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Chapter One








Caitlyn Le Fey paused in the middle of reaching for another cluster of hazelnuts and raised her head to listen. Thunder rumbled in the distance, faint but ominous. Her red hair whipped back from her face as a sudden gust of wind blew through the hedgerow, making the branches beside her creak and groan, and the leaves rustle sharply. She glanced up at the sky: it was early September and, with the coming of autumn, the days had already started drawing in by this time in the afternoon. But now the sky darkened even further as black clouds scudded across the horizon.

“Well, don’t just stand there gawping, girl! Rain’s a-coming. We need to pick as many of these hazelnuts as we can.”

Caitlyn turned from the hedgerow as two women came up behind her, each with a basket filled with nuts slung over one arm. They could not have looked more unalike: the older woman—who had spoken—stood hunched over, her back humped under her dark cloak and her skinny chicken legs showing beneath the ragged hem of her black skirt. With a large hooked nose, bony hands, and wild grey hair escaping from her bun, the Widow Mags looked just like the old witches often seen in the pages of children’s fairy tales—and her habitual cranky manner and scowling countenance didn’t help to dispel that illusion. It was small wonder that many of the village residents regarded her with fear and suspicion, and whispered that the delicious truffles and bonbons in her chocolate shop must have been bewitched by magic to make them taste so good. 

In contrast, the middle-aged woman standing next to her had an open, kindly face and a plump figure clad, as usual, in a voluminous purple kaftan—slightly incongruous for nut-picking in the forest, but Caitlyn didn’t think that she had ever seen her Aunt Bertha wear anything else. 

“Mother, we’ll never be able to pick all the nuts before the storm arrives,” Bertha said in a patient voice. “We can always come back tomorrow.”

“The squirrels will have got them all by then,” snapped the Widow Mags. “It was a rare chance finding a hazel tree with ripe nuts that hadn’t already been eaten. We shouldn’t waste such good luck.”

Caitlyn glanced at the laden branches next to her. It was true: most of the trees they’d seen while foraging had been full of unripe hazelnuts, each still encased in a frilly green sheath that resembled an elf’s hat. Any nuts that had ripened had already been attacked by squirrels, who’d left nothing behind but tiny gnaw marks and cracked shells beneath the tree. 

Bertha had explained that the fresh green hazelnuts could still be picked—they would ripen readily enough off the tree if kept in a warm, dark, dry place and turned often. And after a few weeks, they would dry and harden into the familiar brown nuts often seen on chocolate packaging and in Christmas nut bowls. For Caitlyn, who had never been nut-picking before and always thought hazelnuts came in packets from the supermarket, even finding the green nuts had been an exciting novelty. 

And she was looking forward even more to watching the Widow Mags use the nuts in her delicious chocolate recipes. Just thinking about it made Caitlyn’s mouth water: smooth buttery pralines… truffles filled with rich chocolate-hazelnut paste… dark chocolate bars drizzled with caramel and chopped nuts…

An impatient movement from the Widow Mags jerked her out of her daydream and she turned hastily back towards the hazel tree. The old woman came up beside her and reached out to pluck some nuts herself, then flinched as her gnarled fingers struggled to grip the small round shapes tucked under the leaves. 

“Here, let me…” Caitlyn offered, starting to help, but the Widow Mags twitched an irritable shoulder and snapped: “I’m fine! Don’t fuss!”

Caitlyn swallowed a sigh and stepped back again, wishing that her grandmother wasn’t always so proudly independent. With the coming of cooler weather, the old woman’s arthritis had been flaring up again and her fingers had stiffened, making it hard for her to work on her chocolates. Which meant that she was even more cantankerous than usual. But Caitlyn had learned not to take her grandmother’s sharp tone and brusque manner to heart. The last few months had taught her that beneath the prickly exterior lay a kind heart filled with warm wisdom. Like a hazelnut crunch truffle—hard and crusty on the outside and meltingly soft on the inside, thought Caitlyn with an inward smile.

In any case, her grandmother’s grouchy attitude did little to spoil her enjoyment of the day. With the arrival of the autumn and the start of the nut season, Caitlyn was relishing these long afternoons out foraging along the ancient hedgerows with her family. With my family. Caitlyn repeated the words in her head and felt a warm glow fill her as she looked again at the two women next to her. She had never imagined when she came to England at the start of the summer, only a few months ago, that she would find a whole new family waiting for her, here in the tiny Cotswolds village of Tillyhenge. 

And what a family! Caitlyn glanced sideways again at the Widow Mags; her grandmother didn’t just look the part of a witch—she really was one (although if she did use magic, it was more likely to bewitch a cauldron to stir up the perfect mug of creamy hot chocolate than to conjure up any deadly potions). And as for Bertha—she might look like nothing more than an eccentric herbalist, her own shop filled to the brim with natural soaps, salves, and scented candles, but she, too, could use magic to heal and hearten. 

