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Introduction

Murder Mysteries I set out to write, because–let’s face it–crime fiction makes great entertainment, and none more so than the big crime. Murder. Who did it? How did they do it? And–to my mind most importantly–why did they do it ? How all the pieces fall into place at the end of the story never fails to fascinate me. I wanted to write a detective to take me along for the journey.

But, as so often, my muse had other plans. They–hell, I am not even sure what planet my muse is from, so I am definitely not going to gender them–never do as they are told, and their contrarian nature just grabs their freedom and runs with it.

This time, my muse decided that everything was better with a sprinkle of magic. And as a reader who likes nothing better than stories of witches and wizards, how could I disagree?

So into my head barges this powerful, angry witch, Rave Haversham. Who strongly prefers the designation Wizard, thank you very much. Because Rave doesn’t do girly jobs. She is very much out there playing with the big boys.

Have you ever noticed how gendered the urban fantasy worlds tend to be? Witches get the cozy crimes in the village café, with all the (not so) friendly rivalry over gardening contests and baking competitions. Meanwhile, wizards get to battle the violent black magic of the mean city streets.

As a reader I like both, and I relish the stories even more that go subtly in between the polar stereotypes. But Rave chose the mean streets with a bang. Her body might be small, but her magic is anything but. Neither is her ego. No matter how much she walks like a man, she is very much her own woman.

As a wizard from a long line of wizards, Rave knows all about subtlety when it comes to the buried secrets, the skeletons in the closets of the prominent members of London’s supernatural society. And she is not without a few of them herself.

But her subtlety is hard earned, the fruit of a constant battle against the red-hot forge of inner anger, that is as much part of her inheritance as the posh Bloomsbury townhouse and the centuries-old family connections. I expect all too many women will recognise this battle (not the townhouse, which is pure wishful thinking on the author’s side), since the unfeminine expression of anger–no matter how justified–inevitably turns out to be counterproductive. Plus, Rave has more reasons than us ordinary mortals to hide the source of her anger.

Rave very much chooses when to play by the rules and when to flout them. Doing occasional consulting work for the police gives her the cover to get away with murder (and the occasional dabble in dark magic). Logical, isn’t it? Her contradictory nature has been a constant surprise even to me.

Of course, as a cat person myself, I observe contradictory behaviour on a daily basis. And in my world no self-respective witch–no matter how masculine her deportment–can be without a feline companion. But Rave being Rave, she cannot just have a cute ordinary kitty, no. The feline in her life turns out to be something else entirely, and not entirely of this world either.

All I can say is that Rave took me on a roller coaster ride into her amazing world. A world full of secrets and surprises, plenty of dirty spells and friends in unexpected places. I had great fun writing these stories, and I hope you will have as much fun reading!

Jo Appleby 
December 2023
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Real Wizards Don’t Work Nine to Five

I parked the Broomstick right at the corner of the crime scene tape, stowed my crash helmet and looked around. It was a scene right out of Midsomer Murders.

Quiet little street in a quiet little village just outside the M25. The quaint side-walks cleaner than my kitchen floor, neat well-spaced cottages on either side of the street, with colourful front gardens in full bloom as if preparing for the Chelsea Flower Show. Birds chirped and tweeted, welcoming the red sun that was just coming up over the horizon, painting the sky pink. The air smelled fresh and sweet, just a hint of the heavily perfumed ripe flowers about to wake up.

I took in a deep breath of the cool air, suppressing a yawn. I already missed the soothing background noise and dusty smell of the city. That much country air couldn’t be good for the lungs.

The call had come in after a successful night’s work–just as I was about to call it a day and go to bed.

No, I’m not a vamp.

I just like their hours.

I had been tempted to let the call go straight to voicemail, but in my line of work it was wise to be in the good books of the Metropolitan Police. And funnily enough, despite my exorbitant consulting fees, they believed I was doing them a favour.

Guess what? There aren’t many wizards willing to work with them. And even fewer that are any good.

I walked up to the young uniformed PC who guarded the entrance to the crime scene. A well-kept single storey stone cottage with a moss-free black-shingled roof stood in the middle of a veritable jungle of flowers and shrubs. I was sure the owner had lovingly planted each and every one of them and knew all their names and requirements and ecological niches in a heartbeat. Country folk just had too much time on their hands.

