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Chapter One








Caitlyn Le Fey bit her lip in concentration as she stared into the heavy copper pot filled with the clear, viscous liquid. As she watched, the glass-like surface of the liquid began to roil and churn, first at the edges, then drawing inwards, until the whole pot was bubbling gently. She glanced anxiously at the fire beneath the pot, wondering if she should reduce the flame. Whatever happened, she couldn’t let things burn; otherwise, it would all be over. Steam rose from the pot, caressing her face with warm, damp fingers, and she blinked to clear her vision, but she didn’t take her eyes off the bubbling solution.

Slowly, the pale, colourless liquid became tinged with the faintest touch of gold, which deepened gradually into a light amber colour. Caitlyn leaned closer, holding her breath. How much longer? Her hand hovered over the pot handle, but before she could grip it, the door behind her swung open and a young woman burst into the room. 

“Holy guacamole, Caitlyn, I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” the young woman cried. “I thought you’d be with the Widow Mags at the Manor, supervising the set-up for the ball. I didn’t realise you were still stuck here in the village.”

Caitlyn glanced distractedly at her cousin before jerking her eyes back to the pot. “I thought I’d be of more use here than at the Manor. We’ve only got two days to go until the ball, Pomona, and you know we’re catering all the desserts and sweet treats for the buffet.” 

The other girl came over and peered into the pot with interest. “Mmm, that smells good… What is it? Caramel sauce?”

Caitlyn nodded.

“What’s it for?” 

“I don’t know. The Widow Mags hasn’t told me yet—she just told me to make enough to fill several jugs.” Caitlyn gave a self-deprecating laugh. “It’s the first time I’m making it myself, without her supervising, and I didn’t think it would be this stressful!”

Pomona grabbed a wooden spoon lying on the counter. “Why don’t you give it a stir? It might speed things up—”

“No!” cried Caitlyn, lunging for the spoon. “No, you mustn’t touch it! It might make the sugar crystallise and that’ll ruin everything. You have to let the sugar dissolve and boil without disturbing it.” She peered into the pot again. “It’s not long now. I need to wait until it reaches just the right shade of deep amber, then I’ll know it’s the right temperature to add the cream—”

“Can’t you just use a candy thermometer?” asked Pomona impatiently. “That’s what everyone does back in America.”

“I’m not making caramel candy. This is caramel sauce, and you don’t need a thermometer for that. Besides, you know how the Widow Mags feels about what she calls ‘newfangled gadgets’,” said Caitlyn with a wry smile. “She won’t ever use them, and she doesn’t want me relying on them either. She says I need to hone my natural instincts.”

Pomona rolled her eyes. “For Pete’s sake, Caitlyn, you’re just gonna listen to her? What’s the point of having ‘modern technology’ if you’re not gonna use it to make life easier? You can’t, like, let these people keep you stuck in the Dark Ages!”

Caitlyn looked up, startled by the other girl’s contemptuous tone. For all her feisty attitude, Pomona had always seemed to hold the Widow Mags in great respect, and although she and Caitlyn were essentially recent newcomers to the village of Tillyhenge, Pomona had seemed to warmly embrace her “new English home”. She had never used words like “these people” before or suggested the local residents were somehow different.

“Well, the Widow Mags is right in a way,” said Caitlyn gently. “If I really am descended from witches with a special ability to tap into the magic powers of cacao, then I should have an innate sense for working with chocolate, an instinct that goes beyond what common kitchen instruments can do. Learning to find that power and harness it is part of my training.”

Pomona pulled a face which said: “Yeah, whatever.” Then she brightened and said, “Anyway, listen, I came to ask you: what are you wearing to the ball?”

“I don’t know… I haven’t really thought about it, to be honest,” muttered Caitlyn, turning back to the pot. The bubbling, frothing liquid was a rich amber colour now, and Caitlyn racked her brains, trying to remember if it matched the shade of amber that the Widow Mags had shown her the last time they made caramel sauce. Is it ready? Or should I let it boil a bit longer and get a bit darker?

“You haven’t thought about it?” gasped Pomona. “Caitlyn! This is, like, the first masquerade ball you’ve ever been to! It’s gonna be a huge deal! All these people are coming and it’s in a freakin’ ballroom, with live music and dancing and everything—I can’t believe you haven’t thought about what you’re gonna wear! It’s the day after tomorrow!”

“I know, I know, but I just… I just haven’t really had much time to think about it! It’s been completely crazy here, helping get things ready for the ball. It’s not just the desserts, you know—the whole buffet is going to be chocolate-themed. The Widow Mags has been working with the Manor kitchen staff for weeks, creating a signature menu which uses the flavours of chocolate and cocoa in savoury dishes.”

“Huh? How does that work? Like chocolate-flavoured steak?” asked Pomona, pulling another face.

Caitlyn chuckled. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. And yeah, actually there is going to be a ‘steak in Belgian chocolate-and-coffeeBelgian-chocolate-and-coffee sauce’ on the menu, plus a ‘cocoa-crusted beef tenderloin’, which sounds absolutely delicious! It’ll have a punch from warm spices like cinnamon, allspice, and peppercorns, but also a smoothness from the bittersweet cocoa.” She looked at Pomona excitedly. “Oh Pomie, I think it’s going to be amazing! Aside from the money that the Widow Mags is getting to cater the ball, it’ll really help to showcase her talents and promote the chocolate shop. I think they’re going to put little signs by the buffet, mentioning Bewitched by Chocolate and giving details of how to find us in the village. With so many high-society guests coming, it could be a game-changer in terms of finally raising the shop’s profile.” 

Pomona waved a hand. “Yeah, okay, I get that the catering is important. But your costume is important too! And it’s such an easy choice for you: you can go as a famous witch from mythology! You know, like Circe… or Medea… and then you could wear an awesome Greek costume with, like, a long white draping gown and gold arm cuffs—”

“I’m not going as a witch,” said Caitlyn flatly.

