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One
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Present Day





“I knew they were here!” Odette muttered as she threw open the lid of the battered wooden chest to reveal a jumbled pile of ornately decorated face masks designed for masquerade balls.  

The scent of dust and secrets bloomed, and she shivered with excitement as she stroked a feathered mask and immediately had a vision of candlelight and heard the clinking of glasses and laughter.

Seemingly oblivious to her experience, Como asked, “We’re seriously going to wear those?” He picked one up and examined it in the sunshine streaming through the attic window. 

“Of course we are! It’s time for midsummer madness.” Odette saw it unfolding. A midsummer night under the stars, golden lights around the garden, laughter and magic spreading through Moonfell. 

Odette and Como were in a small room at the end of a narrow, winding passage in the attic. The window sat above them, allowing glimpses of a bright blue sky beyond, and the room was hot and stuffy, the heat of the day already building. 

Spotting an old fan amongst the decorative masks, Odette picked it up and fanned her face. “I smell roses. Delicious!”

“And mothballs,” Como said dryly. He fitted a Venetian style half-mask over his eyes and upper face and immediately sneezed. “By the gods, this thing is dusty!”

“But you look fantastic!” It was embellished with gold and silver thread and ruby-red feathers that complimented his tanned skin and dark hair. “It makes you look very mysterious, too. This will be so much fun! Check the mirror.”

Como strode to the old wooden mirror hanging crookedly on the wall between the beams. “I think it’s a little ostentatious for me. Maybe something simpler?”

Odette started pulling out the masks, arranging them around her. “Domino masks, full face white masks—I think they’re called voltos—and very elaborate ones.” 

The masks were a rich combination of gold and silver trims, feathers, paint, crystals, lace, and ribbons, and there were plenty of small black domino masks among them, too, that were meant to be worn with a hooded cloak. 

Odette rocked back on her heels and looked around. “We might even find the capes that go with the masks.”

It was the day before midsummer eve when they were having their party for family and friends, and she, Birdie, and Morgana were rushing to finalise their plans after needing to help the shifters hunt the mysterious creature that had stolen Maverick’s wolf only the week before. Fortunately, Giacomo and Lamorak had arrived the previous day, exams over, and eager to embrace life at Moonfell. Horty was due later that day, and her father, Ellington, her sister Giselle, Uncle Armstrong, her cousin Merlin and his girls, and maybe even her aunt Simone and cousin Phoebe were arriving the following day. Moonfell would be busy, especially with the younger generation. If Pheobe came, that would mean Samuel, her five-year old nephew, would be there, too.

“Bloody hell, Como,” she said, suddenly exhausted by even the thought of it, “this place will be heaving!”

“With domino capes?” he asked, confused.

“Sorry. I was thinking about the amount of family that are turning up.”

“At least there’s plenty of space to spread out. And they’ll go home once it’s done, but we,” he said smugly, “will stay. Are the shifters coming to the party?”

“They’ve been invited and are definitely coming, so have Maggie and Harlan, as well as Nahum and Olivia, but it depends what else they have on.” She rose to her feet and dusted off her knees. “No staring at the naked female shifters, please!”

“I don’t stare!”

“You do. It’s not cool.”

“Well, they’re hot, and I’m red-blooded.”

“Which is no excuse! Exercise some self-control, or Cecile might turn feral on you.” Which would be hilarious to see, but probably best averted. “Come on, let’s see if we can find the capes.”

They turned their attention to the other chests and large cupboards, but like any task in the attic, it was hard to stay focussed. So many other objects competed for attention. Especially in this room that contained old shoes and boots from a large span of years. Unfortunately, many were damaged, the leather brittle, and although it was nice to keep them, it was impossible to wear them.

“Bags!” Odette proclaimed, as she opened a large cupboard wedged into a gap between joists. Like the masks, they were jumbled together, and were dressy handbags, intended for parties, not shopping. “Beautiful ones with sequins and feathers and beads.”

“I thought all of the clothes were in the main attic.”

“They are. These are accessories. You know, I wasn’t going to dress up fully, just use the mask, but now I’m thinking that I might! Not full-on fancy dress, but at least something more interesting than my usual jeans.”

“Is that because a certain someone might be coming?”

“Who do you mean by that?” Odette asked, trying to remain nonchalant.

“Arlo, of course! You do your own bit of staring when he’s around.”

“We have a complicated relationship.”

Como snorted. “No, you don’t. You just pretend you do, for some weird reason.”

She ignored that jibe, mainly because it brought up uncomfortable thoughts she didn’t want to face. “He sees me in jeans plenty of times, and doesn’t care what I wear. No, I’m dressing up because it feels right. We’re having a party! The biggest we’ve had in ages. I love midsummer. The light is beautiful, and the days seem to last forever.”

The glint of glass beads on a pale blue, silk pocket-purse caught her eye, and she eased it out of the pile. Again, images struck her. A flash of firelight. The glow of hundreds of candles. The sound of music. But more than that, the feeling of tension. Of a threat. 

She must have betrayed what she felt, because Como asked, “What’s the matter?”

“I feel something from this stuff. Not unusual for me, of course, but this makes me feel uneasy.”

She opened the bag carefully, and found a face mask that matched the décor of the purse. Venetian in style, painted, and edged with feathers and lace. It was spectacular. Underneath that was a laced-edged handkerchief wrapped around peculiar object made of tarnished silver—two linked crescent moons that looked like horns mounted by a four-pointed star. As soon as she touched it, she heard muttered voices that reeked of subterfuge. 

Something that did not feel as if it belonged in Moonfell at all.


      [image: image-placeholder]Morgana led Lamorak down the stairs into the cellars that ran under Moonfell’s bulk, flicking the lights on to illuminate the large space under the main kitchen that was lined with racks of shelving.

“Here we are! All of our surplus kitchenware. Some of this is probably quite valuable.”

Lam gasped. “I should say so! Is that silver?” He headed to a glittering pile of platters and bowls stacked up in an orderly fashion.

“Some of it, yes. But some is silver gilt, and others just chrome. However, it all needs to keep dry down here, so that's why it’s dehumidified now.” She pointed out the control system on the wall. “Your great-grandfather had it all installed years ago. We used to rely on spells before then. This is much more sensible. Good for the wine, too!”