And so can I, thought Caitlyn, still feeling a little thrill at the thought. She wondered if she would ever get used to the discovery that she was descended from a long line of witches, with the power to harness magic and make it do her bidding. Well, some of the time anyway, thought Caitlyn ruefully. So far, her abilities only seemed to extend to transforming things into chocolate—not a terrible skill, of course, she admitted with a grin—but she was hopeful that with continued training and guidance from her grandmother, she would eventually be able to focus and control her powers.

An irritable huff from the Widow Mags brought her out of her reverie again and she turned once more back to the hazel tree. But before she could grab another cluster of nuts, she heard the sound of running feet crunching through the fallen leaves and, the next moment, a young girl of about eighteen burst out of the woods beside them. She was panting, her frizzy red hair standing in a wild halo around her face and her thin, gangly limbs making her look like a galloping colt. Caitlyn smiled at her young cousin Evie, the last member of her newfound family. Although only four years divided them, somehow Evie always made her feel a lot older—but Caitlyn quite enjoyed the feeling of being the “older sister”. She reached out to put a steadying hand on the younger girl’s arm as Evie skidded to a stop next to her.

“Mum! Mum, I just saw her!”

“Saw who, dear?” asked Bertha.

“The new witch that everyone’s been talking about! You know, the one who came to the village last week and started offering custom spells and charms for a fee. Minerva Chattox—that’s what she calls herself. She says she’s descended from one of the Pendle witches and has been practising magic for—”

“That woman is no more a witch than I am the Queen of England,” growled the Widow Mags.

“But the girls from school say that she really can do magic!” Evie insisted. “I heard them talking in the village post shop yesterday. She gave Lorraine Miller a ‘Zit-Zapping Charm’ and the pimple on Lorraine’s nose vanished the next morning! And Tamsin Smith paid for a love spell… and then Simon Barlow asked her out two days later.”

“Oh, Evie—those things might have happened naturally anyway,” said Bertha with an impatient sigh. “They’re no proof of magic! You can’t just listen to a bunch of silly girls—”

“But it’s not just the girls at school! Some of the villagers have been to see her too.”

“The villagers?” Caitlyn said incredulously. From the day she had arrived in Tillyhenge, she had seen the hostility shown towards the Widow Mags and heard the fearful rumours about her grandmother dabbling in witchcraft—all for doing nothing more than living apart from the rest of the village and creating chocolates that were delicious beyond imagination. She couldn’t believe that those same villagers would welcome and even use the services of a self-proclaimed witch. 

Evie nodded. “Yes, several of the villagers and staff from Huntingdon Manor went to see Minerva—she’s staying in a room at the village pub—and they bought custom spells and bewitchment charms from her. She even had customised ‘spellvelopes’ that you could buy blank and then you just had to add something linked to your heart’s desire, plus a few herbs, then—”

“I hope you didn’t spend any of your pocket money on that nonsense,” said Bertha in disgust. “That woman is no witch! She is nothing more than a con artist, deceiving the villagers with bogus spells and fake charms.” She shook her head in frustration. “I just don’t understand people sometimes. I try to help them using the genuine healing magic imbued in certain herbs and they accuse me of evil intentions… and yet here’s a charlatan taking advantage of them with ridiculous fake promises and they’re rushing to hand over their money!”

“Well, maybe we should be more like Minerva.” Evie gave her mother a defiant look. “You’re always telling me to keep my head down, to pretend I’m like the other girls and never practise magic at school—well, all that skulking around hasn’t stopped people saying nasty things about us, has it?” she demanded. “I mean, look at Minerva: she marches into the village, proud as you please, and announces she’s a witch. And instead of attacking her or making fun of her, they’re worshipping her! Maybe, instead of hiding it, I should be showing the other girls what I can do with magic… then they wouldn’t laugh at me or whisper behind my back anymore. They’d be impressed and think I’m really cool and wish they could be like me!”

Caitlyn was slightly surprised by the bitterness in her young cousin’s voice. Then she remembered how Evie struggled with being “different” and coping with the malicious teasing from her classmates. High school was always tough and it was even harder when you were a witch—especially a shy, clumsy, unconfident witch like Evie. 

“Being a witch—a true witch—isn’t about using magic to show off and impress others,” said Bertha gently. “We live quietly and use our magical abilities to do good in the ways we know how. That has always been our way. We have no need to go flaunting our witch heritage, just to make people envy and admire us.” Her voice changed as she added briskly, “And people aren’t ‘worshipping’ Minerva. In fact, not everyone in the village is happy about her arrival in Tillyhenge. There are some who fear and hate her, and would do anything to see her gone.”

