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Chapter One








“Caitlyn? Did you hear me? Come over here and stir the cauldron.”

Caitlyn Le Fey started guiltily and blinked as she came out of her thoughts. She looked across the dimly lit kitchen, to where an old woman with flashing dark eyes, a hooked nose, and wild grey hair stood by a large black cauldron hanging in the fireplace. It looked like a scene straight out of a children’s fairy-tale: the sinister old witch hunched over her bubbling cauldron, conjuring potions and spells… except that this old woman was her grandmother and the cauldron held nothing more sinister than simmering caramel sauce. 

Not that her grandmother was any ordinary old woman, of course. The Widow Mags was regarded with fear and suspicion by the village residents, not just because of her intimidating looks and cantankerous manner, but also because of her reputation as the “local witch”. Oh yes, they whispered. That had to be the explanation. How else could the chocolates in her shop taste so amazing? They had to have been bewitched by dark magic.

The irony was, there was no magic involved in the making of the chocolates. Those delicious truffles, chocolate bars, and bonbons were simply the result of the best cocoa beans, the freshest cream, and purest ingredients, all expertly combined with the Widow Mags’s chocolatier skills—no artificial charms, potions, or spells included. 

Well, okay… maybe a bit of magic is used sometimes to save time and effort, thought Caitlyn with a smile, glancing at the mixing bowl on the table next to her, in which a spatula was moving around and around completely by itself, bewitched to stir the melted chocolate within. But it’s really no different to the modern appliances used in many kitchens…

“Are you deaf, child?”

“Oh! Sorry…” Caitlyn sprang up and hurried over to her grandmother. She gripped the ladle and began stirring the bubbling caramel.

“Good, good…” said the Widow Mags, watching her. “Not too quickly… Slow and steady…”

Caitlyn inhaled deeply as a sweet, buttery aroma rose from the cauldron. “Ohhh… this smells amazing! What’s in it?”

“Pure refined sugar, fresh butter, vanilla extract, double cream, and some flakes of sea salt… which should all combine to turn into soft, chewy salted caramel when cooled. That’s if it hasn’t burnt in the pan, waiting for you to come over.”

Caitlyn ducked her head. “Sorry, Grandma—my mind wandered for a moment.”

“Humph…” The Widow Mags gave her a disgruntled look. “Your mind seems to be completely lost in the woods, if you ask me! You’ve been mooning about, in a world of your own, ever since you got back from Huntingdon Manor last week.”

Caitlyn winced inwardly at the mention of that day. The memories she was constantly fighting to suppress rose up to swamp her, and in a second, she was standing on the steps of Huntingdon Manor again… and there, smiling down at her in a way that made her heart race, was its handsome owner, Lord James Fitzroy… 

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he’d said, as he followed the butler into the house to take an urgent phone call.

And she had stood dreamily on the front steps, thinking of that look in his warm grey eyes, until a movement overhead had caught her eye…

Caitlyn had frowned, squinting at it… It looked like—yes, a pair of flying glasses! The Widow Mags’s runaway spectacles, in fact. She uttered the counter-spell, breaking the enchantment, and laughed with elation as the flying spectacles transformed back into an ordinary pair of reading glasses again. She’d done it! She’d finally been able to make magic do her bidding… 

Then she turned around and saw James standing there, staring at her…

“Who are you? What… what was that?” he asked, his eyes filled with shock and horror. 

“I…” Caitlyn’s voice seemed to have died in her throat. What had he seen? How much could she tell him? Did she dare tell him the truth about herself? She wanted to—oh, how she wanted to!—but she was terrified. She had only just begun to hope that James might have feelings for her… would those feelings be destroyed if he learned that she was a witch?

He came swiftly towards her and grabbed her hand, turning it over so that he could see the glasses. He stared down at the worn plastic frames, lying lifeless in her palm. Caitlyn saw bewilderment cloud his face and doubt fill his eyes. 

“I… I could have sworn…” he muttered. Then he dropped her hand and gave her a sheepish look. “I think I must be hallucinating... I thought… I thought I saw these spectacles flying through the air and you—” he gave an uncertain laugh, “—but of course, I can’t have. Spectacles don’t fly!” He passed a hand over his face. “I must be more tired than I realise. My mind is playing tricks on me.”