“Why not? It would be so cool in an ironic way. I mean, you really are a witch!”

“Yes, well, I’m not sure I want to advertise that.”

Pomona shot her an exasperated look. “Why not? Jeez, Caitlyn, I don’t know why you’re always trying to hide all the time. Man, if I was a witch, I’d be shouting it from the rooftops!”

Caitlyn gave her cousin an affectionate look. “Yes, but you know I’m not you, Pomie. You like getting attention and standing out from the crowd; I don’t.”

“Are you ashamed of what you are?” demanded Pomona. She leaned forwards, her hands clenching into fists. “Don’t you realise how lucky you are, Caitlyn? If I was the one who found out that I was descended from a long line of witches, if I knew that I could develop powers, that I could use magic—” She broke off suddenly, breathing hard. 

Caitlyn drew back, staring at the other girl in surprise. While Pomona had often seemed wistful, she’d never seen her cousin look so agitated and upset about her own lack of supernatural ability. She opened her mouth to answer, then gasped and whirled back to the stove as she heard an ominous hissing sound. She cried out in dismay as she saw the thick, dark brown liquid bubbling up over the edges of the pot.

“Nooo!” Caitlyn gasped. “It’s burning!”

She grabbed the pot handle with one hand and yanked it off the stove, hurriedly turning off the flame with her other hand. Then she held the bubbling concoction at arm’s length as she walked over to the sink. A horrible pungent smell of burning sugar filled the kitchen, making her almost gag. 

“Ugh!” cried Pomona. “That really stinks!”

“It’s all your fault,” said Caitlyn irritably. “If you hadn’t distracted me with all that stupid talk about costumes for the ball—”

“It’s not stupid,” said Pomona in a sulky tone. “Costumes are just as important as the food.”

Caitlyn sighed as she stared down at the black sludge steaming in front of her. Carefully, she set the pot down on the edge of the sink, wondering if she should let it cool a bit before attempting to scoop out the ruined caramel mixture. But she was worried that if she waited too long, the burnt sugar would congeal and stick to the bottom of the pan in a hard lump. Hurriedly, she boiled the kettle, then poured the hot water into the pot. She was pleased to see the thick sludge begin to dissolve, and she used a wooden spatula to scrape the sides and bottom of the pot, loosening the caramel mixture further. 

As she worked, Caitlyn tried to ignore Pomona, who was still grumbling about her lack of a costume, but finally, she interrupted her cousin impatiently:

“Look, can’t I just wear that nice summer dress I got for the garden party a couple of months ago? You know, the one in that gorgeous sea-green chiffon. It’s really pretty and I can just add a mask and pretend I’m a sea nymph or something… Anyway, does it really matter what I wear? I mean, it’s not as if I’m the guest of honour or anything. No one is going to notice me or be looking at me anyway.”

“What d’you mean: ‘no one is going to be looking at you’? The most important person at the ball is going to be looking at you,” said Pomona indignantly. “Okay, so I know James Fitzroy would probably think you look beautiful if you turned up wearing a burlap sack, but seriously, don’t you wanna meet him looking drop-dead gorgeous for once, instead of the way you usually do, with no make-up and your hair a mess and chocolate all over your faded jeans?”

Caitlyn didn’t answer, pretending to be engrossed in scrubbing the burnt sugar from the bottom of the pan. Pomona was right, though. A part of her did desperately want to surprise James Fitzroy with a glamorous transformation. The handsome owner of Huntingdon Manor and the surrounding estates (which included the village of Tillyhenge) was every girl’s dream: a “modern-day Mr Darcy” who combined charm, intelligence, and aristocratic good looks with a calm authority and a warm empathy for others—not to mention the sexiest British accent! Caitlyn had fallen for him from their first chance meeting out in the woods, but as a shy, bookish girl who’d always struggled with embarrassment about her curvy figure, she’d never dreamt that James might return her feelings. 

Not that we are officially in a relationship or anything, Caitlyn reminded herself hurriedly. In fact, their one attempt at a date so far had been a total disaster. She still cringed every time she thought about it. And they had both been so busy recently that they had hardly seen each other since then, never mind tried to make another arrangement. She knew that James cared about her and—even more importantly—that he wasn’t repulsed by the idea that she was a “witch”. It should have been enough, but Caitlyn longed for more. She longed to know for certain that James loved her, to know what it was like to be kissed by him… 

Her cheeks warmed at the thought, and she ducked her head even lower, hoping that Pomona hadn’t noticed. Still, her cousin was right: she was hardly likely to get her first kiss with James if she continued presenting her most unflattering side to him! Caitlyn sighed. It wasn’t as if she didn’t want to arrive in a gorgeous costume and turn heads at the ball. The problem was, she just didn’t have Pomona’s confidence. She envied the way the other girl could always wear the most outrageous outfits with fearless aplomb. Despite having a similar body type to Caitlyn, Pomona flaunted her large hips with pride and never shied away from clothes that drew attention to her fuller figure. 

Caitlyn glanced at her again now: her cousin had teased her blonde hair into a bouffant mane around her head and was wearing a hot pink velour jumpsuit that clung to every curve of her body, coupled with designer sneakers with platform heels. Caitlyn smiled to herself. Pomona looked like she belonged in a Hollywood lounge bar rather than in a homely cottage kitchen in the English Cotswolds! 

Then her smile faded as she caught sight of the necklace peeping out from the collar of the jumpsuit. Caitlyn felt a familiar stirring of unease as she stared at the huge glittering black diamond nestled against Pomona’s throat. Ever since her cousin had been gifted that diamond choker, Caitlyn had felt uncomfortable at the sight of the glittering black gemstone. At first, she’d dismissed her misgivings but gradually, she’d become convinced that it wasn’t just her imagination. There was something about that stone—some kind of malevolent aura—and worst of all, it seemed to be affecting Pomona in some way, spreading out like an invisible stain. 