Evie didn’t reply, although she looked petulant. Caitlyn cleared her throat and tried to change the subject:

“Um… what was Minerva doing in the forest?” she asked her cousin.

“Oh, she was leading a group of people. They looked like they were walking through the forest to the top of the hill.”

“They’re heading for the stone circle,” said the Widow Mags with a nod. “She’ll be looking to take advantage of the mystical associations already surrounding the standing stones. Well, if the villagers want to believe her nonsense, then more fool them!”

“Yes, but when people find out that she’s a fraud and that they’ve been cheated and lied to, that will just give witches even more of a bad name,” said Bertha with a frustrated sigh. She started to say something else but she was interrupted by a brilliant white flash illuminating the sky, followed a few seconds later by a clap of thunder. Caitlyn felt a fat drop of rain splatter on her forehead. 

“I told you the rain was coming and now we’ve wasted all this time nattering when we could have been picking more hazelnuts,” grumbled the Widow Mags. 

“We’d better get back,” said Bertha, glancing worriedly at the sky.

She put a hand under the Widow Mags’s elbow and began urging the old woman down the hill, towards the small thatched-roof cottage in the distance. Caitlyn picked up the wicker basket by her feet and started to follow the others, then paused as she remembered something.

“Where's Nibs?” she asked.

The others looked at her blankly.

“I thought he was with you,” said Bertha.

Caitlyn shook her head, frowning. “I thought he was sleeping in my basket but he’s not here now.” She raised her voice, looking around the clearing, and called: “Nibs? Nibs, where are you?”

“There he is!” cried Evie, pointing to the edge of the woods. 

Caitlyn whirled around just in time to see the little black kitten disappear into the trees. “Nibs! Come back here! Where are you going?”

There was another boom of thunder and rain began falling even faster. Bertha hurriedly pulled the hood from the Widow Mags’s cloak up over the old woman’s head. 

“You go on first,” said Caitlyn. “It’ll be terrible for Grandma’s arthritis if she gets soaked. I’ll grab Nibs, then catch up with you.”

Bertha nodded and hustled her mother away, with Evie trailing after them, whilst Caitlyn turned and plunged into the forest.








  
  
Chapter Two








It was even darker under the trees, with the weak light barely penetrating the forest canopy. Caitlyn peered ahead and saw a tiny black tail flick out of sight around a bush next to the path.

“Nibs! Come back here!”

All she got in reply was a cheeky “Mew!” and the rustle of a little body in the undergrowth. Sighing with irritation, Caitlyn dived after the kitten, rushing up the path to catch him. But he was faster than she’d expected. In fact, he thought this was a wonderful game and took great delight in darting ahead, keeping just out of her reach.

“Nibs! Stop it—come back here!” said Caitlyn, starting to really get annoyed now.

The kitten ignored her, scampering even farther ahead. As Caitlyn followed, she noticed that the ground was sloping upwards. The forest ran up along the side of the hill, covering part of it like a green blanket, and as she made her way through the trees, she was also climbing the slope. Soon, it began growing brighter and she could see the trees thinning, opening out onto the exposed hillside at the very top. 

A few moments later, Caitlyn stepped out from the shadow of the trees and caught her breath as the wind whipped her face, tugging her hair even more fiercely and making her eyes sting. Lightning flashed again, somewhere overhead, and Caitlyn hunched her shoulders instinctively as she waited for the thunderclap to follow. She looked around for the kitten, but she couldn’t see him anywhere. Then her gaze sharpened as she spied the stone circle several yards away, at the top of the exposed hill. 

The strange collection of sandstone boulders had stood on this hilltop for centuries. No one knew where they had come from or why they had been put there, and the mystery had inspired countless local folktales and legends. Some believed they were ancient warriors, turned to stone by a curse; others thought they represented a portal to the Otherworld, a site where the forces of magic were particularly strong… and the more pragmatic members of the village simply thought they were a lucky landmark, giving Tillyhenge a special mystique which helped it stand out from the other Cotswolds villages and pull the tourists in.  

Caitlyn had been up here several times since she arrived in Tillyhenge and had seen the stone circle in many different lights—eerily lit by bonfire, mellow in the soft orange of sunset, and even bland and innocuous in the bright light of day—but she had never seen it like this. The misshapen boulders were brilliantly outlined by jagged flashes of lightning, looking as if they really could transform any moment into the ancient warriors that legend said they were. And there, at the foot of one of the stones, was the furry form of a little black kitten.