He started to turn away but Caitlyn caught his arm impulsively.

“No, wait—!” She swallowed. “What if… what if you’re not wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

Her heart was pounding. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. James had given her an easy way out, a ready-made explanation that he would readily accept… so why didn’t she just embrace it gratefully and let everything be swept under the carpet?

But it was as if a mad impulse had awakened inside her—like a child who had been warned that a hot flame could burn, but who couldn’t resist reaching out to touch it anyway. She licked her lips and said:

“What if you did see the spectacles flying?”

James gave a rueful smile. “You’re going to be teasing me about that forever now, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m serious,” Caitlyn insisted. “What if what you saw was… was real?” 

“Real?” James chuckled. “You mean, there really was a pair of flying spectacles? And what were you doing? Conjuring up a spell to capture them?”

Caitlyn took a deep breath. “Yes.”

James stared at her. 

“It was actually a reverse Levitation spell… because the spectacles were just normal reading glasses to begin with, and they were bewitched to fly… so I performed a counter-spell…” 

“A counter-spell,” James repeated blankly.

“Yes.” Caitlyn gave him a hesitant smile. “James… I… I’ve been wanting to tell you for so long… I… you see, I’m a witch.”

There was silence. James looked at her. Then he looked away. Then he looked at her again. Caitlyn recoiled from the disappointment she saw in his eyes. Her heart sank. 

“James—” she started to say.

“No, don’t,” he said sharply. “Don’t keep talking such nonsense.”

“What…? What do you mean?” Caitlyn faltered. “It’s not nonsense. I’m telling you the truth.”

James’s grey eyes had gone cold. “I thought you were different, Caitlyn. I never thought you’d turn out to be one of those silly girls who believed in all this paranormal rubbish… messing around with Ouija boards and crystals and voodoo mumbo jumbo… jumping on the trendy witchcraft bandwagon and pretending you’re a witch—”

“But… but I’m not pretending!” Caitlyn cried. “I really am a witch!”

James gave an impatient sigh. “There are no such things as witches. They’re simply the product of folktales and superstitions, made up by simple folk who didn’t have the benefit of a scientific education.”

“But—”

“Look, an old woman who is experienced with herbs and spices might use some to cure an illness or save a crop from pests—and in the olden days, people would call her a witch, because it looked like she’d performed magic. But nowadays, we know it’s the chemical compounds in the herbs that healed the sick or protected the crops and livestock.”

“But it’s more than that!” Caitlyn burst out. “I mean, yes, I know a lot of so-called ‘witches’ were simply old women who lived alone and their skills as herbalists were misunderstood… but there is real magic as well. Magic that can transform things, bring things to life, make things fly. You saw it just now: you saw me—”

“Stop.” He held a hand up. “Please, stop. I can’t bear to hear such ridiculous nonsense coming from your lips.” He made an involuntary movement, an expression of dismay on his face. “My God, you sound exactly like her…” 

“No, wait—you have to listen to me,” Caitlyn cried, catching hold of his arm. “I never believed in witchcraft and magic before either! But when I arrived in Tillyhenge, I learned the truth: that the reason I’d always felt different and struggled to fit in wasn’t just because I was adopted… or because I was really English, despite my American upbringing… it was because I was descended from a long line of witches—witches who have a special affinity for working with chocolate! And the Widow Mags… and Bertha… and Evie… they are my family.” Caitlyn gave him a hesitant smile. “I never dreamt that when I came to England to search for answers about my past, I would stumble into a new world and discover my real identity… but it’s true. Magic is real. It exists. Look… look, I’ll show you…” She glanced around, then picked up a leaf from the ground. Holding it up in front of James’s face, she said, “I’ll change this into chocolate… watch!”

She took a deep breath and focused on the leaf in her hands, summoning her will and trying to imagine the waxy green surface transforming into smooth milk chocolate. It was difficult, though, with James standing there watching her; her mind felt fuzzy and unfocused, and she found it hard to concentrate. The leaf quivered in her hand but remained unchanged. 

James sighed. “Caitlyn—”

“No! No, just wait… let me try again…” Caitlyn said desperately. She bit her lip and stared at the leaf harder, almost trembling with the effort. 

Nothing happened. 

