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      Rosemary opened her eyes. It took her a moment to adjust to where she was. The soft, white, pure silk bedding flowed out around her, pillowy like a cloud.

      She yawned and stretched out. Burk’s bed, she reminded herself. I stayed over again.

      They had been seeing more and more of each other, sometimes spending a night or two a week at either of their houses.

      Rosemary looked around at the nearly-panoramic view. She shivered a little. The air was crisp. Summer was definitely coming to an end and she could see it in the surrounding forests. Some of the trees were just beginning to get a burnished look as the leaves began to turn.

      Burk rolled over beside her, reaching out for her.

      Rosemary snuggled into him. He wasn’t warm, but he wasn’t exactly cold either. He seemed to take on the temperature of the room, along with her body temperature, and was like another blanket insulating her own warmth.

      “Isn’t it your bed time?” she said to Burk.

      He yawned. “I suppose so. Vampires don’t need very much sleep, you know.”

      “I do know,” said Rosemary. “But I should probably go and leave you to it.”

      There was a gentle tapping at the door.

      “Knock, knock,” said a voice.

      “Hello?” Rosemary called back.

      Burk’s mother Azalea waltzed in carrying a large wrought iron tray. “Breakfast in bed for the two lovebirds,” she said. “I brought Burk his favourite wild deer blood.”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary, pulling the sheets up around her to protect against the surprise intrusion. She surveyed the plates on the tray to see a number of organ meats, then looked at Azalea blankly.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Rosemary asked.

      The ancient vampire didn’t laugh. In fact, she looked offended. “Back in my day, organ meats were a delicacy,” she said. “And not only that, they’re nutritionally very rich in minerals and vitamins.”

      “Oh…err. Thank you,” said Rosemary.

      “Pickled brain?” Azalea offered.

      “Uhh…I might have to pass,” said Rosemary. “You see, I’m in a little bit of a rush this morning.”

      Azalea raised an eyebrow. “Suit yourself.” She crossed her arms and then stormed out of the room.

      “Thanks for putting the effort in though,” Rosemary called after her. “I’m afraid I’m not quite used to your family,’ she said to Burk.

      He laughed.

      Rosemary looked rather squeamishly at the cup of steaming blood that he hadn’t yet taken a sip from.

      “You’re still not used to my dietary needs either, are you?” he said.

      “I can’t say that I quite understand them,” said Rosemary. “But I like most of the other things about you.”

      “Most of them?”

      “Yes, you’ll have to make do with that, unless you’d rather I tried to lie.”

      Burk laughed again. “One of the things that I like the most about you is how frank you are. Please don’t ever try to lie on my account.”

      “Alright then,” said Rosemary, giving him a peck on the cheek. “But I really do have to go. I’ve got work.”

      She rose and began to put on the clothing randomly discarded around the room from the night before. She tried in vain to straighten out her hair a little or at least to remove some of the frizzy chaos. In the end she decided it would have to do. She was going to stop at Thorn Manor on the way for a shower anyway, and to check on Athena.

      She still didn’t like leaving her seventeen-year-old alone for too long, even though Athena insisted she was all right. In fact, she quite liked the quiet.

      Burk threw on his dressing gown and walked Rosemary downstairs. Before they reached the exit, Dora came rampaging down the other staircase.

      “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe it!,” said the small child who was actually an ancient vampire and Burk’s official grandmother.

      “What is it, Grandmama?” said Burk, a touch of concern in his voice. “It’s not like you to be in such a state.”

      “Oh, don’t mind her,” said Charles, striding towards them, wearing a pale pink sweater over his white polo shirt paired with tennis shorts.

      He reminded Rosemary a little bit of a Ken doll with his blond hair and his slightly too masculine facial bone structure.

      “What’s the matter with your mother?” Azalea asked, coming to join them.

      “I’m afraid she just heard the news,” said Charles.

      “What news?” Burk asked.

      Dora gave them all a very unimpressed look. “This is just what I need.”

      “Charles?” Azalea raised an eyebrow pointedly at her husband.

      “Word on the vampire grapevine is that a certain nemesis of Dora’s is on the loose again.”

      “Oh no,” said Azalea. “You don’t mean Genevieve?”

      “What?” said Rosemary.

      “That little brat,” said Dora. “I thought with her latest imprisonment she was going to stop making trouble, at least for a little while. It’s been centuries of her messing with our lives. Two of our family members got embroiled in her stupid secret club.” She glared at Burk.

      “You mean the Bloodstone Society?” Rosemary asked.

      They looked at her and Rosemary felt a tension pass between them all.

      Cyrus, Burk’s brother, had still been embroiled in the Bloodstone Society when they’d attempted to steal the Thorn family magic. He’d broken into Thorn Manor and Rosemary had killed him in self-defence. It had been early on when her powers were still beginning to show themselves. Strangely, Burk’s family didn’t seem to hold it against her. But perhaps after being subject to Cyrus’s various deadbeat behavioural patterns for a thousand years, they were resigned to the fact that something was going to get him sooner or later.

      “So they did break out of Bermuda,” said Rosemary. “The snobby witches have kept that very quiet.”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Charles. “From what we know, they cast some kind of illusion spell which meant that nobody realised they were gone for several weeks after the explosions.”

      “I see,” said Rosemary. “Well, that has certainly put a dampener on my morning.”

      “You don’t think they’ll be coming for you again?” said Burk. “I’ll protect you.”

      She gave him a grateful smile. “Who knows what they’re doing?”

      “Who indeed,” said Charles. “From the reports we’ve heard they’re trying to recruit as many miscreants, including vampires, to their cause, as possible. They’re going for easy targets, stealing magic here and there, sometimes stripping it out of the natural environment.”

