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One




Alex Bonneville leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, enjoying the caress of warm air on his bare skin. 

He could hear the sound of the waves breaking on the beach, and the odd scurry of night creatures around him, but it was otherwise quiet and still in the walled garden behind the house he shared with Avery. It was as if the huge storm that had battered the coast the night before had never happened. When he opened his eyes again, he found Avery watching him from across the garden table, her red hair appearing golden in the flickering candlelight, her face etched with concern.

“Stop worrying,” he instructed her. “I’m fine.”

“I can’t help it. You haven’t had a vision in weeks, and last night… Well, your shout terrified me.”

“Sorry.” He leaned forward and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sure it was just the storm. All that electrical energy must have invaded my dreams.”

“Liar.” She pointed at the silver bowl filled with water that was placed on the table in front of him. “That proves it.”

“A precaution. Just like the cards.” He nodded to her pack of tarot cards.

“I always read them, you know that. Especially on a night like tonight.”

He smiled at her. “Liar.”

Avery laughed and pulled her hand away, picked up the cards, and started to shuffle them. “Tell me what you saw again.”

He took a moment to recall the vivid imagery that had invaded his sleep. Avery was right. He hadn’t had a vision for months, but last night something had broken through his carefully prepared defences, shredding his equilibrium. “I heard screaming. Actually, more like a wail. Bloodcurdling, horrific. But it sounded…” he paused, uncertain if what he felt was correct. “Lonely. Distraught, perhaps. I was lost in a wood and I was running. Branches caught my hair and scratched my face.” He ran his hands across his cheeks, as if he would actually feel scratched skin. He’d even inspected his face in the mirror that morning as it had felt so real, but of course all he saw was his tan and usual stubble. “Something was chasing me, and I couldn’t run fast enough. And then I saw huge eyes—red, bloodshot…” He shuddered at the recollection. “It was a jumble after that. Darkness, branches, eyes, the scream. But what was worse was how I felt. I was just so depressed. I felt like I had nothing to live for. It was horrible. I think it was that feeling that woke me up more than anything. The need to escape feeling so awful.”

Avery nodded and placed the cards in front of Alex. “Split the deck.”

He did as she asked. “You’re doing my reading?”

“It was your vision.” She started to place the cards out, her deft, practiced hands moving swiftly. “We’ll try and find what caused it.”

“This was how I found you last year, remember?” Alex smiled at the memory of when he had pushed through the gate into this garden and found Avery reading the cards under a full moon. She hadn’t been that pleased to see him, but he’d been captivated by her, and was determined to prove her beliefs about him were wrong.

“How could I forget? You were cocky and annoying.” She shot him a cheeky smile. “But you looked hot. Bastard.” He laughed, throwing his head back, but before he could respond, she added, “Now start scrying, bad boy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He took a few deep breaths, bent his head above the bowl of water, and stared into its depths. He focussed on what he wanted to know. Who had screamed and chased him? And where had he been? 

It didn’t take long for the cool, clear water to start swirling and darken, and suddenly it was as if he’d plunged head-first into a dream. He could smell damp earth, rich with detritus and leaf mould, the peppery scent of blossoms, and then the stench of death and decay. He reeled, barely feeling the coarse wooden surface of the table gripped beneath his fingers. It was so dark he couldn’t see anything around him, but he felt smothered by the close proximity of the forest again—sharp branches, and something scratching his feet. And then a scream shattered the silence and his control. He lurched forward as the feeling of loss stabbed him like a blade. 

Alex took a deep breath, struggling to regain his composure, and forced himself to look around again. He needed a landmark. Anything. As he stumbled forward, a dark pit opened beneath his feet and he fell, the scream echoing around him.

The shock was so great, he jerked backward, slamming into the chair’s back as he gasped for breath. With relief he saw the candle flame flickering in front of him, and incense smoke snaking between him and Avery.

“It’s okay, Alex,” she murmured gently. “You’re back in the garden. Are you okay?”

He exhaled. “I’m fine. Wow. That was too real. I normally hover over my scrying visions, but that one sucked me right in.”

“Anything new?”

“A pit. I fell in it, but otherwise, the same. Branches, the feeling of being trapped and chased. The scream.” His heartbeat was slowing and he took a few more deep breaths before noticing that Avery’s Celtic cross was complete. “What can you see?”

Now it was her turn to sigh. “A crisis, loss, desperation. Swords are everywhere, as is The Tower. A powerful woman lies behind it all, The Empress, and I sense a cycle that has been played out before is once again repeating.”

“A cycle?”

“The past is manifesting in the present, Alex, and it brings death.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Avery lifted the hair from the back of her neck to allow the fan-cooled air to play across her skin, and turning her back to the shop, uttered a spell that would bring the temperature down a little more. Within a few moments, she felt its effects and sighed with relief.  

“Thank the Gods,” Dan murmured. Her friend and shop assistant reached for a leaflet on the counter to use as a fan. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “I love the heat, but yes, this is a bit too warm for my liking. I thought Saturday night’s thunderstorm would break the heatwave, but it hasn’t made the slightest difference.”

“Man, that was huge! It woke me up. Shook the whole building.”

“It woke us up, too,” she said, wondering how much to share with Dan. However, she hated lying to her friends, and they always offered her invaluable advice. “It wasn’t just the storm, though. Alex had a terrible vision and woke up shouting,” Avery confessed. “It scared the shit out of me, and combined with the lightning and the thunder, I couldn’t work out what the hell was happening.”

“A vision?” Dan knew what that meant. Alex usually kept them under control, but they could be devastating when he had them. “Is he okay?”

“Shaken, but fine.” Avery was trying to make light of it, but Dan saw through it.

“Avery!” He frowned, staring at her accusingly. “We’ve been here all morning, and you only think to share that now?”

It was mid-morning on a Monday in late July in White Haven, the morning after Avery and Alex had sat in the garden at midnight reading the cards and scrying, and two days after the storm that had rattled the coast. Cornwall was three days into a massive heatwave, and the heat and the storm were all anyone could talk about that morning. Customers had reported fallen trees, damaged roofs, and campers had been battered in their tents and caravans. Now, however, it was as if it had never happened—other than the destruction that had been left. The sky was bright blue and cloudless.

Avery and Dan were both behind the counter at Happenstance Books, wilting on the stools while they kept an eye on the customers who were also affected by the heat. They moved sluggishly around the shop, pausing every now and then in front of strategically placed fans. The entrance door was wedged open, but seeing as there was hardly any breeze, it was virtually pointless.

Avery leaned against the shelves behind them and lowered her voice. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure what to say. ‘How was your weekend? Oh, yes. Alex had a vision of doom and gloom again.’”

“That bad?”

“I’m afraid so. I read the cards last night—his cards. He scryed and had a really strong response.” She sighed, recalling his expression as he emerged from his vision state. He looked appalled. Scared. “The cards showed me a powerful woman emerging from the past. A return. Or even a homecoming. I think it’s a repeated cycle.”

“That doesn’t sound good. As if something is unresolved, perhaps?”

“Maybe. I sense conflict, loss. Nothing specific.” She decided not to mention her belief that she also saw death in the cards. She might have been wrong, after all. “Don’t worry. We’ll monitor it. It might turn out to be nothing. Let’s talk about the crazy weather again.”

Dan grunted, pursing his lips. “A safe English subject. But don’t think for one second that I won’t come back to this issue, Avery Hamilton.” He gestured to the window and the deep blue sky visible above the street. “According to the news, this weather will last at least a few more days. I might be dead by then.”

“Idiot. It’s good for sales.” The beaches were packed with tourists and books were flying off the shelves as customers settled under umbrellas to rest and read. “It will be lovely if it lasts for the Lughnasadh celebrations.”

“Maybe. At least there’s no parade this time.” Dan laughed. “I think they’d overheat in their costumes.”

“True. But the heat will bring the crowds, which means Stan will be happy.” White Haven’s Lughnasadh celebrations were only a few days away, and although there was no parade through the town this time, as usual there would be a bonfire on the beach, and fire-filled braziers would line the streets, along with a handful of performers. 

“We don’t need any more crowds!” Dan pointed at the presently crowded street. “I’ve never seen White Haven so busy. It’s freaky.”

He was right, Avery reflected as she watched the groups of families and friends meander in and out of shops. “That’s Ghost OPS’s fault.”

“I saw Ben on the news again last night. They’re getting a lot of publicity lately. I knew posting those videos of the ghostly giants on their website was insanity.”

“That is what their website is for!” Avery pointed out, quickly changing the subject as a customer brought a couple of books to their counter. With a cheerful smile and polite chat, she completed the sale and waved her through the door. “And to be honest, all it’s doing is adding to the White Haven mystique. It just means that more of Cornwall is affected now, too, and that’s great for everyone.”

Dan scratched his head, perplexed. “I suppose so. Cornwall needs the cash the visitors bring, but the roads are jam-packed.”

“Can’t have one without the other, unfortunately. And besides, the visitors love it. It must be working well for Rupert’s business, too.”

White Haven Occult Tours had increased the numbers of groups over the past few weeks with the arrival of the summer holidays, and now most days, especially evenings, Rupert and his wife, Charlotte, were seen escorting their patrons along White Haven’s streets. 

“And how’s it going with your group now?” Dan asked, emphasis on the word ‘group,’ and she knew he meant the Cornwall Coven.

“To be honest, I haven’t heard anything from anyone for a week or so. I think we’re all just glad to return to some sort of normalcy. Besides, we’ll catch up next week for Lughnasadh at Rasmus’s. We’re all keen to move on after the solstice celebrations.” She didn’t need to elaborate. Dan knew exactly what she meant after Maria, Zane, and Lowen’s deaths from a few weeks before. “And,” she forced a smile at Dan, “I am enjoying normal life, with no weird occurrences.”

“Yeah, yeah. Apart from Alex’s vision and your ominous card reading.”

“Oh, shut up! We changed the subject.”

“It’s hard to forget, Avery! I was hoping for an uneventful summer.”

“So was I. I didn’t even want to read the cards last night.” After the horrible betrayal in the Cornwall Coven, Avery wanted to live in ignorant bliss. “Of course, I had to, and I’ll read them again later.” She changed the subject again. “Oh, Sally is back!”

Sally, the bookshop’s manager and Avery’s oldest friend, arrived at the counter looking flushed as she placed their iced coffees and cakes on the counter. “Bloody hell, it’s barely eleven, and it’s boiling. I’m not sure how iced those coffees will be anymore.”

Dan was already lifting his to his lips. “It’s the caffeine and sugar I need.”

Sally rolled her eyes. “Some things never change.”

“No, they don’t. Avery,” he nodded at her over his cup, “had a doom-laden tarot reading, and Alex has had a harrowing vision. She’s intending to read the cards again, but is clearly putting it off!”

Avery’s lips narrowed. “Tattle-tale! It might just be the heat.”

Sally’s eyes widened with worry. “Oh, no. And I’ve been enjoying the peace and quiet, too.”

“Honestly, Sally, I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“How’s Alex?”

“He seems fine. It was a shock to have a vision, but he dealt with it. He’s at work now.” He was at The Wayward Son, the pub he owned, and would have already opened up for the day. 

Sally thrust her cup at her, along with one of the cakes she had bought. “Don’t put it off, Avery. Go and read the cards again.”

Knowing they were both right, but resenting them for it, Avery glared. “Fair enough. But it’s just the heat, and probably the after-effects of the storm.”

They didn’t answer, instead just looking at her knowingly, and she felt their eyes on her back as she left the shop and entered the stuffy back room. She opened windows as she progressed upstairs to her attic that doubled as her spell room. It was even hotter than the rest of the house, and she repeated her spell to lower the temperature. 

At least it was blissfully quiet. The street sounds were muffled so high up, and she felt a calm steal over her. Once again, she questioned her reading. Was she imagining things? Had the weather affected Alex, and actually nothing was out of the ordinary? 

Avery looked out of the rear dormer windows at the view of White Haven and the tumble of roofs heading down to the sea. The colour of the sky matched the sparkling blue of the sea, and it all melted together, becoming a milky white hue where they met at the horizon. But she was procrastinating. She sat at the worn wooden table and pushed the grimoires away, as well as bundles of herbs and candles, to make space for her tarot cards. She opened the box they were stored in, eyeing them warily before picking them up. Immediately, she felt a tingle of anticipation, as if they guarded secrets within.  

The scent of incense wrapped around her, and she closed her eyes. Already the feeling was intensifying, and she couldn’t put it off any longer. She started to shuffle the cards.








  
  
Two




Ben Carter frowned as he consulted the map on his phone and then looked around him. “It says it’s right here, but I can’t see a thing!” 

“Maybe the navigation is off,” Dylan suggested. “The back lanes confuse Google.”

“Bollocks. We could be going around in circles for hours.”

Ben and Dylan, two of the three members of Ghost Objective Paranormal Studies, were on their way to a potential new job, but if they didn’t find it soon, they would be horribly late and it would be embarrassing. They had virtually pulled into a hedge in a passing bay on a narrow lane high on the hill behind White Haven, and the leafy green hedges towered over them. 

Ben clambered out of the driver’s door. “I’ll get on the roof to see if I can spot anything.”

They were in their old van, and without waiting to hear Dylan’s response, Ben climbed up onto the bonnet and then the roof, wincing as the hot metal burned his extremities. “Bloody hell! It’s boiling!”

Dylan climbed out of the passenger seat, battling with the hedge as he did so. “We could just call them.”

“We might have to.” The sun penetrated over his sunglasses, and Ben shielded his eyes as he swung around, his eyes adjusting to the light. “I feel like a twit, to be honest. I know we’re close.”

“It’s an old estate, right?”

“Something like that. The woman said she’d been renovating it, but the grounds were unkempt.” The heat was making the air shimmer, but as Ben turned, he saw a chimney and the curve of a roof to his left, just visible above a high wall and a mass of trees. “There it is! Well, I think it is. We need a left turn.”

Trying to avoid touching the hot metal with his hands, he slid off the roof, batted away some flies, and clambered back behind the wheel. Within minutes they had rounded the corner of the winding lane, and Dylan spotted a turn off, just as they were virtually past it. “Down there!”

Ben wrestled the van down the rutted track, branches whacking the vehicle as they progressed. The hedges were a mixture of hawthorn and blackthorn, effectively blocking anything else from view until they rounded another corner. Ben gasped as he pulled to a halt. “Holy shit! It’s a bloody mess!”

“That might be a slight exaggeration,” Dylan said, peering at the rambling building ahead of them. “It’s certainly interesting. So that’s Stormcrossed Manor.”

“Looks ominous, right?”

“Very. It’s sort of gloomy.”

Despite the bright day and the cloudless blue skies, the house seemed draped in shadows. It was a long, two-storied building with a low-pitched roof, constructed of differing styles. A higgledy-piggledy mass of chimneys staggered across the skyline, and old nests were visible on the top of some of them. Trees crowded in on either side, and the windows seemed to absorb all light, offering a blank, shuttered front as if to repel all newcomers. 

Dylan shuffled in his seat, reaching for his camera. “Let me grab some first impressions before we get any closer. It’s nothing like Reuben’s place, is it?”

“No. But that’s because Reuben’s place has been looked after over the years. This seems abandoned.” He looked uneasily at Dylan. “I’m not sure we should be filming before we introduce ourselves. I want to make a good first impression.”

“I won’t be long.”

Ben waited, feeling uneasy as he recalled the conversation he’d had with a woman called Rosa. She’d phoned him a couple of days before, saying she wanted their opinion on the old family house, but beyond that hadn’t been forthcoming. 

“Are you sure we haven’t been invited here for a ritual sacrifice?” Dylan asked as he stopped filming. “It looks like a murder house. They could bury us on the grounds and no one would ever find us.”

“It does have that look about it, doesn’t it? At least Cassie knows we’re here.” He flashed a grin at Dylan. “If she ever finds the place. Or misses us at all.” Cassie had been put out at not coming to Stormcrossed Manor, but she was covering the office and taking phone calls. It wasn’t as if they’d relegated her to office duties; they’d drawn lots, and Cassie had pulled the short straw. “We’ll take her some cake as a peace offering. Are you done?”

Dylan nodded. “Yep. Let’s see what secrets this place holds.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Alex finished serving an early customer with coffee, watching them head to The Wayward Son’s small courtyard that was currently bathed in sunshine, and put their breakfast order through to the kitchen. 

It was promising to be another hot day, and once the lunchtime crowd hit, it would be very busy. Marie, one of his regular bar staff, was teasing Zee as she restocked the condiments on the side tables, and he was taking it all in good humour. Alex shook his head as he watched them, glad that he could count on both of them to look after his holiday staff. 

He grabbed a cloth to wipe over the bar, and then took a deep breath as his vision swam. Not again. He probably needed to drink more water. Then pain shot through his head, and he leaned on the counter for support. Shit. He knew exactly what that meant. Before it got any worse, he ducked into the staff room behind the bar. Glad that the room was empty, he sank onto a chair, taking deep breaths in an effort to quell waves of nausea. However, Alex’s vision darkened, and with a horrible certainty he knew this wasn’t brought on by dehydration. 

Pain rocketed through his skull again, so severe that his vision completely blackened and he fell forward. A wild, keening cry blocked out all other sounds, and the scent of rotting flesh swept over him before he passed out.