She wanted to scream with frustration. How many times had she done it—tapped something carelessly and transformed it into chocolate? It was the one form of magic that she seemed to have mastered. And yet here… now… it was failing her. 

“It… it should work,” she stammered “I don’t know why… maybe it’s just… I’m not focusing properly… I’m… I’m a bit nervous with an audience… but I promise, I’ve done it so many times…”

She trailed off as she saw the expression on James’s face. He’d said nothing, just stood there silently, looking at her. But the expression in his eyes made her flinch. It wasn’t disappointment—it was even worse than that. It was pity. 

“I… I’m not making it up…” she said weakly. “I really… there is magic…” 

She broke off as the butler appeared at the front door again, with another telephone call for the master of Huntingdon Manor. The look of relief on James’s face stabbed her like a knife. He cleared his throat, muttered an excuse, then disappeared into the house, leaving her standing alone on the steps…

Now, Caitlyn could still feel the sense of hurt and loss that had washed over her, almost as if she was still standing there on those steps, with the sky empty and grey above her and the wind rustling inconsolably through the nearby trees, and the acrid smell of burning in the air—

Wait… what acrid smell of burning?

“CAITLYN!”








  
  
Chapter Two








Caitlyn looked down and gasped in horror. The beautifully bubbling caramel was now a charred sludge, with blackened crusts around the edge of the cauldron and smoke rising from the molten centre.

“Oh! I’m so sorry!” Caitlyn cried, grabbing the forgotten ladle and frantically trying to stir the sticky blackened mess.

The Widow Mags hurried over and snatched the cauldron off the fire, then turned to glower at her. 

“That batch of caramel is ruined now! What on earth were you doing, child? You simply had to stir it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Caitlyn miserably. “I… I guess my mind wandered for a moment…”

The Widow Mags gave her a sharp look but didn’t say anything. Instead, she heaved the cauldron over to the large kitchen sink and turned on the tap. Steam rose in a hissing cloud as the cauldron filled with cool water. 

“I can make up a new batch,” Caitlyn offered.

The old witch sighed. “Never mind. We can do without the caramel today. I’ll make more tomorrow.” 

She returned to the large wooden table in the centre of the kitchen and picked up her piping bag once more. But as she bent over the freshly baked chocolate ganache cake and began squeezing out the melted chocolate in intricate swirls, the piping bag slipped from her fingers. It fell to the floor and split open, splattering melted chocolate everywhere. The Widow Mags made a sound of frustration and bent down painfully.

“Oh, let me…” Caitlyn crouched down quickly next to her grandmother. 

She picked up the broken bag and wiped the floor, then watched as the Widow Mags fashioned a new piping bag from a section of waxed baking paper. The old witch seemed to struggle as she tried to fold the paper into a cone shape, flexing her gnarled fingers and grimacing.

“Is it your arthritis?” asked Caitlyn tentatively. “Shall I—”

“I’m fine!” the Widow Mags growled. 

She finally tucked the paper into shape, then turned towards the bowl of melted chocolate on the table and poured a large spoonful into the paper cone. Twisting the top to seal the cone, she snipped the tip off the pointed end and bent over the cake once more. But Caitlyn could see that her grandmother’s fingers were stiff and awkward, struggling to squeeze the piping bag with the control needed to create the delicate chocolate art. 

She opened her mouth to volunteer to help, then shut it again. She didn’t think she had enough skill to create those intricate chocolate swirls and decorations. She also wasn’t sure if her grandmother would appreciate her offer. Proudly independent, the Widow Mags hated showing weakness in front of others and, despite being a witch, she was just like many senior citizens who struggled with the fact that they could no longer do many things with ease. 

“Why don’t you just use magic?” Caitlyn asked, puzzled. “Then you wouldn’t have to use your hands. You could just direct the piping bag to—”

“No. The arthritis in my hands… it affects that too,” said the Widow Mags gruffly, flexing her fingers again.

“Oh.” Caitlyn was taken aback. “I… I thought—”

“That magic is a cure-all?” said the Widow Mags dryly. “That is what people always think. But working magic is a skill, no different to learning to play an instrument or mastering fine carpentry or delicate needlework—it still requires a certain dexterity and strength, in your body as well as your mind.” She gave a defeated shrug. “Anyway, I have learned to live with the arthritis. It comes and goes… and the herbal tonics that Bertha prepares for me are a great help.”

