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Chapter One








“It’s a waxing gibbous moon tonight… the witch’s new year is upon us.”

Caitlyn Le Fey looked up, startled, to find a tall woman watching her intently. Clad in a flowing black velvet dress accessorised with satin trim, black lace, and an enormous silver pendant in the shape of a crescent moon, the woman looked as if she’d strayed from the backstage of a theatre. She was attractive, with perfectly arched eyebrows that looked more drawn-on than natural, and deep-set, heavily lashed eyes, expertly highlighted by strong make-up. But the thing that drew Caitlyn’s gaze the most was the mane of red hair that cascaded around the woman’s shoulders, so vibrant that it looked almost like a halo of fire—and so similar in colour to the red hair on Caitlyn’s own head. 

Her pulse quickening, Caitlyn searched the woman’s features for any sign of similarity to her own reflection in the mirror. Her eyes… are they a bit like mine? And her mouth… do my lips also dip at the top like that? She knew that she was probably being silly—after disappearing for over twenty-two years, her mother was hardly going to just saunter up and say hello! And yet her heart still pounded with desperate hope. Maybe my search is over at last… maybe I’ll find out why I was abandoned as a baby… maybe I’ll finally learn the truth about—

“Are you all right?”

Caitlyn jumped and came out of her thoughts to find the strange woman looking at her in concern. She realised that she had been standing, frozen in place, staring avidly.

“Oh… er… yes, fine,” Caitlyn mumbled, flushing. “Sorry… my… um… mind wandered.” She hesitated, unable to stop herself giving the woman another covert look. She knew that her mother, Tara, was here in England, maybe even right here in this village in the Cotswolds. There had been proof—that video footage the police had found showed Tara operating incognito at the recent Mabon ball—so Caitlyn knew that it wasn’t just her wistful imagination. “We… we haven’t met before, have we?” she blurted. 

“I don’t believe so,” said the woman, looking amused for a moment. Then she smoothed her features into a polite smile and added: “I’m Leandra Lockwood. I just moved to Tillyhenge recently.” She held out a hand, her expression bland, her eyes empty of anything but a perfunctory courtesy.

Caitlyn shook her hand, trying to ignore the sense of disappointment. “I’m Caitlyn—Caitlyn Le Fey.”

Leandra gestured to the basket of orange pumpkins that Caitlyn was holding: “You do realise that Samhain is the witch’s new year, don’t you? I hope you’re not just using that as a commercial prop without understanding the significance of such an important pagan festival.”

“Oh… no… I mean, yes, I do,” stammered Caitlyn, still trying to recover her composure. She took a deep breath, banishing her wayward thoughts, and reminded herself that while this woman might not be her long-lost mother, she could still be a valuable customer. 

Plastering a bright smile on her face, Caitlyn indicated the chocolate shop housed in the cottage behind her. “We have a special collection of chocolate treats this month that’s been created in honour of Samhain, and they all feature flavours and herbs associated with the ancient traditions. Would you like to come in and sample some? The dark chocolate truffles with pumpkin liqueur are really delicious… or there’s Belgian chocolate Florentines with autumn nuts and berries… oh, and you must try some of the chocolate fudge with apple-and-cinnamon spice—they’re absolutely heavenly! My grandmother the Widow Mags just made those this morning.”

“The Widow Mags…” A fleeting expression crossed Leandra’s face, then it was gone and she said, smoothly: “She’s the owner of this shop, isn’t she? I’ve heard people talking about her in the village pub.”

Caitlyn winced, wondering what was being said about her grandmother. As a cranky old woman with an unfortunate resemblance to a “storybook witch”, the Widow Mags had long been feared by the other residents of the village. In fact, Caitlyn could remember her own arrival in Tillyhenge nearly six months ago. When she had come to this tiny Cotswolds village seeking answers about her past, she had met several locals who warned her to stay away from the chocolate shop nestled at the edge of the forest. 

Of course, when she had finally ventured into Bewitched by Chocolate and sampled the decadent confectionery, it had been easy to see why everyone thought the Widow Mags’s chocolates must have been enchanted—they really did taste too good to be true! And it had been a shock to discover that the Widow Mags really was a witch (although her delicious creations owed more to her skills as a chocolatier than to any spell!)—and an even greater shock to discover that the old woman was, in fact, her grandmother. 

Talk about skeletons in the family closet, Caitlyn thought wryly. Or a whole collection of ghouls and goblins, or vampires and witches in this case! When she had set out to find answers about her real family, the last thing she had imagined was discovering that she was actually descended from a long line of witches. As someone who had always been sceptical about the existence of magic, she was still struggling with the revelations of the past few months—and, most of all, with the fact that she herself had the ability to conjure spells and enchantments.