      “Maybe they’ve changed tactics, then,” said Rosemary. “Not going after old family magic, after all.”

      “For now,” said Burk. “But we’ll stay vigilant.”

      Rosemary sighed in exasperation. “I don’t even know why they’d bother me so much. At first, they seemed like this big scary threat when they were attacking us. And then over the last few months, they’ve been more like a mild irritation, but one you really want to avoid, like mosquito bites when you’re trying to sleep.”

      “That’s one way of describing Geneviève,” said Dora. “A great big mozzie bite in an uncomfortable place. The problem is she’s notoriously hard to kill.”

      “You banished her once, didn’t you?” Charles asked Rosemary.

      Rosemary nodded. “Temporarily, at least. I thought she might have been gone for good. But it turns out I just kind of vapourised her. Her magic hung around in the air and then got sucked into a special box with another dimension hidden inside. She’d probably still be there now if it hadn’t been for her stupid acolytes stealing it and using the power of the Summer Solstice to release her.”

      “Well, that’s one thing I haven’t tried,” said Dora. “I’ve been trying to get rid of that awful pest for centuries. You don’t happen to have any more of those little boxes around?”

      “Not that I know of,” said Rosemary. “But I can check through Granny’s various artefacts and see if there’s anything else.”

      Dora almost smiled. “You’re starting to grow on me. Maybe we can have tea sometime.”

      Rosemary laughed nervously. “Err...thank you. That would be lovely. But I’d better get going now. I’m running late for work.”
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      Rosemary stopped in at home for a quick shower and bumped into Athena at the front door, who was on her way out to her first day at school for the term.

      “I’m sorry,” said Rosemary. “I should have been here to help you get dressed this morning. I shouldn’t have stayed over at Burk’s at all. I forgot.”

      “Don’t be silly, Mum,” said Athena. “I didn’t need any help or I’d have asked.”

      “You’ve got your lunch packed and everything?”

      “Of course I do.” Athena gave her mother a quick hug. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Have a good day,” said Rosemary, waving after her daughter, feeling suddenly bereft.

      Athena didn’t need her.

      And if she was perfectly honest with herself, neither did her little chocolate shop.

      Papa Jack was doing a brilliant job of running the place. His son and daughter-in-law were pitching in from time to time too since they’d adjusted from their little foray under the sea that they barely seemed to remember at all.

      At times Rosemary felt like she’d set up a business ideal for their family to run, rather than just for her. However, Papa Jack insisted that she was still essential, especially seeing as he and his son could still only make the simplest of the magical chocolates. The more complicated ones that Rosemary had invented required her very specialist expertise.

      Freshly clean from her shower, she picked a burnt orange dress and green cardigan that reminded her of the changing seasons. She’d always loved the way the trees turned slowly into all shades of orange, yellow, red, even purple – the way the leaves fell on the ground and became crisp. It would only be a matter of weeks before great piles of foliage fluttered and gathered all over the lawns and the parks nearby.

      She decided there wasn’t time for breakfast and made a note to stop in at Marjie’s to pick up something to eat for herself and maybe a treat for Papa Jack. But as she was exiting the house, something strange caught her eye.

      A rather tiny and odd shaped being with pale blue skin and curly orange hair scurried away into the bushes.

      “Hey, no you don’t!” Rosemary called out, chasing after the creature. It looked suspiciously similar to the pixies that had attacked her and Burk when they were supposed to be on a nice romantic date in the middle of the Mediterranean Ocean.

      Sure enough, as the creature took off more quickly through the forest, it sprouted little blue wings, scattering dust behind it as it zoomed out of view.

      Rosemary gave up chasing. “Pesky pixies,” she grumbled.

      On her way into town, Rosemary passed by the teashop, only to be informed by Herb that Marjie had left for the chocolate shop bearing a care package. She arrived at Myrtlewood Chocolates to see that Marjie was already there, plating up a piece of chocolate cake which she pushed towards Papa Jack before handing Rosemary a cheese, onion, and thyme scone.

      “This looks perfect,” said Rosemary.

      “She spoils us rotten, this one does,” said Papa Jack.

      “Oh, you know,” said Marjie. “I knew it was going to be a hard day. I just thought I’d take the edge off.”

      “Why did you think that?” Rosemary asked, with a creeping concern.

      “Well,” Marjie said, gently, “Athena is starting school again for the year and so is little Zoya.”

      Rosemary looked at Papa Jack. “I should have given you the day off.”

      He laughed. “Nonsense. That’s a parent’s job to take her to school. Although I would quite like to have been there to check out the place. You know I was parenting her for so long that it does feel like it should be my duty.”

      “It takes a bit of adjusting,” said Marjie sympathetically. “You’ll be feeling better in no time.”

      Papa Jack took a big spoonful of the chocolate cake. “With food like this who wouldn’t be.” He burst into a little ditty.

      Rosemary grinned at him.

      “And how was Athena this morning, dear?” Marjie asked.

      Rosemary smiled. “Oh, you know...I didn’t really do anything, to be honest. She was already ready and out the door without any help from me.”

      Rosemary didn’t mention her neglect. She still felt a twinge of guilt for being at Burk’s house and forgetting to be there for Athena, but another emotion crept in, a chill. She was fast becoming obsolete in her role in their small family.

      “So…last year at school,” Marjie said gently.

      “Oh gosh. I hadn’t even thought of that. I didn’t think to ask what age the Myrtlewood school stops. Is that normal? She still seems so young.”

      “Yes, seventeen, dear,” said Marjie. “It’s perfectly normal. This time next year she’ll be eighteen.”