As if on cue, the back door of the cottage swung open and a pleasant-faced, middle-aged woman in a voluminous purple kaftan came bustling in, followed by a girl of about eighteen. It was Bertha, the Widow Mags’s oldest daughter (and Caitlyn’s aunt), and her daughter, Evie. 

Caitlyn felt a rush of affection as she saw them. One of the nicest things about coming to England was discovering her new family and getting to know them. Well, her grandmother had turned out to be more prickly than she’d expected, but her aunt had been exactly the sort of gentle, maternal presence that Caitlyn had yearned for all her life. And as for her cousin, Evie… Caitlyn smiled as she looked at the gangly girl, with her frizzy red hair and teenage acne. Evie was like the little sister she’d never had, and although only four years separated them, somehow she felt immeasurably older and wiser. 

“Caitlyn—guess who we saw in the village green just now!” Evie exclaimed, rushing forwards. “James! I mean, Lord Fitzroy.”

“Oh.” Caitlyn swallowed, hoping that her colour hadn’t risen. “Um… how nice.” 

She saw the Widow Mags glance at her, but the old witch made no comment as Evie babbled on:

“He’s invited us all to the Manor for dinner tonight! He said he has some friends staying with him, so he thought it would be nice to have a dinner party to introduce everyone—oh, and Sir Henry and his wife are coming too.”

“I’m afraid Mother and I won’t be able to go,” said Bertha. “We have an appointment with the GP in town—he has a late night clinic this evening.” 

“I don’t see why I need to go and see him,” the Widow Mags grumbled. “Nothing wrong with me.”

“Mother, you know it’s important that you see the doctor at least once a year to have a general check-up, especially at your age,” said Bertha patiently. “My herbal tonics are good but they’re no substitute for checking your heart and your cholesterol and blood pressure… and besides, your arthritis seems to be flaring up more frequently lately. The doctor might have some helpful ideas for treatment and management.” She turned back to Caitlyn and Evie, and smiled. “But you two girls can go to the dinner party—and it’ll be lovely for you to catch up with Pomona.”

“Pomona?” Caitlyn sat upright. “Pomona is back from London?”

Bertha looked at her in surprise. “I thought you knew. Hasn’t she called you?”

“Oh… er… perhaps I missed her call,” said Caitlyn, although she knew it was unlikely. She had been watching her phone like a hawk—she was sure she couldn’t have missed a call from her American cousin. She felt the familiar worry and confusion fill her again. She hadn’t seen Pomona since they had parted in Harrods Department Store in London, over a week ago, and since then, there had only been a few brief texts and one phone call, in which Pomona had sounded vague and distracted. 

Of course, it wasn’t as if her cousin had to report to her daily. Even before they had come to England, they had led very different lives. As the daughter of a top Hollywood actress, Pomona was the original “celebrity princess”, spending most of her time at parties, premieres, and publicity events. In a way, Caitlyn had grown up in the same world; after all, her adoptive mother, Barbara Le Fey—sister to Pomona’s mother—had been a famous singer in her own right. But where Pomona had revelled in the limelight and flaunted her glamorous looks with easy confidence, Caitlyn had been shy and bookish, staying away from social events and downplaying her luminous hazel eyes and vivid red hair. 

But despite the differences in their personality and lifestyle, the two girls had been close from childhood, more sisters than cousins. And even when they had been apart, they had always stayed in touch, with long chatty phone calls, emails, and texts. Caitlyn had never known a time when Pomona had seemed so distant. 

Then a memory stirred in her mind: a tall, dark man with saturnine good looks standing by her cousin, looking down at Pomona with an unreadable expression in his piercing blue eyes. Thane Blackmort. the “Black Tycoon”. An enigmatic billionaire who was as notorious for his sex appeal as for his immense wealth and power. Caitlyn had never felt so uneasy as that day when she’d had to walk away, leaving Pomona in Blackmort’s company.