Caitlyn shivered at the sinister image in her mind and wished fervently that she had some way of convincing Pomona to give up her favourite new accessory. 








  
  
Chapter Two












The door to the kitchen swung open again and a lanky girl of about eighteen came rushing in. Caitlyn’s face broke into an involuntary smile of affection. If Pomona was the flamboyant “American cousin” that she had grown up with, Evie was the awkwardly sweet “English cousin” she had gained when she arrived in Britain earlier that year in search of her birth family. 

When her “mother”—American singer Barbara Le Fey—had died unexpectedly last year, Caitlyn had been shocked to discover that the woman she had called “Mom” all her life hadn’t given birth to her. In fact, she had originally been found as an abandoned baby in the Cotswolds, and many of the things she had taken for granted in her life—such as Pomona being her blood cousin—were completely thrown out the window. 

Since then, Caitlyn had been desperate to find out the truth about her past, and it had been an even greater shock to learn that, not only did she have “witch blood” in her veins, but that she, too, could conjure spells and enchantments if she worked on developing her powers. As someone who had never believed in magic, Caitlyn had suddenly found herself in the middle of an identity crisis! But the dismay had quickly turned to delight when she’d found her real family here in Tillyhenge. 

It had been wonderful getting to know Evie, who was four years her junior and very much the younger sister she’d never had, as well as Evie’s mother, her aunt Bertha—a warm, maternal figure who had instantly made Caitlyn feel welcome. Her grandmother, the Widow Mags, however, had been a different kettle of fish. Or should I say, cauldron of chocolate, thought Caitlyn with a wry smile. Brusque, cantankerous, and fiercely independent, the old woman had rebuffed most of Caitlyn’s efforts to get closer to her. But despite all this, Caitlyn had come to realise that beneath her grandmother’s prickly exterior was a wise and compassionate heart. It was a side that she wished more in the village could see. Instead, most of the residents of Tillyhenge viewed the old woman with fear and suspicion, labelling her the “local witch” and whispering that the sweet treats in her chocolate shop must have been enchanted by black magic to taste so good…

Caitlyn came out of her reverie to realise that Evie was excitedly telling Pomona about her own costume for the ball. She walked over to join the other two girls at the wooden table in the centre of the kitchen.

“…couldn’t decide between a fairy or an elf, but then I got a book from the library and there was an illustration of a woodland elf and she looked gorgeous!” said Evie breathlessly. “I thought maybe I could base my costume on that picture—”

“What about your ears?” asked Pomona. “You can’t be an elf without pointy ears. Do you have any good prosthetic ones?”

“Oh, no, I’ve got something much better!” said Evie, grinning. “I’m not going to bother with trying to find a real costume. I don’t think I’ll ever find anything to match the picture in the book anyway. So I’ve decided to use a glamour spell instead.”

“What’s a glamour spell?” asked Caitlyn just as Pomona squealed and said: “Omigod, you mean glamour is real?”

Evie nodded eagerly, then she turned to Caitlyn and explained: “Glamoury is an advanced form of witchcraft where you use magic to make the world see you the way you want to be seen. It’s not like Transfiguration, where you physically change yourself. With a glamour, you don’t actually transform, but rather, you hide your reality and produce a… an illusion that’s so real that it fools everybody.”

“And you can choose what the illusion is,” chimed in Pomona. “Isn’t that awesome? Like, if you wanted to go blonde, you could just use a glamour spell to change your hair colour instead of having to dye it. It’s how you get all these legends and folk tales about beautiful women turning into ugly crones,” she added, giggling. “It’s ’cos they fooled everyone with a glamour.”

“Wow…” said Caitlyn, thinking of her lifelong embarrassment with her big hips. She knew that being pear-shaped was simply the result of her genes; no matter how much she dieted or exercised, she couldn’t really change. But how wonderful it would be if she didn’t have to change at all but could simply alter the way people perceived her!

“I never knew you could do glamour spells,” said Pomona, looking at Evie with new respect.

“Well, I can’t, actually. It’s very advanced magic,” Evie admitted. “But you can learn anything online these days, can’t you? And I found a website yesterday of a witch who specialises in Kosmetike Glamoury! She’s just published 101 Shortcut Spells to Greater Allure and also a limited-edition Book of (Eye) Shadows, and she’s got a channel on YouTube, and she has hundreds and thousands of followers! She says she has different incantations to help you become more attractive, like a Sleek Hair glamour and an Acne Exorcism charm… If you follow her instructions, you could become so glamorous and alluring that no one would be able to resist you!” 

“Maybe you should be careful, Evie,” said Caitlyn uneasily. “You just never know with online things. I mean, how do you know who’s really on the other end? It’s not like walking into a real shop or meeting a real person, is it?”

“Aww, c’mon, Caitlyn—what century are you living in?” complained Pomona. “Everyone shops online these days! And it would be so awesome to be able to use glamours!” Her eyes sparkled. “Imagine if you could really change the way you looked with just a couple of magic spells. Like, if you hate the way your nose looks, you could use a glamour spell instead of going for a nose job. Holy guacamole, half the Hollywood docs would go out of business! Caitlyn, maybe you should—”

Caitlyn made an exclamation of annoyance.

“What?” said Pomona. “I’m only trying to help—”

“No, no, it’s not you,” said Caitlyn, bending over the wooden table. “It’s these annoying ants! I don’t know where they keep coming from. I’ve wiped the table so many times and cleaned everything, and still, they keep coming back.” She pointed to a trail of black ants marching across the surface of the wooden table and clustering around a small puddle of sugar syrup which had been spilled on the table earlier.