      “Goddess, don’t say that! I’m still getting used to seventeen.”

      Papa Jack chuckled. “The little girl’s growing up into a brilliant and beautiful adult. You should be proud.”

      “I am proud. I’m just not very good at adapting to change.”

      “You’re doing so well, my dear,” said Marjie. “Think of all you’ve been through!”

      “Yes well...I could do without being stalked by pixies on top of everything.”

      “Pixies?” Papa Jack asked.

      Rosemary explained about the little fellow she’d seen spying on her from the garden.

      “Oh, I’m sure it didn’t mean any harm,” said Marjie. “They mostly keep to themselves.”

      “That’s not all though.” Rosemary told Marjie what she found out that morning about the Bloodstone Society.

      “How interesting,” said Marjie. “What does Athena think about that?”

      “I haven’t even told her yet. Better not to worry her on her first day of school.”

      Marjie put her hands on her hips and frowned. “Just what we don’t need for the Mabon!”

      “Mabon?” said Rosemary.

      Marjie raised an eyebrow as if Rosemary should know all about it. “Yes, you know, the autumn equinox.”

      “A festival?” Rosemary had a sinking sensation. The seasonal festivals in Myrtlewood all seem to carry with them some kind of magical mayhem.

      “It’s a big harvest celebration, isn’t it?” Papa Jack asked.

      “Another one?” said Rosemary. “Why so many?”

      “What a silly thing to ask,” said Marjie. “Harvest is important. Think about it. For all the thousands of years that people have lived in these parts, a good harvest would mean the difference between thriving and famine. It was the key to survival and it was important to honour the gods. We’ve got to have something to celebrate going into winter.”

      “And there’s still one more autumn festival to come after the equinox?” said Papa Jack.

      “Oh yes,” said Marjie. “Samhain. It tends to be more associated with death – you know, the spooky season.”

      “Sounds like a blast,” Rosemary muttered. “I suppose I should enjoy this harvest festival before we have to deal with ghosts and ghouls. I guess that’s where Halloween comes from?”

      “That’s right.” Marjie winked. “So enjoy the equinox while it lasts.”

      “Is it like the spring one?” Rosemary asked. “When the veil between the worlds gets thin?”

      Marjie gave her an empathetic look. “I’m afraid so. But look at how far we’ve come now that you’ve sorted out that silly countess. I’m sure the fae will be giving you no trouble.”

      Rosemary rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
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      Athena arrived at school to find the Myrtlewood Academy campus looking almost exactly the same as it had before the fire, though slightly shinier. She was feeling a little bit flustered after having to pry her rather rambunctious squirrel familiar, Nugget, away from her school bag. He was convinced he’d be coming with her, but Athena had enough to worry about on her first day back after the summer holidays.

      “There you are,” said Sam, running across the courtyard towards Athena. They were dressed in jeans and a cute aquamarine top rather than the usual baggy clothes that Athena was accustomed to seeing them wearing.

      “Nice top,” said Athena.

      “You’re not saying that because I’m dressed more feminine are you?” Sam frowned. “That’s what my parents said to me this morning. ‘Oh, you look so pretty’.”

      “No, it’s just a good look on you,” said Athena.

      Sam smiled.

      Athena grinned back. “Anyway, what’s new?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Sam said as Deron came up behind them. “We’re sort of…dating.”

      “Oh, wow! Congratulations.” She beamed at them. “That’s great news.”

      Deron looked apologetic. “We didn’t know if we should tell you, after everything.”

      “Oh no,” said Athena. “Me and Elise are all good as friends. Don’t worry.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Sam said. “So what do you think of our new and improved school?”

      “You know, it’s funny. I did think it would be somewhat different and more modern. Only, it looks exactly the same.”

      “That was what we were just saying,” said Deron with a laugh.

      “Maybe somewhat cleaner,” Sam suggested.

      “It’s like the school authorities said ‘put everything back exactly where it was’ and the construction came crew came in and did exactly that. Except for the dust.”

      Sam laughed. “Oh, well. It’ll be back.”

      “Look, there’s Elise.” Deron pointed across the courtyard.

      Athena tuned to see Elise walking straight towards her. “Hi.”

      “Good to see you,” said Elise, giving Athena a quick hug. “How was your holiday?”

      “It was brilliant, actually. We had a wonderful time in Spain except…”

      “Except what?” Sam asked.

      Athena laughed. “Well, Burk came over to take Mum on a romantic date.” She giggled.

      “He went all the way to Spain?” said Elise. “That’s something!”

      “Vampires know how to be romantic, apparently,” said Athena.

      “Years of practice, I suppose,” said Sam with a grin.

      Athena shrugged. “Anyway, that wasn’t the weird thing. They were out on a boat and suddenly these pixies fell out of the sky and attacked them.”

      “Pixies in the middle of the Mediterranean?” said Sam. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      Elise looked confused. “Neither have I. We often get visits from the pixies at our house, as they just love the woods around there, but they don’t attack.”

      “Something strange is going on,” Deron said.

      Athena sighed. “But isn’t it always?”

      They made their way to the classroom, finding Mr Spruce asleep as usual.

      Felix entered the class and Elise gave him a pointed look. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Felix raised his hands in innocence and took a seat.

      “No pranks today?” said Athena.

      “I’m turning over a new leaf,” Felix insisted.

      “Wonders never cease,” Elise said. “That will free up some of my energy. I won’t have to be restraining you all the time.”

      Felix grinned at her. “But I love being restrained.”

      Athena felt a pang of jealousy. She scolded herself internally for it. There was nothing going on between Elise and Felix. Elise had told her that before. And even if there was, it was really none of her business since she and Athena had made a mutual decision to just be friends.