But there had been nothing she could do. Pomona was an adult, and besides, her cousin had always been more than capable of taking care of herself in her various flings and romances. If anything, it was usually the poor man that Caitlyn worried for. Still, Blackmort was nothing like Pomona’s usual “bad boys” … 

Caitlyn shook her anxious thoughts away as she realised that Evie was talking again:

“…and James said he was just thinking about giving a dinner party when Pomona rang and asked if she could stay at the Manor when she came back to Tillyhenge. So it was perfect timing. He thought it would be a nice ‘welcome back’ dinner for her as well.” 

“Pomona rang him?” said Caitlyn in surprise.

Evie turned innocent eyes towards Caitlyn. “Didn’t he tell you, Caitlyn? He always seems to tell you everything.”

This time, Caitlyn couldn’t stop the hot colour coming to her cheeks, and she looked down as she mumbled, “Um… I haven’t… er… seen much of James lately… We just… um… happen to miss each other every time he’s in the village or I’m up at the Manor.”

She didn’t add that she had a feeling that James was avoiding her. They hadn’t been alone together since that fateful day last week and the few brief words they had exchanged since then had always been stilted greetings in the company of other people. The thought that James could be so repulsed by her that he didn’t even want to see her made her squirm with hurt and misery. 

“Well, I’m sure you can all have a good catch-up at dinner tonight,” said Bertha with a smile. 

Her comforting tone soothed Caitlyn’s feelings and she cheered up slightly. Yes, there had to be a good reason why Pomona hadn’t contacted her. She would see her cousin tonight and it would all be explained. And as for James… She sighed. Well, at least with so many people around, there wouldn’t be any awkward silences…

“I’ve brought a nice dress,” said Evie, giving Caitlyn a half-bashful, half-excited smile. “It’s my first proper dinner party—I’m even going to wear heels! Is it okay if I change in your room? Mum says we can go together. Dinner’s at eight-thirty.”

Caitlyn brightened. “I’d love to help you get ready, Evie. Oh, but you’d better put your heels in a bag and change into them once we get there. That’s what I’m going to do because I think the walk over the hill will ruin them—”

“You’re not planning to walk to the Manor, are you?” asked Bertha in alarm.

Caitlyn looked at her in surprise. “Yes, why? The sun doesn’t set till after eight still, so there will be plenty of light. We can go out the back door here, straight up over the hill and down the other side into the Manor grounds—it only takes about twenty minutes. I love the long summer days in England,” she added with a grin. “It makes you feel like you get an extra half day.”

“It’ll already be twilight by the time you set off,” said Bertha, frowning. “It’s not safe—not with the stories that have been going around the village lately.”

“What stories?” asked Caitlyn.

Evie turned round eyes on her. “Haven’t you heard? Everyone’s been talking about it. There was a man found dead last weekend, in one of the country lanes. They say when they found him, his eyes were wide and staring, and he had a look of terror on his face. The police couldn’t work out how he died… but everyone in the village knows.” Evie leaned forwards, dropping her voice to a whisper. “He’d been killed by the Black Shuck!”








  
  
Chapter Three








“The what?” said Caitlyn. “What’s the Black Shuck?”

Evie shuddered. “It’s a huge black dog that’s supposed to haunt lonely country lanes at night. It comes on a carpet of mist and its footfalls make no sound. Oh, it’s terrible luck if you meet it when out walking! They say it’s an omen of death and it means you’re going to die within a year.” Evie frowned. “Or was it someone in your family will die within a year? There are different stories—”

“Oh, it’s a legend,” said Caitlyn. “You mean it’s just a creature from folklore.”

“Witches are creatures from folklore too,” the Widow Mags spoke up.

Caitlyn turned to look at her. “You mean… you believe the Black Shuck is real?”

“There is something haunting the woods and countryside around Tillyhenge,” insisted Evie, before the old witch could answer. “Mrs Parsons at the post office shop said her niece saw it with her own eyes. She was walking home last weekend from her babysitting job—the niece, I mean, not Mrs Parsons—and it was late and she decided to take the shortcut through the fields… and then suddenly, the Black Shuck was there, walking next to her. She screamed and ran all the way until she got home.”

“Maybe it was just the farmer’s dog?”

Evie shook her head vehemently. “No, she said it was huge—as big as a calf.”

“Well, maybe it was a calf then,” suggested Caitlyn. 

Evie shook her head again. “No, no, she said it was definitely a dog—a big black dog, with red eyes and huge fangs and shaggy black fur! She heard it howling as she ran away—it made her blood run cold.”