“…carving Jack-o’-lanterns?”

Caitlyn started. “Sorry?”

Leandra looked at her impatiently. “Your mind really is wandering today, isn’t it? I said, I assume you’re taking those to carve Jack-o-lanterns?” She pointed to the pumpkins in the basket Caitlyn was holding. 

“Oh no, these are actually for making pumpkin soup,” said Caitlyn. “I’ve already carved some Jack-o-lanterns, but I used turnips for those.”

“Ah.” The woman’s face eased into a look of approval. “So you are aware of the proper Samhain tradition. Good. Not many people realise that the original Jack-o-lanterns were carved from turnips and other root vegetables.”

“Yes, well, pumpkins didn’t grow in the old Celtic lands,” Caitlyn said, with a smile. “It was only when the Irish and Scottish went to America that they started using pumpkins.”

Leandra nodded, like a teacher pleased with a pupil. “I see you have done your homework. I’m glad someone is paying proper respect to the old traditions and is honouring Samhain authentically, rather than just milking it with cheesy Hallowe’en clichés.” Her dark eyes flashed as she warmed to her subject. “It’s disgusting how such an ancient sabbat has been hijacked by capitalist greed and trivialised by modern gimmicks which bear no relation to the original purpose of the festival! Samhain is a time to celebrate the final harvest before the long, dark winter, and a time to honour the dead. It’s the start of a new Wheel of the Year, and a time when the connection with the Otherworld is particularly strong—”

“You seem to know an awful lot about Samhain,” Caitlyn blurted, taken aback by the woman’s vehemence. Most of the customers who wandered into the chocolate shop were perfectly happy to just enjoy the “Hallowe’en clichés”, but this woman seemed to take them as a personal affront.

Leandra gave her a lofty look. “I ought to. I’m a witch.”

Caitlyn blinked, her heart skipping a beat. “I… I’m sorry?”

“Well, not a ‘witch’ in the usual sense. I don’t dabble in the usual crude witchcraft methods—bubbling cauldrons and herbal potions and all that stuff,” Leandra said, contemptuously. “I use more refined and elevated magical practices, tied to a deep understanding of ancient knowledge and wisdom that was gained from years of diligent study.”

“Oh. Er… right…” said Caitlyn, slightly taken aback. 

Leandra noted her expression and said sourly: “I suppose you don’t believe in witches and magic, do you?” 

“Well, I…” Caitlyn fought a sudden hysterical urge to laugh. If you only knew… 

For a moment, she was tempted to tell the other woman the truth, and maybe even show her by transforming one of the pumpkins in her basket into solid chocolate. Or perhaps she could enchant some of the toffee brittle offered on the shelf outside the shop, to fly through the air like miniature broomsticks. It would have been so nice to own her witch identity for once, to dispense with the evasion and lies. 

Then she quashed the urge. If there was one thing that had been drummed into her, it was that no witch—no true witch—ever broadcast their abilities. It was a carefully guarded secret, one which had in centuries past—and, in some countries, still today—brought hostility and persecution. Caitlyn felt that stab of disappointment again: the fact that Leandra Lockwood could stand there and blithely announce that she was a “witch” probably meant that she had no real affinity for magic.

She gave the other woman a polite smile, “I’m sure there are some things that can’t easily be explained by science.”

“Hmm…” Leandra regarded her for a moment and Caitlyn caught a glint of approval in her eyes. Then to her surprise, the other woman changed the subject entirely and said: “I heard that you’re the Widow Mags’s long-lost granddaughter who came from the United States? Though I must say, you don’t sound very American.”

Caitlyn gave an embarrassed laugh. “You’ve been listening to village gossip.”

“Best way to get to know a place,” Leandra declared. “But in this case, it was actually Manor staff gossip. Yes, I’ve leased the newly converted barn at the rear of the Huntingdon Manor estate, and I’ve been chatting to some of the staff.” She gave Caitlyn a sly look. “Seems that you’re very friendly with our handsome young ‘lord of the manor’?”

Caitlyn felt an involuntary blush rise to her cheeks and silently cursed herself. Why did she have to react like a bashful schoolgirl whenever James Fitzroy was mentioned? 

Lifting her chin, she tried to keep her voice cool as she replied: “Yes, Lord Fitzroy and I are friends. He’s very welcoming to all the tenants on his estate.” Hurriedly, she tried to turn the conversation back to the woman herself. “And are you moving to Tillyhenge permanently? I thought the outbuilding conversions on the estate were mainly for holiday rentals.”