      Finnigan and Beryl entered the classroom at the same time. Beryl was laughing at something Finnigan had said and they looked quite happy with themselves. He shot Athena a pleasant smile and she did her best not to scowl at him.

      She still hadn’t completely forgiven Finnigan for everything. But he did seem to be improving somewhat. He’d been living with her dad for weeks now. At first, Athena had thought it’d be total chaos, given both their unstable personalities, but it seemed like their renegade energy somehow balanced each other out.  Dain was being more responsible in a sort of parental role, while Finnigan finally had someone to look after him who wasn’t a corrupt fae countess.

      Athena avoided looking at Beryl. She hadn’t seen her much at all over the summer holidays and she felt guilty that Rosemary was involved in apprehending Beryl’s parents for plotting against the magical peoples treaty. The Flarguans deserved to get in trouble with the authorities, but it wasn’t fair on their children, no matter how unpleasant those children were.

      It wasn’t long before Athena accidentally caught Beryl’s eye, only to be scowled at.

      Mr Spruce promptly woke up and ordered them all into pairs so that they could practice a chant together that they were supposed to have learned over the holidays.

      Athena was paired with Deron. “Good,” he said. “I wanted to ask you about something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Err… well, I’ve never been in a relationship before.”

      Athena laughed. “I’m the last person you should be asking relationship advice from.”

      Deron blushed. “I just don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “Take it easy,” said Athena. “And you know you can always talk to Sam. They’re very understanding and they’ll tell you what they need.”

      Deron grinned. “See, you are a good person to ask for advice.”

      They finished the chant practice and the bell rang for the next class. As Athena made her way towards the library, Beryl stopped her, standing directly in her path.

      “What is it?” said Athena.

      “It’s all your fault – you and your awful meddling mother. You’re the reason my parents are being tried for treason.”

      Athena grimaced. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” And she genuinely did feel sorry. “But it was really nothing to do with me. I wasn’t even there when Mum—”

      “Stop with your excuses. Just know if you cross the Flarguans, expect us to get revenge. Watch your back.”
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      Rosemary arrived at home after work that evening about ready to flop into the hammock in the back garden with a gin and tonic. She approached the house to find Serpentine, the fuzzy black kitten, sitting on the front doorstep, looking at her imploringly.

      “Why do I suspect this is something more mystical than you having your dinner on time?” Rosemary reached to pat the fluffy cat.

      As though he understood her, his green eyes lit up. He looked at her with a cold seriousness that made her uncomfortable.

      “What on earth is going on?” she asked. “I wish you could tell me.”

      There’s something in the woods, came a whisper in Rosemary’s mind.

      She turned around but nobody was behind her. Serpentine looked at her and then looked away.

      “Wait a minute, did you talk to me?” she asked the cat.

      Serpentine meowed, turned around, and wandered in through the cat door.

      “Hey! Don’t wander off when I’m talking to you,” Rosemary said, following the cat indoors.

      Athena was already home with her feet up on the window seats, eating a piece of toast.

      “Have you ever tried your telepathy with the animals?” Rosemary asked.

      “Doesn’t work so far as I can tell.”

      “I see... I’m pretty sure the cat just talked to me.”

      Athena shrugged. “I suppose she is your familiar. Didn’t you say Granny always talked to her old cat, Molly?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t know that the cat talked back.”

      “What did Serpentine have to say?”

      “She was sitting there on the porch looking serious and concerned and then I heard a whisper in my mind that there’s something in the woods,” said Rosemary. “It’s probably true. By the way, did you know I’m being stalked by pixies?”

      Athena gave a resigned sign. “Why does that not surprise me? You’re a magnet for magical mayhem.”

      “Working on your alliteration, are you?” Rosemary asked.

      “Seriously, Mum. Beryl’s out to get revenge because you caught her parents with plans to sabotage the treaty.”

      “As if that’s my fault,” said Rosemary.

      “Well, it’s hardly mine,” said Athena. “And I guess it’s a good thing. Getting some sort of justice for their nefarious scheming. But at the same time, why does it always have to be you or me? Why do we always have to get into these situations?”

      “It’s probably time we just stopped asking ourselves that,” said Rosemary. “It’s not like asking ever gets us anywhere.”

      “You’re right. What’s for dinner?”

      Yes, what’s for dinner? came another whisper.

      Rosemary turn to the kitchen to see Serpentine standing by her bowl.

      “She’s definitely talking to me.”

      Athena laughed. “Let me guess, she wants dinner too?”

      “Yes, and you’ll be having your usual,” Rosemary responded to the cat and went to the fridge to fetch the cat food.

      They had a simple dinner of leftover chicken soup that Athena had made at the weekend, with freshly buttered sourdough toast.

      “This is exactly what I needed,” said Rosemary. “Nourishing comfort food.”

      “It sounds like you’ve had quite a day,” said Athena.

      Rosemary had filled her in on the news about the Bloodstone Society and other bits and pieces.

      “Well, nothing exactly happened did it?” said Rosemary.

      “Thank the Goddess for small graces.”

      “But I am worried,” Rosemary continued. “The autumn equinox is coming up and we’ll have a seasonal ritual to look forward to.”

      “And don’t forget the treaty,” said Athena.

      “Yes. How could I forget?”

      Just then there was a knock at the front door. Rosemary went to answer it, surprised to see Burk there. “Oh, hello. I thought I wasn’t going to see you until Thursday,” Rosemary blustered.

      She felt odd about the fact that Burk had just popped over without any warning when they hadn’t made any plans to spend time together that day and they’d only just spent the night together. She hoped he wasn’t getting clingy.