“Got you!” Caitlyn muttered as she swooped down and grabbed him. 

She rose, clutching the squirming kitten to her chest, then paused as she realised that she was not alone. Huddling on the other side of the circle was a small group of people. They hadn’t noticed her—all their attention was fixed on the woman standing in the centre of the circle. This must be Minerva Chattox, Caitlyn realised. 

The new “witch” was a tall woman, with flashing black eyes made even more striking by the dark kohl she had drawn around them. She was somewhere in her forties and although not conventionally beautiful, there was something about her that drew the eye. Her outlandish costume of green velvet, though, looked like a cross between a Halloween witch’s costume and a medieval gown, and her lurid red hair looked like it had come straight out of a bottle.

She had her eyes closed and her arms upraised towards the sky, and seemed to be chanting something, whilst the circle of people around her watched, rapt. 

“I feel it!” Minerva cried. She had a good voice—an actress’s voice: strong, carrying, and vibrant with emotion. “The magical forces here at the stone circle are responding to my gift—they are converging around me… ahh… yes!” She opened her eyes and smiled at the group gathered around her. “Now… who would like to be first? Don’t be shy. There is nothing I cannot help with—I can cure addiction, impotence, illness, nightmares… find lost loved ones, remove bad luck, bring success in business, get your husband back from the clutches of another woman… Remember, destiny is a matter of choice, not chance!”

A girl stepped forwards, trembling, and said in a shy voice: “I… I was wondering when I might meet someone… you know… like, a nice chap… All my friends have got boyfriends but me… well, no one ever asks me out…”

Minerva gave the girl a knowing smile. “Ah… the path of true love never did run smooth… but fear not, my dear. I will use my powers to call on magic and find your soulmate for you. I will lead him through the mists of time to find you, so that the two of you shall meet before long.” She paused delicately, then held out a hand, adding: “Naturally, this will require a small fee…”

“Oh! Oh, yes… of course…” The girl fumbled in her pockets, then pulled out several notes and handed them to Minerva, who quickly tucked the money into a concealed pocket in her dress. 

Caitlyn felt a surge of disgust, which turned to incredulous indignation a moment later as she heard Minerva begin to chant:

“Alakazam… Alakazam… Abracadabra… Izzy wizzy, let’s get busy… Presto chango… Sim Sala Bim… Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo!” 

Caitlyn stared at the group, who were watching Minerva with awed expressions on their faces. Was this a joke? Surely they couldn’t believe this woman was serious? Those weren’t magical incantations at all—they were simply random words used by magicians in shows or spoken by characters in books and movies.

Minerva waved her hands in a mystical fashion and twirled in a circle, crying: “Double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble!”

Caitlyn gasped in outrage. She recognised the words as the famous quote from the three witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. True, Minerva was using a sing-song voice and garbling the words as she said them, so that at first, they did sound a bit like exotic incantations, but anyone who listened carefully could easily hear the truth.

And yet… the group of people were still watching her as if she were reciting magical words of the greatest power. Caitlyn scanned their faces, recognising several of the villagers, as well as some members of the Huntingdon Manor staff, and she felt an echo of Bertha’s frustration. How could people be so gullible? 

There was a commotion suddenly at the back of the group and Caitlyn realised that more people had come up the slope. The newcomers pushed their way to the front of the group and Caitlyn felt a flash of relief as she saw that they weren’t showing awe and admiration on their faces. Perhaps someone sensible had come at last to ridicule Minerva Chattox and point out what a fraud she was. 

But the newcomers weren’t laughing—no, their expressions were filled with fear and hatred as they stared at the woman in the circle. Most of them were the villagers who had always been the most hostile towards the Widow Mags, and now it looked like they were turning their pitchforks towards a new target.

“You evil witch!” screamed one of the women, jabbing a finger at Minerva. “I can’t believe you have the nerve to conduct your rituals here like this!”

“How dare you corrupt our village with your filthy black magic!”

“Devil’s consort!”

“Demon hussy!”

Minerva faced them, undaunted. “It’s a free country. I’m allowed to share my gifts with the good people who wish to be enlightened. If you don’t like it, that’s just too bad—but you can’t do anything to stop me.”

One man rushed up to her, waving a clenched fist in her face. “Oh yes, I can! I can make you sorry you ever set foot in Tillyhenge!”

“Are you threatening me?” asked Minerva silkily. “Do you realise what a powerful witch I am? I can curse you and bring all manner of misfortune on you! I can even summon death!”

The man faltered, taking a step back. Minerva tossed her head back and laughed. She raised her arms and glared at the hostile villagers in front of her. 

“Run! Run, you miserable sods, before I hex you all!” She waved her hands. “Hocus-pocus… Shazam-shazam… Ipso facto… Mea Culpa… Ali-ali-wham!”