“I’ve taken early retirement,” said Leandra, her mouth tightening for a moment. “And I’ve always fancied living in the Cotswolds, so I thought I’d rent somewhere temporarily and have a look around before I decide where to buy. A converted barn at the Manor was being advertised as a short-term let, and it seemed ideal: comfortable and modern, on a beautiful estate, and close to the village. Perfect for walks.”

“Yes, it’s lovely here, although it might take a bit of getting used to if you’ve been living in a big city.” Caitlyn looked at the other woman curiously. Was she imagining it, or did Leandra seem reticent to give any information about herself? “Er… were you living in London?”

“Yes, but I’m tired of life in the Big Smoke. I think village life will suit me fine. There seems to be ample shopping in the local area, and I hear that there’s even a fine dining restaurant on the Manor grounds, now?”

“Oh yes, James—I mean, Lord Fitzroy had the great idea of converting the old coach house into a gastropub. He’s done a really amazing job modernising the estate and creating jobs for the local residents,” said Caitlyn, trying not to sound too gushing.

“Mmm, yes… I’ve heard that Lord Fitzroy is an exemplary landlord. And very liberal-minded too, it seems. I was gratified to see that the estate is organising an event in honour of Samhain,” Leandra said, her face brightening. “It will help to educate people and keep the ancient traditions alive. I believe there will be a Samhain bonfire. And opportunities to try out ‘apple-ducking’ and divination workshops, maybe even a ‘dumb supper’ that visitors can take part in!”

Caitlyn smiled to herself. She had a feeling that the planned activities were less a genuine homage to the pagan festival and more a clever ploy of the Manor marketing department to attract visitors to the estate. There was a healthy competition for tourists amongst the many equally picturesque villages dotted around the Cotswolds, so they were always searching for new ways to help Tillyhenge stand out. Making the most of the village’s historical associations with the paranormal had been an obvious choice. People already came from far and wide to view the ancient stone circle that sat atop the hill beside the village, so it was a logical step to capitalise on that interest by staging festivals that tapped into local folklore and legends.

It’s certainly helped business in the chocolate shop, Caitlyn thought. Once a sad, empty place avoided by the locals and barely selling enough to stay in business, Bewitched by Chocolate was now a bustling tourist hotspot, brimming with customers and filled with the sounds of talk and laughter. In fact, the vicious rumours painting the Widow Mags as the “local witch” had only piqued tourist curiosity and brought even more customers to their door. 

Caitlyn felt a sense of pride as she turned to look through the cottage’s open doorway and caught sight of the Widow Mags standing behind the counter. Although the old witch still cut an intimidating figure with her flashing dark eyes, hooked nose, and wild grey hair escaping the bun at the nape of her neck, she had learned to soften her manner. Even now, she was waiting with long-suffering patience as a couple pondered a tray of truffles, trying to select their favourite flavours. Compared to Caitlyn’s own first experience in the shop, when the Widow Mags had thrust some truffles at her and snarled: “Hurry up and choose your chocolates!”—her grandmother’s customer service skills had come a long way! 

Caitlyn glanced back at Leandra, who was also looking through the cottage doorway. “Would you like to come in?” she invited. “I can show you that special Samhain chocolate collection I was telling you about.”

The woman hesitated for a moment, and once again, Caitlyn got the impression that there were undercurrents she was missing. Then, as Leandra inclined her head and said, with a tight smile: “Well, I never say no to chocolate!”—she wondered if perhaps it had been her over-active imagination after all. 

They entered Bewitched by Chocolate. They had barely stepped through the shop doorway when a ball of black fur shot out from behind some boxes and attacked Leandra’s ankles. 

“Nibs… no!” Caitlyn cried as the other woman gasped in surprise and nearly tripped and fell over. Hastily, Caitlyn bent and scooped up the ball of fluff.

“Oh… it’s a kitten,” said Leandra, clutching a hand to her chest and looking at the baby black cat in Caitlyn’s arms. 

“Yes, this is Nibs. I’m sorry—this seems to be his new thing: ambushing people and attacking their ankles,” Caitlyn said, apologetically. “I think it’s just a phase he’s going through, though, and he’ll grow out of it soon.”

“Mew!” said Nibs, squirming in her arms.

Leandra eyed the kitten askance. “Nibs… unusual name.”

“As in cocoa nibs,” Caitlyn explained with a smile. “You know, those little nuggets of crushed cocoa beans, which are small, dark, and full of intense flavour. Sort of like this little monkey. He’s tiny but always getting into trouble and causing chaos.”

“Mew!” cried Nibs, indignantly, trying to wriggle free.

“How old is he?”