      [image: image-placeholder]Newton’s mouth settled into a grim, hard line as he surveyed the two dead bodies sprawled on the floor in front of him. This was the last thing he needed. It was the last thing any of them needed, with the holidays in full swing and Cornwall teeming with visitors. This would create panic.

“When’s the doctor getting here?” he asked Detective Sergeant Moore, who stood a few feet away, his sharp eyes travelling around the small courtyard.

“Shouldn’t be long, now, Guv.”

“Good. These two are already smelling ripe.” Detective Sergeant Kendall was standing next to him, silently taking everything in. “First impressions?” he asked her.

“There are no obvious signs of trauma, except for their horrible, bloodshot eyes, but that could be a medical condition.” 

“Both of them dying at the same time of the same medical condition?” Moore asked, sceptical. “That’s too weird.”

She looked up, eyes wide. “I know, but there are no obvious marks on their bodies. I guess it could be poison.”

“And what else do you think is unusual?” Newton pressed.

Kendall looked down at them again. “The woman’s hands are clasped around her ears, and she’s curled up in a foetal position.”

“Which suggests what?”

“She heard something horrible?”

“Perhaps. Which probably means this is another bloody paranormal death,” Newton complained. 

He had arrived on the scene only a few minutes earlier, after receiving a call from Moore. Newton had been tied up in a meeting with his superior officer, Detective Superintendent Trevena, updating him on the latest paranormal activities in the area. Trevena normally left him well alone, glad to wash his hands of paranormal issues, but the events with the Cornwall Coven, and the number of deaths and publicity they had caused, had unfortunately meant he was more than usually interested in Newton’s activities, and that was annoying. He had hoped that with recently quieter few weeks, his interest would wane, but it hadn’t. Now, with these potentially paranormal deaths, his interest was likely to increase.

The bodies were those of a middle-aged couple. It looked as if they had been seated around an outdoor table. Glasses of half-drunk wine were still on the table, but one of the chairs had been upended, and both bodies were on the ground. 

“So, this is a holiday home?” Newton asked, his gaze traveling around the small garden surrounded by hedges and flowering plants, the quaint old cottage behind them.

“Yep,” Moore confirmed. “The owner was dropping by with some fresh bread and eggs when he found them.”

“Fresh bread and eggs? Nice!”

“It’s part of the deal, apparently,” Kendall explained, eager to help. “Homemade bread, jams, clotted cream, and eggs are part of the rental fee. It’s a nice, local touch.”

“I guess it is. And he found them like this?” 

Moore nodded. “Retreated to the front path to wait for us to arrive.”

Newton remembered seeing him before he entered the house. He was sitting on a bench in the front garden, looking shell-shocked. The DC who had arrived first was standing next to him. Newton had swept past them in his eagerness to get inside, but now he asked Moore, “Have you interviewed him yet?”

He shook his head. “No. I wanted to see in here first.” Moore nodded at Kendall. “We’ve checked the entrances. There’s no sign of a break in, and the garden is secure. Well, unless someone got over the hedge, but it’s high.”

“And there’s no sign of battered branches or breaks in the hedge,” Kendall put in.

“What’s beyond the garden?” Newton asked.

“Not sure yet,” Moore said. “But the owner will know.”

The sound of a door slamming interrupted their conversation, and they all looked round as Arthur Davidson, the Medical Examiner, arrived. He frowned as he reached the patio doors, nodding at them and sniffing the air. “Hmm. This heat really doesn’t help.” Flies had already settled on the bodies, refusing to move even when Davidson crouched down to examine them. “Visitors, I presume?”

Newton nodded. “We’ll get their details now. Could it be natural? A massive heart attack, perhaps?”

“Both of them at the same time, and with those bloodshot eyes? Unlikely. Grasping at straws, Newton?”

“Hoping not to ruin my day, more like.”

Davidson settled back on his heels. “Impossible to say right now. Their bloodshot eyes could suggest strangulation, but their neck shows no obvious signs of trauma. I won’t speculate. Keep an open mind, and all that.” He looked up at Newton, raising an eyebrow. “We’ll analyse stomach contents in case of poison. I’ll run a tox report, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. First impressions suggest this is very odd indeed.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“So, what do you think?” Reuben Jackson grinned at Caspian Faversham, not in the slightest bit put off by his perplexed expression.

“Do I look like the rowing type?” Caspian asked.

“Well, yes actually. You have the build for it.”

“Let me rephrase that. Do I look like the outdoors type?” He gestured down to his tailored suit. “I haven’t rowed in years.”

“But you run and go to the gym, and besides, rowing is like riding a bike. You never forget. And,” Reuben added, his grin broadening, “that’s why we’re starting to practice now—well, when we have the whole team.”

Despite Caspian’s reservations, Reuben could see that he was weakening. His lips twitched with amusement, and he wasn’t outright refusing. “But I live in Harecombe, not White Haven.”

“Have you got your own gig team?”

“Well, no…”

“Exactly. And neither have we yet, so you may as well join ours.”

For the last few weeks, Reuben had been obsessing about a new venture, triggered by a conversation with Nils, his Swedish friend who was the tattoo artist who owned Viking Ink. Nils loved being out on the water, and owned an old fishing boat that had seen better days, but over a pint, he’d suggested that maybe they should get a gig team together, purely because it sounded like fun. Gig racing was very popular in Cornwall, and there were many regattas held during the year.

Nils had already bought a gig, and Reuben had brought Caspian to the old harbour shed to see it. It was upside down at present, being repaired and varnished, and they were surrounded by the smell of paint, varnish, and brine.

Caspian folded his arms across his chest. “Six rowers in total, plus the cox, if I remember correctly. How many do you have so far?”

“Me and Nils, Nils’s mate, Rory, maybe you, maybe Alex, and we need one more.”

“Maybe Alex? Isn’t he keen?”

“Says he hasn’t got enough time, which means we need two people because I don’t think I’ll change his mind.” Reuben wasn’t altogether surprised. Alex’s business demanded a lot of his time, unlike Greenlane Nurseries that Reuben owned, because his manager dealt with most of the day-to-day tasks. “But you said that you wanted to get away from your business more, and this is the perfect opportunity!”

“I suppose I did say that.” Caspian ran his hand across his smooth, shaved chin, obviously perplexed. “How often would we need to practice?”

Reuben shrugged. “We haven’t really thought it through. Maybe two or three times a week, initially. More pre-race. It will be fun! And if you hate it, you don’t have to do it again.” Reuben regarded Caspian hopefully, knowing it was just what Caspian needed. It would be a complete change from being CEO of Kernow Industries, and would hopefully take his mind off Avery. It was hard to feel sorry for Caspian because he had so much going for him, and yet, his confession weeks prior that he didn't have many friends had struck Reuben as horribly sad. However, that wasn’t strictly true. Gabe, Shadow, and the Nephilim were his friends—loyal ones, too. 

“All right,” Caspian said, relenting. “I’ll give it a go. But if I hate it, I’m out.”

“You won’t, I promise. It’s purely brawn, us against the elements—no magic allowed. Besides, you run a shipping business. You should love everything sea-related.”

Before Caspian could retort, Reuben’s phone rang, and he frowned when he saw the name. “Hey Zee, what’s—”

Zee cut him off. “Thank the Gods I got you! I can’t get hold of Avery. Alex has had a weird, psychic episode. Can you get here?”

Reuben was already moving to the door of the dockside shed, summoning Caspian with his free hand. “Is he okay?”

“He’s awake again, but I don’t know if I’d say he’s okay. Briar is coming, though. Try and get hold of Avery, please?”

“Sure. On our way.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The first thing that struck Dylan as they entered Stormcrossed Manor was the scent of must and things long forgotten. The hall was dark, the wallpaper faded and peeling in places, and the worn stone flags that lined the floor were uneven and needed a good scrub. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and dust lay thick in patches, as if someone had tried to clean it and then given up.

The woman who had let them in, Rosa Davies, looked almost apologetic as she led them past open doorways that fed into dimly lit rooms, finally stopping in the old-fashioned kitchen that stretched across the back of the house. Here the light flooded in, illuminating old cupboards and work surfaces, and tatty-looking vinyl on the floor. But it was at least clean. Dylan, for all of his lack of domesticity, was thankful that his and Ben’s flat was nothing like this place. It looked like it hadn’t been updated for years.

Rosa had been silent as she led them to the kitchen, but now she sighed, as if relieved to be out of the rest of the house, and urged them into seats, thrusting a plate of digestive biscuits at them. “Sorry,” she started, “when we agreed to move in here, I had no idea what I was getting myself into. The whole thing is a nightmare.”

Dylan wasn’t sure if he should agree, therefore admitting the place was a wreck, or just smile politely. Fortunately, Ben answered. “It has a lot of charm—good bones, as they say. Lots of hard work is needed first, though.”

Rosa put the kettle on and prepared cups before sinking into a seat in a patch of sunlight, and Dylan could see how tired she was. She looked to be in her forties, with streaks of grey in her fair brown hair, tied up in a messy knot on her head. The light revealed a smear of dirt across her cheek and the faint lines around her eyes. She laughed. “You’re very kind. A lot of hard work doesn’t even come close.” She closed her eyes briefly and sighed again. “But it’s not the dirt that worries me, it’s the odd feeling that descends here at night.”

“Perhaps before we dive in, you should give us a bit of background,” Dylan suggested, opening his notebook. “Context is everything. Ben said you didn’t reveal much on the phone.”

“No, I didn’t. I thought you might turn me down if I did. I wanted to get you here first.”

Ben shrugged. “Our job is to be open-minded. It’s what we do.”

She smiled and swallowed. “Let me get the tea first.” She stood and quickly poured hot water into the teapot while Ben and Dylan exchanged curious glances, then carried it over to the table where it steamed in the sunlight. “We moved in about a month ago. Me, my twelve-year-old son, Max, and my six-year-old daughter, Beth. My grandmother owns the house. It’s been in our family for generations, but as you can see,” she spread her hands wide, “it’s seen better days. I feel guilty, actually. We’ve been living in north Wales for years, and I haven’t visited since I was a girl. However, I’ve recently split from my husband—rather acrimoniously—and I wanted to get away. My mother,” she rushed on, as if speed would give her courage, “said that Gran was struggling on her own, so coming here seemed like the perfect solution. Except…” She trailed off, obviously overwhelmed, tears pricking at her eyes.

Unusually chivalrous, Ben rushed in. “It’s not what you expected.”

“Not at all.”

“Where is your grandmother?”

“There’s a wing to the left,” she gestured vaguely around to the side. “She lives in there, and it’s barely more habitable than here.”

Dylan peered out of the window, able to see a grey stone wing off to the side, most of it covered in Virginia creeper, which was why he hadn’t spotted it straight away. The place was curiously quiet, though. “Where are your kids?”

“Max will be exploring the garden, and my daughter is with her Great-grandmother, Tamsyn.” A frown creased Rosa’s face, and her fingers rubbed the mug her now cooling tea was in. Dylan thought she was going to add something, but she didn’t, instead taking a deep breath in and out. “Anyway, that’s why we’re here. I’m now trying to clean the place and restore some sort of order. We’ve moved in for the foreseeable future. Tammy is far more fragile than I realised. In body, I should add.” Her eyes darkened. “In spirit, she’s as strong as ever.”

There was tension in this house. Dylan could feel it. Something beyond the shadows, decay, and dirt. Something that lurked beyond the sunshine that fell in the cobbled yard beyond the kitchen window. A restless spirit, perhaps? 

“So, what’s worrying you, Rosa?” Dylan asked, his voice gentle.

Her fingers played with the mug for a few more seconds before she looked up at them. “I hear things at night. Odd bangs in the house that I try to believe are just the house settling. I thought I’d get used to it, but it’s getting worse! When I phoned you, it was just the bangs and thumps I was hearing, but after Saturday, it got worse.” She swallowed, clearly summoning her courage. “I now hear screams on the wind.”

“Screams? Are you sure it’s not foxes?” Ben asked, leaning forward. “They make the oddest noises.”

“That’s what I thought, at first. But then they become long and drawn out, like a wail.” Rosa shuddered. “It’s unnatural—unearthly. And it seems like no one else hears them! I need you to tell me what’s out there.”

“Hold on,” Dylan held up his hand. “You said after Saturday. Do you mean after the storm?”

She stared at him, her lips trembling. “Yes. The storm woke me up. It was terrifying here. It’s so lonely. So remote. The whole sky lit up, Beth screamed, and we even lost electricity.” Rosa sipped her tea, her hands shaking. “I thought I was imagining the first scream…that it was the wind whipping through the trees or down the chimneys. But when the storm passed, I still heard them!”

Her hands were still shaking, and Dylan eased the cup from her white-knuckled grip and placed it on the table. “Do you hear the screams in the day, or just at night?”

“Just at night.” She closed her eyes briefly. “Last night seemed to last forever.”

“Just to clarify,” Ben asked, “you’ve heard odd noises for a while, but screams started with the storm, and even though there was no storm last night, you heard the screams again?”

“All night.” 

Dylan exchanged a worried look with Ben, who nodded, all business. “Okay, Rosa. Don’t worry, we’ll find out what’s happening. We’ll get the details first, and then set up some cameras and recording equipment, if that’s okay. In here and outside. We can monitor them every day, or even live stream it. It’s whatever you’re comfortable with.”

“You believe me?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” Ben smiled. “Just because no one else hears it doesn’t mean you’re going mad. Sometimes spirits—if that’s what they are—can only be heard or seen by certain people.”

“And,” Dylan added, “our equipment can pick up lots of things that can’t be seen by the naked eye. Whatever it is, we’ll find it.” 

Or them, he thought. He had a feeling this house was hiding lots of secrets.








  
  
Three




Avery emerged from the trancelike feeling that reading the cards had brought on, blinking as the sunlight that reached across the attic registered in her brain. 

She sat back in her chair, regarding the spread in front of her. It wasn’t often that reading the tarot had this effect. She always stilled her mind, letting her breathing settle and her mind empty as she placed the cards out in the Celtic cross, but this time, as her vision narrowed, everything else had disappeared into darkness. 

The cards seemed to take on a life of their own, their colours shimmering, and the images seeming to move. The spread contained so many potential omens. There was the Three of Swords—a heart pierced by three swords—telling of heartbreak and grief, as well as the Five and Eight of Cups. There was a lot of loss in these cards, an end of things, and an inability to move on. Again, the reversed Empress seemed to be directing the action, sitting alongside a reversed Death and Wheel of Fortune. The whole reading signified change. But more ominous was The Tower heralding the future. Something was manifesting. 

Avery took a few deep breaths, and then the muffled peal of her phone shocked her out of her reverie. Startled, she headed for the sofa and dug it out from her bag, noting she had missed a few calls from Zee. “Reuben!” she said as she answered, already starting to worry. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine, but Alex has had a weird psychic episode, according to Zee. You’d better get to the pub. I’ll see you there, but don’t panic. He’s okay!”

He didn’t wait for her answer, instead ringing off, and Avery didn’t hesitate. They hadn’t told their coven about Alex’s recent visions, and she knew they’d be annoyed as well as worried. She summoned air, intending to use witch-flight to arrive in Alex’s flat, and hoped that none of the bar staff were in there. With luck, no one would notice where she’d emerged from, either. Right now, she really didn’t care anyway.

In seconds, she was striding down the stairs of The Wayward Son and nodding at Marie, who looked puzzled as she passed by, but Avery refused to be waylaid. The fact that Marie wasn’t looking panic-stricken was a good sign, and she took a deep breath as she pushed the staffroom door open, relieved to see Alex sitting on a chair in the corner of the room, sipping water. Briar Ashworth, the earth witch, was sitting next to him.

Both of them looked around as the door opened, Briar’s worried eyes meeting her own. Alex smiled wanly. “You got the message, then?”

“I’m so sorry I didn’t get it sooner. I was reading the cards and they sort of sucked me in.” He’d know exactly what that meant. She glanced over to Zee who was at the kitchen bench making tea. He dwarfed the counter, but his smile was dazzling as he acknowledged her arrival. “Hey Zee, thanks for calling.”

“No worries, Avery. I honestly wasn’t sure what to do. I settled for making tea like a good human does. Strong and sweet, that’s the rule, right?” 

“You should all stop fussing over me,” Alex remonstrated. “I’m fine.”

“You are now,” Zee corrected, “but you had me worried for quite a while!”

Briar’s lips pursed as she looked between them. “I think it’s a bit too soon to be saying you’re okay. Your energy levels are all out of whack!”

Avery calmed herself now that she saw Alex was all right, and she sat next to him, noticing that Briar had already opened the box of herbs and crystals she used for healing. Small jars were spread across the closest table, and the scent of herbs hung on the air. 

Avery reached for Alex’s hand. “Do you know what triggered it?”

He shook his head, and a lock of his hair tumbled across his too pale face. “No idea. I’d just finished serving a customer when I had a splitting headache. I just about made my way in here before I collapsed.”

Zee carried over the tray with the teapot and mugs. “Fortunately, I saw him stagger in here, and followed him in. He landed on the floor in a heap. I managed to keep the other staff out.” He pressed a cup into Alex’s hands. “You were out for a good ten minutes.”

Alex nodded and sipped his drink, wincing slightly. “Bloody hell. That’s sweet.”

“It’s good for you—or so I’m told.”

Avery accepted her own drink gratefully, feeling a little lightheaded herself. “Cheers, Zee. I was reading the tarot when you called, and I’d completely zoned out.”