“Nice bike, mate,” the olive skinned, clean shaven PC greeted me, looking over to my fire-engine red BMW motorbike.

He did a double take as he saw my face, “ahem. Sorry. Ma’am.”

I just shrugged. With my heavy black biking leathers, practical nine millimetre hair cut and aversion to make-up I get misgendered a lot despite my slight build. I don’t really mind. In fact, I often encourage it. When I’m out and about in London at night it’s safer to be read as male.

“Latest model, just came out last month,” I replied lightly to set him at ease. I don’t really do smiles–too subservient, although I do make an exception when I don a dress and a wig and visit my grandparents for Christmas.

“Best let the Inspector know I’m here,” I handed him my business card.


Rave Haversham

Consulting Wizard



was printed in bold black serif letters on the front of the textured cream coloured paper. The reverse, printed in invisible ink, contained my Bloomsbury office address and various means of reaching me on open, encrypted and magical networks. I didn’t bother with the spell to make my contact details visible, since those in the know already had means to contact me. And PC Plod here didn’t need to know, even though he had a cute arse. But I like my flings a bit less green.

“Right away, Ma’am,” he straightened up and couldn’t get inside the buttercup yellow door fast enough. Centuries after the last witch was burned at the stake, fear and prejudice still ran deep.

Five seconds later he returned and beckoned me to come in, “Boss says to go straight through to the kitchen.”

I took the single step up through the unwarded door and found myself in a brightly lit narrow hallway with too many gilded mirrors. Arctic oak wooden floor, a matching staircase to my left. Shoe-rack and closet to my right, followed by a half-open door to the front room.

I suppose the polite thing to do would be to take off my dirty boots and leave them by the door. But I’m not polite by nature, and walking into an unknown situation in my stockinged feet was just a stupid risk.

I couldn’t resist looking into the front room and found myself face-to-face with a steel grey woman in full forensic kit, gloves and hood and facemask and all.

Strange. I didn’t smell anything off, unless you counted the vases of sweet dying flowers. Typical human to kill what we love.

Over the medic’s shoulder I caught a glimpse of someone lying on the overstuffed green velvet sofa between a jumble of pillows, before I was distracted by something ramming hard into the back of my knee. I caught myself in the door-frame and whirled around to give my assailant a good kick–

I stopped myself just in time as I realised it was a cat that had caught me by surprise. A ragged white moggie with a black and brown tail, blue eyes wide in confusion. It looked like it needed a good brush and a bowl of warm milk.

The medic frowned as the animal fled upstairs and then directed her displeasure towards me, “What are you doing here?”

“I’m Rave Haversham,” I replied evenly. “The Inspector called for a wizard.”

“Boss, your Hocus Pocus is here,” she shouted into the corridor and slammed the door in my face.

Pleasure to meet you, too.

Through the kitchen door walked a balding man in his mid-fifties. Crumpled navy blue polyester suit, sturdy black brogues, white shirt with food stains, sky blue tie askew. He brought a peace offering in the form of coffee and introduced himself as Inspector Carl Thorpe.

He had an open face and a firm handshake, and at this time of the morning I was grateful for coffee in any form, even though it was just cheap instant with skimmed milk–a total abomination in my opinion. If you take the tasty fat out, why even bother with milk in your drink?

I didn’t say this out loud, though, but instead wrapped my hands around the hot mug and slowly sipped the bitter concoction, leaning against a small sliver of wall that wasn’t covered in mirrors or framed needlepoint images of various plants and flowers. Someone in this house surely liked their cross-stitch.

The silence didn’t last long, and I got the impression the good Inspector urgently needed to unburden himself. He looked harried. Probably spread thin between half a dozen of urgent cases.

“The victim is Elsa Blackthorn, sixty-six, retired nurse. Lived alone. Her neighbour found her this morning, when she knocked on the door to borrow some milk for her morning tea–apparently hers had spoiled over night–not that this implies anything improper, of course.”

Yes. I knew. The old rumour that witches make your milk turn sour. Fake news dating back to the middle ages.

“She found Elsa in the front room, lying on the sofa. No sign of forced entry, no obvious foul play. But when you look at her…” he shuddered, briefly running his hand over his eyes.