“I’m not really sure. I found him in the woods when I arrived in Tillyhenge about six months ago—”

“Six months?” Leandra raised startled eyes to her. “But… he looks barely six weeks old!”

“Yes… er… he doesn’t seem to have grown much,” Caitlyn admitted, the other woman’s words an unwelcome reminder of Nibs’s strange condition. 

The kitten had undergone a battery of veterinary tests and examinations, and none had produced an explanation for his lack of growth. Caitlyn had told herself that as long as Nibs was happy and healthy, that was all that mattered, but the truth was that the mystery had remained like a thorn in her side.

“Has he been to see a vet?”

“Oh yes, he’s had all the tests.” Caitlyn gave a frustrated sigh. “They just can’t seem to figure out why he doesn’t seem to be growing.”

Leandra leaned forwards and fixed her with an intent gaze. “You know, when science can’t give you answers, you have to turn to magic.”








  
  
Chapter Two








Caitlyn blinked at the other woman. “I… I’m sorry?”

Leandra nodded, her voice dropping into a dramatic whisper. “Your kitten could be the victim of a time warp spell. It’s a common phenomenon that happens to those who have been trapped in a liminal space.”

“Trapped in a what?”

“A liminal space. Haven’t you heard of them?” asked Leandra, looking scandalised by her ignorance. “They’re well known in folklore and mythology, even in literature—like C.S. Lewis’s land of Narnia, for example. That’s a liminal space, where time moves differently compared to the real world.”

Caitlyn wracked her childhood memories of that famous book series. “Um… you mean how the children spent years in Narnia, even growing up into adults, but when they returned to our world through the wardrobe, barely a day had passed?”

Leandra nodded. “That’s right. Lewis probably borrowed the concept from Celtic folklore… or the Greek myths, perhaps… or maybe the Norse legends. Really, though, almost every culture has similar stories: Japanese, Jewish, Hindu, Native American… They all have this concept of a liminal space—an in-between realm where time doesn’t function as it does in the human world. And if you get caught there, you may find that time speeds up or stands still.” She nodded at Nibs. “That could explain why your kitten won’t grow.”

“But Nibs isn’t trapped somewhere any more,” Caitlyn said, sceptically. “Surely, now that he’s back in the so-called ‘real world’, he shouldn’t still be frozen in time?”

Leandra shrugged. “Who knows how these places affect you?” 

Before Caitlyn could reply, they were interrupted by a middle-aged woman with a mane of carroty-red hair walking in through the door of the chocolate shop behind them. Despite the grey skies and chilly weather, the newcomer was dressed in a voluminous purple kaftan, with only a grey shawl around her shoulders to stave off the autumn chill. Still, Caitlyn wasn’t too surprised. She smiled to herself—she hadn’t ever seen her aunt Bertha wear anything other than purple kaftans, whatever the weather. 

Her smile widened as she turned to greet the older woman. When Caitlyn had discovered that in addition to a grandmother, she also had an aunt, she had been extremely relieved to find that Bertha—her mother’s older sister—had a warm, maternal manner and soothing presence that was nothing like the prickly Widow Mags. Her aunt didn’t seem her usual calm self at the moment, though. In fact, Bertha looked decidedly frazzled as she came bustling up to them:

“Where is your grandmother, dear?”

Caitlyn looked around, surprised to see that the Widow Mags was nowhere in sight. “I don’t know… she was behind the counter just a few minutes ago. Perhaps she’s gone into the kitchen? Evie is in there, helping to finish the latest batch of Florentines, but perhaps Grandma needed to add a few finishing touches herself.”

Bertha nodded distractedly, pushing back a tendril of frizzy red hair. “Fine, I’ll pop out the back to find her. I need to take her into town, and while I’m there, I’ll also need to pick up some supplies for the marketing team up at the Manor. They’ve asked me to help with last-minute preparations for the Samhain Festival, including building the bonfires…” She shook her head, making a tutting sound. “Just collecting the wood for that will take me a good couple of hours, and Goddess knows when I’m going to find the time—” 

“Are you in charge of the Samhain bonfires?” Leandra interrupted. 

Bertha turned. “Yes, that’s right. The Festival is planned for this weekend, on Samhain Eve, and as part of the events, the Huntingdon Manor marketing team are resurrecting some of the old pagan traditions that used to be followed at the time.” She paused, looking properly at Leandra for the first time. “Have we met before? You seem slightly familiar…” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, I remember now: you came into my herbal shop yesterday and purchased some comfrey tea. It’s… Miss Lockwood, isn’t it?” 