      “I thought you’d want to hear this,” said Burk.

      “Oh no, something else’s happened?” Rosemary asked.

      “Not exactly, but the word is that discussions are being had throughout the vampire world about this potential treaty. Some factions are very unhappy about it.”

      “Sounds terrible,” said Rosemary. “Do you think they’d do anything to stop it?”

      “Hi, Burk,” said Athena from behind Rosemary, grinning.

      He smiled at Athena and greeted her. “There’s nothing more to say, yet,” he added. “It’s hard to tell what will happen.”

      “Okay… thanks. For telling me,” said Rosemary.

      Burk nodded and then disappeared. Or at least it looked like he disappeared, but Rosemary suspected he actually just ran away very quickly. Disappearing definitely seemed cooler, though.

      “The way vampires sometimes do that is a bit abrupt,” said Athena. “Why was he here? Trouble in paradise?”

      “No. Why would you say that?”

      “You didn’t look happy to see him.”

      “Didn’t you hear the news?” Rosemary asked.

      “About the vampire politics?” said Athena. “I might have heard a thing or two.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t exactly be happy about that, now, would I?” said Rosemary.

      “Okay. Defensive much?”

      “Stop reading into things.” She closed the front door, picked up the talking cat, and wandered upstairs. “I’m having an early night,” she called out.

      “Suit yourself,” said Athena.
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      Athena walked out of the school gates the following afternoon and looked around.

      “Over here!” Una called out from her little blue car, parked across the street.

      Athena smiled and walked across to her. She got into the passenger seat.

      “You don’t want to try from here?” Una asked.

      “No,” said Athena. “Too embarrassing if I make a mistake and half the school sees.”

      “Fair enough.” Una started the car and began to drive. “How was school?”

      “It was fine, actually,” said Athena. “Relatively drama free.”

      “Were you expecting something terrible to happen?” Una asked.

      “Not exactly. I was just relieved that everything went smoothly. Beryl still gave me awful looks, but that’s just business as usual, really.”

      Una laughed. “Those Flarguans are really something. I went to school with some of them and they were always trying to lord it over everyone else.”

      “It didn’t exactly help that Mum got Beryl’s parents arrested by the powers of the witching parliament,” said Athena.

      “No,” said Una. “I suspect that would only increase tensions. Is she out to get you, now?”

      “So she says.”

      “How about here?” Una pulled the car over near the sea, on a fairly quiet and wide road.

      “Sure,” said Athena.

      They both got out and traded places.

      “Thank you for this,” Athena said, adjusting the seat and getting used to being behind the steering wheel.

      “Not a problem. I’m happy to help. And you know I do like spending time with other fae folk, especially you.”

      Athena smiled. It was good to have older friends, especially ones who were happy to teach her to drive.

      She looked around before carefully pulling into the road.

      “You’re a natural,” said Una.

      “It helps to have a good teacher,” said Athena, while concentrating on the cars approaching. “I absolutely refused to let Mum try to teach me. She’s so erratic, you know.”

      Una giggled. “Rosemary has many good qualities, but I don’t think I’d pick her as a driving instructor either.”

      “No way. Besides, she wouldn’t let me learn in Granny’s Rolls Royce. She loves that thing.”

      “It’s a beautiful vehicle,” Una said. “Even though I’m not a car person. How is Nugget doing?”

      Athena laughed. “He’s mad that I left him at home today. I tried to explain he can’t come driving. It’s too distracting. He gave me such an unimpressed look! I could have sworn he understood every word.”

      “Maybe he does,” said Una. “Familiars are quite rare. Only powerful witches seem to attract them. They must do something interesting. Maybe try pulling over here, practice parking.”

      Athena pulled carefully into an angle park.

      “Nicely done,” said Una. “I told you – you’re a natural! And a powerful witch too.”

      “I think I’m the only one in my class with a familiar,” said Athena. “At least, so far. It’s funny. Mum’s familiar, Serpentine, seemed like just an ordinary kitten for ages, but the other day mum insisted the cat spoke to her telepathically.”

      “How exciting!” said Una. “I suppose their power develops as yours does…”

      “If only I felt as powerful as everyone seems to think I am,” said Athena.

      “Oh, you are,” said Una. “With your fae magic too. I can feel it. You’re really coming into your own.”

      “Thanks,” said Athena. “And thanks again for the lessons. I feel like I need more independence. I’m seventeen, after all.”

      “Seventeen is a tricky age,” said Una. “So young and yet so grown up at the same time.”

      Athena smiled at Una. It was nice having an older friend around – someone cool to talk to. There was something calm and serene about Una, a kind of natural goodness, probably enhanced by her various herbal treatments and therapies. She almost felt like family, but in a good way – far less chaotic than either of Athena’s own parents. Athena said as much as she continued to drive down the quieter streets of Myrtlewood.

      “It’s lovely that we get along so well,” said Una. “But I must admit, I’m a little envious of your parents.”

      “Really?” said Athena. “Why? Oh—”

      She’d forgotten that Una’s mother had passed away and she’d never known her father.

      Athena grimaced. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have…”

      “It’s okay,” said Una. “But do me a favour.”

      “What’s that?” Athena glanced back as they turned another corner.

      “Try appreciating all the blessings you have.”
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      Rosemary and Athena had just sat down for a sumptuous roast meal that Athena had cooked when the doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it,” said Rosemary.

      “Who do you think it is?” Athena asked, following her mother to the door. “Not Burk again?”

      “I don’t think so,” Rosemary said, sounding a little defensive.