Lam turned, perking up. “We have a wine cellar?”

“Of course we do! We have had many ardent collectors in this family over the years.” She pointed through the arch to the right, and flicked on another light, illuminating more racks, this time containing hundreds of bottles of wine. “They’re all through there. Many are very old, laid down years ago, but some are newer. Your great-grandfather, Cosworth, had a passion for wine. A real interest in it. I just like drinking it!” She grinned at her son, glad to have him back in Moonfell, and to be showing him more of the place that was to be his home for hopefully years to come. “Your great uncle Ellington is also a collector, but he keeps his in his own house. I’m sure he would teach you about it, if you’re interested. He’s always telling us what a distinguished palate he has. Much to Birdie’s annoyance.” And her own, if she was honest. Ellington was quite the snob.

Lam shook his head. “I love that we have it, but I’m not a connoisseur. Como might be interested, though.”

Morgana nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll ask him. It would be good to have someone take charge of stocking up our supplies. We do restock, of course, but a curated collection would be lovely. While we’re down here, we should choose a selection for the party. I’m sure Uncle Ellington will add to it when he arrives.” She turned her attention to the piles of silverware and glazed dishes. “What we actually need, though, is a large bowl for the punch. Maybe some platters, too.”

The three resident witches had made a list of food for the party, and were aiming to keep it simple. Platters of finger food, sweet treats, and copious drinks. Although, with the time rapidly approaching, Morgana thought that preparing as much as possible beforehand would be a good thing. The family would help, as would Monroe, her shifter boyfriend. Just thinking about him gave Morgana a glow.

“What type of punch?” Lam asked, starting to unstack the teetering piles and placing them out on the floor.

“Something strong. Gin-based, probably. Fruity. I have something in mind.”

“Something magical?”

“Not laced with anything dodgy, if that’s what you mean.”

“Just herbs or spices, then.”

“Exactly. Besides, everything I make is magical. It’s called Midsummer Mischief.”

Lam sniggered. “That sounds like a recipe for disaster.”

“A recipe for fun. Honestly, it’s been years since we decided to have a big, summer party. Yule is always potent because of the protection spells, but this is just about celebrating the solstice in proper Moonfell style. I think the last time we had one this big was when I was a teenager. After Cosworth died, Birdie lost her enthusiasm. Shame really, but understandable. And then she got old, and it didn’t seem right.”

“I wish I’d met him.”

“You’d have loved him. He was such a force of life, just like Birdie. Loved jazz and blues, wines and whiskey, and was an absolute supporter of all things Birdie.” Morgana was lost in her memories for a moment. Cosworth wasn’t a witch, but he had fit right in at Moonfell. “It was such a shock when he died. Massive stroke. Lost him far too young. Birdie was devastated. Well, we all were. The house included.” Lam looked startled at that comment, and she tried to clarify. “Moonfell needs the non-magical, as well as witches. It all adds to the mix. Feeds into the energy of the place. We lost a little something when Cosworth went, and I think we’re only just starting to get it back. Horty thinks it’s celebrating five hundred years of Moonfell that’s set our recent interesting events off, and she might be right, but I think it’s a few things—and that includes you and Como arriving. Anyway,” she shook off her sudden sadness, “onwards. Anything decent in that pile?” 

She was drawn to the colourful pottery rather than the shining metals, but Lam was tackling it with great excitement, and as he pulled an enormous bowl free, he sent platters clanging to the floor.

“Shit! Sorry. What about this one?” He flourished a large, deep bowl that measured a good foot across. “I think it actually is a punch bowl. Look!” He grabbed a matching ladle from the pile at his feet. 

The bowl was shining silver and decorated with a variety of fruits and foliage, including grapes that tumbled down the sides, and it had six elegant feet to rest on. As Morgana peered into it, her reflection softened and she looked suddenly younger, as if a bloom of starlight was behind her rather than the electric bulbs. A shadow shifted behind her and she turned, wondering if someone else was in the cellar, but no one was. It was just Moonfell, playing tricks.

“That’s perfect, Lam.”

He smiled, pleased to have helped. “And the platters match.”

“Great. We’ll take them all up. I’ll take some of the pottery ones, too. We’ll need loads of them. They’ll look amazing spread across the tables outside.”

He placed the bowl on a table by the stairs that led back to the ground floor, and then shook his head as if in disbelief at what he was seeing. “How far do these cellars go?”

“Right under the house. This is the cleanest part, though. It’s far dustier and darker beyond the wine cellar. A bit creepy, if I’m honest. But,” she smiled, feeling mischievous, “there are doors to hidden passages down here. They run between the walls.” She’d found many of them as a young teenager, but wasn’t about to tell Lam where they were. Finding them for yourself was part of the fun. Plus, she liked to keep some secret, like the passage on the first floor that led to the mezzanine level in the library.

“Seriously?” His eyes widened in disbelief and excitement. “Can we explore them? Como would love to see them!”

“Of course. Maybe your cousins would, too. But I suggest you bring torches and let us know before you come down here. I’d hate for you to get lost.”

“We won’t.” He darted towards the wine cellar. “I’ll have a quick look before we go.”

Relieved that he was finding Moonfell exciting, she picked up some of the matching silver platters and carried them to the table by the door. Surprised by their weight, she hefted one up and turned it around to see if there was a date on it, but as she did, another flash of shadow and light played in her reflection, and something loomed close. She spun around, breath catching, but no one was there. 

Not in this time, anyway.








  
  

Two
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June 1754





Euphemia Hallowden-Westerly, High Priestess of Moonfell, stood at the window of her bedroom situated on Moonfell’s first floor, watching her children conspire by the pond. 

“My moon daughters are scheming,” she said to her husband, Bambridge, sparing him only a glance before spying on her twin daughters, Sorrel and Wintermere, who were whispering with their second son, Tolliver. “They think I can’t see them. When will they ever learn?”

“That you have eyes everywhere?” He laughed as he pulled his banyan on and tucked his cotton shirt into his breeches. “They are far too absorbed in themselves. How did we ever produce such single-minded children?”