Bertha turned to Caitlyn. “Miss Lockwood used to live in London and teach at one of the universities. Professor of Mythology and Folklore, wasn’t it?” She glanced back at Leandra for confirmation. 

“I was a Professor of Comparative Religion and Esoteric Philosophy, with a special interest in mythological traditions, folklore, and magical practices across different societies,” Leandra said, loftily. 

So that’s how she seems to know so much about different mythological systems and beliefs, Caitlyn thought. She got the sense that Leandra was uncomfortable with the interest focused on her, though, as the other woman quickly turned the subject back to the Samhain Festival.

“You’re collecting the wood for the Samhain bonfire, did you say?” she said, to Bertha. “I hope you are seeking the correct wood to build it. The bonfire flames are crucial for cleansing, purifying, and protecting against malevolent forces during Samhain.”

“Yes, I know,” said Bertha. “And I’ll be collecting the appropriate type, don’t you worry about that.”

“Don’t you mean types?” said Leandra, sharply. “Wood from one tree isn’t enough, you know. It’s essential to use tri-layer symbolism when building a Samhain bonfire. Ash on the bottom layer, hawthorn in the centre, and rowan on top. All three trees are steeped in magic and folklore, but the rowan is especially important in Celtic mythology because it is considered a gateway tree, a mediator between the living and the dead.”

Leandra’s voice rang out so loudly that the other customers in the shop looked across at them. Bertha looked slightly irritated by the other woman’s patronising tone.

“The woods on the Fitzroy estate are filled with hawthorn and ash trees, so it shouldn’t be hard to collect wood from those,” she said. “As for rowan, there are several of those too. In fact, I believe there’s large tree growing right by the main drive leading up to the Manor house, so—”

“Is it a single-trunk tree?” Leandra demanded.

“Er… yes, I believe so,” said Bertha, taken aback.

“Oh no! That won’t do! You must source the rowan wood from a dual-trunked tree, to highlight the meeting of the two realms during Samhain!” Leandra insisted.

Bertha made an impatient noise. “Really, I don’t think that’s essential—”

“You must! It is the only way to lend the bonfire the necessary protective properties.” Leandra’s voice rose even more. “Samhain is a time of great danger! It’s the time when the veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest, and evil and malevolent spirits will be walking the earth, searching for unwary victims… You need to protect yourselves! You need to do the utmost to ward off the harmful influence of the Otherworld and guard your families from witchcraft and black magic!”

By now, all eyes in the shop were riveted on Leandra. Caitlyn could see villagers whispering to each other, several tourists beginning to look uneasy, and the young children accompanying them staring with wide, fearful eyes. Bertha noticed as well, and she gave Leandra a severe look. 

“There’s no need for all this fearmongering,” she said, tartly. “While it’s true that many of these ancient traditions were supposed to have a protective element, you have to remember that they were mainly superstitious rituals. There is no real danger. At the heart of it, Samhain is a harvest festival, a time to mark the coming of winter.”

“But you cannot deny that it is also a time when the veil between the worlds is at its thinnest, and when evil spirits and demons can cross over easily into our world,” Leandra shot back. 

“Yes, it is believed that the boundaries between the worlds are thinner at this time,” Bertha conceded. “But that means that all spirits can cross over: good as well as evil. Samhain is when deceased loved ones can come back to visit; a time when you can reach out to family and friends who have passed away, and speak to them—and maybe even hear them speak back.”

The tense atmosphere in the chocolate shop had eased with Bertha’s soothing words, and Caitlyn could even see several customers smile wistfully. Leandra scowled, obviously not liking the wind being taken out of her sails. 

“Well… you should still be following the best practices for building the bonfire, to maximise its protective potential,” she insisted. 

Bertha sighed. “Yes, don’t worry, Miss Lockwood. I will make sure to collect all three types of wood and stack them with the necessary ceremonial layering.”

“I can help, if you like,” said Leandra, quickly. “I’m well versed in the magical symbolism associated with various British trees, and I can help you search the estate grounds for the right rowan tree, for example, and then consecrate the wood and bring it for your bonfire stack.”

“Thank you, that’s very kind, but I think I’ll manage,” Bertha said, in a firm voice. 

Leandra’s mouth tightened. She gave a loud sniff. “Suit yourself.” She shot a sidelong glance at the other customers, who were still watching and listening, and added in a loud, carrying voice: “I do hope you know what you’re doing. A mistake during the Samhain festivities could have disastrous consequences, and the people of Tillyhenge deserve to be safeguarded with the highest vigilance.”

With that parting shot, she turned and strode out of the chocolate shop with a whirl of black velvet skirts.