Briar looked startled. “Does that normally happen?”

“Not often. I entered this sort of fugue state.”

Briar looked between them. “This does not bode well. You had an intense card reading, and Alex has a vision…something he’s been able to control for months! This is eerily reminiscent of last year. What did you both see?”

Avery exchanged a guilty glance with Alex. They hadn’t wanted to alarm their coven if their experiences had been only temporary, but now… Before they could answer, Reuben barrelled through the door, Caspian behind him, both bringing the scent of the sea inside. Reuben dragged a chair to Alex’s side, sitting astride it with his hands on the backrest. “Well, you look about as shit as I imagined.”

“Cheers, Reu. Always so comforting.” Alex’s eyes narrowed with pain as he nodded at Caspian. “Don’t tell me Zee called you, too?”

“No. I happened to be with Reuben talking gig teams, but let’s leave that for another time.” He settled next to Briar. “What’s going on?”

“They’re both having weird premonitions again, and the last time that happened, well…” Briar trailed off, looking guilty.

Reuben, however, sniggered. “Oh yeah, the last time that happened was when your family targeted us, Caspian.” He pursed his lips. “Are you up to something dodgy again?”

“I can assure you I am not,” Caspian said loftily, and not the slightest bit offended.

It was a sign of Reuben and Caspian’s friendship that they could refer to last year’s events with humour. But Briar was right. That was a very ominous time.

Zee interrupted the banter. “Will you lot explain what exactly you’re talking about?”

Avery turned to him. “Last year, just before the midsummer solstice and before I was part of the coven, me and Alex both had omens of something dangerous coming our way. We saw death and bloodshed. It heralded the arrival of demons in White Haven, sent by Caspian’s cousin—and Gil’s wife—Alicia.” 

She quickly summarised what had happened and Zee nodded thoughtfully, a hint of a smile appearing as he looked at Caspian. “I get it. When you were the bad guy.” Caspian rolled his eyes, but Zee continued. “And now you’re both having ominous premonitions again. What did you see?” he asked, repeating Briar’s earlier question.

Avery took the lead, plunging in. She quickly described Alex’s experience during the storm, and then what had happened overnight.

Briar, usually so calm, erupted with anger. “You should have told us!”

“We didn’t want to worry anyone. It could have been an anomaly.”

Reuben snorted. “Well, it obviously isn’t. What happened today, Alex?” 

He grimaced. “As usual it was a jumble of images, and none of them really make sense right now. The thing that really stood out was a scream again—horribly blood-curdling.” He shuddered. “I felt it right in here.” He tapped his chest. “I saw bloodshot eyes, and felt a horrible loss and loneliness that cut through me. I’ve never felt so alone.”

Avery groaned, rubbing her hand across her face. “The feeling you experienced the first time. Damn it. That echoes my second reading, too. The cards showed loneliness, an inability to move on from loss, and I’ve been carrying this horrible sense of foreboding all morning. Well, since last night, really.”

Reuben shook his head as the rest of them looked on, alarmed. “Yippee! More death and mayhem to look forward to. Just what we didn’t need.”

“It may come to nothing,” Avery said, trying to sound hopeful. And then her phone rang, and she saw Newton’s name. “Oh shit. Maybe it already has.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Caspian wasn’t sure if he was grateful or not to have been included in the trip to Newton’s crime scene, although he had sort of invited himself when he heard what Newton had relayed to Avery.

He’d followed Reuben and Avery to the small holiday cottage in his own car, intending to return to the office as soon as they were done, and parked on the narrow lane behind Reuben that was already crowded with police vehicles and the coroner’s van. They had left Alex at the pub with Zee and Briar. Although frustrated, Alex admitted he was too ill to go with them.

Moore and Kendall were sitting on a garden bench tucked under the shade of a tree, talking to a man who looked pale and sweaty, and a DC stood at the gate at the end of the drive, his face impassive.

Newton was waiting for them, smoking a cigarette, although he said he’d given them up, a grim expression on his face as he leaned against the wall next to the front door. “Thanks for coming so quickly. I didn’t expect you, Caspian.” He ground his cigarette out on the wall and then pocketed it.

“I was in the neighbourhood, and I’m curious. Do you mind?” He glanced at the small, holiday cottage with its picturesque garden and tiny leaded windows. “It looks too quaint a scene for anything violent.”

“Quaint means nothing in my business, and no, not at all. I’d appreciate anything you can tell me.” He quickly summarised what they’d found. “I’ll warn you, the heat has made things tricky, and the bodies are already…ripe.”

Avery shuddered. “That’s okay, Newton. I know you wouldn’t ask unless it was important.”

Newton handed them paper shoes to go over their own, watching them carefully to make sure they had them on correctly before escorting them through the front door. “Don’t touch anything! Although, to be honest, nothing seems disturbed inside.” He grimaced. “Arthur wants to take the bodies, and he’s not impressed at having to wait, so I’d appreciate you being as quick as possible.”

“But you obviously think this is unnatural,” Caspian said, as he kept in step with Newton, Reuben and Avery just behind them.

Newton nodded. “Blood red eyes, and the woman is clutching her ears. It’s weird.”

“By the Goddess!” Avery exclaimed behind them.

Newton turned to look at her. “Is that significant?”

“It might be.”

Newton scowled. “I suppose I should be pleased that we might already have a lead on this.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Reuben remonstrated. “We’ll explain later. Does Arthur know who we are?”

“You’re my expert consultants,” Newton explained. “He seemed happy enough with that.” He slowed down as he led them to the patio door leading outside, and Caspian caught a glimpse of the bodies on the floor, a small-framed man next to them. “I know you don’t want to be too obvious with your magic with him here, but do what you can.” Without waiting for their response, he led them outside and made brief introductions.

Arthur grunted. “You guys better make this quick. I need to move these bodies ASAP.”

“Let’s check these first, then,” Caspian suggested, biting back his distaste and crouching by the woman. Reuben crouched next to her husband.

Newton was right. She was curled up in a foetal position, hands clamped tightly over her ears, and even in death they remained fixed in place. Her face was scrunched up, as if whatever she’d heard was unpleasant. Caspian forced himself to ignore the odour and the flies, instead feeling sorry for them both. What on Earth had she heard?

He looked up at Avery. “You’re thinking of Alex’s vision, aren’t you?”

Avery was walking slowly around the outer perimeter of the garden, and he could feel her magic as she explored her surroundings. She paused, looking over to him. “Of course. It’s too much of a coincidence.”

“He heard nothing last night, though? Nothing woke him?”

She shook her head. “No. Just the exploratory session we had,” she added vaguely, and Caspian knew she meant when Alex scryed.

Reuben was holding his hands a few inches above the man’s body, and asked Arthur, “Do you know what time they died?”

“I suspect close to midnight, but the autopsy will tell me more.” He cleared his throat and gestured at Reuben’s hands. “What exactly are you doing?”

“Er, it’s a sort of energy reading.” He raised his eyebrow, more of a question than a statement.

Caspian suppressed a smile. It was as good an explanation as any, and he extended his hands, too. But there was no sign of any lingering magic on the bodies. “I can’t detect anything. You?”

Reuben shook his head and straightened up. “No. In fact, everything feels very normal. Avery?”

Avery was now by the high hedge at the back of the square garden, and she paused before she answered, lifting her head as if sniffing at the wind, but then she shook her head, too. “No, nothing here.”

“Damn it,” Newton muttered. “I don’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved.”

“I admit to being plain old confused,” Davidson said, rising to his feet from the patio chair. “Can I take them now?”

Newton nodded. “Yes. Thanks for your patience.” He herded the witches to the side of the garden and lowered his voice, while Arthur called in his team. “Seriously? Nothing? No sign of curses or weird magic?”

Caspian exchanged an uneasy glance with Avery and Reuben, but they looked as puzzled as he felt. “No, nothing. As you know, magic leaves signatures, like faint perfume. This place just feels normal—apart from the dead bodies, of course.”

“Poor buggers,” Reuben said, studying them again. “They must have been enjoying the balmy night with their wine. The fact that they were still sitting suggests that whatever it was happened swiftly. It’s not like they were running to the back door or anything.”

“Excellent point,” Caspian said, impressed at his logic. “And their deaths must have been quick, too. They’ve both fallen where they were sitting. He’s not trying to protect her.”

Avery cocked an eyebrow at him. “Or, she’s not trying to protect him!”

Caspian grinned. “Or that.”

Newton lit up another cigarette and Avery grimaced. “Newton! You said you’d quit.”

He shrugged. “I relapsed. Besides, I gave up for a reason, a reason that no longer applies.”

“Your health is a good reason, and that always applies!” she shot back.

Caspian knew exactly what that ‘reason’ was. Briar. Perhaps Newton thought he stood no chance now. Or perhaps it was his acceptance that he was investigating the paranormal on his terms now, and resuming his smoking habit was part of it.

“Avery is right. Your health comes first, but it’s your choice. You’re an adult,” Caspian said.

“Exactly. Now, can we get back to the job at hand?” Newton watched as the team loaded the victims into body bags and carried them away. “You’re telling me there’s nothing remotely magical or paranormal here at all?”

“Not obviously so,” Reuben said. “Is there anything magical about them? Do you know anything about them? Who they are, where they’re from?”

“I have names, but that’s it. I’ll do some research on them. And now,” Newton nodded as the SOCO team entered the garden, “we need to get out of here and let them do their thing. For all the bloody waste of time it will be.”

Caspian took a final look around the small garden, wondering if he was imagining the gloom that seemed to have descended, despite the bright day. They’d had a quiet few weeks since the events at the solstice, weeks in which he had started to reorganise his working life, and Estelle’s. Reuben’s invitation to join his gig team was generous, and he thought he probably would accept. Something different to fill his newly carved out time. The thought of going back to his office that was no doubt baking in the midday heat was unappealing, but Caspian had to tie a few things up. 

As they all turned to leave the garden together, he suggested, “Perhaps we should meet again tonight, or tomorrow, to hear what you’ve found out, Newton. You could all come to mine, if you want. We’ll have a barbeque in my garden.”

“Great idea, mate,” Reuben said cheerfully. “You know I always enjoy a meat fest.”

“Tonight sounds good,” Newton agreed. “I’d like to start discussing ideas sooner rather than later.”

“Excellent.” Caspian pulled his phone from his pocket, thinking he’d like to question Avery and Alex further, too. “See you at seven.”








  
  
Four




“I wish you would have called me,” El Robinson remonstrated to Briar and Reuben as she drove them to Caspian’s place on Monday evening. “I feel I’ve missed out on all the excitement.” 

El had only found out about Alex’s visions and Avery’s tarot readings when Reuben had met her after work, and now he rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t a conspiracy. I think Zee phoned me in a panic, and called Briar for her healing skills.”

Briar nodded in the back of the car, meeting El’s eye in the mirror. “It’s true. I was going to suggest lunch, but then Newton called, and three of them rushed off to that cottage. I was very glad I didn’t have to go there.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t pleasant,” Reuben admitted. “In fact, it was horribly sad. At least they went quickly, with a glass of wine. That’s the best anyone can ask for, right?”

El snorted at Reuben’s assessment of the best way to die. “In your forties? I hope I’m a bit older than that.”

“Well, me too, obviously, but if I had to go, having a fun time with my missus in the back garden would be it. Well,” he paused, giving her a rakish grin, “maybe during sex would be the best.”

Briar sniggered in the back. “There we go. I knew you’d think of a better way.”

“Don’t encourage him!” El glared at Briar in the mirror. “I wouldn’t want to be found naked, halfway through sex. How demeaning!”

“Yes, but you’d be dead, so you wouldn’t care,” Reuben pointed out. “And then they’d take your clothes off and examine you anyway, so what’s the difference?”

“I would like to die with some dignity! Ugh! Men.”

El wrestled her Land Rover around the bend, not caring that Reuben crunched aggressively into the door. As much as she loved him, she sometimes marvelled at the way his mind worked. El took pride in her appearance, from her makeup, to her piercings, to her clothes. She intended to sail gracefully into death, too.

As if he’d read her mind, Reuben squeezed her knee. “You’d look just as fabulous dead.”

“Yes, I would. Piss off.”

Briar giggled again. “As charming as this is, do you think you can save this discussion until you’re alone?”

El swung the car onto Caspian’s drive, and pulled up a short distance from the front door, noting that Newton’s car, Gabe’s SUV, and Avery’s van were already there. “Avery should have asked me for a lift.”

“She thought they might have to leave early if Alex wasn’t well,” Briar explained. 

El sighed, worried about his recent visions. “I didn’t know Gabe was coming, though. That’s great. I haven’t seen him and Shadow for a couple of weeks. It will be good to catch up.”

In seconds they had exited the car, grabbed the bag with the wine, beer, and salad they were contributing, and headed around the side of the house to Caspian’s broad patio, drawn by the sound of music and voices, as well as the scent of charcoal.

Their friends were seated around a large table, chatting animatedly, and a chorus of greetings rose as they joined them. El was relieved to see that Alex looked fine, despite his morning vision, and she kissed his cheek. “I’m glad to see you look okay.”

He laughed. “Don’t you start. I’m fine!”

“He just likes the attention,” Avery said, teasing him. “Glory seeker.”

“Funny!” he shot back.

Shadow was already rising to her feet, and she hugged El as she said, “I can always rely on you guys to keep life interesting here.”

“Like you don’t have enough going on!” 

An impish grin graced Shadow’s face. “I guess so, but we can spare a night for friends.” Shadow, as usual, was an arresting sight. Her tall, slim figure, was dressed in black, and her hair cascaded down her back. Despite the fact that she kept her Otherness under wraps, she still emanated an Otherworldly glamour.

Gabe raised his beer in greeting, and winked at El. “Before we have to race off again.”

He was seated next to Newton, his long legs outstretched in front of him. He looked relaxed, far more at ease than he used to be, as if he’d let down his guard. A result of his relationship with Shadow, perhaps. Good. El liked her friends to be happy.

Reuben headed to Caspian’s side, next to the barbeque, no doubt to pester him about the proposed gig team, while El and Briar settled around the table, helping themselves to drinks. For a while they chatted easily, making conversation about anything and everything, all of them seemingly avoiding the recent news of the deaths and the ominous premonitions. However, as soon as Caspian and Reuben carried the meat to the table and they loaded their plates and topped up drinks again, the conversation turned to their problems.

Newton, for all of his chattiness, seemed distracted, and El asked, “What did you find out about that couple, Newton?”

“It’s tragic, actually. They were a very normal couple with two adult kids, but only a few months ago one of their children died in a car crash. They’d come to Cornwall on holiday in an attempt to lift their mood. Their surviving daughter, Samantha, encouraged them to. She, as you can imagine, is devastated.” 

Briar was staring at him. “Did you tell her about her parents over the phone?”

“No! I’m not a monster! Local police told her. I just spoke to her this afternoon.” Newton looked shattered. “She couldn’t stop crying. It was horrible. Anyway, Tim, her dad, was an estate agent, and her mum was an accountant.” He huffed as he loaded his burger with toppings. “There was nothing remotely paranormal or weird about them at all.”

“So, just wrong place, wrong time?” El asked. “How awful.”

“Yeah, but the wrong time or place for what? SOCO confirmed that there was no sign of anyone else being in that cottage, and there were no signs of a break-in—whether through the garden or the house. It’s uncanny.” He squashed his burger so it was easier to eat with a little too much aggression. “And annoying!”

El looked across to Alex. “I gather you heard screams in your visions?”

“More of an unearthly wail, actually. It didn’t sound human.” He frowned. “I’ve been trying to sort through the jumble of images that I saw. There were trees, and what felt like abandoned grounds—don’t ask me why I think that. Also, a sense of suffocation, and as I mentioned earlier, a feeling of loss.”

“Which is what I saw in the cards,” Avery added. “Loss and an inability to move on.”

“And a cycle, you said,” Alex reminded her. “As if something was being repeated.”

“But,” Shadow said, her finger drumming the table, “what does that point to?”

“Too soon to say,” Reuben said. “It could be anything. Unsettled spirits, trapped spirits…”

“Or,” Caspian suggested, “something not spirit-related. Maybe another Cornish something that’s been stirred up.”

Newton grimaced. “I’d like more than something!”

“I’m just thinking out loud,” Caspian pointed out. “We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

Briar picked at her salad, only a small portion of steak on her plate. “Maybe we should look at where it happened. Is there something unusual about the place?”

“Not really,” Newton answered. “It’s a holiday rental, a private one, but advertised through one of those sites that list a few places. The owner, a man called Guy Rogers, has been renting it out for years. There’s nothing unusual about the land. It’s just a cottage with a small garden, just outside White Haven. The post-mortem is tomorrow, so I don’t have any more details on their deaths yet.”

El needed to narrow things down. “Why don’t we start a list? Not right now, but we’ll look at what could make odd screams and wails. Dan could help, surely, with his local knowledge of folklore?” She looked hopefully at Avery.

“He could. I’m sure he’d love to. And maybe we should include Ghost OPS—see if they have picked up anything in the area.”

Briar nodded. “I know they’re busy. Cassie hasn’t been able to help me for days. I’ll call her tomorrow.”

“But what else could cause sudden death?” Gabe persisted. “A curse? A cursed object? You’re all witches. What other magic-related things could do this?”

“You think a witch could have done this?” El asked, surprised. “I never even considered that. I guess it’s possible. Maybe a hex?”