Now I was intrigued. There wasn’t much that would provoke such a reaction in a seasoned Met officer, worn and tired as he may be.

Just on cue, the medic left the front room with her arms full of equipment. “She’s all yours, boss,” she called over her shoulder, ignoring me entirely as she left the house.

Charming woman.

I put my half-finished coffee down on the stairs and entered the room with Inspector Thorpe right behind me. He’d obviously worked with a wizard before, because he stood in the corner by the window and watched me in silence.

The room was just your typical middle-class old lady’s room. Wooden floor, dark sideboard, bookshelf full of well-read paperbacks, small-ish TV in the corner, green velvet sofa with a matching armchair. The only unusual thing was that every surface held at least two vases of garden flowers, and all the sofa cushions were decorated with the same cross-stitch plant motives that I had seen in the hallway.

Elsa surely liked her flowers, and her needlework. In fact, a basket of unfinished work stood between the armchair and the dark wooden coffee table that was covered in a neat cross-stitched runner.

I finally turned to study the victim herself, who was lying supine on the sofa. A trim woman of average height, wearing a colourful kaftan over tan trousers. At a first glance she might just be sleeping, but then I looked at her face.

And immediately saw what Inspector Thorpe meant.

Her green eyes were wide in immeasurable fear, mouth closed in a silent scream. She must have died not just in unspeakable pain but with unfathomable horror on her mind.

“Could any disease have done this?” I asked. Always sensible to eliminate natural causes before I investigate the supernatural.

“Doc says there are some drugs that can send you on a bad trip straight to the morgue, but none of those showed up on initial tests. She’ll investigate more thoroughly later today, but according to her it’s not likely,” Thorpe explained.

No wonder the Doc was in such a foul mood.

I cast my sixth sense around to see if there was anything outside the natural realm. Her complete lack of wards more than her profession indicated a lack of ties to the supernatural realm. Anyone who even dabbles–whether as a side hustle or strictly a hobby–would certainly protect their home to the best of their ability.

But here? Nothing.

I probed deeper, and then it suddenly hit me. A flash of red hot anger and deep fury sprang from the corpse with lightning energy.

I brought my shield up just in time. With a bang like a lightning strike it deflected the force to the ceiling where it smashed the candelabra into a thousand pieces, raining Thorpe and me with glass.

And then it stopped just as suddenly as it had begun. Only my ears were still ringing like the aftermath of a Heavy Metal concert.

Just an echo of the killing spell. Now harmless as its force was spent.

I carefully checked to make certain, then gave Thorpe the all clear.

“What the heck was that?” he wheezed, brushing glass fragments from his sleeve.

Yes, indeed. What the hell?

“You know,” I explained uncertain of how much background knowledge the Inspector had, “a spell is not just words and ritual. Intention is crucial, especially in a dark and violent spell such as this.”

He nodded, so I continued without going into detail, “whoever did this, certainly had very forceful intentions. The echo I got was of anger and fury and unspeakable cruelty. It’s well possible she was magically tortured before her death. If the perpetrator was skillful, it wouldn’t necessarily leave marks on the body.”

Apart from the utter horror on her face.

“But the murderer–and I am pretty certain it was only one person with magical skills, though he might have had human accomplices–was not just skillful but also devious. He fashioned the echo of his deed into a trap. Designed it to kill the first magical investigator on the scene.”

I didn’t feel the need to elaborate. There aren’t many wizards who walk around the world with a shield spell at the ready. I’ve learned the hard way that it pays to be prepared.

But even so, there aren’t many wizards who can build a shield strong enough to withstand the blow we just saw. Doesn’t necessarily mean our murderer is super strong. Offence is always easier than defence. And the perp had time to prepare.

“One last question, before I go off and do my research,” I yawned–I’d need a few hours of sleep before I was ready to do more sleuthing–, “was Elsa licensed for any supernatural work?”

No, we had progressed from registering witches, all the better to round them up for the next fire. Nowadays, one needs a professional license to practise any of the supernatural arts. You know, pass exams, pay annual fees to your professional body, display your diploma in your office.

All very civilised.

“She’s not in any professional register apart from the Nurse’s,” Thorpe replied. “I had that checked while the Doc was busy in here.”