“We leave them alone too often, that’s the trouble.” 

He huffed out an abrupt laugh. “They would find time to scheme regardless. Don’t worry. I’m going to keep Tolly busy all day. The garden must look at its best for our party.” He paused and sighed, and she turned to face him, knowing what he would ask next. “Are you sure we are doing the right thing by having a party now? This is Moonfell at the summer solstice. Anything might happen. It’s fine when it’s just us, but with over two hundred people here? It could be a disaster. And you know how masquerade balls can be. Especially the public ones!”

“It’s a bit late to change our minds now! However, seeing as ours is private, I hope to avoid the licentious of some of them. But it must be fun! The gods forbid we are boring. It would be a disaster. I have considered it all, but with a few well-placed spells and an offering to the bees, we should keep the place in check.” She wasn’t feeling quite as confident as she sounded, and from the twist to Bam’s lips, could tell he wasn’t convinced. She forged onwards. “I just hope the moon gates behave. They love to reveal things at the solstice. I feel it’s what they were built for.”

“And yet, my love, we have no proof of that.” 

“I know.” Moonfell had been in the family for almost two hundred years, and still there were secrets to be uncovered. However, there was a pressing concern that her husband was refusing to acknowledge. The matter of their income. “Plus, we need to do this. We have lots of competition for garden design right now. Lots! Showcasing Moonfell will give us the edge, and seeing as we haven’t had such a grand party in years, everyone is keen to see inside the grounds.” She snapped her arms out wide, encompassing the house and grounds. “They love picturesque conceits and curious fancies, and we have them aplenty. It will look at its most magnificent on the solstice, especially with a masquerade party lending an air of secrecy and magic. If the garden misbehaves, no one will notice.” At least she hoped so. “We must also hope they do not consider our topiary old-fashioned, but I am not going to destroy that for the landscape movement!”

“My dear, I am sure our guests will understand. Moonfell’s history must be preserved, even while we modernise other parts of it. Besides, our guests will circulate by the pond and the front meadow that are extremely naturalistic, and the pavilion will entrance them. Out of all the things we have arranged for this party, that has been by far the hardest and most expensive item—the landscaping around it alone…”

“Other than the fireworks, you mean?”

“Oh, don’t even mention those,” he groaned. 

Fireworks were very popular, and every party of note had to have them, but Bam was right. They were expensive, especially adding in the specially contracted team that managed them. “It will all be worth it, landscaping included. We will show that we are equal to anything our potential clients might need.” 

Euphemia, commonly known as Mia to all her closest friends, and her husband had a garden landscaping business, and Bambridge was the face of it. He was an excellent designer, and she, an earth witch, was a skilled gardener. They had met twenty-five years ago when she was barely nineteen and he was a handsome and debonair garden design assistant who was helping to re-design a friend’s garden. She had fallen in love within minutes of meeting him, swept up in his dark grey eyes that promised humour and romance, and his broad shoulders that spoke of hard work. Fortunately, he reciprocated, and within six months they were married. Twelve months later they had Ambrose, their oldest son, and twelve months after that they started their own business. Then the other children followed. Tolliver, now twenty-three, was dependable, hardworking, and full of humour, and then Sorrel and Wintermere, the twin girls who were turning twenty-one in a week. 

Fortunately, Ambrose was married and living in town above a small apothecary he had set up with his wife, Lucasta. It was an excellent place to practice his healing skills within respectable confines, stocked with plants and herbs from Moonfell. Every night lately Mia asked the Goddess that Lucasta would be with child soon. Tolliver would continue the landscaping business eventually, but her daughters were another issue. Headstrong, cheeky, and brimming with magic, they ran wild over the grounds. She loved that they could do that now, but such behaviour couldn’t last forever.

Mia sighed as she considered them and returned to the window to watch her moon daughters, as she called them. Sorrel had pale blonde hair and a challenging stare. Keen to meet life head on, her moods flashed across her face like clouds across the full moon. Mia had seen it within days of her birth. Wintermere, the youngest by mere minutes, was just as pretty, but dark-haired and full of secrets, guarding her feelings since the day she was born. Her dark moon child. Yet for all their differences, they were the same height and build, and their bond was tight. Strong with moon magic, they carried a slight fey otherness that was at its strongest under the moon’s fullest phases, and amplified within the wildness of the garden. 

“Plus, the girls need husbands, and you know that is no easy task. If neither is to be High Priestess, they need to find something to do out of this house! This party will be the perfect chance for them to meet lots of handsome young men.” She banged her fist on the stone sill of the window. “When will the house find the next coven leader? This is ridiculous!” She raised her face to the vaulted ceiling. “Yes, I’m talking to you! I need a magical heir! Why have you not picked one of my children? Honestly, Bam, what if the house picks a distant cousin? It will throw us all into disarray.”

The house did not respond, and the weight of her responsibilities felt as heavy as the silence that followed her question. The house always picked the next High Priest or Priestess. Mia had felt it herself as a young child. The call was like a tolling bell deep in her core that tied her to Moonfell’s future, connecting her to the house and grounds so that she felt the subtle shifts in its energy. But her children hadn’t been chosen, and neither had her five nephews and nieces who were all of a similar age to her own children, much to her sister, Rosamund, and brother, Benedict’s, annoyance.

Not one magical heir amongst them all.

Bambridge, handsome still, with distinguished salt and pepper hair, and lean as a result of his constant gardening and walking, crossed the bedroom to take her hands in his own rough, callused palms. “It will all work out. We will not be cast upon the street, after all you are still the High Priestess. Plus, this house is big enough to contain us all, whoever it might be—most likely a child at this stage. I doubt any overseas family will be banging on the door any time soon. Wouldn’t you know?”

She shrugged. “I suppose I would.”

“Exactly.” 

He kissed her cheek, almost unbalancing the soft cap that he’d placed on his head. His oldest and most worn one that he favoured for working in the garden and that matched his banyan, the long, worn cotton dressing gown that he preferred for work. He had a full day ahead of tending the garden and readying things for the party, much as she would be doing. She would cast aside her hoops and stays for her informal day wear of a cotton gown. 

“I’ll join you after I’ve talked to the staff about the party food. Then the girls can help finish decorating the garden before dressing for tonight. I need to keep them out of trouble.”