“It would have to be a very powerful one,” Avery said. She reached for her wine and took a sip. “I don’t like to think we have another witch causing problems here, especially after our recent events, but it is possible.”

“Perhaps,” Alex said, leaning forward as excitement kindled in his eyes, “they were targeted by someone from where they live, and it’s only happened now.”

Reuben raised a sceptical eyebrow. “Like a spell on a timer? Please!”

“Like a cursed object they brought with them!” Alex suggested, refusing to rise to Reuben’s sarcasm.

“But surely,” Avery said, “that object would have been close to them, and we found nothing remotely magical in that garden.”

“True,” Caspian agreed. “It can’t be that.”

Alex sank back in his chair, deflated. “Damn it.”

“But this is an interesting line of enquiry,” Newton said. “Cursed objects, hexes…family curses, perhaps? Spells from a distance?” His voice rose with excitement. “Poppets?”

El groaned as images flooded her mind. “Oh, no. I have horrible memories of the last time we used poppets.”

“I don’t think your encounter was anywhere near as bad as ours,” Reuben pointed out, including Alex in that statement. 

They had both been caught in the blast of power from Mariah’s death when she had accidently set fire to her own poppet during the fight in Reuben’s cellar. Although both of them had fully recovered, El remembered the aftermath with horror. She’d had to help Moore and Kendall by moving Mariah’s burnt remains. Ugh. 

Alex answered Newton. “You’re right. A poppet is a possibility.”

“Of course,” Newton went on, “if the PM points to poisoning, we’re all wrong. This death could be utterly unrelated to your vision, Alex, and Avery’s tarot reading.”

Caspian shook his head. “I think we all know it’s not. And unfortunately, despite all of our suggestions, we are none the wiser. Let’s hope,” he raised his glass to Newton, “that this was a one-off.”

El raised her glass, too. “I really hope you’re right. However, I have a feeling this is just the start.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Alex was running through a wild landscape, branches thrashing around his face and catching his legs. Something was chasing him.

It followed steadily, relentlessly, always out of sight, and he couldn’t outrun it. Alex knew that if he stopped, it would be on him. And yet, he didn’t know what it was. There were no sounds from it. It wasn’t like a wild animal. It was a presence, like something stalking his soul. It was lonely, and it grieved, as if all the love in the world wouldn’t be enough to comfort it.

A wild, keening sound enveloped him, and Alex crashed to his knees, hands over his ears. It wouldn’t stop, and it was getting closer…

“Alex!” Avery’s voice broke through the horrendous screaming. “Alex! Wake up!” 

For a horrible moment, the scream and Avery’s voice mingled together. He tried to move, but he was powerless. Something was coming for him. 

“Alex!” Avery once again shouted. Where was she? He could see nothing but darkness.

He felt a wave of freezing cold air wash over him and the scream receded. He became aware that something was shaking him, and he opened his eyes to find Avery leaning over him, her eyes frantic with worry. 

He struggled to sit up, feeling as if something was on his chest, and he took big, gulping breaths of air. “I’m okay!”

She pulled back, her expression just visible in the low light of the room, her hair a tumble of waves around her shoulders. “You really don’t sound okay!”

He squeezed her warm hand that rested on his arm. “No, I guess not.” He looked around the room, as if something lurked in the shadowed corners, but as his panic eased, he realised the room felt just like always. It was safe. He was safe. “Shit. That was intense.”

“A dream or a vision?”

“Hard to say. It felt like a dream, but…” He rubbed his face, feeling his stubble and a light sweat on his face. “Did you hear a scream?”

She flicked the beside lamp on with magic, and it illuminated her tight-lipped expression. “No. There was no scream. Tell me what happened.”

He related his experience, because he wasn’t sure what else to call it. “I don’t know where I was.”

“And the scream? Human or not?”

A cat settled on his lap, and he dug his fingers into Circe’s thick fur, comforted by her solid, warm presence. “Not human.” His heart still thudded in his chest, and he placed his free hand over it. “I don’t think my body knows I’m okay yet. Whatever it was, Ave, I felt utterly powerless.”

“Did you sense magic? Like someone was directing something at you?”

“Nope. It felt kind of wild and abandoned.” A horrible thought struck him. “I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t woken me.”

Avery scooted closer, wriggling into his chest, and he lay back against the pillows. “You weren’t there. You were safe and sound in bed. It was just a horrible dream. Or vision.”

“Did you do something with cold air? I felt freezing cold as I woke up.”

He felt her nod, rather than saw her. “I wasn’t sure that disturbing you would be a good thing, but I had no idea what else to do. I thought a jolt of cold might shock you out of whatever it was. Sorry.”

“No. Don’t be sorry. It worked.” He squeezed her. “As to whether it was dream or vision, I have no idea. Let’s just hope that nothing weird has happened overnight, and it was just a dream.”

However, even as he was saying it, he was thinking of the two deaths, and El’s words earlier. Whatever was happening, this was just the start.








  
  
Five




Cassie Davis looked at Dylan’s preliminary footage of Stormcrossed Manor, and her mouth fell open. “Wow. Look at that place. It’s amazing!” 

“Amazing? Look at how much work needs doing!”

“But it’s wildly romantic!” She brought her chair closer to the screen, her imagination already working overtime as she envisioned clearing away old wallpaper and scrubbing the slabbed floors. “I love it!”

It was Tuesday morning and Ghost OPS were in their office, talking over current cases, while Dylan showed Cassie his footage from the day before. Now, more than ever, Cassie wished she could have gone to the manor. 

“The next time you go, I have to go with you,” she insisted.

Dylan nudged her aside as he manipulated the mouse to bring up other shots. “You’ll change your mind once you’re there.”

Ben drew his chair closer to Dylan’s screen, too. “No, she won’t.” He winked at her. “It has good bones—under a lot of crap, admittedly. But the house has an odd feel to it. More than just neglect.”

“Haunted?” Cassie asked, intrigued.

Ben’s face screwed up in thought. “Not sure. Anyway, we’re going back today to set some cameras up, if you’re interested?”

“Of course!” 

“Anything interesting come in on the phones yesterday?”

“A few queries as to the type of work we do, a couple of prank calls, and a few calls from people wanting to send us their own footage of spooky activity.” She rolled her eyes as she considered the odd conversations she’d had. “I think that TV interview with Sarah Rutherford came with a sting in its tale.”

“The loony sting, you mean?” Dylan asked, finally pulling away from the screen to face her. “It was always likely. Any publicity brings a mix of good and bad.” A grin flashed across his face. “But it’s making us money. Or it will.”

“Apart from this case,” Ben persisted, “is there anything we need to follow up on?”

“What sounds like a haunting in Mevagissey.” Cassie stood and walked to the pad of notes on her desk in the corner—a desk that was considerably cleaner than either Ben’s or Dylan’s. Ben’s space in particular was littered with coffee cups. So far, she was resisting cleaning up his mess, but she felt her resolve weakening just looking at them all. She grabbed her pad and scanned her notes. “Here we go. A Mrs Robertson who owns an old cottage on the edge of the moor says she’s been hearing odd noises lately. I’ve arranged to go around midday.”

Ben frowned. “A recent haunting? Has she disturbed something?”

“I don’t know yet. She said lately, but to be honest, she sounded old and infirm. I figured I could get more information when I arrived. You know that some people aren’t good on the phone.”

Ben stood, draining the dregs of his tea. “I’ll come with you. We can go to Stormcrossed Manor with Dylan, and leave him to set things up.”

“Sounds good to me,” Dylan said, rolling his shoulders as he walked away from his bank of screens. “It will take me a while. As long as Rosa consents, I want to put up quite a few cameras.”

“Cool.” Cassie grabbed her bag, making sure her notebook, pens, and phone were inside. “Let’s hope it’s another case!”


      [image: image-placeholder]Briar propped the door of her shop open and wished there was more of a breeze wafting through it.

It was only halfway through the morning, and it was already hot. The lane her shop was on had no direct sunlight at this time of day, but the heat was already intense, the sky above deep blue.

Taking advantage of the fact that the shop was empty, she blew the flame on the cedar-scented candle burning on her counter, and the scent magnified, along with a cooling breeze that carried around her shop. She smiled, feeling like she’d been transported to a mountain meadow.

Eli emerged from the back room carrying a watering can, and he paused, sniffing the air. “Nice! It reminds me of the Taurus Mountains in the spring.” He continued to the front of the shop. “I thought I’d water the plants before the sun hits them later.”

“Good idea.” Briar returned to the shop entrance with him, nodding in greeting to the passers-by, and glad that Eli was so practical. And glad that she didn’t have to lug the stepladder around to water the hanging baskets outside. Eli’s height and strength made her life so much easier. “What do you think about those deaths in that cottage?” She hadn’t had a chance to discuss it with him earlier, and she valued his opinion. It had been all over the news, and the Nephilim and Shadow would have undoubtedly discussed it.

“Not sure, to be honest. It could be something quite random. Maybe they did eat something odd. Maybe they’d been picking mushrooms and managed to poison themselves.” He lowered the watering can, his muscles flexing in his arm. “It happens.”

“But Alex’s visions?”

“Might be related to something else.” He moved to the next basket as water streamed from the plants he’d just watered. “Maybe it was heat stroke. It is bloody hot!”

“And maybe the heat is making us all paranoid.” 

As they talked, Briar noticed a woman heading down the lane, checking all the shops as if she was looking for somewhere in particular, an air of determination in her stride. She looked to be in her thirties, fit, with well-defined arm muscles, her brown hair tied up on her head. As she reached Briar’s shop, she met her eyes briefly and then studied the name above the window. 

“Charming Balms Apothecary,” she read with an indeterminate accent. “Do you work here?” 

“I own it,” Briar told her. “And this is Eli, who works with me. Can I help you?”

She studied them both intently before answering, her eyes narrowing with suspicion as she took in Eli’s size before turning back to Briar. “I hope so. I need candles and some herbs, some hard to get ones, too. I gather you have a good selection.”

Briar bristled under her stare, as if the woman was accusing her of something, and she was particularly annoyed with how she looked at Eli—as if she suspected him of doing something terrible. Briar decided she didn’t like her, and then immediately felt guilty. She forced herself to be polite. “I have a good selection of candles and herbs, but only a small amount of herbs on display. What do you need, and I’ll see if I have it?”

The woman had already entered Briar’s shop, heading straight to the candles, and exchanging a wary glance with Eli, Briar followed her in. 

The woman studied the selection before saying, “Parosela, Mistletoe, Wolf’s Bane, and Edelweiss. Have you got them?”

Briar’s prickle of unease intensified and she didn’t answer her question. “Those are quite powerful. What do you want with them?”

The woman looked over her shoulder at Briar, eyebrows raised. “I have a few herbal concoctions I need to make. They’re not illegal.”

“No, they’re not.” Briar shook off her worry. She shouldn’t judge the woman. She knew nothing about her. “Yes, I have them, in small quantities.” Liar. “I can give you an ounce of each.”

The woman turned to face her fully, a smile playing about her lips, as if she knew Briar was lying. “That will be fine.” 

“Good. I’ll leave you to browse the candles while I measure them.” By now, Eli was inside and behind the counter. “Ask Eli if you need anything else.”

As soon as she shut the door to her back room, Briar placed her hand against it and closed her eyes, feeling for the woman’s presence on the other side. She sensed no magic about her. She wasn’t a witch, and she was pretty sure she wasn’t any other type of paranormal creature, either, but there was a knowingness about the way she carried herself, as if she knew of the paranormal world. However, Briar reminded herself, there was nothing wrong with that, and no reason to distrust her. Still, the quicker she prepared these herbs and got her out of the shop, the better.

A few minutes later, the herbs carefully weighed and wrapped in paper, she entered the shop to find the woman at the counter, a range of coloured candles in front of her. Some were scented, others plain. Eli was chatting to her as he wrapped them. “No, I’m not from here,” he told her cheerfully. “But it’s my home now. I like it here. What about you? You’re a visitor, I presume?”

“First time here, but I sense I’ll be back.” Her gaze flicked to Briar as she joined Eli behind the counter. “It’s a haven for the paranormal, isn’t it?”

Briar forced herself to laugh. “I don’t know if I’d say haven, despite the town’s name, but this place certainly has had some interesting things happen in the last few months.”

“Interesting is one word. I would say that it’s a place that courts the unusual, actually.”

“To be fair,” Eli said, as he finished wrapping the last of her candles and placed the herbs in the bag with them, “all of Cornwall embraces its myths and folklore. It’s why I love it here—especially the celebrations.”

“But the deaths?” The woman stared at both of them, all amusement gone. “Surely that’s unnerving?”

“Of course they are,” Briar said abruptly. “Only a psychopath would like that. But that’s what the police are for.”

“Of course.” The woman gave them an enigmatic smile as she paid and took her bag. “I’ll see you around.”

“Look forward to it,” Eli said, his usual, easy smile on his lips as he watched her go.

Briar, however, said nothing until she’d left. “I did not like her.”

Eli’s smile disappeared as he sat on a stool. “No, nor did I. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s a hunter.”

“Like Ghost OPS?”

He nodded, absently rubbing the back of his neck as he stared out of the window. “Yes. Actually, no.” He finally looked at her. “Sorry. I’m being confusing.  A hunter, as in a killer of paranormal creatures. They don’t film them, catalogue them, or even just investigate them as curiosities. They kill them. And that puts me and you firmly on their list.”

“What?” Briar’s voice rose in alarm. “Are you kidding me? I’m a harmless witch and you’re a harmless Nephilim. We work in a shop!”

Eli sniggered. “Neither of us is harmless. Yes, you perform positive magic, but you are still considered dangerous by some. And you have been known to use your magic violently—”

“To protect others!” Briar said, interrupting him.

“And yourself. And I,” he continued, undaunted, “am most certainly very dangerous when I choose to be. I killed Lowen only weeks ago. And I have no regrets about doing so, either.”

“He was dangerous.”

“To us. He might not have been considered so by others.” Briar stared into Eli’s beautiful brown eyes, her thoughts reeling. He, however, still looked amused. “Plus, you date a shifter, and to be fair, he’s a very violent man when he chooses to be, too.”

Briar sat on the other stool, her legs suddenly weak. “We keep White Haven safe. Our actions are justified.”

“But to someone who dislikes the paranormal, and finds everything about them abhorrent? Well, we’re just part of the problem.”

“She came into my shop for supplies. She’s clearly not that bothered. She must be using some kind of spell or potion. Anyway,” she studied Eli again, “how do you know she’s a hunter? You seem very certain, and she said nothing.”

“I’ve been around a long time, Briar, and seen many things. I have a sixth sense for things, too. She knows I’m different—you, too. I think she was sussing us out as much as topping up her supplies. I don’t know what’s brought her here—us or the deaths—but I have a bad feeling about her. And I doubt she’s here alone, either.” He regarded her steadily, a hint of regret in his eyes. “I think life here just got a bit trickier.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Avery’s shop had a special visitor that morning. The pretty young woman with light brown hair and an intelligent expression smiled at Avery, her hand outstretched. “It’s good to finally meet you. Dan has told me so much about you. Both of you, actually.” Caroline extended her beaming smile to Sally. “Just call me Caro.”

“And you have no idea how pleased we are to finally meet you!” Sally said, clasping Caroline’s hand in her own. She narrowed her eyes at Dan. “We thought he was making you up!”

“I’m not a sad loser!” Dan remonstrated. “I was waiting for the right time.” He rolled his eyes at Caro. “Honestly, this pair nag me more than my mother.”

Avery punched his arm playfully. “As if we do! Just ignore him, Caro. He exaggerates.”

Caro laughed. “I know. Don’t worry, you seem perfectly harmless.” She glanced around Happenstance Books. “I love your shop! I can’t believe I haven’t been in here before.”

“By the sound of it, it’s because Dan has been keeping you away from us.” Sally’s lips tightened as she glared at Dan. “Please come and visit us as often as you like!”

Dan had finally brought his girlfriend in to meet them, and Avery felt like she should be on her best behaviour. She was dressed in a long cotton skirt, loose t-shirt, and flip-flops, and hoped she looked as non-witchy as possible, whatever that meant. The shop, however, when she examined it with critical eyes, still had that vibe. Incense hung on the air, occult objects were placed around the space—tarot cards, angel cards, occult-themed bookmarks, and a small selection of gemstones, as well as the increasing selection of books on witchcraft that seemed to have crept out of the occult section and now appeared all around the shop. Plus, of course, the Lughnasadh decorations that Sally had recently placed around the interior.

Nothing, however, seemed to bother Caro. “I absolutely will. Unfortunately, most of the time I’m busy writing.”

“You’re a writer?” Sally’s eyes lit up. “That’s so exciting.”

“Not really. Just endless hours spent procrastinating.”

“What do you write?”

“Non-fiction mainly, for the university’s paper, but I am working on some material for a podcast. Something me and Dan thought we’d do together.”

“Really?” Avery was intrigued. “A podcast on what?”

“The supernatural and folklore around the world.” She smiled at Dan. “Dan is helping me get the material together. We want to have a few episodes ready before we launch.”

Dan looked a little smug, and a trifle embarrassed, too as Avery stared at him, surprised. “You kept that quiet!”

He shrugged. “Early days. We’ve only been planning it a short while. It’s a summer project. Fun though, so far. We thought we’d take advantage of Ghost OPS’s popularity and maybe interview them, too. Not right away, of course.”