  
  
Chapter Three








“What a pompous cow!” Bertha said, under her breath, as she watched Leandra disappear through the shop doorway. Then she sighed and added, more charitably, “Although… I suppose she was just trying to help. Maybe it was silly of me to refuse her offer. One shouldn’t really look a gift horse in the mouth, and Goddess knows I could do with the help—I have so many things to get done before Samhain Eve that I don’t know if I’m coming or going!” 

“Is there anything I can do?” asked Caitlyn.

Bertha gave her a distracted smile. “Well, if you and Evie could make a start on supper, that would be wonderful. I see you’ve got the pumpkins—good. The recipe for the soup is in one of the books on the shelf above the kitchen counter. Evie will know which one. And if you girls get hungry, just start eating first. Don’t wait for us. I hope we won’t be too late, though—I was lucky to get the last appointment at the dentist.” She sighed again and shook her head in exasperation. “I can’t believe Mother has been nursing that sore tooth for three weeks now and hasn’t said anything! Really, sometimes your grandmother drives me around the bend. I know she’s very proud and hates admitting any weakness, but clove oil can only do so much. At some point, you need to get professional help.”

As if conjured by the mention of her name, the Widow Mags appeared suddenly in the doorway at the rear of the cottage. She had thrown a dark woollen shawl around her shoulders and was brandishing a gnarled wooden walking stick. The scowl on her face was so fearsome that several customers took a step back as she hobbled across the shop to join Caitlyn and Bertha.

“Caitlyn, I need you to mind the shop for me while I go out into the woods,” she said, without preamble. “That fool girl Evie has completely ruined the latest batch of Florentines I made for the special Samhain collection. I told her to just drizzle chocolate on them the old-fashioned way, but she had to try to use some silly spell—and now they’re nothing but a sticky mess. I’m going to have to redo the entire batch!”

“Evie means well,” said Caitlyn, feeling sorry for her young cousin.

Although Evie had had the benefit of being born and raised in a witch family, with Bertha as mother and the Widow Mags as grandmother to guide her, somehow the young girl had always struggled to master magic. Her spells constantly went awry, often with hilariously disastrous consequences, and her frantic attempts to fix them just made things worse. Caitlyn could still vividly remember the first time she met Evie—when her cousin’s well-meaning attempt to ease her headache through magical means had resulted in leafy vegetables growing out of Caitlyn’s ears! 

“Humph!” said the Widow Mags, looking slightly mollified. “Well, she should stop meddling with spells she can’t control and just do things the way I’ve shown her. There’s no need to use magic at all to create amazing chocolates—all you need is some skill and patience.” She glanced out the shop window. “Anyway, if I pop out now, I should still be able to gather enough berries for a new batch—”

“Mother, you can’t go into the woods now,” protested Bertha. “For one thing, it’ll be dark soon, and you might pick the wrong berries—”

“I may be old, but I’m not blind,” snapped the Widow Mags. “In any case, I know all the bramble patches and elder clusters in this area like the back of my hand. I never pick the wrong berries.”

“Well, you still can’t go because I need to take you into town. I’ve managed to get an appointment with the dentist to take a look at your sore tooth—”

“I don’t need to see a dentist,” growled the old witch. “I told you, I’m fine. A bit of toothache never killed anyone.”

“Mother, you could have an abscess or something!” Bertha said, in exasperated tones. “And if you get an infection at your age, it could spread to your bloodstream and cause serious illness—”

“I’m not going and that’s that,” said the Widow Mags, her mouth set in an obstinate line. 

“Mo-other!” Bertha had gone red and she looked as if she was about to burst a vessel. 

Caitlyn spoke up hastily. “I can understand why you wouldn’t want to go, Grandma,” she said, with exaggerated sympathy. “I mean, it’s well known that dentists are at the top of the list of things that people are most terrified of—”

“Terrified? Who said I was terrified?” demanded the Widow Mags. 

Caitlyn gave her an artless look. “Oh… well, I don’t know why else you wouldn’t go, then. I mean, it’s no big deal, really—just a few minutes sitting in a chair. Why wouldn’t you go, unless you’re scared?”

The Widow Mags bristled. “Being scared has nothing to do with it! I just think it’s a waste of time, but if you’re suggesting that… Oh, fine. I’ll go.” She turned to Bertha, glowering. “But I warn you, I won’t be kept waiting, hanging around for hours in the surgery waiting room!”