“Ugh! I hate ants. Looking at them always makes me feel itchy,” muttered Evie, scratching her arms as she watched the crawling black insects.

“Why don’t you just zap them with some pesticide?” asked Pomona.

“I don’t want to spray chemicals in here,” protested Caitlyn, gesturing to the various containers of cocoa powder, cream, sugar, butter, and other food items spread across the table. 

“Mum always uses herbal sachets,” Evie offered. “She says they work really well to repel insects, although I always tell her I think she should just use magic—”

“Yes, of course—magic!” cried Pomona, snapping her fingers. She turned back to Caitlyn. “Why don’t you use witchcraft on them?”

“What do you mean… hex them?” said Caitlyn, laughing. “Don’t you think that’s overkill? I mean, they’re just ants—”

“Yeah, but they’re being really annoying,” said Pomona, turning back to look at the trail of insects with a glint in her eye.

“They’re not doing it on purpose,” said Caitlyn. “I mean, they’re just doing what ants do. They look for sugar and take it back to the nest. You can’t punish them for following their natural instincts.”

“Oh no?” said Pomona with a little smile. 

Caitlyn turned away to grab a kitchen cloth, saying with a sigh: “I’ll wipe the spill up and hopefully they’ll—” 

Evie gasped and Caitlyn jerked back to see the younger girl pointing at the table surface.

“Look! Look at what they’re doing!”

Caitlyn looked down: the trail of ants had broken up and reformed. Instead of marching towards the puddle of sugar syrup, the tiny black insects were now crawling up the side of a bain marie she had set up earlier. The Widow Mags had stressed that using a “hot water bath” was the safest way to melt chocolate without burning it, and Caitlyn had been proud of her home-made effort, using a shallow oven tray filled with boiling water. Now the bain marie was no longer being used, although steam was still rising from the hot water in it. 

Caitlyn watched in bewilderment as the ants crawled up and along the edge of the tray. There was something strange about the way they were moving—it was almost as if they were resisting, their tiny legs braced, and yet they were being pushed forwards by some invisible force. Slowly, agonisingly, they crawled to the top of the oven tray where they clung to the edge, their antennae waving madly. 

Caitlyn glanced at Pomona, who was leaning over the bain marie and staring down at the ants, her expression intent. 

“Pomie… are you…? What are you doing?” she whispered. 

Pomona grinned, not taking her eyes off the ants. “Teaching them a lesson.”








  
  
Chapter Three








Caitlyn drew a sharp breath. No, it can’t be true… and yet there was no denying what it looked like: somehow, Pomona was controlling the ants, forcing them close to the edge, to the steaming water and imminent death.

“No, Pomie—stop it!” cried Caitlyn, grabbing the other girl’s arm. 

The sudden movement broke Pomona’s concentration and her eyes snapped away from the bain marie. Instantly, the ants’ tiny bodies relaxed, as if an invisible puppeteer had cut the strings, and they scrabbled away from the water’s edge—all except one. Caitlyn watched in horror as the tiny insect clung desperately for a moment to the side of the tray, then tumbled down, falling into the hot water. Instantly, it spasmed, then curled up into a small, blackened ball.

“You’ve killed it!” cried Caitlyn. 

Pomona peered into the water, then shrugged. “So what? Jeez, Caitlyn, what’s the big deal? People kill ants all the time. I’ll bet you killed a few when you were wiping up the table before.”

“Yes… but… that’s different,” stammered Caitlyn, her eyes still riveted on the tiny, shrivelled insect now floating on the surface of the water. “This… this was like you were forcing them to suffer.”

Pomona rolled her eyes. “‘Forcing them to suffer’… they’re just stupid ants, for crying out loud! They’re insects! If they’re gonna come into the house and climb on our table, then they deserve to die.”

“How did you do it?” asked Evie, regarding Pomona with a mixture of awe and unease. “It was magic, wasn’t it?”

Pomona leaned back and folded her arms, a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Maybe,” she said.

“You can do magic?” gasped Evie. 

Pomona shrugged, although her smile widened. “Yeah. Kinda. I think.” She hesitated, then added, “I’ve just been noticing little things in the last few weeks…”

Caitlyn looked at her warily. “What kind of things?”

“Oh, you know… like when you get really mad at someone and wish bad karma on them… and then it happens!” Pomona chuckled. “Like, there was this one guy who was driving next to me when I was coming back from Oxford yesterday and he was being a total jerk. First, he was tailgating me, and then he overtook me and pushed in front and was, like, hogging two lanes right in front of my car. And every time I tried to get around him, he would veer really close, as if he was trying to ram into me, and all this time, he was looking out his window and smirking at me, like he thought he was really cool and funny. Well, I got really mad, and I thought in my head: ‘I wish you would swerve into the side of the road, you bastard’… and guess what? He did!”

Caitlyn stared at her. “What happened? Did he crash?”

“Nah… he just sorta swerved all over the place and then he got back in control of his car. But I saw his face. He looked kinda scared.” Pomona smiled with satisfaction. “I was curious if I’d imagined the whole thing, so I looked at his car again and wished really hard that he would swerve… and he did it again!” She laughed in delight. “He looked really freaked out then. He slowed right down and pulled over and let me pass. It was awesome!”

Caitlyn looked at her cousin in horror. “It’s not awesome at all, Pomona! He could have been killed!”

“Aww, gimme a break!” said Pomona. “It’s not like the guy actually crashed, okay? He just got a really bad scare, and believe me, he deserved it. I’ll bet he’s gonna be a lot more polite and careful on the roads now, and how’s that a bad thing? I just made the world a safer place.” 

“But what if he hadn’t been able to regain control of his car? What if he had swerved and hit a tree or something? You would have been responsible for someone’s death!”