Oh, for heaven’s sake. Caitlyn rolled her eyes. She couldn’t believe how terrified everyone looked. She wanted to step forwards and shout: “Don’t be scared—this woman is a total fraud and she’s just chanting a load of gibberish!” but before she could say anything, there was a flash of white in the sky and a boom of thunder that sounded as if it was right above their heads. The heavens opened and rain poured down, drenching them all in an instant. 

Minerva laughed again—a shrill, cackling sound—as another jagged line of lightning cut through the sky. Caitlyn knew that it was just coincidence, but to the frightened villagers it must have seemed as if the self-proclaimed witch really was controlling the heavens, calling down the storm to wreak vengeance on her enemies. People screamed and began to run in all directions, bumping into each other and slipping and falling on the wet grass. Someone blundered past Caitlyn, smacking into her shoulder and sending her spinning. 

She stumbled and nearly fell. She reached towards one of the standing stones but before she could grasp it, there was a burst of blinding white light. A lightning bolt snaked suddenly down and Caitlyn gasped, feeling the shock of the impact as it struck the top of the hill. Screams rang out. She stumbled backwards against the stone, clutching it for support. Then she heard a cry of pain and terror. Whirling, she saw that the man who had been threatening Minerva earlier was staggering into the centre of the circle. 

“Oh my God… he’s been hit by lightning!” someone screamed. 

Caitlyn watched in horror as the man gave another moan, then he crumpled to the ground and lay still. 








  
  
Chapter Three








“If you’ll wait in here, miss, the inspector said he’ll see you as soon as he’s free.”

Caitlyn followed the maid into the Library at Huntingdon Manor, hoping that she wasn’t dripping water onto the priceless Persian rug by the entrance. After the fierce winds and chilling rain on the open hillside, it was wonderful to be somewhere warm and dry. She bent and put Nibs down, glad that she could let him free at last. Holding on to the squirming kitten during the chaos on the hill, followed by the long, wet journey down the slope and through the formal grounds of the estate, had been a challenging task.

“Were… were you up on the hill wi’ the others, miss?”

Caitlyn turned to find the maid looking at her with avid eyes. She didn’t recognise the girl as one of the usual maids who worked at the Manor, although she knew that the old coach house was being converted into a gourmet restaurant and several new staff had been employed. Perhaps this girl was to be one of the new waitresses. She was in her early twenties, with brown hair pulled back in a simple ponytail and bright blue eyes in an open, honest face.

“Yes, I was up on the hill,” Caitlyn admitted. 

“An’ is it true that the stone circle up there is cursed?” The girl shuddered. “I heard ’em say the stones come alive in the witching hour.”

Caitlyn raised her eyebrows slightly. “Are you not from Tillyhenge then?” she asked, thinking that everyone in the village was so familiar with the legends, they would hardly act so disturbed by them.

The girl shook her head. “No, miss, I come from one o’ the nearby towns, but it’s only, like, a fifteen-minute bike ride from here.” She gave Caitlyn a shy smile. “My name’s Hattie. I’m one o’ the new girls; I’m going to be working in the coach house restaurant.” She glanced out of the Library window, which had a view over the grounds to the hill in the distance, and added, “I knew ’bout the stones, though—people used to talk about ’em even where I lived—an’ my class was going to come and visit ’em once on a school trip.” She turned back to Caitlyn with a wry smile. “But my dad wouldn’t let me go. He’s real superstitious, you know. He used to say witchcraft an’ magic was everywhere still, an’ he didn’t want me messing around a place haunted by evil spirits.”

“Oh, I don’t think the stone circle is evil,” Caitlyn protested. “I mean, it’s true that there are a lot of legends associated with it, and I suppose there is a… a sort of atmosphere up there. But it’s probably more to do with the fact that the stones are very old than anything else. I’ve been up there to see them loads of times, and in fact, most of the tourists who come to Tillyhenge visit the circle and take photos with the stones. If it was cursed in some way, wouldn’t something have happened by now?”

“But something did happen!” the girl protested. “One o’ the people on the hill—a man from the village—he was struck by lightning, wasn’t he?”

“That wasn’t because of the stones. That was just—”

They were interrupted by the door of the Library opening, and Minerva Chattox was ushered in by a young police constable.

“The Inspector wants to speak to you again after he’s interviewed the other witnesses, so please wait here until you’re called,” he told the woman, before closing the door and leaving them alone. 

Minerva gave a huff of annoyance and flounced over to an armchair. Then she noticed Caitlyn and Hattie. The latter had made a startled sound when Minerva stepped into the room, and now she stared at the self-proclaimed witch, her eyes bulging like someone who’d seen a ghost.