“Oh no, I’m sure you’ll be seen promptly, Mother,” said Bertha, throwing Caitlyn a grateful look from behind the old witch’s back. “Now, are you warm enough in that shawl? And perhaps you should change your shoes—”

“I’m fine, child. Stop fussing!” said the Widow Mags, irritably brushing Bertha’s hands away. She turned to Caitlyn and nodded to the other side of the room. The couple from earlier were still bent over the glass counter, staring at the rows of chocolate truffles and bonbons on display. “Go and see if those two have made up their minds yet. Really, I’ve never known anyone to take so long to choose some chocolates!” she grumbled. “And tell Evie to stop faffing with the Florentines. Even if she manages to salvage them, they won’t be fit for sale in the shop now. I’ll make a fresh batch tomorrow.”

With a few more barked instructions, the old witch finally allowed Bertha to hustle her out of the chocolate shop. Caitlyn saw them out, then quickly turned to serve the many customers still browsing. Thankfully, the couple by the counter had made their selections at last, and Caitlyn enjoyed chatting with them as she carefully wrapped their chocolate truffles in a box tied with a ribbon. Next were a pair of German tourists keen to buy some traditional English fudge, followed by a mother and daughter drooling over the chocolate-dipped strawberries, and finally a group of pensioners eagerly asking about the flavours of soft nougat on offer. 

By the time she’d waved the last customer goodbye, the sun was low on the horizon. Caitlyn leaned against the counter with a happy sigh. It had been a busy, exhausting day, but it was lovely to see the emptied shelves, and how all the treats that the Widow Mags had lovingly created had been snapped up with such enthusiasm. 

The ominous sound of smashing crockery broke into her thoughts. It had come from the back of the cottage, and Caitlyn recalled suddenly that Evie was still in the kitchen. Yikes. I’d better go and see what she’s up to, thought Caitlyn. I hope she hasn’t decided to try another magic spell…

But before she could head into the kitchen, the door to the chocolate shop swung open again and a young man stepped in. He was dressed in brown corduroy trousers and a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, with a pair of round-framed spectacles perched on his nose. The whole outfit should have made him look prematurely middle-aged, but instead it had the effect of making him look absurdly young. 

“Er… dreadfully sorry to bother you,” he said, diffidently. “But I seem to have lost my way… er… Could you possibly direct me to Huntingdon Manor?’

“Do you have a car?” asked Caitlyn. “Are you driving?”

“I’ve got my Audi parked by the village green,” said the young man. “I thought it was possible to walk from the village to the Manor, but I must have been mistaken.”

“No, you can walk. The quickest way is actually up the hill behind this cottage,” said Caitlyn, waving towards the rear of the chocolate shop. “The way up is quite steep, but once you get to the top of the hill, you’ll see Huntingdon Manor in the distance, and the slope down the other side of the hill is quite gentle. The Manor sits in a dale that’s slightly raised, so the descent is fairly easy. Still…” Caitlyn looked doubtfully down at the young man’s expensive leather brogues. “I’m not sure you’ve got the right shoes for walking. It’s been raining quite a lot lately and it’s very slippery and muddy in places, especially going up the hill from this side. So I think you’re best to drive, really. You’ll have to head out of the village and take the motorway, which circles around. The official entrance to Huntingdon Manor is on the other side of the dale.”

“Ah, I see. Well, cheers, much obliged.” The young man smiled and started to turn away, then paused as his gaze fell on the display next to Caitlyn. It was a stand showcasing the four special treats that the Widow Mags had created for the Samhain collection: dark chocolate truffles with a pumpkin liqueur ganache, rich fudge laced with apple-and-cinnamon spice, milk chocolate bonbons filled with salted caramel-and-elderflower essence, and luxurious Florentines featuring wild forest berries and autumn nuts.

“I say, those Florentines look smashing! They’re a bit different from the ones you normally see—”

“These are part of our limited time collection which has been specially created to celebrate Samhain,” Caitlyn explained. “The Florentines are made using wild forest berries, sourced from the local woods. The tart flavour is just wonderful against the sweetness of autumn nuts and the crispy caramel base. And of course, there’s the smooth Belgian chocolate that’s drizzled on top—”

“Say no more!” cried the young man, laughing. “I’ll take two packets, please.”

Caitlyn smiled, pleased. She had been practising her sales spiel all week, and she was delighted to see it working so well. She lifted a couple of the Florentine stacks from the display, each carefully wrapped in clear cellophane with a gold ribbon on top, and turned back to the young man. “Would you like anything else?”

“Ooh, what are those?” he asked, turning to the shelf next to them. “Are they coffee beans?”

“Yes, dipped in dark chocolate and dusted with cocoa powder. They’re fantastic with a cup of coffee.”