      She opened the door to find a scroll, floating in mid-air. It seemed to be made of gold and was covered in sparkles.

      “Stay back,” said Rosemary. “It might be dangerous.”

      “I doubt it,” said Athena, watching as the scroll unfurled itself in the air and began to read itself aloud in a jaunty song:

      

      You are hereby invited by Queen Áine, fair and true.

      Athena, princess of Fae,

      Please respond and do not delay.

      It will be our great honour for the realm to host you.

      The Queen requests your presence

      In her palace of magnificence,

      And you may bring along an entourage too,

      Please come by the next full moon.

      Your visit will be a great boon.

      

      The scroll fluttered down directly into Athena’s hands. “It’s addressed to me.”

      “Of course it is,” said Rosemary. “That doesn’t mean you have to go.”

      “What if I want to go? She’s my grandmother, after all.”

      “But it’s dangerous,” said Rosemary. “Especially after last time you ran off to the fae realm. I don’t want to lose you in there again. It was so hard to get you back.”

      Athena sighed. “It’s just a visit. Besides, last time I’m sure I would have come back, eventually.”

      “Yes, perhaps,” said Rosemary. “But it might not have been in my lifetime. Think of poor Finnigan and how long he was missing for. By the time he got back his whole life had disappeared.”

      “Now you feel sorry for Finnigan?” Athena narrowed her eyes. “When it suits you.”

      Rosemary shrugged. “He’s a rascal, but he seems to be turning over a new leaf. I can’t blame him for being so unbalanced after his unstable childhood. I suppose I’m giving him the benefit of the doubt, for now.”

      Athena crossed her arms. “Dinner’s getting cold.”

      They went back to the table and Athena tucked the golden scroll to the side and served the dinner.

      “This is delicious, love,” said Rosemary, tucking in. After a few quiet moments of chewing she added, “I don’t mean to be too harsh. I’m just worried. That place is so strange and it had an effect on you  – don’t think I’ve forgotten about that incident with the veil where you let in the fire sprites by accident.”

      Athena nodded. “I do love the fae realm,” she admitted. “It feels like home to me. Of course, this is home too,” she added when Rosemary glared at her. “But there’s another side of me that just thrives there. Besides, I want to know about my family and what it means…you know, my lineage and all that.”

      “I can understand you want to go,” said Rosemary. “I just don’t think you’re ready yet. It’s not safe. Maybe in a few years…”

      “No way,” said Athena. “It says by the next full moon.”

      They continued their meal in a combination of silence and arguing. Halfway through dinner, Dain arrived, holding up an identical golden scroll.

      “So the glorious Queen Áine wants her family to come back,” said Rosemary. “I’m not surprised, but it must make you suspicious.”

      “Suspicious of what?” said Athena. “You’d do the same thing if you were in her position.”

      “If I were in her position, I’d come and visit you first.”

      “I don’t think she can,” said Athena. “She couldn’t step out of the fae realm, remember?”

      Dain shrugged. “It’s possible that she isn’t able to cross over between realms. Her magic is so connected to that world.”

      “What would happen?” said Rosemary.

      “I don’t know, maybe she would kind of just sort of fade away,” said Dain. “It’s been a long time since I’ve delved into the ways of my people.”

      “Then are you going to go?” Rosemary asked him.

      “I don’t see why not. It sounds like an adventure. I might even take Finnigan.”

      “Oh, that’s just great,” said Athena. “So Finnigan can go, but Mum doesn’t want me to.”

      Dain looked at Rosemary. “You’re not going to let her go and see her family?”

      “Don’t you start,” said Rosemary. “It’s been my job for the past seventeen-plus years to keep this girl safe and alive. And preferably not lost in other realms! Once was enough, quite frankly.”

      “You don’t get to decide for me,” said Athena. “It’s my life and I’m magically of age.”

      “Ah, magically,” said Rosemary. “But not legally. Besides, I don’t think you’re mature enough.”

      “That’s rich coming from you,” Athena grumbled.

      “Now, now, girls,” said Dain.

      They both glared at him.

      “Sorry, sorry. I was just trying to help.”

      Rosemary narrowed her eyes. “You’re not helping.”

      “Well, why don’t we all just think about it for a moment,” said Dain. “This could be our chance—”

      “Our chance for what?” Rosemary asked.

      “You know, through the treaty thingy whatsit.”

      “You’re implying this is a diplomatic mission?” said Rosemary. “Coming from someone as irresponsible as you, and a teenager?!”

      “That’s totally unfair,” Athena protested.

      “Look,” said Rosemary. “All I’m saying is I want you to be safe. Think about this properly. Think it all through. Just because she’s sent an invitation now, it doesn’t mean you have to go straight away. Maybe you can go another time on your own terms or, I don’t know, meet somewhere closer, like the veil at Finn’s Creek. Didn’t you say Queen Áine’s palace is quite a journey?”

      “So far as I can recall,” said Dain. “It’s been a long time.”

      Athena sighed. “Just when I think you’re getting over your issues of over-protectiveness, you go and have another flare up.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” said Rosemary. “I’m just trying to look out for you.”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Athena. “Well, maybe it’s time that I looked after myself.”

      She got up and clomped out of the room and up to bed.

      “Parenting, huh?” said Dain.

      “Don’t even try,” said Rosemary.
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      “How is it all going?” Papa Jack asked. He’d arrived at the chocolate shop just after Rosemary had finished setting up for the day.

      “It’s all fine, here,” said Rosemary. “Only, I think we’re running out of rosewater and I have a big tranquil Turkish delight order to fill by Friday.”

      “I can go and pick some up,” said Papa Jack. “But I wasn’t asking about the shop.”