Pomona jutted her bottom lip out mutinously. “It’s not like I tried to kill him, okay? I was just mad and wished some bad karma on him—don’t tell me you’ve never done that! How was I supposed to know it would come true? It wasn’t like I did it on purpose.”

“But you did just now,” said Caitlyn accusingly. She pointed at the bain marie. “What you did just now—you deliberately forced those ants into harm’s way.”

Pomona hesitated, then she shrugged and said, “Yeah, okay, so maybe I did. So what? Like I said, they’re just stupid insects.”

“That’s not the point! They might just be insects today, but what’s next? Animals? People? You… you can’t do this, Pomona, whatever you’re doing,” said Caitlyn urgently. “It’s wrong and cruel and—”

“Aww, lay off!” said Pomona, scowling. “I’m, like, so sick and tired of your ‘holier-than-thou’ attitude. Ever since you discovered that you’re a witch, Caitlyn, you’ve turned into a real killjoy, you know that? You’re so freakin’ uptight! You think magic should only ever be used for—” Pomona put on a high-pitched, sarcastic voice: “—‘noble causes’, right? Man, next you’ll be telling me I can only use spells for charity and self-sacrifice!”

“That’s not true!” Caitlyn protested. “I’m not saying that at all. I just think that magic gives you an unfair advantage and you shouldn’t use it to do harm—”

“Maybe it was all just a coincidence,” Evie spoke up, her timid voice cutting into their argument. “I mean, maybe the other car just swerved because the man was driving like an idiot; it was just a coincidence that Pomona was looking at him at the same time. And those ants… well, maybe it was just random bad luck that they happened to climb up onto the bain marie…”

For a moment, Pomona looked as if she would argue. Then she said with a shrug, “Yeah, maybe it was just coincidence.” She shot Caitlyn a narrow-eyed look. “I’m not the one who overreacted.”

Caitlyn started to say something, then she stopped herself. Maybe the others were right; maybe she was overreacting. After all, it was true that she would probably have killed quite a few ants herself if she had wiped them with a cloth. Still, that seemed different: a simple, practical action with the ants being killed as an unfortunate consequence. Not a deliberate manoeuvre to force them to their deaths. Besides, it wasn’t just ants being killed; it was the way Pomona— Caitlyn thought back again to the expression on her cousin’s face and shivered. Pomona almost looked like she enjoyed watching the ants march to their deaths…

Caitlyn gave herself a mental shake. What was she thinking? Of course Pomona hadn’t enjoyed killing the ants! And wasn’t she being silly to get so upset over a few insects making a nuisance of themselves? She took a deep breath and released it, deliberately relaxing her shoulders. 

“Yes, well… maybe I did overreact a bit. Sorry,” she said, giving Pomona a half-hearted smile.

Pomona accepted the apology with bad grace. “Well, I’m gonna head back to the Manor. If you want help with your costume, you know where to find me.” Turning, she flounced out of the kitchen. 

There was an awkward silence after she left, then Evie said: “I … I’d better go too. I’m supposed to be looking after the herbal shop, because Mum has to take some things up to the Manor. You know she’s providing all the candles and other Mabon decorations for the ball?”

“Mabon decorations?”

“Yes, didn’t you know? It’s Mabon in a few days’ time. Mum says the marketing team at the Manor rang her up because they’ve decided to call it the ‘Mabon Ball’, and they need help decorating the Ballroom. So she’s got loads of things she needs to take up to the Manor.”

“Shall I come help?” Caitlyn offered. “The chocolate shop is closed for the day anyway, so I don’t need to worry about customers.” She gestured to the pot which had held the ruined caramel mixture and sighed. “And I think I need a break from this anyway!”


      ***Twenty minutes later, Caitlyn hefted the last box of items into the boot of her aunt’s hatchback, then climbed into the front passenger seat next to her Aunt Bertha, who was busily tucking the voluminous folds of her purple kaftan into the car before pulling the driver’s door shut. Caitlyn had never seen Bertha wear anything other than purple kaftans—she must have had dozens of them, in all styles and fabrics!—and it seemed that, despite the autumn chill, her aunt was sticking to her wardrobe staple. But she had added a grey woollen cloak on top, as a concession to the cold weather, and a thick scarf draped over her frizzy red hair, which she wore piled on top of her head. 

“All ready?” she asked, smiling at Caitlyn.

Caitlyn nodded and smiled back. It was funny how just being with Bertha made her feel better. There was something wonderfully soothing about her aunt’s presence, whether it was due to her calm, practical manner, the maternal warmth that radiated from her kindly face, or even the gentle aroma of scented herbs that always seemed to surround her. Whatever it was, Caitlyn leaned back in her seat and let out a deep sigh, feeling some of the tension leave her body. 

“Something the matter, dear?” Her aunt glanced at her.

Caitlyn hesitated. She was desperate to talk to someone about what had happened in the cottage kitchen and, even more, about the worrying changes in Pomona’s attitude the last few weeks. It was so tempting to drop everything in Aunt Bertha’s lap and just rely on her advice. But something held Caitlyn back. Perhaps because it would feel too much like a betrayal to talk about Pomona behind her back. Besides, what if Evie was right, and these issues were just strange coincidences?

“Oh… not really… um… just tired,” she mumbled. 

Her aunt looked at her shrewdly, then she said in a gentle voice, “You know you can talk to me in confidence, dear, about anything that’s bothering you. A problem shared is a problem halved, as they say.”

“Thanks… er… I’ll remember that.” Caitlyn forced a smile and gestured to the boxes filling the back of the car. “So… um… Evie was telling me this is all to decorate the Ballroom in honour of something called ‘Mabon’? What’s that?”