“They might not be plotting trouble,” he said, a twinkle in his eye.

“I think we both know that they are, and I need to find out what!”


      [image: image-placeholder]Sorrel Westerly, young and ridiculously pretty—she knew, because frankly she wasn’t blind, and she had been told so on many occasions—was also headstrong and prone to testing her magical abilities at every opportunity. This midsummer solstice was no exception.

“This solstice,” she said to her brother, Tolliver and twin sister, Wintermere, “is special because we are about to come of age and our magic will be stronger than ever. Plus, the house will be full of people in high revelry. That means energy that we can draw on for our own experiments.”

Wintermere regarded her sister with her usual passivity that guarded all but her most fervent feelings. “Using other people’s energy is wrong. There could be consequences.”

“I’m talking about collective energy. We are not draining our guests like vampires!” She looked to Tolly for support. “Surely you must see that the time is ripe for added revelry. It is a masquerade ball, after all.”

Her brother’s lazy smile broadened, clearly amused by her suggestion. “Well yes, sister, it is a masquerade, but do we really want to be adding to the drama? This party is to show off the gardens so that we get more work. It is not just frivolity.”

She tapped her foot on the stone garden path. “I am not an idiot. Of course I know that, but we are adding to the magic of the evening. Or I will be, anyway. You two are clearly not up to the task.” Tolliver always hated when someone suggested he was not one for fun and games. “No matter. I can do it alone. You, Tolly, are becoming a bore.”

He wagged a finger in front of her face as if she was a child. “Now now, sister. I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. Winter, we must, or Sorry Sorrel will wreak havoc. Together we will keep her in check.”

That was not what Sorrel wanted to hear at all. “In check? This is a party!” She felt as if eyes were on her, and she glanced up at the house, spotting movement at the window on the first floor. “Mama is watching, I’m sure of it, and she is annoyingly perceptive. Come to the summerhouse so that we can talk properly.”

She whirled around, cotton skirts flouncing as she marched up the garden path. It was a bright, sunny day, pleasantly warm but not too hot, and the scents of crushed thyme, damask roses, and honeysuckle filled the air. Dragonflies danced above the pond as she made for the summerhouse, a place where she loved to plot. 

Tolly, however, had to run to catch up with her, and stepping around her, blocked the way. Tall and slender, with a mop of thick brown hair and grey eyes like their father, he commanded attention. He was dressed in a cotton banyan of dark green, and a loose cotton shirt and breeches. His sleeves were rolled up, and dirt was already underneath his nails. “Sorrel! Slow down. I have to meet Papa, so please tell me now, what are you planning to do?”

“Are you going to tattle?”

“No. If I am to be dragged into this, I want to know the details.”

She shrugged and wondered whether to lie. Could she trust Tolly? But surely he would see the fun of it. “I merely thought that when the party was underway, we could sneak off and dress up in costumes, then veil ourselves in shadows and appear around the garden, as if fey from the Otherworld.”

Tolly gasped. “You would send them mad!” He looked at Winter. “Please don’t tell me you think this is a good idea?”

“Not mad!” Sorrel cut in. Tolly was infuriating sometimes. “A little light frivolity, that’s all. Like Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I understand that we need this party to be a success. What could be better than to make it a truly memorable night?”

Winter’s eyes widened with delight. “I actually like that idea! We’re not bewitching the guests with magic, just circumstance.”

“Exactly! I bet our cousins would join us, too. Hesper and Vespera would love it. They always resent not living at Moonfell, but this would give them a real chance to be part of it!”

“Crispin will have none of it,” Tolly pointed out immediately. “He thinks he’s above such frippery and nonsense.”

“True,” Sorrel acknowledged, heartened that Tolly hadn’t said no to her scheme. “We just won’t tell him. Agatha perhaps, though? Certainly Minty.” 

Crispin, Agatha, and Araminta—Minty, for short—were their uncle’s children, and at seventeen, Araminta was the youngest cousin, and always eager for mischief. Hesper and Vespera were her aunt’s children, both of a similar age to them and unmarried.

Tolly grinned. “I think it sounds fun, but I can’t join in. I have to be present at all times to showcase the garden and our skills. Ambrose, too. But I’ll cover for you.”

Sorrel clapped with delight. “Thank you! I knew you would see that it’s all in fun. Winter, we shall go to the attic and find the dressing up clothes. Then we need to hide them somewhere.”

“Not the summerhouse,” Tolly said immediately. “There will be too many guests in this area.”

“I thought of my Hermitage at the rear of the parterre.”

Winter nodded in agreement. “Excellent idea. Plus, it’s terribly old fashioned in that part of the garden now, and I know that Mama is not putting many lights out there at all. She doesn’t want to encourage visitors to the area.”

“Exactly.” Tolly nodded. “That’s where most of the topiaries are, too. Very unfashionable now.”

Sorrel tried not to roll her eyes. How anyone could consider that gardens had fashions was beyond her, but that’s why she wasn’t a garden designer and her brother and parents were. “Let us head to the attic now before Mama finds us. We need to search the dressing up box.” Like any grand household, putting on plays was part of their entertainment. “We shall need several costumes each.”

Their mother’s raised voice reached them from the rear of the house, and Tolly laughed. “I shall pretend I know nothing. Go and hide, quick, before you’re dragged into work. But don’t take too long. It will look suspicious!”

But his advice was already fading as she and Winter raced down a side path and around the front of the house. They had mischief to plan.








  
  

Three
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Present Day





“You know, Hades,” Birdie said to her familiar as she gazed at Moonfell already shimmering in the heat of what promised to be another hot day, “I never thought I’d live to see a big party here again. I find I’m quite misty-eyed about it.” 

“To be fair, dear heart, I wasn’t sure I would see you walk the gardens again, either.” He nudged her with his silky head, a soft purr at the back of his throat. “I also enjoy a good party. Especially when the wolves arrive. I like to perplex them.”

“You are very naughty.”

“I know.” 

“I bet you have seen many grand parties in your various visits.”

“Too many to count. I think yours were always some of the best, though.”

“That would be Cos’s doing. He loved to party.”

