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The sky was still and blue, and a heat haze distorted the tarmac, but Dave had just walked into ice cold air. He had come to a stunned halt, then taken a swift step back before the chill froze his joints. Now the hot, heavy air he had escaped to raised a quick sweat, and made it hard to breathe.

Dave reached out to touch the shaft of frigid air, and something invisible resisted. His fingers tingled with freezer burn, but the sensation only went print deep. He prodded again, and sensed a little give, like he was pushing against stiff fabric, or maybe even skin. Either the ends of his fingers were going numb from the cold, or whatever he was pressing was warming to his touch. He shoved the resisting air until it moved, and he imagined he heard the scuffling of something being pushed along the ground.

The tips of Dave's fingers stung now. He pulled them back and stared at them, as if that would give him an answer, then something stroked his forearm.

The touch wasn't as cold as the invisible obstruction had been, but it still felt wrong. It was like being caressed by an insistent and very localised wind. The wind asked, very quietly, "Can you see me?" Then it grasped his right wrist. It was a light hold, and not as cold as previously, but shocking, nonetheless. As what felt like the slim fingers of two dainty hands held him, they warmed up to almost skin temperature.

Dave reached down with his left hand and drew his phone from his jeans. Barely glancing at the screen, he opened the camera app with a couple of taps, then held the phone up and took a picture.

As soon as the phone made its fake shutter noise, the grip on Dave's wrist was released. He almost staggered back at this new shock, then reached out with his now free right hand to feel for the cold air. Which was no longer there.

Dave looked all around, hoping for a clue as to what had just happened.

He stood on an old footbridge over a long abandoned, and recently re-purposed, railway cutting. Below the bridge, the cutting was overgrown, with one meandering hard packed path weaving between the would-be copses of willow. For this section of the path the tarmacked cycle path had risen to meet the end of the bridge and allow access to a mini wilderness beyond it.

The plan had been to get a little lost on the South-east edge of Manchester. It hadn't happened yet, Dave still knew this bit of Levenshulme. And now, it seemed, he was suffering from hallucinations because of heat stroke. He leant against the parapet, a tetanus nightmare of green paint held in place by rust, and studied the ground where the chill had been. There was nothing there, no mark to differentiate it.

Dave looked back at the path he'd come along, then at the trees and scrub on the far side of the bridge. He reached out and swung his hand back and forth. The air was uniformly warm. He took a step forward, and tried again. If anyone was watching, he must look like the world's worst mime. He gave up, and headed back the way he had come.

It was only when he was off the bridge that Dave remembered his phone. He hadn't known why taking a photo had suddenly become so important, and he didn't expect it to reveal anything. He held the phone up and looked at it. And felt a chill deeper and more horrifying than any he had just experienced.
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In Demons In Didsbury.

Magic is real, but it's not quite what you think. As energy seeps through from other worlds, adepts can harness it and direct it, for good or bad. If you're in tune with the energy then there's no better way to build up your reserves than sex. The luckiest of magic users find their familiar- who is not sensitive to the energies being tapped, but has an incredible ability to store it up, like a walking battery.

Adam never really believed that Rose was a witch, until he met the ghost who shares her house. Grace was another witch, killed years before, who managed to find an anchor in her home. As if that wasn't enough, he had to adapt to being a familiar for his lover- helping her tap into magical energy, then acting as storage for when she needed it. He was thrown in at the deep end when someone conjured up a pack of demons that thought he looked rather tasty.

Teaming up, Rose and Adam tracked down Lilly, an untrained witch, who had conjured the demons by accident, thinking she was casting a love spell. After rescuing her from one, Rose took her on as a new apprentice. Her first training session, featured some odd, ways of making her feel at ease.

Now, Rose, Adam, Grace, and Lilly, want to find out where the powerful amulet that amplified Lilly's spell came from. But a different mystery is about to distract them.

Lilly was a changed woman since her first lesson in witchcraft the week before. She stood straight on the doorstep, no evidence of her previous slouch, and grinned at Adam when he answered the door. She had a satchel slung over her right shoulder and wore a light summer dress in red with white buttons all the way down the front. On most other women it would have been full length, but Lilly was so tall it stopped just below her knees. She lifted her sunglasses to sit atop her head and said, "Hello there." in a happy bouncy voice.

"Hello again." Adam stepped aside to let her in. "Have you done something with your hair." he asked, even though it made him feel silly.

"No, not a thing." Lilly tugged a few strands around, but her hair was too short for her to get them in front of her face. Then she spotted the mirror above the hallway radiator and checked her reflection. "Oh. No, I didn't do this. I hadn't noticed." Her hair had been a mess of mousey browns, but now was a dark blonde. "That's.... I'm blonde?"