      “Oh?” said Rosemary. “Actually, I think I’ll call Una. I bet she has rosewater at the apothecary…but anyway, what were you asking about?”

      “You and Athena, of course,” said Papa Jack. “How’s she settling in back at school?”

      “Oh that,” said Rosemary. “Well, she seems okay. She hasn’t said too much to me about it. Maybe I should ask Una about that as well. She seems to be spending more time with Athena than I am.”

      Papa Jack laughed. “You sound a bit like me,” he said, putting on his sage green work apron. “Zoya was my whole world for a while there and now that her parents are back, well, I’m at a loose end.”

      “Maybe we need to take up hobbies,” said Rosemary. “I hear there’s a craft festival coming up. Are you any good at knitting?”

      “No, but I’m a dab hand at macrame.”

      “Ooh, that thing with the ropes and the pot plants?” Rosemary asked.

      “That’s the one,” said Papa Jack. “But why do I get the feeling you’re evading the real topic here?”

      “I don’t know,” said Rosemary. “I probably am. I feel a bit…out of sorts. Athena’s so grown up and I feel a bit redundant. Una’s even teaching her to drive, and then I bet I’ll hardly see her. And to make matters worse, last night she got an invitation to the fae realm to visit her highness, the shiniest of all shinies, queen of the fae.”

      Marjie had walked in just as Rosemary finished her little rant.

      “Oh my!” said Marjie. “Her other grandmother. How marvellous!”

      “That sounds like quite the occasion,” said Papa Jack. “Is she excited?”

      Rosemary sighed. “I might have forbidden her from going,” she admitted.

      “Oh no,” said Marjie. “Rosemary, you know you can’t keep her away from her own family.”

      Papa Jack shook his head. “That sounds like you’re practically inviting her to run away with the faeries.”

      “I know,” said Rosemary, slumping down in one of the booths she’d just tidied. “She accused me of falling back into my over-protective habits. I know she’s right, but my instinct is to make sure she’s safe. And the fae realm is not safe, no matter who your grandmother is.”

      “There, there,” said Marjie, patting Rosemary on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll sort something out. You could even go with her, or maybe someone else could…like Una. I’m sure she’d love to see the realm where her father came from.”

      “Dain’s already invited,” said Rosemary. “But—wait a minute. What’s that sound?”

      “It sounds quiet to me,” said Papa Jack.

      “Exactly,” said Rosemary. She got up from the table and looked out through the front windows of the chocolate shop. “A minute ago there were other sounds – birdsong and the sound of people and speeches. Now it’s eerily quiet.”

      Marjie and Papa Jack just looked at each other, puzzled.

      Rosemary didn’t have time to worry about whether her friends thought she was mad. Something was wrong. She felt it in her gut.

      She looked across to the small crowd gathered around the podium where Mr June had been speaking. They’d all turned towards the centre of the lawn.

      She opened the door and stepped out into the eerie silence.

      Liam was standing outside his bookshop, next door, looking around just like Rosemary was.

      “Something strange is going on,” Liam said in a low voice.

      Rosemary nodded.

      A loud noise, like creaking metal, assaulted Rosemary’s ears, followed by a black puff of smoke from the middle of the town circle. It started only a few feet in diameter, and then quickly grew until it was taller than the surrounding trees.

      “What is it?” Liam asked as a giant eyeball protruded from the darkness, followed by a grey-green tentacle.

      “No idea,” said Rosemary. “But you can bet your little cotton wolf socks it’s not good news.”
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      Athena was trying to concentrate on the alchemy experiment in front of her, but the class seemed unusually restless and rowdy.

      “Settle down,” said Mr Spruce, stroking his bushy white beard as Felix threw another enchanted paper aeroplane around the room. It circled twice, and then hovered near the ceiling, joining a dozen or so other paper crafts.

      The small copper cauldron in front of Athena sizzled and she returned her focus to it, unsure whether the sizzling was supposed to happen. They were trying to extract a rare magical mineral from petrified swamp bark from ancient willow trees, though the spell was complicated and, aside from Athena, Beryl, and Elise, most of the class had already given up for the day.

      “Remember, class, elodirium is a key ingredient in many important spells,” said Mr Spruce. “Spells to strip back magic to its basic components, induce magical pain relief… even to shift time and space.”

      He looked at Athena and she wondered if he knew about the spell her mother had performed in order to get into the fae realm, temporarily bridging the centre of town and Finn’s Creek at the same time. She wondered whether elodirium was one of the ingredients her cousin, Elamina, had provided for the spell that Beryl—of all people—had given to Rosemary.

      Beryl couldn’t be all bad. Athena glanced her way, only to meet an icy glare. Perhaps she was really just trying to stop the fae realm disappearances, like she’d said. There hadn’t been anymore for some time, though there also hadn’t been an equinox, and yet one was fast approaching.

      Athena added another sprinkling of sodium bicarbonate to her cauldron and watched it bubble. Bubbling is good…

      At that moment, the students around her became even more rowdy. Some even got up from their desks. Athena kept her concentration as Mr Spruce urged them back.

      “Now, now, class!” he said. “Back in your seats.”

      “But…Mr Spruce,” said Sam. “Look!”

      Athena turned to see an enormous shadow outside the second story window, which overlooked the courtyard. Her experiment forgotten, she followed the other students and teachers as they all ran downstairs and outside.

      “Stay back!” Ms Twigg cried, as curious students flooded out into the perimeters of the courtyard. She was wearing a bright green tartan coat that stretched all the way to the ground, which admittedly wasn’t particularly far on the tiny teacher librarian.