“As did you, I recall.”

Birdie and Hades were sitting in the middle of the small meadow that made up the front garden at Moonfell. It stretched from the Full Moon Gate to the boundary wall at the front of the house, the shrubs that bordered the drive in the west, and the orchard in the east. In the winter it was kept clipped and tidy, but now it was in its full glory, and she and Hades were lolling in it as if she were in her youth, swooning over Cosworth again. Oxeye daisies, knapweed, scabious, common sorrel, buttercups, and cowslips all vied for space, and the bees drowsed amongst them, zigzagging back and forth to their hives within the orchard. 

“You know, as much as I love Samhain and Yule, I think the summer solstice is my favourite seasonal celebration,” she declared as she dropped onto her back and gazed up at the blue sky. “All the light is magnificent! The heat soaks into my bones. The early dawn. The late sunsets. So much light that it makes me feel as if I have become transparent with it. Weightless, like a dandelion seed bobbing over the garden.” She had a sudden pang of loss as Cosworth’s death struck her anew. “He would have loved seeing Como and Lam living at Moonfell. Youth and vigour again. Lovely.”

“And the wolves?” Hades asked, rolling on his back in the grass. 

“He’d have adored them, but you know that. However, all this lolling about is not getting the party ready. I should move.”

“You can rest a little longer.”

“If I do, I will fall asleep and get sunburnt.” It was tempting. The growing heat was soporific, but she had much to do. Birdie dragged herself upright again, barely seeing over the high grasses. “I think Moonfell still has some residual Fitz and Ed magic hanging over it,” she said, referring to the events at Beltane, during which scenes of India in 1792 had entertained and enthralled them. “As if we’re still in their spell.”

“Fitz’s spell, you mean?” Hades asked.

“Yes. His gifts to Meli. I can’t help feeling that it was a magically powerful time in this house’s history, and yet that’s probably silly. We have so many ancestors that will have all made their mark.”

“Not all. Some must have played their lives out quietly, I’m sure.”

“Even quiet moments matter, though. In fact, quiet, thoughtful magic has more impact than the showy, flashy kind. It all adds up over the years. I am just one high priestess among many, and I find that comforting. The weight of continuity. Knowing the house will continue—its bones strong, its magic deep, all connected to our mysterious moon gates. I adore it, of course.” Her gaze shifted to the top of the south moon gate, currently drenched in honeysuckle blooms. “But if I had no idea who would become the next high priest or priestess, I would be terrified that it would all end. I’d be panic-stricken.”

“But you do know who it is. Morgana. She will be excellent.”

“But who after that? What if something terrible happens and she dies, and then I died out of grief? Or I die first, far more likely, and then she died in a terrible accident. What then?”

Hades padded onto her lap, demanding her attention. She looked into his amber eyes, and his sombre gaze and deep voice anchored her. “The house isn’t going anywhere. It’s not just tied to the head of the coven.”

“But it’s the coven leader who makes the magical decisions.” Birdie took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. “Sorry. I’m being silly. I don’t know what’s got into me. Sentimentality in my old age, most likely.”

“You’d like to know who next though, after Morgana?”

“Yes, but I know I can’t rush the house. It might even skip another generation. That’s partly why I want this party, you know,” she said, finally admitting it. “I’m hoping that with so many of my grandchildren and great-grandchildren here that it makes a choice.”

Hades sniggered, his whiskers shaking. “You’re offering them up on a platter.”

She laughed. “Yes, I am. A prompt. A reminder of who it must choose from. Which means that I need to have another bee ritual again to make sure everyone has been introduced. Low-key, obviously. There’s enough energy around right now without adding to it.” 

“It’s the solstice. An offering would be advisable anyway,” Hades suggested. 

“Yes, of course.” 

Birdie considered her immediate family, and realised that some would unfortunately be missing. There would also be many distant cousins who could be considered, those who were so distant they barely knew them, or had even forgotten they existed. Branches of the family that had diverged years ago. Choosing them would be unusual, but not impossible. However, she wasn’t about to invite any of them.

“I need to invite Anton and his boys, Jack and Lewis. Horty’s grandkids. It has been years since they were here. A future high priest would be nice.” She rose to her feet, dislodging Hades gently, and dusting seed heads and pollen off her cotton dress.

“You don’t want it to be Lam or Como? Or Ellen or Marion? Or even little Samuel?” Hades asked, referring to her daughter, Simone’s grandchild.

“I honestly don’t care which one. I just want to know.” Fretful now, she said, “I might need to ask Horty to persuade Anton to come, and then I need to ensure all the rooms are aired and ready.”

“Then you need to choose your mask! Don’t forget the fun things, Birdie.”

“I won’t. I’ll see you later, old friend.”

She left Hades rolling in the fragrant meadow, and wondered why she was obsessing over this issue suddenly. Had she experienced some inkling of her death? No. She felt more robust than she had in years. And yet, she couldn’t shake off this strange mood. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Lam finished carrying up the last of the platters into the main kitchen, and within seconds, Como manifested by the fire in a whirl of air magic. 

Not for the first time, he regarded Como’s ability with envy. “That’s so cool! I wish I could do that.”

“You talk to animals, Doolittle. Isn’t that cool enough?” 

“Well, sort of, I guess. It’s more unnerving.” He was far from mastering his ability, but it was something he would work on over the summer. It was only the start of their long and hopefully amazing stay at Moonfell. “I’m more excited by having the time to sculpt.” Curiosity got the better of him as Como heaved the bulky wooden chest he’d been carrying onto the coffee table. “What have you found?

“The masquerade masks, and they’re pretty impressive, too. Better than I expected.” He opened the heavy wooden lid and lifted a black mask off the top, fixing it to his eyes. “A domino mask. Cool, right?”

“You look like Zorro.”

Como slapped his thigh and grinned. “Find me some breeches and leather boots, and I’m in!” He rummaged through the box and threw a mask at Lam that he deftly caught. 

“Beads and feathers! Wow.” The scent of musty boxes and incense struck Lam immediately, and he lifted it to his face to examine his reflection in the window. Tricky in the bright sunshine, but he caught enough of a glimpse to see he had transformed into something—someone—fantastical. “I could be a drag queen.”