"Deep down, maybe you are. Didn't we say that magic will change your body." Rose said, smiling down from the top of the stairs.

"It hasn't made my boobs any bigger." Lilly sighed.

"Darling, your boobs are perfect just the way they are. Come on up."

Lilly's long legs carried her up the stairs quickly, then she followed as Rose led the way to the top floor. Adam checked his reflection in the mirror, to see if his hair had changed colour. He was, he realised, slightly blonder himself. Smiling at this discovery, he went upstairs after the girls.

One of the top floor bedrooms had been turned into a library and map room. There were three chairs, and Lilly and Rose were already sat in theirs. Adam spun the last one around and sat on it, arms crossed over the back. "So, what's today's lesson?"

"Should we get undressed?" Lilly asked. "Like last time?"

"Last time it made you less nervous, which helped you concentrate. Would it do that again?" Rose asked.

"No, it wouldn't. It would so distract me." Lilly went a little red.

"That's what I thought. But maybe we can get naked later." Lilly went a deeper shade of red at Rose's suggestion, and deeper still when she realised it was a joke. "Where's Grace? Grace? Come on out."

The ghost materialised from the wall beside the door. She was wearing cut-off jeans and a white blouse- rucked up and tied rather than buttoned- and her hair was in pigtails. She was still tinged a shade of electric blue, but it was less obvious than it had been the first time Adam had seen her. Adam sighed and pointed at the opening she hadn't used. "Just once, could you use the door? Just once." he asked.

Grace kissed Adam- a cold, tingling peck on his forehead. "Not whilst it annoys you so." She sat on an imaginary chair to join their circle.

"Do you have it?" Rose asked Lilly.

"Yes. I'd put it in the recycling pile." Lilly opened her satchel, and drew out a small padded envelope. She handed it to Rose, who turned it over and over, studying it before opening the torn flap and pulling out folded sheets of paper, which she handed to Adam.

"It seems to have been lined with tin foil, look." Rose held the envelope open and showed the insides to Grace.

"I've heard of tin foil hats." Adam offered, looking up from the top sheet of paper.

"Does it work like a Faraday cage?" Lilly asked.

"Maybe. Magical artefacts have been known to generate magnetic fields and spark with static. So wrapping it in metal might shield it from detection and outside effects." Rose tapped the envelope against the palm of her hand, optimistic that there may be a clue lodged inside that she could shake loose. "What's on the paper?"

"The spells I was supposed to use. To make the amulet work." Lilly said. She had gone red with embarrassment. Not so long ago, she had been a mousey, awkward, lovelorn mess, who had turned to magic to get some satisfaction. The amulet and spells, which she had hoped would deliver lovers to her, had actually conjured up demons. One of them had been draining her life away when Adam and Rose had saved her and exorcised it. "I only got halfway through when.... The thing arrived. I must have read it wrong, or something." she added.

"Let me have a look." Grace nipped the sheets in Adam's hand, and pulled them away before he had even let go of them. His fingers tingled as the paper was temporarily made as insubstantial as the ghost who had snatched it. She scanned the incantation, nodding her head in understanding before she was all the way to the end. "You weren't meant to get much further than halfway. The full spell is only a line long, and it's just before the middle." She handed the sheets to Rose to check.

"Why would they do that?" Lilly wondered.

"Maybe they thought the spell would seem so much more impressive if there was more of it. Or perhaps they copied down lots of bits from all over the place, and an actual snippet of magic that really worked got in there by accident." Adam was thinking out loud as he tried to come up with explanations.

"I hope that is what they were doing." Rose said. "That they were just some scam artists taking advantage of the gullible, sorry Lilly, and mailing out convincing mumbo-jumbo. I mean, even with a powerful artefact like the amulet, if anyone read this who wasn't as powerful a witch as Lilly, well, the best they could hope for would be some very dirty dreams. The other possibility is that Lilly was targetted specifically, by someone who knew she was a witch, even before she did."

"Why would someone want to do that?" Lilly asked.

"I don't know. But if we hadn't intervened, that demon would have drained you dry, soaking up your power and channelling it who knows where. We need to track down the people who sent you the amulet, so we can work out whether they're dumb or dangerous."

"I've got all the details from when I bought it. I printed them out, but I didn't look into the company yet." Lilly pulled a note pad from her bag and held it up.

"And there's a postmark on the envelope. We can see if any of those details you've brought match up to where it was posted." Rose held the envelope up, and pointed at the faint lines over the stamp in the top right hand corner of the front.