Looking at the elaborate garden and heap of–now disembowelled–cross-stitch pillows, I very much doubted Elsa had practised unlicensed magic in her free time. Simply because she wouldn’t have had any time left.

Thorpe and I agreed to exchange information as we went along, and I set up a secure mailbox from my mobile phone there and then. My cybersecurity covers both the technical and the magical angle–and the police was notoriously weak on the latter.


***


Early the next afternoon I sat in my office at my oversized mahogany desk, contemplating the cup of heavily sugared Fortnum and Mason Breakfast Tea in my hand. I stared past the computer patiently displaying its login screen, past the seating area with its three dark brown leather chairs, old enough to be worn butter-soft and arranged on a classic Persian rug around a rectangular glass coffee table.

The window on the other side of the room was closed and the net curtains drawn for privacy, but still the pesky sun shone all the way into my eyes.

I had got up early to get a crack on this case, but my sluggish brain stubbornly refused to get into gear.

I let my eyes roam around the room, taking in the clear lines of the marble fireplace, the quaint pin-striped wallpaper, the dark wooden floor, and the heavy red curtains tied back with bronze chains.

I had inherited my father’s old bachelor pad, and while I had redecorated the second floor bedrooms and bath, added plenty of books and new tech to the first floor library and completely overhauled the basement laboratory, I had kept the old-boys’ club look of ground floor office just as it was.

It reminded me of my roots of a long line of wizards, the kind of folks with a country estate and a pedigree all the way back to 1066. The family connections that made me a consulting wizard rather than a mere witch for hire. The office that attracted well-paying clients who were utterly respectable in their shadiness.

The location–a fine mid-terrace between a high-flying accountant and a barrister’s chambers–permitted me to keep my deceased father’s library intact, even though he had taken a bit too much of a walk on the wild and dark side.

One never knew when those books might come in handy. Such as today.

But before I began to research that wizard trap, I had to find some more mundane information. I had put out some discrete enquiries on my network before I had gone to bed this morning, and someone had helpfully supplied a contact number.

I hate making phone calls. Voice calls are so last century.

Before I could pick up my phone, something big and black squeezed through the heavy wooden office door I had left ajar.

“You were late this morning,” growled the fluffy, panther-like creature with glowing red eyes, showing a row of sharp white predator teeth.

Bushyasta, the insolent hell-cat, the only inheritance I had received from my mother. But we’re not talking about that shameful side of my family, nor about the fact that–strictly speaking–I’m only a half-wizard. That my father dated a pretty daemon, and they killed each other on the night of my birth–completely irrelevant.

“None of your business, Bushy,” I growled back, as she found a nice sun spot and elegantly stretched herself out on the carpet. In her heart of hearts even an immortal hell-cat was just a kitty. Her snoring sounded the counterpoint to the constant traffic hum on the street outside, and I finally got to work.

No other leads from my network, and only trivial updates in the police mailbox.

Elsa Blackthorn had been widowed young and never remarried. Husband died of cancer, not the faintest whiff of foul play. No children, parents passed away years ago. A grand-niece, who the police was still trying to trace, stood to inherit the cottage.

Neighbours liked Elsa well enough, she was always generous when it came to swapping seeds and cuttings, or donating a cross-stitch for the charity raffle. Former colleagues remembered her as reliable, easy-going and unambitious, but they hadn’t kept in touch.

A terse note from the medic, “No discernible cause of death. Elsa just stopped. Tell the Hocus Pocus the case is all hers.”

So one expert had already thrown in the towel. Great! But at least she had clearly handed over the case–though not exactly with grace.

I drained the rest of my tea and decided I couldn’t put off the phone call any longer. I put on my best professional face and dialled the number I had been given.

“Helena von Schneider,” a resolute voice said with a faint German accent.

I introduced myself and, after the obligatory round of dreaded small talk, I referred to her message received early this morning, “You said, you taught Elsa Blackthorn?”

“Yes,” the woman confirmed, “must have been nearly fifty years ago. She wasn’t exactly a gifted student, though.” The teacher’s displeasure was obvious in her voice even after all those decades. I pictured an elderly spinster in a nursing home, perpetually reliving the past glory of lording it over her hapless pupils.
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