“You… you’re—”

“I’m Minerva Chattox, dear,” said the older woman, stepping forwards and offering a hand to the girl as she added smoothly, “I am a magical mentor and professional enchantress, High Priestess and Sorceress Extraordinaire. I use witchcraft to help others unlock the secrets of the universe and live their best lives.”

The girl swallowed, still staring at her. “You do spells for people?”

Minerva gave a tinkling laugh. “Oh, much more than that! I am an extremely powerful witch and I can summon magic to do my bidding in any shape or form: love spells, weight loss charms, hexes on exes, infertility cures, even divining the future and banishing evil spirits.”

“E-evil spirits?” Hattie stammered. 

Minerva smiled, a calculating look crossing her face. “Oh yes! Evil spirits are always waiting to possess you and you must be on your guard at all times. That is why protection charms are so important. I can perform purification rituals and cast special spells that will ward off bad luck and misfortune. I’ve done this for many clients in the past, my dear, with great success. In fact, I saved a man last year who was surrounded by terrible malignant forces, and with my help he was even able to protect his daughter, who would have surely died had the evil spirits not been removed.”

Caitlyn snorted loudly. She couldn’t believe the rubbish that the woman was spouting—and yet she noticed that Hattie was staring at the fake witch with an expression of horror in her eyes. The girl seemed completely enthralled. Annoyed, Caitlyn started to say something but Minerva gave her a cold look and cut her off, saying quickly to the maid:

“But you are young and pretty—I doubt that you are plagued by evil spirits. It’s a matter of the heart, isn’t it, that ails you? Perhaps there’s someone special that you’ve been thinking about…?” She raised a suggestive eyebrow.

Hattie flushed.

“Ah, I see that there is,” Minerva purred. “Perhaps he has not noticed you? Or perhaps he does not see you in the right way? Fear not. I can create a honey jar for you—this is a classic spell jar used to ‘sweeten’ someone towards you and ignite passion in your relationship. I will utilise special herbs and oils, a white feather, rose petals, crystals and a ‘sweetener’ such as honey, sugar, or treacle in my working—all you have to do is provide me with the name of the person, their full date of birth, and a picture of him.” She took a step closer to the girl and clasped both of Hattie’s hands in hers, saying in a low, breathy voice: “Then I will work your spell for three days and bury it near living water to release it into the universe. Remember, my child, you are in charge of your destiny. Anything your heart desires, I can help you achieve it…” She paused, then added smoothly, “Naturally, a fee would be required for my time and expertise. I accept all credit cards, as well as cash and personal cheques.”

Caitlyn was disgusted. She couldn’t bear to stand silent anymore, watching Minerva lure another gullible victim into her web. 

“I’m sorry, but this is all a load of nonsense!” she burst out. She put a hand on Hattie’s arm and looked at the maid earnestly. “Don’t waste your money on such gimmicks—”

Minerva Chattox made an angry hissing noise. “They are not gimmicks! They are genuine, magical spells of great influence—” 

“They’re a load of empty promises!” Caitlyn retorted. “You can’t really do any of these things and you shouldn’t be making these ridiculous claims and taking people’s money!”

Minerva threw Caitlyn a contemptuous look. “You may not understand it, but when you are a powerful witch like me—one who knows how to harness magic—then there is no problem that is unsolvable. I can make these claims. I have countless happy clients who can testify to my abilities. You obviously have no understanding or instinct for witchcraft and I’ll thank you to stay out of things you have no knowledge of.”

Caitlyn wanted to laugh at the irony of what Minerva was saying and show the woman some real witchcraft, to wipe that smug look off her face. But she glanced at Hattie’s pale face and decided that the maid looked frightened enough. She didn’t want to scare the girl even more. Before she could reply, however, Minerva added with a malicious smile:

“And if you doubt my abilities, you only have to look at what happened on the hill this afternoon. It is no coincidence that the man who was struck down by lightning was the same man who was threatening me. That is obviously a sign of the magical forces protecting me and striking down my enemies—”

“That’s not a sign of anything,” snapped Caitlyn, really beginning to lose her temper. “It was just a coincidence! Anyone knows that if you stand on an exposed hill in the middle of a thunderstorm, you’re likely to be struck by lightning. It had nothing to do with you and your so-called powers.” She glared at Minerva. “You should be ashamed of what you’re doing, scaring people and taking advantage of their insecurities.”

If she’d hoped to pierce the other woman’s thick skin, however, she was disappointed. Minerva simply shrugged and said, with another superior smile, “I’m used to people like you, who are envious of my powers—”

“Aarrgghh! I’m not envious of your powers!”