Sally raised her eyebrows at Avery, looking impressed. “I think that’s a great idea, you two. Have you got a name yet?”

“Still thinking on it,” Caro confessed. She raised up on tiptoes and kissed Dan’s cheek. “Anyway, I have to go. I was just popping in. Great to meet you both.” She beamed at Avery and Sally, before nodding at Dan. “See you in the pub later?”

“Absolutely.”

Caro exited with a wave, and Avery settled back on the stool behind the counter. “Well, she’s lovely. Did we pass?”

Dan rolled his eyes. “You weren’t being inspected. But, yes, you didn’t embarrass me too much.”

“As if we would!” Sally still looked put out. 

“Dan, while we have a few minutes,” Avery said, glancing around the shop and realising it was still relatively quiet, “I need to pick your brain. Can you think of any type of supernatural creature that could kill someone without leaving a mark on them except for red, bloodshot eyes?”

Dan was still standing on the customers’ side of the counter and he leaned against it, his cheerful expression disappearing. “You’re thinking of those deaths, aren’t you? The ones at the holiday cottage?”

“I’m afraid so. The post-mortem is today, but Newton says there was no sign of a break-in, and we didn’t detect any magic there.”

“Ugh.” Sally groaned. “I can’t believe you went there.”

“We had to help Newton.” Avery shrugged at the memory. “It wasn’t a pleasant thing to do, but it felt like the right thing. Those poor people.” She remembered the fallen bodies in the sunshine. “It could be a curse or something, but well, with no sign of magic…” She quickly summarised their thoughts from the night before, looking hopefully at Dan.

His hand rubbed his cleanshaven chin, his eyes staring at the wall behind her before coming to rest on her again. “Blimey, Ave. It’s hard to say. Even if they had seen a ghost, it often doesn’t scare someone to death! Especially two people. Especially at such a young age!”

“I know.” She sighed. “We’re clutching at straws. But maybe there is some weird, Cornish creature?”

“Like a malevolent piskie?” He looked incredulous. 

“I’m serious!” Her voice rose, and a couple of customers looked over. She immediately lowered her voice again. “Is there anything that emits a scream that can kill?”

“A scream?” he was looking at her like she was mad, and so was Sally. 

“The woman’s hands were clasped around her ears. And I told you about Alex’s horrible dream-visions. He had another last night, with more screams.”

“You think they’re connected?” Dan asked.

“Unfortunately, yes, I do.”

Sally squeezed her hand. “What would have happened if you hadn’t woken Alex?”

“I don’t know, and to be honest, I don’t want to find out, either. What if I don’t wake next time?” She shivered, thinking of his shouting. “Although, to be honest, that’s unlikely. He was making a racket.”

“Sorry, Ave.” Dan looked chastened. “I’ll give it some thought while I make us a cuppa, sound good?”

“Sounds perfect.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]Ben stood behind Cassie while she knocked at the door to the old cottage, and when no one answered, she knocked again.

“This is odd. It’s the time we agreed on.” Cassie checked her watch and then stepped back to look at the windows. “Maybe she’s around the back, soaking up the sun.”

Ben stepped onto the paved path that ran from the gate to the front door, and studied the house. The cottage was small and squat, and a little worse for wear. The front door had peeling blue paint, and the white-rendered walls were discoloured and cracked in places. The front garden, however, was lovingly tended, featuring a riot of colourful flowers, although it was wilting in the heat. Beyond the waist-height garden wall to his left was the moor, baking under a shimmer of heat. On the right was a line of cottages, all looking slightly battered by time. To the immediate right of the cottage, he spotted a side gate, almost disguised by the large shrub in front of it.

“Try once more,” Ben suggested, shading his eyes with his hand and wishing he’d remembered to pick up his sunglasses. “If she doesn’t answer, we’ll try the side gate.”

Cassie checked the address again on her notepad, and seemingly satisfied they were in the right place, knocked the door again. When there was still no answer, Cassie huffed. “Bloody hell. If she’s forgotten and gone shopping…”

“Then we’ll just have to come back,” Ben said, reassuring her. “But she’s probably dead-heading her roses around the back and is as deaf as a post.”

He led them to the side gate and tried the latch. It was a bit stiff through lack of use, but it released, and Ben pushed it open, grimacing as an unpleasant creak and grating noise broke the silence. He led the way down the side of the house, seeking the welcoming sunshine that beckoned at the end. The garden at the back was as colourful as the one at the front, but this time there were raised beds too, a mix of vegetables and salad leaves amongst the flowers. 

He gestured to Cassie, and she nodded and shouted, “Mrs Robertson! It’s Cassie from Ghost Objective Paranormal Studies. We spoke yesterday on the phone!”

Only a bird call greeted them, but the back door was propped open.

Ben gestured Cassie behind him, a sudden flare of fear making him cautious, and he edged towards the rear entrance. But that’s as far as he needed to go, because just inside was the sprawled body of an elderly lady in an old-fashioned cotton nightgown.

He stepped back, crashing into Cassie behind him, and he heard her sharp intake of breath as her hand clutched his arm. “Ben! What…” And then she stepped around him. “Oh, no…”

He licked his lips, his mouth suddenly dry, and was about to enter the kitchen and check her pulse when Cassie pushed past him and knelt at her side, careful to touch nothing but her wrist. Unfortunately, her expression said everything. 

“Call Newton. She’s dead.”








  
  
Six




Newton wandered over to the garden wall while Mrs Robertson was being placed in the body bag and removed from the cottage, lighting a cigarette as he leaned his hip into the uneven bricks.  

He lowered his sunglasses across his eyes and stared at the moor, wondering what was out there as he inhaled the smoke that, if he was honest, he no longer enjoyed as much as he used to. He continued to smoke more out of sheer bloody-mindedness than anything.

“I’ve got their statement, Guv,” Kendall said, coming to stand next to him. A faint flush of perspiration was on her cheeks, and a bloom of freckles was beginning to show. “Shall I tell them to go?”

He noted her earnest expression, and the worry behind her eyes. “No, I’ll have a chat with them first. Start the door to door interviews. I want to know if the neighbours heard anything.”

She nodded, tucking her short hair behind her ear. An unconscious habit, more than a need to actually tidy up her pixie cut hairstyle. As she disappeared through the side gate, he beckoned to Cassie and Ben, both of them loitering by a vegetable patch, still chatting to Moore. In seconds they were at his side, and Moore disappeared into the house.

“Are you two okay?” They both looked pale, Cassie’s eyes huge in her heart-shaped face, but she seemed more together than Ben.

Cassie shrugged. “Not really. Poor lady. I had hoped she’d just collapsed, but…”

“She might have died of a heart attack or a stroke,” he pointed out, thinking of what Davidson had suggested. “Yes, her eyes were bloodshot like the others, but she was elderly, and there’s no reason to think anything untoward happened. It could be an unfortunate coincidence.”

“But we don’t believe in coincidences,” Ben reminded him. 

“What is clear,” Newton said, pressing on, eager not to dramatise what could be a perfectly normal death, “is that there’s no sign of a break-in. It’s possible she died on her way to bed. She was in her nightgown. Tell me again what she told you.”

“She thought this place was haunted. Actually, no.” Cassie paused as she corrected herself. “She said she’d heard odd noises lately, but that was as much as I got out of her on the phone. I explained to Kendall and Moore that sometimes you get more in a face-to-face interview.”

Newton nodded as he scrutinised Cassie’s face. “I hear that. She didn’t say what noises?”

“Not really. She said they were unusual, and she was worried. She muttered something about foxes on the moor, or… It sounded like she thought the wind had got beneath the eaves, but there was no wind at all.”

Newton mulled over her words, turning back to the shimmering moor, the grass golden in the light. “A wind or foxes. Does that mean she heard fox screams? Or the wind wailing?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“Sorry, Newton,” Ben put in. “We thought we’d find out more today. Why are you asking about screams and wails?”

He turned to face them again, stubbing his cigarette out on the wall. He saw Cassie’s face wrinkle with displeasure as she waved the smoke away. “The bodies we found yesterday. The woman was covering her ears. It’s a leap, I know…” A big leap. He was clutching at straws. Plus, this place was a good distance from the holiday cottage, and they might not be connected at all. “And Alex has been having weird, dreamlike visions again, and he hears screams.”

“Has he?” Ben asked, shooting a nervous glance at Cassie. “Actually, it’s strange you should mention screams. We have a new case. A woman has reported hearing screams on her estate. I suggested foxes, but she said it wasn’t.”

Newton immediately focussed. “When and where?”

“We went to see her yesterday. Dylan is there now, setting up cameras and recording equipment. It’s called Stormcrossed Manor.”

“Bloody hell. That sounds ominous.”

“It doesn’t look quite as bad as it sounds, but it is a wreck. She’s trying to renovate it.” He shrugged. “It’s a complicated family history. I won’t bore you with it all.”

Typical civilian. “There is no such thing as a boring family history, Ben—not in policing, anyway. Where is this place?”

“On the edge of White Haven. It’s an old manor house, but not nearly as well kept as Reuben’s. Further out, too. In fact…” Ben frowned as he looked across the moor. “It’s probably not too far away from here. This is on the edge of Mevagissey, and the manor is in that direction.” He wafted his hand to the left.

Cassie’s eyes widened as she followed his gaze. “Oh, wow. You’re probably right, Ben. As the crow flies, it wouldn’t be far at all.”

Newton felt the familiar stir of unease as things aligned, but before he could ask anything more, Kendall came racing back through the gate, arriving breathless at his side. 

“Newton, sorry, but there’s more bad news.” She straightened up, throwing her shoulders back. “The neighbour is dead, too.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Alex finished serving a customer and took his payment, offering a forced smile as the man carried the tray of drinks across the pub to the courtyard garden. 

His head was pounding, and the Paracetamol he’d taken earlier was having zero effect. Fortunately, it was time for his late lunch, and checking that the bar was well staffed and under Marie’s guidance, he headed to the staffroom to grab some food, passing the clatter from the kitchen as he did so. Despite his headache, he smiled. Jago was in full flow as he directed the kitchen staff. A tinny radio sounded in the background, and every now and again, Jago boomed out a song line, making Georgie giggle. 

However, the small staffroom with its tiny window onto the courtyard was quiet. Zee was in there, watching the news as he ate his brunch sandwich, one of Jago’s specials. He looked up as Alex entered, and then pointed at the TV screen. “You won’t like this.”

He dropped into the chair next to him, food forgotten as he stared at the screen. “Why?”

“There have been more deaths. In Mevagissey, this time.”

Sarah Rutherford, the blonde news reporter, was stationed on a narrow lane at the end of a row of cottages talking to the camera. A line of police vehicles could be seen behind her, and the lane appeared to have been taped off. 

Zee turned the volume up higher as Sarah said, “So far there is no explanation as to why several people who live in this row of houses have been found dead in their homes. Police are refusing to comment, but after the deaths yesterday of two holidaymakers in White Haven, surely we have to question if there is a serial killer in the area. Although,” she paused and the camera zoomed in closer, “I have also spotted the van belonging to Ghost Objective Paranormal Studies on the lane, which suggests that maybe something paranormal is to blame. I will bring you more on this story as soon as I can. Sarah Rutherford, South Cornwall News.”

“Oh, shit!” Alex leaned against the back of the saggy sofa, his energy leaching out of him, and then turned to see Zee watching him. “Did this happen last night?”

“Looks like it. And you had another vision last night, too. Anything of that place you recognise?”

He’d told Zee about his dream as soon as he’d arrived at work, and Alex shook his head. “No. The images were incoherent. It was the weird feeling and the noise I experienced, more than anything. I’d hoped it was just a dream, but now… How many people?” 

“They haven’t released numbers, or even said how they died yet.” Zee’s eyes were full of sympathy, but whether it was for Alex or the victims, Alex couldn’t tell. Both, probably. Zee was a surprisingly empathetic guy. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No.” Alex clambered to his feet, feeling nauseous, but knowing he needed to eat. He started to mechanically make a sandwich, until Zee hustled next to him, forcing him to sit again. 

“Let me. You look like shit, and I don’t want you collapsing again. Do you want Jago’s brunch sandwich?”

“Bloody hell, no. They’re huge. Just bacon and egg.”

“Cool.” Zee deftly started to cook, his huge frame leaving little room to do anything. “There must be something that gives you a clue about what’s behind your visions.”

Alex reached for the Paracetamol and knocked a couple back before he answered. “Unfortunately, no, but with these deaths, I need to start finding answers soon. I just need to figure out the best way to do it. I suppose the deaths, horrible though they are, give me something to focus on.” He gave a dry laugh. “And I really can’t pretend they’re dreams anymore, either.”

“You thinking of trying to scry again or something?”

“Something. If I could control my scrying better, I might see more details. Sunday’s session, however, just swept me in. Trying to direct my visions would be good, too, but it’s not always that easy.”

“You’re not connecting with a spirit, I presume?”

“No.” Alex considered his experience again. “But I did feel the dread of being pursued. And loss again. Heart-breaking loss.”

Zee flipped bacon in the pan, and then cracked an egg in next to it, before shooting Alex a sidelong glance. “You know, that’s actually two things you’re experiencing. You were being pursued, but you felt loss. I think your thoughts—or emotions—whatever you want to call them, are mixing with whatever is out there.”

“Wow!” The shock of Zee’s assessment made Alex’s headache nearly disappear. “You’re right! That is two things.” Alex started to pace, running his hand through his thick hair that seemed to remain tangled no matter what he did with it. He continued to talk, almost to himself. “Yes, I’m being pursued, scared witless, but I also feel sadness. No, that’s inadequate. Absolute grief and a heart-breaking loss.”

“Maybe,” Zee suggested, plating the sandwich up and handing it to him, “it’s as if it was so close, you couldn’t help but feel its emotions.”

Alex sank on to the chair next to the table and took a bite of his sandwich, his thoughts whirling. “So,” he said, swallowing, “something is connecting to me, but I don’t know what or how. I’m piggybacking on it somehow.” He flashed a smile at Zee. “I don’t like it, but at least I’m getting a sense of what’s happening.”

“You didn’t sense death, though? No malevolent intent?”

“No. Maybe the deaths are accidental.”

“Accidental or not, that’s several deaths in two nights.”

“Surely there can’t be any more?” But even as Alex said it, he knew it was a stupid question.

Zee jerked his head at the sandwich. “Eat up, Alex. You’ll need all your strength with this one.” He checked his watch. “I’ll get back behind the bar and leave you in peace, but if you need anything, let me know.”

Alex watched him go, continuing to eat and muse on his visions. Something had appeared suddenly, so something else had triggered it. He needed to connect to whatever was causing his visions and find a way to stop it. Knowing that he had a link to it had given him hope. He just had to find a way to manipulate it.


      [image: image-placeholder]Dylan finished securing the video camera in its protective box to the old archway that roses scrambled over, and stepped back to assess the angle it would capture, wiping the sweat from his brow as he did so.

Rosa had given him free rein to roam around the garden, and he had spent the last couple of hours battling down overgrown, barely-there paths, hacking around towering hedges, and untangling himself from vociferous climbing plants. He had started close to the house where it was at least slightly more accessible, but when he realised the extent of the garden, he decided to be thorough.

It was a fascinating place. He’d found several small courtyards, some with cracked slabs and rusting benches, others containing all sorts of weird statues, and he’d also found the remains of an old wishing well, as well as a broken greenhouse and a crumbling potting shed. Despite the decrepitude and air of abandonment, the whole place was charming, and in the daylight, at least, offered no sense of threat. It was sleepy; soporific, even. He felt that if he lay down, he could fall into an endless, enchanted sleep.

He shook his head, and huffed at his fancifulness. The heat was addling his brain. 

The archway was the entrance to another small courtyard, this one with a broken fountain in the middle—a mermaid bathing in a shallow pool. It was baked dry in the heat, a bloom of algae on its pitted surface. Dylan squinted, trying to imagine it at night. What could be wandering these grounds?

He checked the rudimentary map he’d made and added the courtyard and fountain, marking the spot where he’d put the camera. So far, he’d set up around half a dozen. He should probably call it quits, however, he wasn’t at all sure that he’d found the edge of the property yet. He certainly hadn’t found any large boundary walls, and Rosa had been uncertain as to how big the gardens were. In fact, at this point, even with the map, Dylan wasn’t quite sure where he was. He couldn’t see the house at all.

Satisfied with the camera, he checked the batteries, made sure it was set up correctly—it was triggered on with sound and movement—and decided that it was time to go. His stomach grumbled. He was starving, and he thought of the cake that Rosa had promised on his return.

Then he felt the prickle of unease that suggested someone was watching him.

He turned, slowly scanning the undergrowth, his hand gripping his backpack. He had no weapons with him, and if anything attacked him, no one would hear a thing. He squinted at the shadows around the tangled shrubs, and then realised he could see eyes watching him. 

“I see you! Why don’t come out and say hello.”

For a few seconds nothing happened, and then the shrubs shook, leaves cascaded, and a skinny boy in shorts and a t-shirt wriggled free to stand in front of him. 

“Took you a while,” he said, belligerently.

“I’ve been preoccupied,” Dylan shot back, hoping he hadn’t been such a precocious little prick when he was a kid. And then he immediately felt mean. This kid was in the middle of nowhere, with no friends. “If you’d revealed yourself earlier, I could have shown you what I was doing.”