Como snorted with laughter. “Si, si! I see it. That is not what I expected you to say, but I would not stop you.”

There was something in the Moonfell air that helped Lam throw off old constraints, and he wondered if it was because he had just arrived, giddy with the freedom of having finished his exams, or if the place was actually peeling back layers of behaviour to reveal hidden parts of himself. He found himself saying something unexpected. “You know, I’d rather dress up as a dandy than all in black.”

“And why not?” Como declared expansively. “It’s midsummer. A time for madness. You know the wolves are coming?”

“Yes. I’m expecting Maverick to endlessly question me again about my animal skills. I have no idea what to say. I hardly know what I’m doing. Actually, I have no idea what I’m doing.” 

“I’m just hoping Cecile turns up.”

“Aren’t you over her yet?”

“Over her naked body, you mean? No.” Como tapped his head. “It’s in here forever. To keep me warm on cold nights.” He smirked.

Lam rolled his eyes. “Moving on. Where’s Odette?”

“Coming down the slow way. We found some old cloaks, bags, and shoes, too, but we’re leaving them upstairs. And she found a weird metal thing that gave her bad vibes.”

“What kind of metal thing?”

“A badge, maybe? She said it gave her the chills.” 

“Like a threat? An omen of doom?”

“It sounded like it.”

“Como,” Odette said from behind Lam, which made him jump because her approach had been so quiet, “is exaggerating as usual. Oh!” She considered Lam who was still wearing his ostentatious Venetian mask, and her hand flew to her mouth, eyes wide with surprise. “I like it! But I hear music. Just a drift of it. Laughter, too. An echo of a party.” Her gaze sharpened. “And something else that I can’t quite see yet.”

He shuddered, feeling he’d been seen in some weird kind of spectral tableau. “I’d prefer less purple,” he admitted, sweeping it off, but not before he saw a hint of a shadow in his peripheral vision. He spun around, staring into the still room next to the kitchen where the witches kept their herbs, potions, balms, and other preparations. 

“Are you all right?” Odette asked, watching him and then the space he’d been staring at.

“Thought I saw something, but it’s nothing. Just a shadow. Probably off the trees outside. Have you got the metal object?” he asked, keen to change the subject.

She set it on the counter under the light from the big windows. “We need to handle it carefully. It’s tarnished, and such an unusual design. It says trouble to me.”

Como laughed. “Yes, weird horned moons and a star always suggest trouble. Perhaps it’s a badge to a secret society.”

“Stop mocking!” Odette said crossly. “As soon as I touched it, I heard muttering. Like people were plotting. I have very bad vibes off it.”

Lam tried to assuage her annoyance. Best not to piss Odette off. “You just touched it again. Are you still hearing voices from it?”

“No. Just the first time. I could sit with it for a while, but maybe later. It gave me an oily kind of creepy feeling that put me off.” 

“You found it with the masks?”

“It was in this bag.” She held her hand up to show a highly decorated but small, flat bag covered in beads and embroidery, dangling on her left arm. “We can probably find out the age of this just by searching for when this style was fashionable. If it’s anything like when masquerades were popular, it will be within the early to mid-1700s, I think.”

“It was with the masks?” Lam asked.

“In another place close by,” Odette said, “but there was another Venetian mask in the bag. Not my specialty, but we’ll work it out.”

“Probably Georgian,” Como said. “The golden age of masquerade balls.” He shrugged at Lam’s questioning expression. “I like history.”

Lam wiggled his hand, now familiar with Odette’s magic. “Any other sensory suggestions?”

“A masculine energy, I think. A sneaky presence behind it all.”

Confused, Lam said, “But that’s a woman’s bag, right?”

“Yes, definitely, but the metal thing isn’t.” She shrugged. “It may become more distinct, or it could disappear entirely.” Lam’s gaze shifted to the still room again, and Odette said, “Lam?”

“When I took my mask off, I thought I saw something out of the corner of my eye, that’s all. You mentioning presences made me wonder, but I’m sure it’s a shadow from outside, that’s all,” he said repeating his earlier assertion.

Odette crossed to the kitchen unit and filled the kettle with water, her expression thoughtful. “These masks will have gathered many sensory impressions over the years, so that’s probably what we’re feeling. Big energy creates big impressions. Can you imagine the grand parties those masks would have graced? All the people in this family, or guests. All excited, keen to impress, perhaps. The love affairs, the secrets, the fun.” She smiled, transforming her pensive expression. “How exciting! Especially in this house with so many places for discreet assignations. The orchard, the rose gardens… The summerhouse! Even beneath the moon gates. The magic that would have been cast. The spells beneath it all. It’s about time we woke this house up again.”

Alarmed, Lam glanced at Como. “I think the house is waking up fine on its own. Like those strange, Indian visions.”

“Oh, no. We did that. Or rather, Horty did when she found the old lamp. Speak of the devil!” She nodded out of the window to the short, bobbing form of Horty weaving through the kitchen garden. “I didn’t think she was arriving until later.”

Lam braced himself. The last time he’d seen her was at Christmas, and he remembered her ebullience with fondness and a frisson of terror.

The back doors were propped open to let in the summer warmth, and she bounded inside, voice strident. “I should have known you’d be in here. Como! Darling!” She swept him up in a hug, her grandson towering over her. “Look at you! I swear you’ve grown even more.”

“Honestly, Nonna, I haven’t grown since I was sixteen.”

She held his face in her hands, twisting it to check his health, and he withstood the examination stoically. “So handsome. I’m glad you’re here forever now. Perhaps I’ll abandon your grandfather and move in here completely.”

“Nonna, please, I feel I’m being inspected,” he said, as she gave him the once over. “I’m fine! And I never said I would be here forever.”

She ignored his protests, hugging him again, and then hugged Lam, too. “Look at you! I’m so excited you’re both here. Odette, darling.”

Lam was already exhausted, and he caught Como’s eye, who was desperately trying not to laugh and failing. She was like a whirlwind. A small, round whirlwind. 

“Where are your bags?” Odette asked.

“On the drive. The taxi dropped me off at the side of the house.”

“I was going to pick you up! You weren’t arriving until later.”