“—and I’m used to dealing with sceptics who try to undermine me,” Minerva continued, ignoring her. “I shall not be cowed by you! I shall continue practising my craft to help those who are in need of my talents.” She glanced at Hattie, who was watching them wide-eyed, and raised her arms dramatically. “Even now, I can feel an aura surrounding me… Mmm… yes… my natural psychic abilities are arising to banish your negativity… mmm… I summon thee, oh astral spirits… I summon thee…!”

Oh, give me a break. Caitlyn rolled her eyes and started to say something sarcastic but, before she could open her mouth, they were startled by sounds outside the Library. 

Thump-thump… thump-thump… thump-thump…

“Wh…what’s that?” Hattie whispered, her eyes wide.

Something was approaching the door of the Library but it sounded more beast than man. Minerva whirled to face the door, her mystical voice and theatrical manner suddenly gone

“What the bloody hell is that?” she cried.

Then she screamed as the door was shoved open and an enormous grey beast entered the Library. 








  
  
Chapter Four








Minerva shrieked and reeled backwards, staring in horror at the giant animal in front of her, with his huge head, cavernous mouth, and lion-sized paws.

“Oh my God—what is that?” she gasped.

Caitlyn guffawed. “I… um… I think it’s the ‘astral spirit’ you summoned.”

“Get away! Get away from me!” Minerva cried, clutching her skirts and trying to jerk away. 

This seemed to only make the creature even more interested in her. He thrust his huge muzzle into her face and sniffed intently, then opened his mouth to show a set of gleaming white fangs beneath his sagging jowls. His enormous tongue lolled out as he panted loudly. 

Minerva gave a scream and stumbled backwards, then she caught sight of Caitlyn’s face and snarled, “What are you laughing at?”

Caitlyn struggled to contain herself. “He… he won’t hurt you,” she gasped in between giggles. 

“What d’you mean, he won’t hurt me?” Minerva demanded. “Look at him! Look how he’s drooling—he’s obviously thinking of eating me!”

Caitlyn swallowed another laugh as she looked at the giant dog standing in front of Minerva, his wrinkled face pulled back in an amiable canine smile as he panted placidly. It was true that he was drooling copiously—long, slimy globs of saliva trailing from his lips—but that was pretty much the norm with Bran the English mastiff. He drooled all the time, everywhere. 

Caitlyn remembered her first meeting with Bran and how terrified she had been of the enormous animal, until she realised what a gentle giant he was. She watched now as Nibs scampered up to Bran and the mastiff bent his head to give the kitten a loving lick with his enormous pink tongue.

“Mew!” cried Nibs in indignation, now covered in dog drool. 

Bran wagged his tail in delight and turned to give Minerva the same loving treatment. The fake witch squealed and tried to squirm away from the giant wet tongue.

“Eeeuuww! Get… get away from me… you disgusting beast…!” she gasped, trying to push Bran away. But the more she shoved against him, the more Bran leaned into her. In fact, he seemed to think that she was inviting him to a wrestling game and he clambered on top of her, smothering her with slobbery licks.

“…yeeuugh… argh… help! Uuughh… Help!” came Minerva’s muffled voice as she toppled backwards and went down beneath the dog’s enthusiastic ministrations.

“Um… Miss… shouldn’t we do something?” Hattie asked in concern. 

All they could hear from Minerva now was desperate gurgling and all they could see were the tips of the woman’s arms and legs flailing beneath Bran’s enormous bulk.

“Oh… I suppose so,” said Caitlyn with a regretful sigh. She raised her voice and called:

“Bran… that’s enough now. Come on, Bran… SIT.”

The English mastiff paused in his licking and raised his head, looking befuddled for a moment. Then his baggy face brightened and, slowly, he lowered his rear end to the ground, nearly sitting on Nibs, who darted out of the way just in time.

“WOOF!” said Bran, thumping his tail on the floor and causing the books on the shelves to shake with each impact.

“Good boy,” said Caitlyn with a smile, patting him on the head. She glanced behind the dog at Minerva. The fake witch emerged looking slightly shell-shocked, her face covered in dog drool from chin to ear. Caitlyn had to fight the urge to burst out laughing again. She knew it was mean-spirited but she couldn’t help feeling that Minerva had got what she deserved. 

“I’m… I’m going to report that creature to Animal Control… I’m going to have him put down!” spluttered Minerva, her face red and furious as she rose unsteadily to her feet. She made a great show of dusting herself off, trying to wipe the smears of dog drool from her face and her clothing. “Look what he’s done to me! Look at my clothes—”

“I’ll go an’ get a towel for you,” offered Hattie, hurrying to leave the room.