“I know what you’re doing! You’re trying to find our ghost.”

“Your mom has told you?” Dylan wasn’t sure if his own mother would have discussed a ghost with a twelve-year old.

He shuffled and stared at the ground. “I heard her telling Gran.”

“You were eavesdropping!”

“So?” He lifted his head and glared at Dylan.

Dylan shrugged. “I did too when I was your age.” He stepped forward and held his hand out in a gesture of good will. “I’m Dylan, Ghost Hunter Extraordinaire. And you are?”

He eyed his hand warily, and then stepped forward to shake it. “Max.”

“Excellent. So, Max, I was thinking I’d finished putting up cameras, but I hear you’ve been exploring the garden. Anywhere else you think I should check before I go?”

Max narrowed his eyes, his unruly blond hair tumbling over them. He brushed it aside, revealing cheeks smeared with dirt, the same as his t-shirt and shorts. He must have been grubbing about under hedges for hours. “I found a graveyard.”

“In the garden? For pets, you mean?”

“No! People. Under a fallen tree. Over there.” He pointed to his left. “It’s old.”

Dylan was intrigued. Perhaps this old manor house did have its own cemetery. This could put a whole new light on things. He hefted his backpack and swung it onto his shoulders again. “All right. Lead the way.”








  
  
Seven




Today, El was thankful that her small shop, The Silver Bough, was on a tiny lane with little natural sunlight. It was hot enough inside without the sun slanting in and making it even hotter. 

She turned the fan on and stood in front of it, enjoying the cool air blowing around her. It was late afternoon, and it felt as if all of White Haven had gone to sleep. She was alone, Zoey having gone for a mid-afternoon break and to get some coffee. Although, it wasn’t really coffee that El wanted. She was ready for a cold beer.

The sound of voices made her turn to the door. A grizzled man in his forties stood outside looking up at her sign, and then he came inside, a younger woman with pink hair following him. He frowned as he approached the counter. 

“This place is smaller than I expected.”

El had no idea what she was supposed to say to that. She opted for sarcasm. “You can always leave if you’re not happy.”

“But I’ve just arrived! Do you not need the business?”

“Not from grumpy, insulting people, no.”

“Dante sent me.”

“Then you must be being ruder than normal. He generally has nice friends.”

The man studied her for a few seconds and then stuck his hand out. “Sorry. The heat is making me grumpy. I’m Sam Clarke, and this is Ruby Townsend. We need a blade with special properties, and I hear you can make us one.”

El bristled, ignoring his outstretched hand and his knowledge that she was a witch. She folded her arms, drawing her magic around her like a cloak. “Dante wouldn’t have told you that. Who are you?”

He withdrew his hand with a scowl. “I’ve told you…” 

“Not your name.” El studied the weather-beaten man. He had a long, unkempt grey beard, a scar down one cheek, and broad shoulders that were hidden, despite the heat, under a heavy coat. “Why do you need a special blade?”

Sam grinned, revealing uneven teeth. “I hunt supernatural creatures. And from what I’ve seen on the news, there’s a supernatural killer in White Haven.”

El inwardly groaned. She’d seen the lunchtime news report on the deaths, and was looking forward to hearing the information from her friends first-hand, but this was unexpected. She turned her attention to pink-haired Ruby, who although younger, carried a belligerent, swaggering air about her, too. She was in her mid-thirties, perhaps, and although they were together, El thought it was a professional relationship, not sexual. But Sam was clearly in charge.

She addressed both of them. “If you have seen any news at all lately, White Haven always has interesting things happening. Why are you in my shop now?”

Sam leaned forward, his hands on the counter. “I told you, I’ve come to hunt the creature that’s killing in White Haven, and I need a weapon.” He raised his eyes, looking at the swords and daggers on the wall behind her. “Those look good.”

“They are decorative, and as you can see from my main displays, I make jewellery. And besides,” she leaned forward, staring the man down as she caught the scent of his sweating body, “what idiot hunter goes hunting without a blade?”

“I have many blades, but I need a special one.”

Of course you do. “You’ve arrived in White Haven very quickly. Our most recent deaths were only announced at lunchtime.”

“This is Cornwall, not outer Mongolia.” 

He leaned closer, trying to intimidate her perhaps. El was tall and slender, but this man was broad and powerful. He was also cocky and annoying, and she’d had enough of him and his companion. Her magic swelled out, subtle but powerful, repelling him, and he stepped back until he was standing in the middle of her shop, well away from the counter.

“You need to leave, Sam Clarke.”

His eyes hardened. “I need a blade.”

“If you’re not careful, you’ll have one, but not where you want it. Leave now—and don’t come back.”

Ruby was already at the door, eyes wary. El wasn’t sure how much magic they could detect, but the air was thick with it, and Ruby clearly had more sense than her partner. “Sam, let’s go.”

He assessed El for a few seconds more, but she didn’t budge, and her eyes never left his. If he did one wrong thing, she would hex him. 

He must have seen the threat in her stare, because he stepped back, joining Ruby in the doorway. “Think on it. I’ll be back.” And then with one last, furious glance after his Terminator threat, he left. 

El took a deep breath. What the fuck was that? Was this the future of White Haven—aggressive ghost hunters? When Ghost OPS had been interviewed about the videos on their website, they had all known it would bring more attention to White Haven, but they hadn’t considered the arrival of more ghosthunters. Well, she hadn’t, anyway. And what had Dante got to do with this?

She rolled her shoulders, pulled back her magic, and reached for her phone. However, after spending a few minutes chatting with Dante, she was none the wiser. He knew nothing about Sam Clarke or Ruby Townsend, and he hadn’t recommended her to anyone. He certainly hadn’t mentioned magic blades. 

When she ended the call, she looked through her mullioned windows to the quiet lane beyond. Someone had been talking in White Haven, and she wondered what else they had said.


      [image: image-placeholder]Reuben settled at the end of the bar in The Wayward Son and sipped his pint, half an eye examining the crowd.

He didn’t know most of the people in here today, but that wasn’t surprising. White Haven was jam-packed with holidaymakers and paranormal lovers, and most of them looked uneasy. They clustered together around tables, and while the noise level was still high, there was no doubt an air of unease following the lunchtime announcement. He’d just left Greenlane Nurseries after locking up for the day, and the chatter about the bodies had found its way there, too, especially amongst the staff.

Alex joined him, taking a swift sip from his half pint. “You’ve seen the news?”

“Everyone’s seen the news,” Reuben answered. “It’s all anyone is talking about. I wonder why Ghost OPS was there.”

“I’m hoping they drop in here later. I’d like to get a few more details.”

“Wouldn’t we all. Do you think this has anything to do with Lughnasadh?”

Alex frowned. “Surely not. It’s a harvest festival, nothing ominous. It celebrates Lugh! He’s the God of light.”

“Yeah, but these events have a habit of raising energies. Maybe it heralds something else.”

“Let’s hope Dan has some suggestions for Avery.” Alex paused, his eyes lighting up. “I think I might have a had a breakthrough, courtesy of Zee.”

Reuben glanced down the bar expecting to see him, but only spotted Marie, who’d served him, and she gave him a knowing wink. Reuben winked back, knowing she fancied him. He knew it exasperated Alex, so he liked to play along. “Where is he?”

“Gone home. He finished his shift. And stop winking at Marie! It disturbs me to hear the things she says about you.”

He grinned. “I know. Go on. What breakthrough?”

“Whatever I’m picking up in my visions is linking to me, and that’s why I’m experiencing feelings of loss. I’m hoping I can use that to make a connection—a stronger one.”

All thoughts of flirting with Marie were instantly forgotten. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Alex, until we actually know what we’re dealing with.”

“But it might help us find that out!”

“We don’t want you put in danger.”

“Several people are already dead!” 

El sidled onto a stool next to them, wafting Chypre, her favourite scent, over Reuben as she kissed his cheek. “Are you two arguing? You’re attracting attention.”

“I don’t care,” Reuben said, glaring at his friend. “Alex has got a hero complex.”

“Piss off. No, I haven’t. I'm trying to use my powers for good.”

“Bloody hell, you’re not a Jedi!”

“Shut up, both of you,” El said, unusually sharp. “I came in here for a pint and to calm down.”

Reuben turned to her, frowning, while Alex swiftly pulled her a pint. “Why do you need to calm down?”

“I was visited by a bloody supernatural hunter who wanted to buy a ‘blade with special properties.’” She held her fingers up in quote marks. “He was very rude!” She took her pint from Alex’s outstretched hand and took a long drink. “Wanker.”

“Hold on,” Reuben glanced at Alex, who looked as worried as he felt. “How did he know you could even do such a thing?”

“Good question. He claimed that Dante had sent him, but that was bullshit. I think he’s heard whispers around the town and concocted a bullshit story.” She brushed her long hair off her shoulders, her dark purple nail polish immaculate. “But why bother? He must have known I would check.”

El was simmering with annoyance, and Reuben had no wish to exacerbate that, but… “Back up, and tell us what happened. All the details!”

She took a deep breath and described her encounter in the shop.

“Sam Clarke and Ruby Townsend,” Alex said, repeating their names. “I wonder what Newton can find out about them? I don’t like the sound of them. He sounds arrogant, El. He probably thought he could bully you.” He sniggered. “He clearly doesn’t know you.”

El was starting to calm down, and she smiled. “No. The gossips didn’t tell him that much, obviously.”

“He could have heard that information from anyone in White Haven,” Reuben suggested. “You, Briar, and Avery all have a certain reputation because of your shops. I wonder how he heard Dante’s name, though.”

“I bet I know.” Alex was staring over their heads at the windows, and turning, Reuben saw Rupert leading a group past the pub. “White Haven’s very own occult tour leader.”

Reuben groaned. “You’re probably right. But how would he know about Dante?”

“It’s no secret that I work with him,” El said with a shrug. Her lips tightened as she stared at Rupert’s back until he disappeared around the corner. “And Rupert likes to know everything about us. I might have even mentioned Dante’s name to him once myself.” She took another sip of her pint as she turned back to them. “At the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter about Dante. I just object to someone using him as a reference. I’d have preferred a more honest approach by Sam—or anyone, actually.”

“But even if he had approached you differently,” Alex said, “would you have admitted that you could do magic?”

“Unlikely, considering that I don’t know him. Of course, if he’s a hunter, there’s every chance he can pick up on magic, anyway. Like Harlan, or anyone else who’s familiar with the occult.”

Reuben studied the pub again, wondering who among the customers could be hiding something. “I don’t like the idea that White Haven is going to be flooded with supernatural hunters. This place is unpredictable enough.”

“I agree,” Alex said. His eyes narrowed as they travelled across the room. “Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s much we can do about it, though. Of course, we could cast a spell to get rid of them, but that would be big and difficult. There are too many variables.”

“Agreed,” El said, nodding.

Reuben grinned. “We do this the old-fashioned way, then—get some background on them to use for leverage.”

“And what about any others who rock up?” Alex asked.

“Them too.” He drained his pint and pushed it to Alex for a refill, visions of lawless hunters prowling the streets like the Wild West. “I think they need to learn that White Haven is not a free for all. This is our town, and we look after it.”








  
  
Eight




“This is a nightmare,” Newton said, staring at Moore and Kendall. “Seven deaths in two days, and we have no idea what’s causing them.” 

“Have you discussed it with our friends?” Moore asked, referring to the witches.

“Not today’s deaths, no. But I will.”

It was late on Tuesday evening, and they were gathered in Newton’s stuffy office, surrounded by empty coffee cups and biscuit crumbs. Newton was starving, and he wanted a pint. And a smoke. He wished he’d never taken up the bloody habit again; he already stank like an ashtray.

Kendall gripped the black whiteboard marker like a weapon and stood again, staring at their notes. “Is there anything new I can add?”

They had discovered that of the four houses on the tiny lane, ending in a cul-de-sac at the moor’s edge, only the two young women who lived in the end house had survived. They had heard nothing the night before other than a distant wail, and ignoring it, had rolled over and gone back to sleep. Their board listed the names of the dead, their addresses, the manner of death—most of which were blank, pending the PM—and potential links. And the links were few. The circumstances of the deaths, of course. All seemingly non-violent and sudden, but leaving bloodshot, red eyes. None of them had been strangled—at least on cursory inspection, the most obvious cause of petechiae. Zero signs of a break-in. All happened at night. The fact that five of them were neighbours. And the latest, tentative link—the proximity to Stormcrossed Manor, where the owner had reported hearing screams.

Newton didn’t answer her question. Instead, he said, “I want to check this manor out tomorrow morning.”

“An official visit?” Moore asked, puzzled. “We’ve no grounds.”

“No. I was thinking background checks. Who owns it, for how long, any news on it…anything at all. I want facts, gossip, everything. And Dylan says he’ll share his footage.”

“That’s a shame,” Kendall said, sitting down again. “I was looking forward to seeing that place after what Ben said.”

“Me too, but Moore is right. There’s no reason to go at the moment.” He sighed, leaning back in his chair that creaked under his weight. “We’ll go back to the cottages tomorrow, you and me, Kendall. I want to get a feel for them again. Moore, can you do background checks on the manor? And start them on the victims, too.”

He nodded. “No problem.”

Newton listed them off again, like a mantra, as if saying their names might give him more insight. “Mrs Robertson in the end cottage, aged ninety-one. Mr and Mrs Samson in the next. Sixty-eight and seventy-one, respectively. And then Mr Marsh and his mother. Fifty-four and seventy-nine.” His fingers tapped his cigarette packet. “Five deaths! And initial checks suggest nothing links them, except that they were neighbours. This is insane.”

“Are you going to the post-mortems?” Moore asked. 

“Maybe a couple. I haven’t got time to go to them all. Could you fit a couple in?”

“Sure.” Moore nodded at Kendall. “You should, too. I think we should endeavour to see all of them between us.”

“That’s a good idea. Split them, like we did earlier.” Only a few hours before, they’d had to contact the closest relatives and formally identify all of the bodies, always an unpleasant task, and they had divided those between them, too. Moore was a good officer and he felt lucky to have him, and Kendall was shaping up well, too. “You should go home, guys. We’ll be fresher in the morning. And tomorrow will be busy.”

Moore stood, stretching as he did so. “Cheers, Guv. You get a good rest, too. I know you’ll be in the pub.”

“I won’t stay long, but I need to unwind. And they may have some news.” And he wanted to see Briar. With luck she’d be there, and seeing her always cheered him up. 

As if he’d read his mind, Moore nodded at the cigarette packet. “You’d have better luck if you gave those up again.”

“Don’t you start.”

Moore grinned. “Just looking out for you. Come on, Kendall. Home time.”

Kendall looked like she was angling for an invite to the pub. He knew she was intrigued about the witches, and although she’d met them all, she didn’t know them well. He would ask her, one day. But not tonight.

What none of them had mentioned, he realised, as they all exited the office and headed to their cars, was the possibility that there may be more deaths tonight. Newton shook his head, banishing the horrible thought. 

He needed a pint, a smoke, and then bed.


      [image: image-placeholder]Briar stared at El, her white wine temporarily forgotten as El finished telling the group about her encounter with the hunters in her shop. 

Newton had arrived not long before, and he and the witches were clustered around a table in The Wayward Son courtyard, lit up only by strings of fairy lights. The heat had eased with the onset of darkness, but not by much, and Briar knew it would be another sticky night’s sleep.

Briar had arrived only a short while ago, after spending a few hours after closing making up more soaps, lotions and candles—especially candles. The woman who had visited earlier that day had bought lots of them. 

“I think I had a visit from a hunter, too, early this morning,” Briar told her friends. “Or rather, Eli thought she was one. I couldn’t work out what was going on, although I knew there was something different about her.” She recalled her brusque manner, the astute questions. “She knew what she was talking about. I presumed at first that she was a witch, but there were no signs of magic about her, so I went with very well-informed customer.” She shrugged. “Some are. They take great interest in the herbs I put into my products, but she gave off a different vibe…”

El raised a plucked eyebrow. “Let me guess. Cocky. Arrogant?”

“Both. She was impatient, too. But she watched me like a hawk. Me and Eli. And what she said was quite unnerving.” Newton leaned forward, the scent of stale cigarettes wafting around him, and Briar wrinkled her nose. “You’re smoking again!”

“I’m stressed.”

“That’s no excuse.”

He shuffled in his seat, his eyes falling to his pint briefly. “It’s temporary. Describe this woman.”

Knowing she had made her point, Briar said, “She’s in her late thirties, maybe early forties. Shoulder-length brown hair, blue eyes, trim, muscular, tanned, with a no-nonsense air about her. And she knows her magic, but as I said, she isn’t a witch. She was after a whole range of candles, and bought bundles of herbs. Unusual ones, too.”

Reuben looked puzzled. “I didn’t think you sold herbs.”

“Just a selection of the most common ones that people use in spells or for household needs. But she asked if I carried any extras, and I didn’t think to say no. Besides,” Briar smiled, “I was curious as to what she’d ask for.”

Avery laughed. “Good point. And what did she want?”

“Parosela, Mistletoe, Wolf’s Bane, and Edelweiss.”

Avery's laugh was quickly replaced with a gasp. “An unusual combination!”

“I know. I lied and said I had only small amounts of them. She knew I was lying, too. I could see it in her face.”

Alex groaned. “Great. So we have a couple that we absolutely know are hunters, and another woman that sounds likely. I don’t suppose you got a name?”