Horty waved it off. “I got an earlier train. I just couldn’t wait! Once I’ve had a cuppa, I’m going to find one of those Indian dresses and change clothes.”

“You are?” Lam didn’t really care much about the clothes old ladies wore, but Horty was all tweeds and sensible heels, unlike Birdie, Odette, and Morgana. 

“Beltane released something in me,” she declared. “The youthful Horty came out to play, and she doesn’t like being caged up again. Como, sweetie, will you get my cases from the drive? Then, we’re going to get the magic lamp out and show you a glimpse of India. You will both love it!” Then she spotted the glittering mask that Lam had worn and picked it up, placed it over her eyes, and shrieked. 








  
  

Four
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June 1754





Wintermere watched the man talking to her father and instantly disliked him.  

He was handsome enough. Young, with well-tailored clothes, but not ostentatious. He had the air of a scholar. His hair was curled and styled fashionably, tied at the nape of his neck, and it was clear he had money. But there was something overly earnest about him, and his sharp eyes darted everywhere, particularly over the south moon gate where his hands rested upon the surface of the stone with an almost reverential air.

She was in the orchard, partially hidden behind a tree, where she was placing oil lamps to be lit later, according to her mother’s design. Placements meant to illuminate the garden to full advantage. Wintermere was unsure how well the bees would like it, but the orchard was charming. Fortunately, she and Sorrel had managed to move all the costumes before Mama had hunted them down. However, she had little care for that now. Who was that man?

Looking around her, she saw that no one was close by, including the small army of extra servants that her mother had paid to help their own with the party. The family had been warned not to display their magic, but right now, she could get away with it. Plus, the south moon gate was thick with honeysuckle, and the area beneath deep in shadow and utterly hidden from view. 

Confident that she would not be seen and that the displacement of air would remain undetectable, she used witch-flight to take her beneath the arch. Within moments it was done. The bright afternoon sunshine of the orchard was replaced with the thick gloom of the gate, heady with honeysuckle and the drone of bees. 

“You see,” the stranger said, “I find this moon gate fascinating, and I would dearly like to investigate them further.”

“I’m sorry,” her father, said, polite but clearly perplexed. “How did you come to know that this was on our property? Have you been here before?”

“Alas no, which is why I was so pleased to receive an invitation to your illustrious party. However, I particularly wanted to see this one at midday. I understand there are three more?”

“Remind me, what was your name again? We have many people attending, so you must forgive my manners.”

“My card, sir. I am Mr Dorimant Everly, a member of the Order of Stone and Star. We met several months ago when you were landscaping Mr Mortimer’s garden. Hayridge Hall. He is a dear friend of mine.”

“I certainly remember Hayridge, and Mr Mortimer who employed me. My apologies. We met on the grounds?”

“Yes, whilst you were overseeing the formation of the lake.”

It was unlike her father to forget anything, so Winter’s curiosity immediately flared. And then she felt a faint frisson of magic, and knew the stranger was working a spell. She froze. Should she intervene? If she did, he might know of her arrival. Perhaps he already did. If she could detect his magic, he might have detected hers. And yet, would he cast a spell if that were the case? Was the stranger another witch?

As she ran through all these scenarios, she felt the spell fizzle out and the magic dissipate, and realised that either her father was wearing an amulet made by her mother, which was highly possible, or the spells that protected Moonfell had countered the stranger’s. Curious. She had never been around anyone other than her family trying to cast spells in Moonfell before. 

Her father continued, potentially unaware the man was trying to work magic against him. “I’m so sorry. I really do not recall, but when I’m busy, my mind focusses on many other things, especially now we’re preparing for this evening’s party. Please accept my apologies.”

“Of course. You must meet many people over the years. I also apologise for assuming acquaintance.”

“You’re a member of what order? Stone and Star?”

“Yes, we study the celestial movements. A most fascinating subject. I confess,” he added, almost contritely, “to being an antiquarian. The past is a most fascinating subject, don’t you think?”

“I’m sure.”

There it was again. His attempt at magic. His failure.

Winter was in the middle of the moon gate but edged forward, ensuring she kept her shadow spell around her, and tried to see the stranger’s face. However, the honeysuckle that shielded her so well also shielded him. She focussed on what she could see. The details of his breeches made from the highest quality linen. Silk stockings. His well-polished shoes with bright buckles that had a curious design—two crescent moons back-to-back, angled slightly upwards so that they looked like two horns, surmounted by a four-pointed star. A design that surely meant something. A family emblem, perhaps. Or the order that he belonged to? Or maybe, she chided herself, just the maker’s design. So esoteric, though. Two crescent moons and a four-pointed star that was almost like a compass rose. It must be the emblem of his order, which suggested it was more than just a hobby. He also said he was an antiquarian. She’d heard talk of this new breed of men who collected curiosities and studied ancient monuments. Tolly had mentioned them, and so had Ambrose when he came to visit with Lucasta. 

While she committed the details to memory, the conversation continued. Her father was a calm, affable man, but his tone remained guarded as he persisted with his earlier question. “How do you know of our moon gates, Mr Everly?”

“I am, as I mentioned, an antiquarian, and have access to many old books and papers, and I found reference to this land many years before Moonfell was built.” The man’s voice was smooth but had a dangerous edge to it that was strangely attractive. Winter found herself eager to see the details of his face. He would surely have fine eyes. Compelling. Intelligent. She placed her hands upon the layered stone of the gate above her, knowing that his hand rested there still. “There was mention of four curious moon gates in the area, and I realised that they must now be in your grounds. Your house sits within them.”

“A bold assumption. They could have been dismantled years ago.”

“But this one is still here, which makes me think the others are as well.”

Her father must have realised that to lie would be foolish. The moon gates would be visible to all who attended the party later. His tone lightened as he said, “Yes, they are. Four wonderful curiosities that are now part of our home. You know, my wife would be delighted to meet you later. The land and the house have been in Mia’s family for generations. She would dearly enjoy hearing any information that you have.”

“Yes, of course. I would very much appreciate being introduced to the great Euphemia Hallowden-Westerly.” He made it sound a pleasure, but there was also an edge in his tone. “At the unmasking, of course. Before would ruin the masquerade, would it not?” 

