? Is that why she disappeared?”

Bertha gave a helpless shrug. “I think so, but I can’t tell you for sure. As you know, I was in that commune up in Scotland at the time, and I was too focused on other things for a while to pay much attention to what was happening at home. When I heard that Tara had disappeared, I assumed that she’d just stormed off and run away from home in a fit of temper again. She’d done it a few times before, you see, but she’d usually return after she’d calmed down.”

“But she didn’t return this time,” said Caitlyn.

Bertha shook her head sadly. “When I realised that this time was different, I tried to ask Mother about what had happened, but all she would say was that Tara had betrayed us all. I never understood what she meant by that. I knew that Tara had done something dreadful, something that had hurt Mother terribly, but I didn’t tie it to the grimoire since I didn’t realise it was missing until several months later. When I did notice that it was gone and tried to ask Mother about it again, she just wouldn’t talk about it. And it’s been like that ever since. Now, she won’t even mention Tara’s name any more.

“But that doesn’t mean that she has forgotten her,” Bertha added quickly, seeing Caitlyn’s expression. “You mustn’t think too badly of your grandmother, Caitlyn. I know it seems cold and harsh of her to shun Tara like this, but it’s not because she doesn’t care. She does still love Tara.”
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