“Whether the Black Shuck is real or not, I agree that there is something out in the country lanes around Tillyhenge,” said Bertha briskly. “It could be a man—or a gang of criminals—or a ghostly demon hound—but whatever it is, it isn’t safe for you girls to walk alone to the Manor tonight. I want you to go in Caitlyn’s car.”

“Yes, Aunt Bertha.”

“Yes, Mum.”


      ***It was a full moon that night and despite the sun having only just set, the pale glowing orb was already high in the sky. Caitlyn drove carefully as she navigated out of Tillyhenge and joined the motorway. It was actually easier and more straightforward walking to the Manor than driving—the geography of the Cotswolds countryside and the way Tillyhenge lay nestled in a small “valley” meant that although the village was situated just on the other side of the hill at the edge of the Fitzroy estate, there was no direct road access between them. You had to take the route through the woods out of Tillyhenge and join the main motorway which circled around the valley, almost doubling back on yourself, before you could reach the official road that led in through the main gates of the Huntingdon Manor parklands. 

Still, there was little traffic tonight and they soon found themselves rolling up the sweeping driveway in front of the majestic eighteenth-century Georgian manor house. There were a few strange cars parked next to James’s green Range Rover on one side of the driveway and Caitlyn slid her rented Volkswagon Beetle in next to them. She killed the engine, picked up her bag, then paused to look in the rearview mirror.

“You look gorgeous,” said Evie, watching her. 

Caitlyn plucked at the fabric of her dress. “Do you think this is too clingy? I’m worried my bum is going to look enormous.”

“Don’t worry, Mum says most women in England are pear-shaped,” said Evie ingenuously. “You’re not really fat—you just have big hips.”

“Er… thanks,” said Caitlyn dryly. “That makes me feel better… I think.” She fidgeted with the strap of her dress. She wasn’t used to dressing up; unlike Pomona who ate, drank, and breathed fashion, Caitlyn spent most of her days in faded T-shirts and jeans, chosen more for their comfort than their design flair. Until she had come to Tillyhenge and met James Fitzroy, she had never really cared about how she looked. In fact, if anything, she had always tried to fade into the background. But in the past few months, she’d discovered that there was something thrilling about having a handsome man look at you with admiration…

Evie touched her own hair self-consciously and asked shyly, “What about me? Do… do I look okay?”

Caitlyn smiled at the other girl. “You look fantastic. That colour really suits you.”

Evie flushed with pleasure. She was looking very pretty tonight, with her usually frizzy red hair tamed with copious amounts of mousse, and her gangly limbs concealed in the soft folds of a periwinkle-blue cotton dress. Her cheeks were pink with excitement and her eyes, carefully highlighted with make-up, sparkled with anticipation. 

“I… I suppose none of the daytime staff will be here anymore,” she said in a carefully casual voice.

Caitlyn looked at her in puzzlement, then grinned as it dawned on her. “You mean Chris Bottom?”

Evie flushed even more and looked down, plucking a fold of her dress. “It’s just… he’s never seen me dressed up… maybe he would notice me if he saw me like this…”

“I’m sure Chris notices you,” Caitlyn said gently, thinking that she wasn’t really lying. She just wasn’t sure if Chris noticed Evie in the way that the latter hoped. With his “surfer” good looks and easy smile, Chris Bottom was usually inundated with female attention. And although his reputation as the local teen heartthrob hadn’t gone to his head—in fact, he was an incredibly nice and down-to-earth young man—he was still unlikely to notice Evie’s shy interest amongst all the bolder overtures from the more confident girls at their high school. 

“Anyway, Chris probably won’t be here,” said Evie with a sigh. “He’s only working for James part-time so he’s probably gone home already.”

“You never know. He’s got a summer job as a sort of handyman and general dogsbody around the estate, hasn’t he? Maybe he’ll still be fixing a light bulb in the house somewhere,” Caitlyn teased. Then she opened the car door and added with a laugh, “Come on, we’d better go in, otherwise everyone will have finished dinner while we’re still here checking our appearance!”

Evie wobbled unsteadily as they walked from the car. It was the first time she had worn high heels and she was tottering around like someone on stilts. 