The air thickened around Winter within the dark, cool depths of the gate, as if gathering its energy for an attack. And then it struck Winter that it was approaching midday. The time when this particular gate was at its strongest. The Full Moon Gate, associated with sun and fire, the height of summer and the solstice.

Ask him why now, she urged her father silently. How much does he know?

Fortunately, her father knew the importance of the question, too. “Why did you wish to see this particular gate at midday?” 

“It is placed in the south. Directly to the south. It has many associations. I thought it would be excellent to see it under the midday sun.”

“As if it would perform a dance, perhaps?” Her father gently mocked him. “As you see, it sits quietly absorbing the sun today, as it also withstands the rain, snow, winds, and all manner of other weather we endure. However,” he said, his tone cheerful, but firm, “for now you must leave so that we can continue our preparations for this evening. As you can imagine, there is much to do to ensure Moonfell is prepared for our guests. When you return later, I will introduce you to my wife. You arrived by foot? I will walk with you to the front gate.”

“My carriage is on the lane. I thought not to impose, knowing that you would be so busy, as you say. I realise now how very rude that was, when all I was doing was wishing to avoid giving you distractions on such a busy day. Please, once again, accept my apologies.” 

His feet finally moved, and Winter realised how still he had been throughout that conversation. Feet planted firmly, as if rooting himself into the ground. Now he shifted, facing away from the gate to the boundary wall at the end of the garden, and finally the two of them walked away, voices fading as Mr Everly asked about the orchard and how old it was. 

Winter edged forward to watch him leave. So, he knew about the orchard, too. Perhaps the servants had been gossiping. Although, no doubt people asked questions about the grounds.

Now she knew exactly what she would be doing this evening, once the party was underway. She would somehow be watching Mr Everly.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sorrel had finally managed to escape her mother’s attention after helping the servants to place what seemed like hundreds of mirrors and colourful oil lamps into nooks and crannies designed to offer intriguing glimpses of Moonfell’s garden. 

All of the lamps had been spelled so that the oil reserves would last far longer than they would normally, designed to only gutter out with the onset of dawn on the solstice morning. They would illuminate the strange faces carved into the stone buildings—the mischief-filled Green Man and curly-haired Pans with twisting horns, cloven feet, and hairy legs. The occasional Cernunnos carved into the stone columns in the rose garden. The beautiful mermaids around the fountains with their powerful tails and beguiling eyes. The winged griffins that adorned the corners of buildings and the edges of shallow, tiled roofs. The many, many carved moons in all its phases that appeared on the house itself, the numerous buildings on the grounds, and the walls. Medieval dragons etched into lintels and on the coping stones of the building in the far northeast of the garden where she stood now. Long, low, and set so far back in the boundary hedge that it was almost obscured. One of Sorrel’s favourite places that she had named The Hermitage.

In fact, today had been more informative than she expected. Sorrel had lived in Moonfell her entire life, and yet she had never really seen it as she had today, despite participating in many spells and rituals, particularly the great boundary protection spell cast at Yule. Walking the grounds with her mother, she had seen much that she had not before. Was she just terribly unobservant? Or had her mother’s undeniably powerful magic peeled back veils of illusion to show her more depths of Moonfell?

She studied the old stone building she stood within again, almost lost within the dense laurel hedges. If ever she needed to disappear for a few hours, away from the house, this is where she would come. Although she adored the summerhouse with the views of the pond that were particularly magnificent in the twilight, here, within the dark green secrecy of the hedge, she could be truly alone, which was hard with so many family members around. As well as her parents and two siblings who lived at Moonfell, there were half a dozen house staff, the gardener, and her elderly grandparents who lived in one of the towers. However, she was unlikely to ever run into them in the grounds as they rarely emerged from their rooms because their health was failing rapidly. Even Winter gave her privacy in The Hermitage. If her mother knew she came here, she never said so. But then her mother knew all about discretion and secrets. She was the Mistress of Moonfell, after all.

The Hermitage had once been someone’s house, she was sure. A gardener’s, perhaps. It had two rooms situated on either side of the large fireplace in the middle of the building. A large wooden table was positioned in the centre of the first room, and an old, wooden-framed trestle-bed, sturdy despite its age, was in the second room. There was no mattress, of course, nor any other furniture at first, but over the years, Sorrel had sneaked in chairs that nobody missed, cushions, lamps, and a few curiosities. 

With a word of magic, Sorrel lit the many candles she had placed there. Made of beeswax, they emitted a pleasant scent, driving out the worst of the damp smell that came with the winter, and that still lingered even in the height of the summer, so deep did the laurel hide it. The light illuminated the large pile of costumes they had accumulated, all perfect for the night ahead. Thank the gods for Winter’s air magic that meant she could transport things easily, unseen. White gowns with high collars, gauzy wings they could affix to shoulders, and that with a little magic would glitter with starlight. Crowns of copper and silver, fake flower garlands, voluminous cloaks. High-necked velvet gowns, slender fitting with long, Medieval-style sleeves, edged with lace and ribbons. Diaphanous gowns that would be scandalous in the daylight, but that at night would transform them into sylvan fey. The combinations were endless, and there were plenty of options for her cousins, who should be arriving very soon. Plenty of choices, in fact, for multiple changes, and the girls would all help each other.

She examined the white gown with a critical eye. This would be her first costume, and when fitted with the wings, she would look ethereal. A little glamour would add to her mystique. A spell that would make her shimmer. It would be as if Titania herself had arrived in Moonfell. A shiver of delight ran through her and throughout the space. 

And then she heard the titter of laughter. 

She spun around, hands raised, magic ready, but saw no one. The shadows outside the open door, however, had deepened. It was past midday now, the sun sliding slowly westward. Fearing she was the object of a joke—or worse, that their plans had been uncovered—she hurried to the door. This part of the garden was the most unusual and contained the bulk of the topiaries, now considered deeply unfashionable. Some were just clipped balls and pyramids surrounding the vast parterre gardens, but there was also a yew hedge shaped like a peacock with an enormous, fanned tail, a mermaid perched atop a rock, and a cat slinking on top of the hedge. 

All three now faced towards her as if they had come alive.
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