“It’s another name for the autumn equinox,” Bertha explained as she started the car and set off on the road out of the village. “In Latin, ‘equinox’ means ‘equal night’ and refers to a day in the year when there are exactly twelve hours of day and twelve hours of night. There are actually two such days: the spring equinox and the autumn one. The latter is when we celebrate Mabon—a festival which honours the summer harvest and reminds us that it is also a time to prepare for the coming darkness of winter.”

“Oh, so that’s why there are so many fruits and things in the boxes,” said Caitlyn.

Bertha nodded. “The traditional way to celebrate Mabon is with an altar of harvest fruits and vegetables—things like apples, pears, blackberries, elderberries, even rose hips. These are made as offerings to the goddess and also shared between those in the community, so that everyone can give thanks and count their blessings.”

“Are they going to set up an altar at the ball?” asked Caitlyn, surprised. 

Bertha laughed. “Oh no, nothing as dramatic as that. But the marketing team did think it would be nice to decorate the Ballroom with various touches linked to Mabon, so perhaps a display of autumn fruits as a centrepiece in the middle of the buffet, or harvest decorations on the tables around the room… and I’ve been advising them on the colour scheme too.”

“There’s a specific colour scheme for Mabon?”

“Well, it’s really just the colours of autumn and the harvest, I suppose. You know, green, yellow, brown, gold… and red, of course, for apples. Feasting on apples is one of the key things associated with Mabon,” Bertha explained. “And of course, apples are an especially important symbol in witchcraft and magic.”

“Really?” said Caitlyn, her interest piqued. She forgot about Pomona for a moment. “I never realised apples had such a special significance.”

“Oh, apples are found in the legends and mythology of many cultures around the world, dear. They’re connected to healing and renewal, to immortality, and also to youth and beauty and fertility. You know, in Greek mythology, a golden apple was the real cause of the Trojan War. And in Norse legends, there is an apple tree in Asgard which will give eternal youth to anyone who eats of its fruit. Here in England, the ancient Celts and Druids believed that apple trees were sacred, and in the old laws, chopping down an apple tree was punishable by death.”

“Wow, that’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”

Bertha smiled. “Perhaps. But you have to remember that people really did believe in the magical powers of apples back then, so it was a very valuable fruit to them, over and above its place as food. For example, they used to believe that if you cut an apple into three sections and rubbed the pieces onto a sick person, then buried the pieces in the ground, the apple would draw out the illness and deposit it into the soil instead.” She shook her head ruefully. “Shame it isn’t so easy in real life to cure sickness with an apple.”

“You mean the famous saying—‘an apple a day keeps the doctor away’—isn’t true?” asked Caitlyn with a grin.

“Oh, apples are very good for you; there’s no doubt about that,” Bertha replied. “They’re high in fibre and vitamins, and they’re a rich source of polyphenols, which are antioxidants believed to help with all sorts of things like lowering cholesterol, controlling diabetes, and preventing cancer and heart disease. Polyphenols might even protect your brain as you age, so you’re less likely to succumb to conditions like Alzheimer’s… and all without resorting to magic!”

Caitlyn looked at her aunt curiously. She’d always thought it interesting that although Bertha was a fully practising witch, her aunt didn’t seem to use magic spells very often—much to Evie’s frustration. 

“So do you ever use apples in magic spells to cure things?” she asked.

“I have done occasionally, but mostly I prefer using my traditional herbalist knowledge when I recommend remedies. Plants and herbs have many wonderful powers, you know, which can simply be unlocked with a mortar and pestle, without having to resort to charms and incantations,” said Bertha with some asperity. “Besides, because of their association with fertility and beauty, apples are more often used in love magic than in healing, particularly for divination.”

Caitlyn looked puzzled. “Divination?”

“Oh, you know, trying to find out if somebody loves you or the name of your true love—that sort of thing,” said Bertha with a dismissive sniff. “But most of the practices are not ‘proper’ magic, dear. They’re really just silly superstitions.”

“Like what sorts of things?” asked Caitlyn.

Bertha threw her an impatient look. “Now, don’t you start messing about too! I’m always telling Evie not to waste time on such nonsense, but the girl just won’t listen. She will believe the most ridiculous things. For example, one of the most common Mabon traditions is using an apple to find your soulmate. They say that if you peel an apple—keeping the skin whole as one long piece—then when the peel drops off the apple and lands on the floor, it will form the first letter of the name of your true love.” She shook her head in exasperation. “I came home last week to find that Evie had ruined a whole batch of apples trying to peel them correctly!”

Caitlyn hid a smile and hastened to assure her aunt, “Oh, I’m just asking out of curiosity. Old folklore and superstitions are always fascinating.”

“Hmm… yes, well, from what I’ve seen, I hardly think you’ll need to resort to an apple peel to find your answer,” said Bertha with a teasing look.

Caitlyn blushed and turned quickly to look out the window, relieved to see that they were turning into the main gates of the Huntingdon Manor estate.








  
  
Chapter Four








The chat about Mabon traditions had helped to distract Caitlyn from her troubled thoughts, but as they pulled up in front of the manor house, Aunt Bertha said: 

“Mabon should be of particular interest to Pomona, actually—after all, she’s named after one of the goddesses associated with the festival.”

“Oh? Pomona always says she was named after the Roman goddess of fruits,” said Caitlyn.

“Well, yes, and the goddess Pomona is a keeper of orchards; she’s responsible for the flourishing of fruit trees. So she is always portrayed bearing a cornucopia or a tray of ripening fruit… and the cornucopia, or Horn of Plenty, is a traditional symbol for Mabon,” Aunt Bertha explained. “In fact, I’ve suggested to the Manor marketing team that they should try to get hold of some decorative cornucopias—you know, the kind filled with fake fruit—to decorate the buffet. There is no more distinct symbol of Mabon than the cornucopia.”