“No. She paid with cash, too, so no card receipts. But,” Briar eyed the others, “Eli seemed to think she was bad news. That all hunters were. He said they didn’t make distinctions between paranormal creatures. Anyone was fair game—including us and the Nephilim.”

A stunned silence followed before Reuben scoffed. “You’re kidding! We help people.”

Briar shuffled in her chair, recalling Eli’s uncomfortable truths. “Eli said we were all violent when we needed to be, and he’s right, isn’t he? Hunters could perceive us as a threat. Something to be dealt with to protect the normal population.” She lowered her voice, not wanting anyone beyond their table to hear her. “He suggested they would hunt us, and that she probably wasn’t alone. He’s right about that. He could be right about this.”

“Hold on!” Newton gripped his pint glass as he leaned forward, scowling. “How does bloody Eli know anything about hunters?”

“His brothers do work in the occult world now,” Briar pointed out. “They hear all sorts of things. Plus, he’s been around a long time. Maybe he’s encountered them in his previous life.”

El ignored Newton’s scepticism, and just nodded. “Our visitors—hunters,” she corrected herself, “came to us for help. Me for a blade, you, Briar, for herbs.”

“And you turned him away,” Alex reminded her. “I don’t like this at all. We need to up our protection…on our houses, businesses, and ourselves. I don’t like being targeted, even if we are able to protect ourselves.”

Briar shivered, despite the warm night, thinking of Helena’s horrible fate at the hands of an irate town and the Witchfinder General, and also the fact that she was alone at home. She had powerful magic, and the Green Man nestled deep within her, but if these hunters were against them and whatever else they thought lurked in the town… “Modern day witch hunters. That’s awful. Terrifying, actually.” 

“Chill out!” Reuben instructed, rolling his eyes. “We’re jumping to conclusions. Let’s find out a bit more first. White Haven has been all over the news with Ghost OPS’s activities, and now these deaths. Look at how Ghost OPS gets so excited about this stuff. Others will, too. It just annoys the crap out of us. And Newton, of course.”

Newton rubbed his jaw, and in the low light, the shadows under his eyes were dark. “Bollocks. Seven deaths, and now bloody hunters. I don’t like this at all. Although, Maggie mentioned that she has hunters on her patch…not surprisingly. She doesn’t like them. Says they get in her way. I’ll give her a call. She may recognise their descriptions.”

“There’s not much we can do about them, though,” Avery pointed out. “People are welcome to come and go, even if they do hunt the paranormal. But perhaps,” she looked sneaky, which was very unlike Avery, “we can try and get something personal from them, if any of us see them again. Hair is the easiest. We can track them, then. Even better, formulate a spell to get rid of them.”

“Yes!” Newton pointed at her. “I like that idea!”

Avery saluted him. “Yes, sir! Now, you tell us what happened today. We’re all dying to know.”

“Don’t say dying. There’s been enough of that already.”

“Sorry. Bad choice. Well?”

Newton pushed the remnants of his meal away, and sipped his pint. “There’s not much else I can add, to be honest. Five people were found dead in their homes. Three out of the four in that row of cottages. All died at night. Some were in bed, others in front of the TV. Estimated time of death is early hours of the morning. And at this stage, all looked to have died through nonviolent means. Or should I say, non-invasive means?” He shrugged. “You know what I mean. It’s uncanny, and weird, and I absolutely have no idea what killed them.”

“Why was Ghost OPS there?” Alex asked. “We saw their van on the news.”

“It seems the lady on the end, Mrs Robertson, had been hearing strange noises on the moor. Unfortunately, that’s about as much as Cassie got from her on the phone. Ben and Cassie found her body when they turned up to interview her. A pre-arranged appointment. Kendall and the DC discovered the rest when they started the door-to-door enquires.”

Briar’s hand flew to her throat, her own concerns temporarily forgotten. “Poor Cassie. What a horrible thing to find.”

Newton grunted. “She was holding up better than Ben. Not by much, admittedly. The surviving couple in the end cottage said they heard a distant wail on the moor last night. They assumed it was a fox and rolled over and went to sleep.” He stared at Alex. “Did you have another vision last night?”

Alex nodded. “Unfortunately, yes, but I swear I didn’t see deaths, or any people at all. Certainly not the victims. The only emotion I felt apart from my own fear was overwhelming grief.” 

“I’m hoping you have thought of something…or Dan has?”

They all shook their heads, and Avery said, “Dan is giving it some thought, but hasn’t suggested anything yet.”

He sipped his pint, looking at them speculatively. “What about Stormcrossed Manor? Have you heard of that?”

“I have,” Reuben said, frowning. “It’s on the edge of town. Why are you asking about that old place?”

“Ghost OPS haven’t been in touch, then?” Newton asked, not answering his question.

“No. Why?”

“They have another job. A woman called Rosa says she’s been hearing odd things there at night, and thinks the place might be haunted.” He stared at Alex. “Since the storm, she hears screams at night.”

Alex jerked in shock, almost knocking over his pint glass, and the rest of them froze. “She hears screams?”

“Apparently, yes. Dylan has been there today, setting up cameras around the house and grounds. Ben and Cassie were going to join him after their interview with the deceased. I’m not sure if they made it in the end. They were going to take measurements, do their usual thing. I’m wondering if it’s related to your visions?” 

Alex’s grip tightened on his glass. “It could be. Screaming is the constant thread of every single vision, but I think I’m connecting to something, too. What’s Stormcrossed Manor like?”

Newton shrugged. “An overgrown wreck, apparently.”

Avery rested her hand on Alex’s arm. “Your vision was about a wild, overgrown place. They must be connected.”

Newton picked up his cigarette packet, playing idly with it. “So, three nights, three visions, two nights of death. That strikes me as an unholy coincidence. Are you sure you didn’t see a creature, or person, or anything?”

“Nothing specific,” Alex insisted, before turning to Reuben. “What do you know about Stormcrossed Manor? I’m not sure I’ve heard of it.”

“You must have. You’re a local. And you, Avery! That place isn’t as old as mine, though. Probably built in the 1800s.”

“By that logic,” Newton said, “I should have heard of it, too. But why should we? There are loads of old manor houses around. We can’t know them all. Unless,” he added, leaning forward, “it has a reputation.”

“That’s a fair point, I guess,” Reuben conceded. “I suppose it’s because it’s one of my closest neighbours, and depending which way I drive, I can pass the entrance. I’ve always found it intriguing because of the way it’s so rundown. Well, the drive is. You can barely see past the gate.” 

El looked at him, puzzled. “Have I ever passed it with you?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. It’s on that tiny lane that hardly anyone ever goes down. Like I said, unless you knew to look for it, you’d sail straight past it, anyway.”

“Any weird rumours about the owners?” Newton asked.

“Not that I can recall. Well, other than the fact it was renamed Stormcrossed Manor, obviously. It used to be called Trevithick Manor. I think it was renamed after the death of the owner, sometime after the first World War. Sorry, I really don’t know the details.”

Newton finished the dregs of his beer, and pushed his seat back as if to leave. “That’s okay. Moore will do some research on it tomorrow, and I’ll get in touch with Ghost OPS. But I suggest,” he turned to Alex, “that you call them, too.”

Alex nodded. “I absolutely will.”

“Right, I’m off.” Newton’s chair scraped back. “I’m knackered, but let me know what you find, and if you have any more visions.”

Briar watched Newton go, a little regretful of the distance that remained between them. But that was to be expected, seeing as she was still seeing Hunter. Sort of. He was engaged in some sort of shifter-fight at home, and their conversations were erratic right now. She just hoped he was okay.

She dragged her attention back to the present, watching Alex’s fingers drum the table as he said, “I should get a look at that place. Do you think they’d let me in?”

“It’s not Fort Knox!” Reuben pointed out. “I’m sure Ben could get you in by explaining you are part of the team.”

Avery nodded. “It’s a good idea. You might recognise something. It could even trigger another memory.”

“And while you do that,” El said, tapping her polished nails on her wine glass, “the rest of us should try and find out about the hunters. I’ll ask around. Maybe I should even talk to Rupert. Like you said, Alex, he could have spoken to them. And besides, they won’t have left town yet.”

A gnawing worry settled in Briar’s stomach. “And what if we get more hunters arriving? With today’s news, it’s possible.”

Reuben shrugged and winked, his usual blasé self. “Then we deal with them, too.”








  
  
Nine




Avery was making a very strong coffee in the kitchen of Happenstance Books the next morning when Dan swept energetically through the back door, carrying the scent of summer with him. 

“I’ve been thinking about creatures that make strange noises,” he said, slinging his messenger bag on to the kitchen table, “and I have a few suggestions.” Then he stared at her, eyes widening in alarm. “What’s happened? You look awful!”

Avery ran her hand self-consciously through her hair and added a waft of glamour to improve her appearance. She had slept intermittently and her head pounded, despite the herbal tea she had brewed for herself earlier. “Remind me how you have a girlfriend, again? I hope you don’t say things like that to her.”

“Sorry. But I’m serious—are you okay?”

“Alex had another vision last night. A strong one. He woke me up, yelling in his sleep.” She rubbed the back of her neck, warming the muscles beneath her hand with a spell as she tried to ease the knot that had formed. “We both had trouble sleeping after that. The first thing I did this morning was switch the news on. I’m terrified that someone else has died. Fortunately, there are no new reports. Yet.”

“Shit. Sorry, Ave. How is he?”

“Okay, I guess. Frustrated. Worried. And knackered.”

Dan perched on the edge of the table. “Interesting. So, the first vision was on Saturday night in the middle of the storm, then two more, both at night, and one at work. It’s interesting he gets them more often at night. They have to be related to the deaths and whatever’s causing them.”

“I agree, but Alex doesn’t see any deaths…thank the Gods.” She turned to pour the coffee, and made Dan one, too. She was sick of thinking about Alex’s visions and what they might imply. Now she wanted action. “However, we have to assume the visions and the deaths are linked. Tell me what you think could be behind them.”

He took his cup from her. “I was thinking of moorland paranormal creatures, and thought, what about a Will-o’-the-wisp?”

“Do they scream?”

His nose wrinkled. “Not really. But they do lead people into bogs to kill them.”

Avery knew he was trying to be helpful, but… “Seriously? None of the victims were found in bogs, Dan!”

“I know! But it could be a metaphorical bog. Like they were mentally taken there and died thinking they had drowned. That could explain the feeling of loss and panic.”

“I suppose that’s an interesting slant on it,” she conceded. “Any other ideas?”

“Selkies. Seals that become human. I was thinking that what if one had found love with a human mate, and that mate had died. They could be wandering, lost and alone.”

“Very romantic! I didn’t think they were killers, though.”

“Who’s to say they’re killing deliberately? It could be accidental. But,” Dan sipped his coffee and grimaced at the heat, “ouch! I saved the best for last. Banshees.”

“Banshees! I thought they were Irish!”

Dan rolled his eyes. “The supernatural do not have boundaries. Besides, Cornwall is a Celtic nation at heart. It’s very possible.”

“And they shriek—is that right?”

“Yep. It’s a female spirit that cries over the death of a family member. Their appearance varies, but are generally tall, red-eyed, and weeping. Some myths suggest they’re shorter. Anyway, they all wail.”

“But the recent deaths aren’t in one family,” Avery reasoned, “so how does that work?”

“I don’t know. But so far, it’s the best suggestion I have.”

Avery sipped her coffee, watching Dan over the rim of the cup, and with each sip, her thought processes sharpened. “What if it was centred on one family, but the effects encompassed the area around it?”

“I guess it’s possible. What do you know, Avery Hamilton?” Dan narrowed his eyes at her.

“Ghost OPS are investigating a place called Stormcrossed Manor, and I’m wondering…” 

“Stormcrossed Manor?” Dan’s voice rose in alarm. “What’s happening there?”

“You know it?”

“Sure I do. Well, by association. It’s a long tale of death and mourning. The name says it all. But tell me why Ghost OPS are there.”

Avery explained what had happened so far and asked, “What do you know?”

“Its original name wasn’t Stormcrossed Manor, that’s for sure. It was called Trevithick Manor, after the man who built it.”

Avery nodded. “Yes, that’s what Reuben said. Apparently, it’s close to his place.”

“Sounds about right. Anyway, just after the first World War, the owner of the manor, I forget his name, died—crushed by a fallen tree in a storm—leaving his wife to bring up their small children on her own. Grief-stricken, she renamed the place.” Dan grinned. “I think it’s a great name.”

Avery could only think of the grieving woman. “That’s so sad. Imagine grieving so much that you rename your house! And having to bring up your children without their father.” 

“She was rich! It’s not like she’d have been completely on her own.”

“She would have been alone in her heart,” Avery said, thinking she was turning into a soppy romantic. “Anyway, what else do you know?”

“If I remember correctly, at some point a lightning strike took out one of the towers and set fire to it, and other storms over the years have felled some big trees on the estate.”

Avery settled herself more comfortably against the counter. “And you know this how?”

He shrugged. “There are a few interesting places across Cornwall that have a reputation for hauntings—Pengersick Castle, Bodmin Jail, Jamaica Inn, and Prideaux Place, to name just a few. I’m interested in all of them. Stormcrossed Manor hasn’t got a haunted reputation as such, but I guess this air of sorrow clings to it. Plus, it’s local and therefore piques my interest. Screams, you say?”

“Apparently. I don’t know the details.” Another connection struck Avery. “But you mentioned storms…” 

Dan nodded. “Perhaps the storm on Saturday stirred something up.”

Avery drained her coffee. “We decided last night that Alex should visit there, but now it sounds even more intriguing.”

“I’d like to go there, too,” Dan admitted as he headed into the shop to join Sally, who’d already opened up. “I’ve always wondered what it’s like behind those tangled hedges. I’ll call Dylan and try to set it up – not today, obviously.”

Avery trailed after him, and they joined Sally at the counter. She was dressed in a bright summer dress, and her hair was tied back in a ponytail. The front door was already propped open, and incense hung on the air, but the shop was empty at this early hour. Avery decided to take advantage of the quiet moment and update them on the other pressing issue.

After greeting Sally, she said, “It seems there are more hunters in White Haven, so just be aware. They seem…pushy.” 

Sally frowned. “Hunters? Like Ghost OPS?”

“Sort of.” She described El and Briar’s encounter, adding, “It’s possible they may come in here today, or there may be others.” She paused, uncertain of how much to say, and then decided that they deserved the honest truth. “Eli seems to think they might be targeting us, too. The Nephilim and us witches. I’m not so sure. We’re powerful, but human. It’s not like we’re odd supernatural creatures, but his experience suggest they have no such boundaries.”

Sally gasped. “Witch hunters! And the Nephilim, too? Surely no one would be stupid enough to target any of you.”

“Eli is no fool,” Dan said, “and neither would he spread panic for no good reason.” He stared at Avery, arms crossed. “I know you’re all strong and powerful, but I think you need to take this seriously. We have no idea why they might be here, but if there are a few of them, and they do this for a living, they’ll have ways to hunt witches.”

Dan and Sally were both staring at her, and Avery had to concede that they were probably right. “I’ve pushed it to the back of my mind with everything else going on, but that couple certainly pissed El off. I guess if I’m not around and someone odd comes in, just be careful—although, you two should be fine. I’ll see if Alex has organised things with Dylan. If he’s going, I want to join him.” The more she thought about the manor, especially knowing its tragic background, the more it fascinated her.

Sally exchanged a nervous glance with Dan, and he gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll be here all day.” 

Avery gave him a grateful smile, already reaching for her phone. Then a shadow fell across the window. All three turned to the street to see a huge man on the other side of the glass, staring in. Hulk was the word that sprang to Avery’s mind. 

In fact, he seemed less to stare than glower, his dark eyes almost lost behind the tangle of his hair. Sally visibly recoiled, but Dan straightened up. Avery summoned her magic, prepared for whatever might come their way.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Woah! Back up!” Ben instructed as he stared at the screen. “Something moved there.”

Dylan manipulated the mouse, rewinding the video, and then snorted. “It’s a cat.”

“Bollocks!” Ben leaned back in his chair, rolled his shoulders, and stretched. “Sorry. I’m enthusiastic.”

“You’re over-caffeinated,” Cassie said, eyeing his cup. “That must be your third, and it’s barely half-past nine.”

“Wow, I’m slacking,” he teased her. “I’ve normally had at least four by now.”

Ghost OPS were sitting in their headquarters reviewing the overnight footage from all of the cameras Dylan had set up the day before, and it was slow going. The day before, he and Cassie had finally made it back to the manor to collect Dylan after finding Mrs Robertson’s dead body at the cottage. Giving their statements had taken a long time. They hadn’t been able to check for paranormal activity in the other cottages down the lane, but he hoped they might be allowed in them at some point.

When they had returned to the manor, Dylan had already started other baseline tests in the house—EMF and temperature readings—but Rosa had not wanted cameras inside the home. Understandable, but frustrating. But even more frustrating was her grandmother, Tamsyn’s, refusal to let them in the wing where she lived. That certainly did pique Ben’s curiosity.

He was still ruminating on the possible reasons behind that, as Dylan brought up footage of the cemetery’s camera, saying, “Let’s try this one.”

Cassie shuffled forward. “I want to see the graveyard properly, rather than on screen.”