“You have to stand up straight and put your heel down first,” said Caitlyn, trying to help. “Don’t hunch over—throw your weight backwards.”

“I’m… I’m trying!” said Evie, tripping and staggering sideways. She gave Caitlyn a despairing look. “I should have worn flats! These heels are so hard to walk in… I always wanted a pair of stilettos and Mum bought me these as a special treat… but now I just know I’m going to trip and fall on my face in front of everyone!”

“No, you won’t,” Caitlyn assured her. “Just keep your head up, look straight ahead, and walk confidently.”

“Easy for you to say,” muttered Evie, taking another tottering step forwards. Then she paused and brightened. “Wait—I know! I can cast a spell on my shoes so that they’ll walk by themselves!”

Caitlyn looked at her uneasily. “Evie, are you sure that’s a good idea—”

“Yes, yes, it’ll be brilliant!” said the other girl. She screwed up her eyes, pointed to her shoes and chanted:

Stilettos with grace,

Now gather apace,

With my feet inside,

Enable me to glide!

Caitlyn took an involuntary step back, eyeing the shoes warily. Evie might have been born knowing that she was a witch and grown up surrounded by spells and potions, but her own talents in the magic department seemed to be sadly lacking. In fact, the only thing that was reliable about Evie’s spells was that they usually went spectacularly wrong. 

Now, the shoes glowed like hot coals for a moment, making Caitlyn worry that Evie might burn her feet, then the glow faded to a faint shimmer. Caitlyn blinked, then stared at the shoes again. They still looked like the same pair of high-heeled stilettos, but there was something subtly different. They seemed strangely… animate. 

The next moment, her eyes widened in surprise as Evie took a deep breath and started walking towards the front door of the Manor again. Her cousin literally glided. It was amazing. She walked like a supermodel sashaying down the catwalk. 

“Wow,” said Caitlyn, impressed. “Evie, that’s incredible!”

The younger girl beamed. “Told ya!”

Caitlyn chuckled and was about to follow Evie when she froze.

“Listen!” she said. “Did you hear that?

Evie turned around, halfway up the Manor’s front steps. “Hear what?”

“That… that sound…” Caitlyn turned and scanned the dark woods beyond the manor house. “It sounded like… some kind of animal…”

Evie listened but there was nothing now except the rustling of leaves as the wind moved through the trees. Twilight was almost over and the sky had darkened to an inky blue, with just a hint of pink on the western horizon. High above them, the full moon glowed, casting a silvery light over the landscape. 

“I don’t hear anything,” said Evie. “Maybe you imagined it?”

“No, I heard it,” Caitlyn insisted. “It was… a mournful cry… like… like…”

“A fox bark? They do sound very odd—not like a dog barking, more like a strange bird screaming—”

“No, it wasn’t a fox,” said Caitlyn. “I know what a fox bark sounds like. This was more like… like howling—”

“Howling? We don’t have wolves in England. Maybe it was a dog then.” Evie’s eyes widened. “Oooh, do you think it was the Black Shuck?”

Caitlyn gave a sheepish laugh. “No, it was probably just a farmer’s dog. It just sounded so eerie for a moment…” She shook her head, as if to clear it. “You’re right, my imagination is running away with me. Come on, let’s go in.”

They were met at the front door by Giles Mosley, the Manor’s new butler—a man so stiffly “correct” and proper that he was almost a caricature. Although he normally favoured a conservative dark suit, tonight, in honour of the dinner party, he was dressed in full butler regalia, in a black jacket with tails, grey waistcoat, white wing collar shirt, and a black tie. He even had white gloves on. Clearing his throat importantly, he greeted them with grave ceremony, calling them “madam” and making Evie giggle, then escorted them to the Ante-Chamber where the guests had gathered for pre-dinner drinks. 

Caitlyn hesitated as she entered, bracing herself to meet James. She saw him almost immediately, his tall figure dominating the room as he stood talking to a couple by the fireplace. It was easy to see why he had been voted “Most Eligible Bachelor in Britain” several years running: with his aristocratic features, dark curling hair, and lithe, muscular physique—not to mention his title and wealth—James Fitzroy was a modern Mr Darcy come to life.