The young man smacked his lips, his eyes glowing as he went eagerly towards the shelf for a closer look. “Mmm, I can just imagine! I always—” 

He broke off as he stumbled, knocking into a pyramid of boxed chocolates standing next to the shelf. He gave a cry of dismay and flung out a hand towards the collapsing pyramid, but instead of saving it, all he succeeded in doing was smacking the shelf above, sending bags of coffee beans flying everywhere. One bag burst and a shower of dark pellets rained on them, scattering across the floor.

“Oh cripes!” cried the young man in anguish. “I’m so sorry! I’m so terribly sorry! I… I’ll pay for everything, I promise!”

Caitlyn suppressed a groan and crouched down to pick up the fallen boxes. “It’s okay. It was an accident—”

“Uurrghh!” he cried as he bent to help her and lost his balance again, tumbling sideways and falling to the ground. 

“Oh my goodness, are you all right?” asked Caitlyn.

“Yes, yes… never better…” mumbled the young man, his face red with embarrassment as he rolled back upright. As he climbed to his feet, Caitlyn caught sight of something glimmering on the floor beneath him. She reached for it and held it up curiously. It looked like a heavy chain necklace with a large pendant made of a dull gold metal, shaped like a cone, and etched with engravings.

“That’s mine!” said the young man, snatching it out of Caitlyn’s hands. “It… it must have fallen out of my pocket,” he added, hastily stuffing it back into the side of his tweed jacket. 

“What is it?” asked Caitlyn, curiously, as they both rose to their feet.

“Uh… nothing, really… just… just an old family heirloom,” he mumbled, making a great show of dusting himself off. Then he made to bend again to pick up the fallen boxes.

“Oh no… never mind… Look, just leave it. I’ll clean it up later!” Caitlyn cried as she saw the young man inadvertently step on a bag of coffee beans, crushing them into a mess of chocolate and cocoa powder. 

If I don’t get him out of here, he’s going to destroy the whole shop! she thought, grimly. A few minutes later, Caitlyn breathed a sigh of relief as the young man finally took his leave. She stood in the shop doorway and watched him stumble away in the fading light, still stammering apologies, until he was just a faint figure at the end of the cobbled lane. He had paid a generous additional amount as compensation for his clumsiness, so she couldn’t really complain. Still, she grimaced as she went back in and surveyed the damage in the shop. What a waste of chocolate, she thought with a sigh. It’s a good thing the Widow Mags isn’t here; she’d have had a fit!

She reached for the broom and was about to start sweeping up the mess when a BOOM! erupted from the kitchen, rattling the windows and seeming to shake the very foundations of the cottage. 

“Oh God… Evie!” Caitlyn muttered. In the kerfuffle with the young man, she had completely forgotten about her young cousin. Dropping the broom, she rushed through the doorway that connected the shop to the rear of the cottage.








  
  
Chapter Four








Caitlyn paused in the small hallway, her heart sinking as she saw the white smoke billowing from the kitchen doorway.

“Evie?” she called, stepping cautiously inside. Then she stopped short at the scene before her. 

Flour and cocoa powder rose in great clouds, swirling towards the ceiling and making her cough. Smears of butter and chocolate coated the walls, and the large wooden table in the centre of the kitchen looked as if it had been hit by a meteorite of baking ingredients. Sprawled on the floor next to it, her frizzy red hair streaked with flour and cocoa, was a lanky eighteen-year-old girl with a woebegone expression on her face. 

“Evie! What on earth happened?” asked Caitlyn. Hazelnuts crunched underfoot as she rushed to her cousin’s side. 

The younger girl gulped. “I… I dunno. One minute I was mixing the ingredients and chanting the spell and everything seemed to be perfect and then…” She flushed with humiliation, her mouth wobbling and her eyes welling with tears. “It’s me. I’m rubbish. I just can’t work magic properly. I’m… I’m the most useless witch in England!”

“Oh, Evie—don’t be silly!” cried Caitlyn, giving the other girl a quick hug. “I’m sure it was just a… uh… slight miscalculation. We all make mistakes sometimes.”

“No, you don’t,” said Evie, in a small voice. “Even you, Caitlyn—you only started training as a witch a few month ago and you’re already better than me.”

“That’s not true,” said Caitlyn, staunchly, as she helped the younger girl to her feet. “It’s only because I always play it safe and never attempt anything too creative or ambitious, whereas you’re much braver.” 

“Mew!” cried Nibs, as if in agreement, as he jumped up on the wooden table and scampered across the surface, leaving a trail of tiny pawprints in the scattered flour.

“Nibs!” cried the two girls in unison, and Caitlyn lunged to grab the kitten. She picked his wriggling body off the table and deposited him back on the ground, then turned and smiled encouragingly at Evie. 
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