The mention of Pomona brought all of Caitlyn’s worries flooding back as she got out of the car and began helping her aunt take boxes out of the boot. When she carried the first box up the front steps of Huntingdon Manor, however, she was momentarily distracted to find the front door open and unattended. 

That’s odd… where’s Mosley? she wondered as she stepped into the empty front hall. 

The next minute, she heard footsteps, and she turned to see a middle-aged man hurrying down the hallway towards her. It was Giles Mosley, the Manor’s butler, although he looked so uncharacteristically flushed and dishevelled that Caitlyn eyed him in surprise. Despite proudly describing himself as a “modern butler”, Mosley had rigid ideas about the importance of etiquette and traditions. In fact, Caitlyn often wondered, with some amusement, whether the butler had secretly been teleported from England’s Victorian era! He insisted on addressing everyone in the most ridiculously formal way and was constantly scandalised by the new master’s attempts to modernise the estate, including James’s preference for a casual, friendly relationship with the Manor staff. Furthermore, he always maintained an impeccable appearance in a discreet dark suit and immaculately pressed shirt, with his hair carefully combed into a neat side-parting. 

Today, however, his hair was in wild disarray, with strands sticking up in all directions. His tie was crooked, his collar bent, one of his trouser legs was upturned, and several buttons were missing from his jacket. As he got closer, Caitlyn noticed he had what looked suspiciously like dried dog slobber hanging from one ear, and when she saw the black kitten in his arms, she smiled to herself. She could make a good guess as to what had caused the butler’s dishevelment. 

“Miss Le Fey!” he cried, hurriedly trying to straighten his clothing with one hand while holding the squirming kitten in the other. “Please accept my apologies for not receiving you. I was obliged to leave my post due to… er… a disturbance that required my supervision.”

“I don’t suppose the disturbance had anything to do with this little scrap of mischief?” asked Caitlyn, laughing and pointing to the kitten, who was now attempting to climb up onto the butler’s shoulder.

Mosley winced as the kitten’s tiny claws dug through the fabric of his jacket, but he maintained a stoic expression as he said: “It appears that the preparations for the ball are particularly fascinating to felines. Nibs has been following members of the staff around as they transport items from the Portrait Gallery to the Ballroom, which has resulted in an incident of leg entanglement.”

Caitlyn tried not to giggle at Mosley’s language. “‘Incident of leg entanglement’… are you saying someone tripped over Nibs?”

“Not exactly. As you may know, his lordship’s dog, Bran, is the kitten’s devoted companion. Unfortunately, he is not quite as adept at squeezing between moving legs…” The butler grimaced delicately.

“You mean Bran smacked into someone while trying to follow Nibs?” said Caitlyn, wincing in her turn as she imagined the scene. A collision with a huge English mastiff was not to be recommended. “Oh no! Was anyone hurt?”

“Fortunately not, madam,” said the butler gravely. “The maid involved managed to regain her balance without dropping the priceless divining crystal she was carrying, although she did require the aid of a… er… strong alcoholic restorative afterwards to sustain her nerves. However, I am pleased to report that there were no casualties in the incident, human or otherwise. Nevertheless, I felt that it was prudent to remove the kitten from the vicinity.” He made a surreptitious attempt to smooth down his hair. “I… er… slightly misjudged the effort required to catch him.”

Caitlyn stifled a laugh. “Well, I’m glad you managed to catch the little monkey! How come you’re taking things from the Portrait Gallery to the Ballroom?” she added curiously.

“It was a directive from the Manor’s new marketing team,” Mosley explained. “As you know, there is healthy competition between the various villages in the Cotswolds to attract tourists and local visitors. Tillyhenge has always stood out for its paranormal history, no doubt because of the proximity of the circle of standing stones on the hill behind the village, as well as the associated local legends. The marketing team are keen to maximise this. Therefore, they decided to change the name of the event this year to a ‘Mabon ball’ instead of the more common ‘hunt ball’ that normally occurs every autumn.”

“Oh, right… but I still don’t see why that means you have to move things from the Portrait Gallery to the Ballroom,” said Caitlyn, puzzled. “What things are you moving, anyway? Surely not the oil paintings?”

“No, no, we are moving select artefacts from Lord Fitzroy’s father’s occult collection,” Mosley hastened to explain. “The marketing team wanted to showcase some of the iconic items in the collection as part of a campaign to highlight Olde English legends and folkloric traditions in the local area, and his lordship agreed. The items will be placed in specially commissioned display cases situated around the Ballroom, and it is hoped that they will provide interesting viewing and talking points for the guests—” He broke off and winced again as Nibs, who had been sniffing the butler’s earlobe with interest, suddenly began nibbling it with his tiny but sharp teeth.

“Here, I’ll take him,” Caitlyn offered, hastily putting her box down on the floor, then reaching up to grab the kitten. 

“Thank you,” said Mosley, straightening his jacket and looking relieved. He glanced at the box that Caitlyn had set down on the floor. “Can I be of assistance, Miss Le Fey?”

“Well, I’m sure Aunt Bertha would be delighted with another pair of hands,” said Caitlyn with a smile. “She’s brought lots of things to decorate the Ballroom. I think your marketing team are going to be delighted.” She turned to lead the way back out to the car.

“Er… has your aunt met with any resistance in the village?” Mosley enquired as he followed her.

Caitlyn paused to look back at him. “What do you mean?”

“In terms of helping to create a ‘Mabon ball’,” the butler explained. “It is my understanding that several of the villagers are unhappy about the change in direction. They see it as an invitation to court pagan devilry and allow witchcraft to flourish in the village.”

“But that’s ridiculous!” said Caitlyn impatiently. “Surely they understand that the whole thing is a PR stunt? It’s just a way to get media coverage and publicity for the ball—and hopefully for the Manor and the village too. That would ultimately benefit them, if it means more visitors and business in the area.”