He glanced up as they came in and Caitlyn saw something flicker in his dark grey eyes, then a polite mask came down over his face as he came towards them. She was seized by a sudden panic. How was she to greet him? She’d never been comfortable with the European custom of casual hugs and kisses, and now with the strained atmosphere between them, it was even more inconceivable to greet James with a peck on the cheek. And yet shaking hands seemed ridiculously unnatural and formal as well. Thankfully, Mosley the butler came to the rescue, arriving at the same time as James and bearing a silver tray with an assortment of drinks.

“Hello Evie. Caitlyn…” James gave them a perfunctory smile, then seized on the convenient distraction provided by the butler and waved a hand towards the tray. “What will you have?”

“Ooh, can I have a champagne?” asked Evie, wide-eyed. 

“Of course,” said James, reaching for one of the crystal flutes filled with fizzy gold liquid. 

Mosley cleared his throat pointedly, his expression appalled. “Sir! Allow me…” With great flourish, he flicked a white-gloved hand, lifted a champagne flute from the tray, and presented it to Evie. 

It was all done with such comical self-importance that Caitlyn felt a smile tugging at her lips and, when she glanced up, she caught a twinkle of amusement in James’s dark grey eyes too. Their gazes met. Caitlyn caught her breath—for a moment, it was almost as if last week had never happened and they were just sharing a moment of amusement, like they’d often done. Then James stiffened, the warmth fading from his eyes, and he looked away. Caitlyn felt like someone out in the cold who had seen a doorway open into a warm room… and then suddenly had it slam in her face. 

She was grateful when the butler—completely oblivious to the undercurrents—turned towards her and enquired:

“And what would madam like to drink?”

“Oh… er… just something non-alcoholic. I’m driving.”

Mosley gestured to various glasses on the tray. “Orange juice? Tonic water? Perrier?”

“Er… orange juice is fine.”

Caitlyn accepted her glass and sipped it, grateful to have something to do with her hands. An awkward silence descended on them. Evie was looking around, over-awed with the surroundings, and it was obvious she wasn’t going to help with the conversation. Finally, James cleared his throat and said to Evie:

“I’m glad you came tonight. I believe this is the first time you’ve been here—at least, since I inherited the title?” 

Evie nodded shyly. “I came with Mum once when she dropped off some herbal salve for the head gardener, but I stayed in the car.”

“I must give you a little tour after dinner,” said James with a smile. Then his gaze shifted beyond them and he said, “Ah, Chris… did you want to speak to me?”

They turned to see a teenage boy standing in the doorway of the Ante-Chamber. Evie gave a muffled squeak. It was Chris Bottom. He pushed his shock of sun-bleached blond hair off his forehead as he leaned against the doorjamb and addressed James:

“I’ve fixed the modem in your office. It’s working fine now. I thought I’d push off… unless there was something else you wanted me to do?”

“No, no, that’s super. Thanks very much. But why don’t you join us for a drink or even stay for dinner?” invited James. He gestured towards Evie. “Look, Evie’s here—you go to the same school, don’t you? You could sit together.”

“Thanks but I—Evie?” Chris did a double take. 

Evie went bright red as he stared at her. “H-h-hi Chris,” she stammered.

“Chris, would you like some champagne? Or a glass of wine, perhaps?” asked James, beckoning for Mosley with the tray.

“Uh… no, no thanks… I have to get back… Dad and Aunt Vera will be expecting me for dinner. It’s roast tonight and Aunt Vera gets really annoyed if we’re not sitting at the table when the lamb comes out of the oven,” Chris said, talking to James but still staring at Evie.

“Oh, well… perhaps next time then,” said James. 

Chris nodded absently and turned to go, although his eyes remained riveted on Evie. 

James held up a hand. “Actually, Chris, I was just telling Evie that I’d give her a little tour of the Manor, since this is her first visit… but I won’t be able to do it until after dinner. If you’ve got a moment, perhaps you could show her around?”

“Uh… sure.” Chris held a hand out to Evie. “Come on, I’ll show you the Library and the other rooms on the visitors’ tour.”

Evie stood rooted to the spot, looking like she was going to faint. Caitlyn gave her a surreptitious nudge. Thank goodness for the bewitched high heels, she thought as Evie’s feet seemed to suddenly move of their own accord and she walked gracefully over to join Chris at the door. 
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