She opened the door just as two men were entering the Library. Caitlyn recognised the first as Inspector Walsh of the local CID—the Criminal Investigation Department. He was accompanied by the young police constable who had escorted Minerva in earlier.

The inspector came forwards and said to Minerva: “Thank you for waiting, Miss Chattox. I’m afraid I will need to detain you for further questioning, at least until tomorrow—I will need to speak to you again after I have had a chance to go through the witness statements.”

“What? I can’t believe you’re treating me like some kind of criminal!” Minerva snapped. “If anything, I should be the one making a complaint about harassment and bullying! Those villagers came up the hill, interrupted one of my rituals, and threatened me for being a witch…” She jutted her chin out. “I know my rights! In the UK, Article 9 of the Human Rights Act gives me the right to freedom of religion and belief. That means I can freely talk about my faith or take part in religious worship!”

The inspector looked weary and irritable. “Yes, you do have the right of belief, but may I remind you, madam, that the right to manifest your beliefs is qualified.” He leaned forwards and eyed her sternly. “Which means that it can be curtailed in certain situations—such as when it endangers the life of others.”

“What do you mean?” Minerva demanded. “Are you talking about the man who was struck by lightning? That wasn’t my fault—that was an act of nature!”

Oh, so you’re changing your tune now, thought Caitlyn cynically. No more “magical forces protecting me and striking down my enemies”.

The inspector raised his eyebrows. “Several villagers tell me that they heard you making direct threats to Rupert Shaw, the man who was struck by lightning.”

“He was the one threatening me!” said Minerva shrilly. “You should be questioning him.”

“I intend to—but I will have to wait until he is released from Intensive Care,” said Inspector Walsh evenly. “And if he should die, this may be escalated to a murder inquiry.”

“Murder?” Minerva paled slightly. For the first time, she looked unsure. “But… but you can’t hold me responsible… He was struck by lightning… it was an accident…”

The inspector was silent, letting her stammer for a moment, and Caitlyn wondered if he had brought up the subject of “murder” on purpose simply to unsettle the woman and dampen her arrogance a bit. She felt a flash of new respect for him. Although she often found Inspector Walsh’s slow, methodical methods—and his dismissive attitude towards anything supernatural—very exasperating, she had learned long ago not to underestimate the grizzled old detective. He was a shrewd investigator in his own way. 

“Perhaps,” he said at last. “But regardless of what happens to Mr Shaw, there will still be an investigation into your activities, based on the villagers’ accusations—”

Minerva bristled. “I told you! I know my rights and it’s the villagers who should be charged with discrimination! You can’t arrest me just because I’m a practising witch!”

“No, I can’t,” the inspector agreed. “But I can arrest you for fraud.”

“Fraud?” Minerva’s face hardened.

“Yes. I’ve had complaints from several people accusing you of wilfully misleading them and defrauding them of their money.”

“That’s a lie! I simply offered to help them out of the goodness of my heart and they were so overcome with gratitude that they insisted on giving me generous payments.”

Inspector Walsh’s expression showed what he thought of Minerva’s statement, but he didn’t argue with her. Instead, he said, “Until these charges of fraud are fully investigated, I will need you to remain in the vicinity, where the police can question you further.”

“What? I was planning to move on tomorrow,” Minerva said, adding self-importantly: “There are many other places with people who need my talents.”

“Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to change your plans.”

Minerva gave the inspector a calculating look, then inclined her head and said grudgingly: “Fine. The pub in Tillyhenge has comfortable rooms. I’ll just stay on a few more days longer than I originally planned.”

Caitlyn glanced at the other woman, surprised by her quick capitulation. She had expected Minerva to protest or even insist on speaking to a lawyer to fight the charges. Then she thought of the calculating look on the woman’s face. Involving a lawyer would formalise the investigation even more and it seemed that Minerva was keen to keep a low profile. Did that mean that she had something to hide after all?

“Now, if you’d like to follow my man here—he’ll take you to check over your statement and sign it.” Inspector Walsh gestured to his constable.

Caitlyn watched as the fake witch swept out of the room with great dignity. She turned back to Inspector Walsh to find the old detective looking worried. 

“I wish I had the grounds to actually arrest her,” he said with a sigh. “Then at least I would have her safely in a cell for the night.”

“You think she might run away?” said Caitlyn.

The inspector shrugged. “My work has taught me to be suspicious. Minerva Chattox says she will stay at the pub in the village, but with no one to keep an eye on her movements, one would never know if she disappeared during the night—”

“Perhaps I can help,” said a new voice behind them.







OEBPS/images/e064ea8f-5581-469f-9d85-8cb1b7e8d3df.jpeg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE
OOOOO

H.Y. HANNA