“We’ll be going back,” Dylan said, distracted as he scrolled through the footage. “It had a quality. I’d be interested to see your reaction to it.”

“Do you think,” Ben said, leaning forward too, as he tried to distinguish the details, “that Tamsyn is hiding something? You know, a reason for not wanting us in her part of the house?”

“Maybe,” Cassie answered, still staring at the screen. “But old people can be unnecessarily stubborn. She might just resent Rosa arriving and inviting strangers into her house. After all, she’s been alone for years.”

Ben wasn’t really buying it, but with nothing else to go on, he didn’t want to assume too much. Hard evidence was the key.

Dylan leaned even closer to the screen and paused the footage of the ruined grave. “I think I saw something.” He took the footage back a few frames and let it play again, pulling the headphones over his ears as he did so he could listen to the audio. Dylan spent most of his time with his earphones perched on his head. They were like an extension of himself.

All three were now inches from the screen, the images rendered in dayglo blue showing the cold head stones of the graveyard, the stone walls, and gently undulating bushes in the sea breeze. And then something rose from the grave.

Goosebumps flared over Ben’s arms as he watched, transfixed. 

The figure was slender but shapeless, a suggestion of ridiculously long limbs. It hovered above the grave, drifted to the right, and then floated towards the camera. All three were now frozen, Ben barely aware of his friends on either side of him. The figure drifted closer to the camera, and an icy blue colour bloomed from what Ben construed as a head. 

Suddenly, the video footage turned into grey static, lines erupting across the screen, and Dylan yelled, leaping to his feet and pulling his ear phones off in one swift movement. Ben was so shocked he spilled his coffee all over his lap, and Cassie jerked backwards as if she’d been shot.

As silence fell, a wail leaked from the discarded earphones—heartrending and horrifying.

“Holy shit on a blanket!” Dylan stared at the screen, his headphones, and then at Ben and Cassie. “That almost deafened me.”

“What the fuck was that?” Cassie asked, in an unusual fit of cursing for her. She was white-faced, her arms covered in goosebumps, just like Ben. “Ghosts don’t scream!”

Ben stared at them. “Did you see the blue colour in the face area? It looked like a mouth!”

“No argument from me!” Dylan said, shaking his head. “I need to get there…see it in the day.”

“The ghoul?” Cassie asked, horrified.

“The graveyard, you tit! And it’s not a ghoul!”

“It might be,” she answered, indignant. “It really didn’t look like a ghost.”

“Hold on.” Ben clung to reason. “Clean up the footage first. We need to try and work out what that is. You’re right, Cassie, it didn’t look like a ghost. Not the sort we’ve encountered, anyway. The only thing I can think of with a horrible scream is a banshee, but nothing about that makes sense, so don’t ask questions right now.” He pushed the thought to the back of his mind. “We need more evidence.”

Dylan nodded, sinking slowly back into his seat. “Yes, of course. Clean up the footage.” He smacked his ears as if clearing them. “Herne’s hairy bollocks. That was chilling. You know, I watched some of this live last night, after you went to bed.” He directed that at Ben. “But I gave up in the end. I was knackered.”

“That’s fair enough. What time did it happen?”

Dylan ran the footage back. “Ten to two.”

“Has anyone checked the news yet?” Cassie asked, already looking at her phone.

“Not me,” Ben confessed, knowing why she was asking, and still trying to blot warm coffee from his jeans. He’d have to change; he was covered in it.

Dylan’s phone rang, and he strode across the room to take the call.

Cassie’s shoulders dropped. “Nothing reported so far. Deaths, that is.” She heaved a huge sigh and leaned back in her chair. “What was that, Ben?”

His thoughts jumbled, he said, “I don’t want to speculate too soon.”

Dylan soon marched back across the room, pulling his chair up purposefully. “Right. I’m going to see what else I can find, and then I’m going to meet Alex.” He glanced over at them. “Alex is having visions of a place that sounds suspiciously like this. I’m going to take him to the graveyard in a couple of hours.”

As much as Ben wanted to go with him, he decided that background work would be more useful. “Whose grave was disturbed by the falling tree?”

“No idea. The headstone was under the branches.”

“Find out, and tell me. Whatever that was seemed to come from that grave. I’m going to do some research on that place. And in the meantime,” he looked across to the telephone that was blinking with a red light, meaning they had messages, “we need to see what came in overnight, Cassie.”

“I’ve heard a few,” she said, rising to her feet. “More reports of strange noises. I’ll check their locations, in case there’s a pattern.”

“There’ll be one,” Ben murmured, more to himself than the others. This was shaping up to be very odd indeed.








  
  
Ten




DS Kendall studied the living room of the cramped cottage, wondering how anyone could live there. It was oppressive. Some might even call it quaint. She did not. 

Newton was prowling the small space like a caged animal, and she tried to take her mind off the size of the place and focus on what could have caused the deaths of the residents the day before. They were in the second cottage, where the old couple had lived; the furnishings were old-fashioned, and the kitchen looked as if it hadn’t been updated since the 1950s.

“What can you see, Newton? I can’t find a thing. It all looks absolutely normal.”

“Bloody nothing!” He turned, a grimace marring his handsome face. Although Kendall really didn’t want to call him handsome. He was her boss. But he was lean and muscled, and looked very good in his suit. Despite the trying last few days, he’d shaved and was immaculately turned out, and she appreciated that in a man. He paid attention to his appearance, which was more than could be said for Alex and Reuben, the two witches of the White Haven Coven. They may be good looking in their tattooed, unconventional way, but they weren’t her type at all. Although, Zee intrigued her, as did Eli, the huge Nephilim. She’d heard about the others, but hadn’t met them yet.

She focussed on Newton as he said, “Nothing seems out of place. There’s no sign of a struggle. I can’t even detect magic.”

Kendall blinked, confused. “You can feel magic?”

“Yeah. It has a certain quality. You’ll get used to it when you’ve worked on this team long enough. I spend a lot of time with the witches, so that helps.” He huffed and headed for the door. “Let’s go next door. I think I’ll get Ben to come here with his meter. Maybe he’ll pick something up.”

Within minutes they were in the next cottage, which Kendall was relieved to see was updated and more light-filled than the previous one. However, once again, it felt all too normal to say there’d been a recent death here. “So,” she said, “this is where the guy, Mr Anthony Marsh, lived with his mother, Vera. She was in bed, he was watching TV, right?”

“Right.” Newton didn’t consult his notes as he said, “Anthony had moved in last year to look after his mother. I gather he modernised the place. It’s a nice home.”

“I thought that.” Kendall headed upstairs and into the main bedroom, noting that SOCO had brushed for fingerprints in here, too. It was decorated with a cool elegance. No frills or flounces here, just good taste in light blues, but the bed was rumpled, and a terrible air of disuse had fallen over the place already. “This is horribly sad.”

Newton had followed her up the stairs and he stood next to the window, looking out over the garden. “Whatever killed them had to be powerful. I mean, maybe whatever it was could have entered the house, but I’m inclined to think it—or them—was outside. Surely, we’d feel a residual something.”

“But there’s nothing outside, either. Just sunshine and pretty gardens.”

Newton rubbed his face. “I thought I might get some insight by coming here today, but this is just a waste of time. I’m pretty sure SOCO will find nothing more, either.” He straightened and fixed her with his pale, grey eyes. “There’s something I’d like you to follow up on. El and Briar have encountered hunters in White Haven. They sounded aggressive, and I’m pretty sure the publicity has brought them here. I’ve got descriptions, so see if you can find anything out about them. Trawl through the town’s CCTV footage. I doubt we’ll get names, but…” He shrugged. “Whatever you can find. I’ll give you Maggie’s number, too.”

Kendall nodded, pleased to have something else to do, and to have the opportunity to phone the notorious Maggie Milne.

She followed him as he stomped back down the stairs, and his phone pealed in his pocket.

He answered gruffly, stopping abruptly, and she banged into him as he said, “You’ve got to be kidding me… We’ll be there in ten.” He didn’t even turn as he bounded down the last few steps. “Another dead couple, Kendall. This is turning into a right shitshow.”

Despite the horror of it all, Kendall couldn’t help but feel excited. This is what she’d joined the team for, and she couldn’t wait to be more involved. 

Newton virtually sprinted to his car, but she took one last look along the cottages before getting in her own, wondering what had happened here. She paused, frowning. There was a grubby, grey van at the end of the lane, just beyond the police tape. That hadn’t been there when they arrived. She squinted, stepping closer as she tried to see who was inside it. Press, perhaps? No. The van wasn’t professional enough. As she took one more step, the tyres squealed, and the van spun around and roared down the lane. 

But not before she had seen the registration and committed it to memory. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Alex shuddered as he studied the small, overgrown cemetery. “This is where you saw the spectral-something? There’s an odd feeling about this place.”

Dylan nodded, his sunglasses pushed over his short dreads. “If you’d seen what we did, you would think it was more than odd. It was freaky! My ears are still ringing!”

There were perhaps a dozen graves, all with old stone markers, many of them plain. A low, crumbling wall encompassed the area, and old trees, bent and warped by wind and time, seemed to guard it. It was the first place Dylan had brought him to, weaving so swiftly through the overgrown gardens that Alex didn't have time to form any accurate impressions of the grounds. However, he was already sensing the uncanny resemblance to his visions.

Alex pointed to where the wall was damaged by a fallen tree, the roots upended and jutting into the air, stones tumbled around them. “That looks recent.”

“It is. The young kid, Max, showed it to me. Unfortunately, it’s damaged the end grave, too. It’s what I wanted you to see.” Dylan checked his camera that he’d fixed to a post. “That’s good. It’s undamaged. Weird, though—the signal was interrupted last night.”

Alex stood behind his shoulder. Dylan was right. There was nothing wrong with the camera. Alex looked back towards the grave. “So, that’s where the spectral creature came from.”

“Seemed to.” Dylan gave a short laugh. “It looks harmless enough in the sunshine, but I swear that recording was as creepy as hell.”

“And there was a scream?”

“Nearly shattered my bloody eardrums!”

Before approaching the disturbed grave, Alex cleared his mind, trying to feel for a presence. While the graveyard undoubtedly had an unusual air about it, a sense of abandonment, he couldn’t feel anything magical or that resembled a presence. But the longer he focussed, the more he felt a sense of loss.

“Odd,” Alex confessed, swinging around to survey the whole place. “I feel loneliness and sorrow, but it is a graveyard. They aren’t exactly happy places, and I don’t know whether I’m projecting my feelings here. You didn’t see where it went?”

“No. The footage became distorted. I even watched for some time afterwards, but it didn’t clear up.”

“Did you say there was a live feed, too?”

“Sure.” Dylan nodded, his short dreads bouncing. “I can watch it real time, but it records as well. I just need to tap into the feed. This place is more complicated because I put up quite a few cameras and have set up monitors for all of them. I watched them all for a bit, and then I went to bed.”

“They’re all outside?”

“Yeah, spread through the abandoned gardens. Rosa didn’t want any inside.” He smiled at Alex. “Yes, I checked them all this morning. Tried to track it. No luck.”

Alex shrugged. “That’s okay. At least now I have a place to connect my weird dream-visions to.” Summoning his courage, he looked towards the grave. “Best look in it, then, Dylan.”

“I guess so.”

Up close, the ground was more disturbed than Alex had initially realised, the upended roots revealing several feet of churned earth, and the remnants of the rotten coffin below. They both stopped on the edge of the hole, staring into its depths. Fortunately, although they could see a portion of the ruined coffin, there were no bones visible. 

“The destruction happened over the weekend?” Alex asked.

“Yep. During the storm on Saturday night.”

“The night of my first vision.”

“Sorry, dude. I wish I’d have known. I would have told you about this place sooner.”

“No worries. I should have thought to ask you guys, but we’ve all been busy.”

Dylan huffed. “Us, too. Nuts busy. There are more storms on the way, apparently.”

“Let’s hope they don’t stir anything else up!” Alex crouched over the grave, eyes narrowed, and inhaled deeply. “In my vision, I smelled rich earth, you know, like when you’re in a wood or a garden, but then I smelled something really rotten. Something decaying and disgusting. This grave is far too old for that.” He turned to Dylan, who had crouched next to him, camera in hand as he panned across the grave. “However, the fact that you filmed something coming out of it says plenty. And the timing is right.” He extended his magic, feeling for anything unusual, but there was nothing. And then something odd struck him. “Where’s the gravestone?”

Dylan lowered the camera and pointed. “Half under the tree. I couldn’t get to it yesterday. It’s too big to move on my own, and Max was too small to help me. But we need to. Ben wants the details.”

“Yes, so do I. Where is Max?” Alex looked around as he stood. 

“Probably watching us.” Dylan lowered his voice. “Nice kid, but a bit odd. I haven’t met his sister yet.”

Alex stepped around the grave, careful not to disturb the crumbling earth, and crouched at the head of it, trying to move the tree roots. They were heavy and unwieldy, and gripping the thickest roots, he used magic to help lift them. With a grunt, he thrust the roots out of the way, revealing the gravestone beneath, half hidden beneath the earth. He brushed the soil off to read the inscription.

“Niamh Trevithick. 1888 – 1972. RIP.” He looked across to Dylan, who was still filming. “Any idea who this is?”

“Trevithick is one of the original owners, that’s all I know. Her grave is very close to another Trevithick, though.”

Dylan was right. They were side by side, but the other grave was undisturbed. Alex checked the headstone, covered in moss. “Jeremiah Trevithick. Beloved Husband and Father. 1883 – 1919. RIP.” He ran his hand across the warm stone. “Her husband?”

“I’d say so.”

“Any objections if I try a bit of psychic mojo?” Alex settled himself into a cross-legged position, the earth warm beneath him, and pulled his backpack onto his lap. 

Dylan snorted. “Of course not. 

Alex pulled out an amethyst and lapis lazuli to enhance his psychic abilities, cupping them within his palm. He was in a patch of shade, but it was hot, and the scent of the rich earth wafted around him. “I can already feel it pulling me.”

“It?”

“This place. I might not be able to detect any spirits or magic, but the air seems thick with secrets.”

“Can I film you?”

“Sure.” Alex closed his eyes, and in seconds, the outside world had vanished.


      [image: image-placeholder]“So,” the huge man said to Avery from the doorway of Happenstance Books. “You’re one of the witches.”

“And you, I take it, are one of the hunters.” She decided lying was pointless.

He grinned, and his face took on a feral, cunning appearance. “Word gets around.”

“It’s a small place. And I have good friends here.”

“So do I.” 

“Ah, yes. Your pack,” Avery said scathingly as she leaned on the counter, chin in her hand as if she hadn’t a care in the world. “What are you hunting? Not us, surely? That would be foolish.”

He eyed her up, not budging from the door, and then studied Dan and Sally too, quickly dismissing them. He looked above the door and around the shop, as if she had hunter traps waiting to catch him, and then he stepped inside, planting his legs a foot apart as if he would take root.

“Foolish? Is that a threat?”

“No. Advice. White Haven likes its witches. We protect it from people like you. I wouldn’t upset the locals.” 

Avery studied him now that he was inside, noting his well-worn combat trousers, t-shirt, and big leather boots. He was powerful and tall. Over six feet. His shoulder-length, grey-streaked hair was tangled, and a scar ran down the length of his forearm, thick and knotted. Although Avery hadn’t seen El’s visitors, she wondered if they might be related. He sounded similar in appearance to Sam. 

He stared into her eyes, his own a pale blue, almost grey. “We’ve come to help the locals. White Haven needs cleansing. It’s become a centre for all things paranormal.”

“There’s no doubt this town attracts plenty of paranormal activities, but so do many Cornish towns. It’s part of their charm—present deaths excluded, of course. You’ve come to join in the Lughnasadh celebrations? They’re a lot of fun.”

The stranger almost growled in response as he took another step into the shop. “We have not. We abhor such things.”

“The old ways? Then I suggest you leave. White Haven is no place for bigots and haters.”

“We’ll leave when we’ve cleansed the town.”

Avery subdued a shudder. The word “cleanse” carried horrific connotations. The witches had cleansed White Haven of negativity at Beltane, but she thought his words carried a different threat entirely. “And this meeting is what? A friendly warning? A threat? An assessment of the danger posed by a small bookshop that deals in the occult?”

“It’s an assessment, all right. Just determining the scale of the problem. It’s not so bad.” He shrugged, a lazy grin spreading across his face. “Nothing we haven’t handled before.”

Avery laughed, taunting him. “And you’re nothing we haven’t handled before, either. As lovely as this has been, it’s time for you to leave.” Although she knew she was courting trouble, she cast a spell on the wreath made of summer flowers that hung on the inner wall above the door. Its tendrils stretched out, snagging in his hair. At the same time, she manipulated air to pull the door open a little wider, and gave him a gentle nudge through it. 

He ducked his head in shock, and despite his wide stance, staggered over the threshold and onto the street, leaving some of his hair tangled in the wreath. He made to grab it, his eyes wide with alarm, but Avery spelled the door shut, and although he pulled on the handle with increasing fury, it wouldn’t open again.

Avery walked across to the wreath and pulled the strands of his hair free, balling them in her palm as he watched her. 

He slammed his hand against the glass, eyeballing her. “You’ll regret that, witch!”

“So will you, if you threaten me again. Leave.”

For a moment he hesitated, and then he spun and stalked down the street, not looking back, and Avery had the feeling that things were going to get even uglier in White Haven.
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