“I’m afraid that many of them do not view it that way,” said Mosley, looking worried. “There is much fear and prejudice in the village. I hope it will not boil over on the night of the ball.”

With Mosley summoning several other members of staff to help Bertha unload the car, Caitlyn soon found that her participation wasn’t needed. So instead, she focused on trying to keep hold of a squirming Nibs, who was desperate to join in the action. 

“Meew!” cried the kitten, trying to wriggle free.

“Oh no, you don’t,” said Caitlyn, holding the little body firmly against her. “You’ve been causing enough trouble already.”

The kitten gave another protesting cry and squirmed again, rolling in Caitlyn’s arms and scrabbling with his back feet. His tiny claws raked against the bare skin of her inner wrist and she gasped, jerking her hand back reflexively and releasing her grasp on the little cat. Instantly, Nibs took advantage, leaping out of her arms and landing nimbly on the ground.

“Nibs!” cried Caitlyn, lunging to grab him.

The kitten gave her a cheeky look as he evaded her easily, then scampered back towards the manor house.

“Nibs! Come back!” shouted Caitlyn, exasperated, as she chased after him.

The kitten dodged around a maid carrying one of Bertha’s boxes, darted through the open front door, and disappeared. Huffing with annoyance, Caitlyn hurried after him. She reached the front door herself just in time to see the little bottlebrush tail disappearing around a corner further down the main hallway.

“Nibs!” she called, dashing after him. 

By the time she reached the corner, though, there was no sign of the kitten. Caitlyn wandered slowly down the hallway, glancing left and right at the rooms opening off on either side. This was one of the private wings of the Manor, which was not open to the public tours, and most of the doors to the rooms were shut. As she reached the end of the hallway, however, she found one which was slightly ajar. Caitlyn had stayed at the Manor often enough now that even the private areas were fairly familiar to her, and she recognised it as the door to James’s study. Had Nibs gone inside?

Hesitantly, she stepped up to the door and knocked. There was a rustle of papers, then she heard a deep male voice call: “Come in!”

Stepping inside, Caitlyn found James Fitzroy sitting behind the mahogany desk dominating one side of the room. He looked deep in thought and there was a slight frown on his handsome face as he stared down at the desk, but his expression brightened as soon as he saw her. Caitlyn’s heart skipped a beat as she saw the warmth in his grey eyes.

“Caitlyn! This is a nice surprise.” 

He rose quickly and came around the desk towards her, his hands outstretched. For a wild moment, Caitlyn thought he was going to pull her into his arms, but then he stopped and dropped his arms to his sides. There was an awkward silence. Finally, James cleared his throat and asked in a formal tone: 

“How are you?”

“I’m fine, thank you,” said Caitlyn stiffly, whilst inside she wanted to scream with frustration. Why was it that she and James always seemed to end up doing this ridiculous polite tiptoeing around each other every time they met again? She looked at him hesitantly and asked: “Am I disturbing you?”

“No, no. I’d just finished a call.” He paused, his frown returning. “It was with Inspector Walsh, actually.”

Caitlyn looked up in surprise at the mention of the CID detective. She had met Inspector Walsh several times, during his investigations into various murders that had occurred in Tillyhenge and at the Manor in the past few months, but she hadn’t heard of any particular crime recently.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

James’s frown deepened. “I’m not sure,” he said slowly. He hesitated, then said, “Gerald Hopkins is dead.”

“Dead? But… I thought the doctors said he was improving, and they were hopeful that he could wake up soon?”

James nodded grimly. “They were. They only put him in a medically induced coma because of his head injury, to allow his brain time to heal, but when I last spoke to them, they seemed very pleased with his progress. They were talking about bringing him out of the coma soon, and I was looking forward to speaking to him after the ball. But I’ve just been informed that he died unexpectedly last night.”

“Oh.” Caitlyn wasn’t quite sure how to respond to the news. 

She had mixed feelings about Gerald Hopkins, an academic with expert knowledge in witchcraft and the occult, who had made a name for himself as a modern-day “witch hunter”. He had been an old colleague of James’s father and his arrival in Tillyhenge several weeks before had coincided with the murder of a woman who had proclaimed herself to be a witch, but who had turned out to be a fraud using fake promises to con people into paying her for custom spells and supernatural protection. Although Hopkins himself had not turned out to be the murderer, that hadn’t lessened his evil in Caitlyn’s eyes. She could still vividly remember the night she had been trapped in an icy pool of water in an icehouse on the estate: Gerald Hopkins had stood at the water’s edge and looked down at her with cold, contemptuous eyes, refusing to help her simply because he believed her to be a witch…

He had also tried to turn James against her, accusing her of bewitching him and calling her the most dreadful names, and Caitlyn still couldn’t think of Hopkins’s words without a surge of anger. So she had found it hard to muster up much sympathy for him when he had injured his head during a struggle with James and had ended up in a coma. Even now, she found it hard to feel sorrow for the man’s death. The only regret she felt was that she would no longer be able to ask him all the questions she’d wanted to. There had been so much Gerald Hopkins had hinted at, so much left unsaid, and Caitlyn was sure that the truth about the Fitzroy family’s history would provide answers to her questions about her own family and past too. Now, though, it looked like the old witch-hunter was taking his answers with him to the grave.

“Did he have a heart attack or something?” she asked James. 

“They’re not sure. That’s why Inspector Walsh is involved.”

Caitlyn raised her eyebrows. “Are you saying they suspect foul play?”

“Possibly. To all appearances, Hopkins looked as if he had died of a heart attack, but there were some strange features in his reports which couldn’t be explained by the hospital procedures he’d had.”

“What do you mean, strange features?”

James looked up, his eyes meeting hers. “He looked like he’d been tortured.”
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