"What does the postmark say?" Grace asked. She was leaning toward the envelope, straining to see the details. Adam wondered how effective a ghost's eyesight could be.

"It is a bit faint, isn't it. Let me try to bring it up some." Rose held the envelope with her left hand, and ran the fingers of her right over the postmark. They danced, just above the paper, and she mouthed an incantation.

A faint glow lit her fingertips, and she had a victorious smile as she finished the spell and saw the results. "There we go. It's quite local. It says that it was sent from Stockport. We won't have to go far to...."

Rose's voice faltered as she noticed a change in how the room was lit.

Behind her, taking up most of the wall opposite the window, was a large map of Greater Manchester. It had been mounted on foam board, to take the many pins that had been stuck in it to mark strange events and magical nexuses around the city and boroughs. Now, a wavering ring of light had formed on the map, roughly encircling Manchester city centre.

With a snap, as if it had been flicked by a giant finger, the map pulsed. A ripple washed out from the centre to the edges, and the string of light extinguished. Pins that had been pushed free tapped down onto the floor.

Rose looked from the envelope to the map. "That wasn't me." she insisted.

"No. The map sensed something." Grace was on her feet. She walked through Rose's chair as the two of them went for a closer look. "It is sensitive to magical emanations. But normally, they show up much less spectacularly than that."

Lilly and Adam crowded behind Rose and Grace, and they all studied the map. Rose tried to find the circle that had lit up. When she thought she had it, she ran her fingers over the surface of the map. "It's indented." she said. "Whatever this is, it's pushed its marker into the map."

Adam reached over Rose's shoulder, and found a section of indentation near her hand. He ran a finger along it, tracing the route and checking to see what it ran through on the map. "It's running along old railway line." he said, spotting familiar markings.

"All the way around?" Grace asked.

They spent several minutes finding the indented ring around the city centre, each taking a quadrant and feeling their way. It didn't always run along sections of the map that showed railway lines. Mostly, this was because developments had been built over former track. The groove always found its way back to sections that had yet to be built on, though.

"Well, there's a mystery." Grace announced. "Such a major outpouring of magic must mean something serious. I'm afraid we'll have to put aside the question of Lilly's mystery amulet, and you'll have to go out there and see what you can discover."

The girl who wasn't there was beautiful. She had a narrow, fine featured face with high cheek bones, a small, perfect nose, and thin but eminently kissable lips. Her dark hair was cut short and spiky, with blonde highlights haphazardly applied. She was wearing an oversize army surplus greatcoat and a black T shirt with a clumsy white anarchy symbol hand painted on it. The left lapel of the coat had been torn when something had been ripped off.

She was staring straight at the camera, her expression a combination of hope and sadness. But Dave could just make out, through her, the trees and grass on the other side of the bridge. And she definitely hadn't been there when he had taken the picture. Or, at least, he hadn't been able to see her.

Dave stared at the picture for a long time, then looked back at the bridge. For a moment, he thought he saw the figure of a girl, staring back. He all but ran to the main road.

He wandered up the road for a while, looking for somewhere to get a cup of tea. There was an antiques village in the old Police station, so Dave dipped in there and found somewhere to sit and sip whilst he calmed down.

Surrounded by dark wood and old brass, Dave found it much easier to believe in ghosts. All of the pieces had stories to tell. To be sold in a place such as this, everything had to have passed through the hands of people now dead and gone. If his phone was going to start showing him people who weren't there, then maybe he should entertain the possibility that every item in this building held the secrets of its dead owners.

Above Dave's table was a tinted black and white photograph, mounted in a dark wood oval frame with a silver highlighting band. The woman in the picture, small hat balanced atop her head, dark clothing fastened all the way up to her neck, stared out of the frame nervously. Maybe she had been told to hold perfectly still for as long as the exposure required, or perhaps she harboured some fear of what the technology might do to her. She looked over Dave's shoulder, worried by what was behind him. He resisted the urge to turn around, knowing there was nothing there, no matter how convincing her visage. But he did finish his tea quickly, and headed out into the hot afternoon again.

"I can feel it. The magical energy. It's as if it's flowing along the bike path." Lilly said. It may have been the sunlight catching it, but her hair seemed to shine, blonder still than when she had arrived at the house.

"Me too. It feels like it's going that way." Rose pointed North-east along the path that had been built along the bed of the old railway line. Looked at on the map, the mystical energy would be circling the railway ring in a counter clockwise direction. If it carried on moving the way that Lilly and Rose felt it, anyhow.

It was hot outside the house. Moreso than they had expected. Grace occupied the very structure of her home, and must be using her magic to keep the temperature inside at a more comfortable level.

They had walked to the nearest place on the map that had been indented, then tried to trace the old railway lines until they could find a way onto them. Now, they were walking along the cycle path, trying to ascertain what was going on, simply through the feel that Rose and Lilly had for magic. It had taken them nearly two hours to get to this point, and they all needed a drink.

Grace couldn't leave the house, trapped there by the ties she had made with it when she died. But she could keep track of them through their phones, and access the internet to do research when they needed guidance. For a witch who would now be in her nineties, she had taken to technology with speed and enthusiasm.

Adam didn't sense magic in the same ways that his girlfriend and her newly minted apprentice did. He was Rose's familiar, her walking store of magical energy. He also helped her generate some of that energy, in the best way possible. Sex helped her tap into the fluxes and draw power down from them. Adam was new to the role of familiar, but he loved his job.

He was soaking up some of the mystical power flowing around them, he knew. He wasn't sure that he felt it, though. Not over the uncomfortable warmth on his skin that likely signalled imminent sunburn. He unlocked his phone, and called the house.

"Hello there." Grace answered, almost immediately. "Have you found something?"

"The girls reckon they know which way the energy is flowing. But I called for something else. Where's the nearest shop to where we are right now. We need something to drink, before we all die of thirst."

"So melodramatic. Let me see. The computer says you are there. Aha. The next gate onto the path is in quarter of a mile. There should be a shop near there where you can get supplies."

"Thanks. Have you found anything out? Can you tell us anything other than the location of the nearest ice pops?" Adam turned the phone onto speaker mode, so that Rose and Lilly could hear Grace's reply.

"Well, I traced the indentation on the map, and found some branches off it. I think will tell us more than the ring itself, in the end, as they appear to form symbols. I recognised one of them, and research identified some of the others. The whole thing serves a double purpose, as far as I can see. Somebody scribed a huge ring of containment around the city, using the route of the railways as a base. That ring captures energy, and directs it to the symbols, powering them."

"What is it supposed to contain?" Rose asked.

"That, I could not tell you. Though it looks as if they weren't just keeping something in, but keeping others out, as well. This was a big job. Very big. Yet, I never knew of it before today. The secrecy is intriguing. Perhaps if you can find out why the ring showed up again today, and the magic started flowing around it, then we can decipher its original use."

"A simple job, then?" Adam said.

"There is no need to be so sarcastic. The weather appears glorious outside, and the three of you are rather powerful. I'm sure we can solve this little mystery in time for tea."

"I'm glad you have so much faith in us." Lilly said. "And that you can find us the nearest refreshments. The first lollies are on me, I think."

"That's the spirit. I shall call you back if I find out anything more."

The map of Manchester had a lot of new annotations decorating it now. It changed most days, as it passively tracked magical phenomena in and around the city, but today's change was more dramatic than usual.

Grace had traced the indentations, with red for the ring, and blue highlighting the magical symbols. When they had returned from exploring, Adam, Rose and Lilly had added pins and flags to show what they had observed. Less obvious were the map's own markings, dark spots which had shifted to reflect an altered magical balance around the new phenomenon.

"So, what have we learnt?" Grace asked, standing, arms crossed, before the map.

"These shoes weren't made for walking." Adam complained, prodding his boots with his foot. They were made for walking, but he didn't want to admit that the problem was that he didn't normally go for long walks. "Do you have any spells for blisters?"

"Inflicting them, or curing them?" Rose asked.

"Have we learnt anything else?" Grace asked.

"Well, we did find a few old spells and binds that had been reactivated or boosted by the sudden cascade of energy around the ring. But I believe they were all secondary. Dormant enchantments set up by dabblers. Such as the scarecrow spell on that allotment." Rose reported. "What we did find was a concentration of energy in the South-west corner of the ring, in Levenshulme."

"Even I could feel something there. It must have been strong." Adam added.

"That's this one?" Grace pointed at a red pin in the map.

"It is, yes." Adam had worked his way around the map earlier, marking spots from the notes he had taken on their evening's quest.

"Lilly felt something." Rose said. Lilly wasn't going to offer her information unless she was pushed to do so. As the apprentice amongst the witches, she didn't feel confident that her input could be useful.

"I.... did. I felt a presence, sort of. Sort of, like, a hint of something that had been there. Like when you can still smell someone's perfume after they've left the room. That sort of thing."

"Interesting. Did you get an impression of the sort of person, or entity, that left the impression behind?" Grace had been deep in research when they had returned, so this was the first full debriefing, and the first she was hearing about Lilly's experience.
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