      Athena didn’t want to stay back. She wanted to get closer. Maybe my mother was right about my unhealthy attraction to danger, she thought as she stepped out through a side door and snuck towards the shadow to get a closer look.

      Tentacles began to emerge from the hovering darkness, followed by one giant eye.

      The teachers lined up, arms ready, swirling with different kinds of magic.

      Mr Aventurine let off a great stream of silver that merely bounced off the giant eye. It barely blinked. The other teachers tried various other attacks, to no avail. The tentacles were moving out, followed by the eye to which they seemed to be attached.

      Athena stepped forward. She closed her eyes and held out her hands, sensing…well, not much. It was a void. The creature, whatever it was, had barely any presence at all. That in itself was terrifying.

      She opened her eyes again and focused on the centre of the shadowy mass.

      “Go home!” she commanded, connecting with her magic. She felt it click into place as both sides of her – the fae magic on her father’s side and the Thorn family magic – collided and gushed forth in a great billowing wave of purple sparkles and golden light.

      It streamed out, engulfing the creature and the shadow from which it had emerged.

      The whole thing disappeared in a burst of light.

      The school applauded.

      Athena blushed. She wasn’t intending on making a performance, just trying to help out. She turned and walked silently back into class.
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      “What do we do?” Liam asked as the giant shadow hovering in the centre of town expanded and tentacle after tentacle emerged.

      “Honestly, I have no idea,” said Rosemary. “But I think I’m going to try and hit it with magic.”

      “Seriously?” Liam asked. “We don’t know anything about this creature. What if your magic just makes it worse?”

      “Well, it’s either risk that or it just gets worse of its own accord anyway, and we don’t do anything to stop it.”

      “It’s a shadow, right?” said Liam. “So maybe…”

      “Maybe I’ll use my light,” said Rosemary.

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      “Alright then, here goes nothing.” Rosemary stepped towards what she assumed was some kind of terrifying mythical creature and blasted it with a ball of purple lightning.

      A cloud of steam rose up. When it cleared, the creature only seemed to grow larger.

      “Oh dear,” said Rosemary. “Well, lightning wasn’t quite right. Let’s try something else.” She focused on the feeling of sunlight, trying to beam it out, but the creature only seem to invade further. The tentacles stretched out towards Rosemary and the enormous eyeball blinked and looked right at her.

      “That’s freaky!” Rosemary said, bracing herself and drawing on more magic.

      Liam growled and lunged towards the tentacle beast as it reached Rosemary.

      “No! Liam!” she cried as a huge ball of her own magic hit him as well as the monster’s tentacle. Liam fell to the ground, moaning. Rosemary went to help him up, but he growled again, his muscles bulging out of his shirt, which began to rip under the pressure. All of a sudden he was covered with hair and quickly grew several feet taller.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Rosemary. She looked around, wondering how many people were watching, huddled in the shops and apartments around them.

      “This is not good,” she said as Liam in full werewolf form growled again and lunged at her.

      “Not me, dog,” said Rosemary. She pointed at the tentacles. “Over there!”

      She used her magic to redirect his attention with a beam of energy. Liam howled and bounded off and began attacking the creature.

      Rosemary breathed a sigh of relief and then helped Liam, shooting ball after ball of fire and water and any other elements she could think of at it to see what worked.

      She tried another ball of lightning and the monster sizzled again.

      A wave of steam pushed them back, along with heat. When it cleared, the monster had vanished.

      Liam lay naked in the middle of the grass.

      Rosemary approached and took off her jacket to give him some privacy.

      “Get away from him!” Marjie cried, emerging from the chocolate shop.

      “I’m only trying to help,” said Rosemary.

      “No! It’s not safe. Didn’t you see?”

      Rosemary sighed. “Oh, come on, Marjie. It’s Liam.”

      “No, no, no. It was Liam. But now, clearly he’s been infected.”

      Groaning and creaking sounds burst forth, and Rosemary wondered whether the monster had come back in a different form, but when she realised the source of the noise it made her feel worse. Other townsfolk had emerged from wherever they’d been hiding. They were calling out, booing and shaming Liam.

      He opened his eyes, awakening in a daze. His expression turned from confusion to devastation.

      “Stop it!” Rosemary yelled. “All of you. You should be ashamed of yourselves. You know this man. He just tried to protect you all from that monster. He’s a good man.”

      “He’s a werewolf is what he is,” said Covvey, stepping out from behind a tree. “No good will come of him.”

      Rosemary tried to find the right words to convince the townspeople that they had this all wrong, but they seemed too angry to listen.

      “Get out of town!” said Marjie. “We can’t have your kind around here. Not after what you did.”

      “Liam didn’t do anything,” Rosemary protested. “Put your bloody pitchforks away.”

      Her words didn’t seem to have any effect and it was too late to make Liam feel better. He’d already picked himself up and he scurried away with Rosemary’s jacket barely covering him.

      “This is atrocious behaviour,” Rosemary said to Marjie. “Get a hold of yourself.”

      Marjie shook her head and frowned. “I know you’re new to this world, but the virus…it changes people. He’s not one of us anymore.”

      “Would you listen to yourself?” said Rosemary. “What if I told you that Liam’s had this virus for years? He’s the same guy.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Seriously,” said Rosemary.

      “You knew about this?” Marjie stormed. “You knew he’d been deceiving us this whole time? That makes it so much worse.”

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary, her heart racing in her chest. She’d never had a proper argument with Marjie before. She’d been trying to explain how ludicrous everyone’s reactions had been, but she’d gone and put her foot in it again.

      “We’ll talk later,” she said to Marjie. “When we’ve both calmed down. But I want you to think about this. He’s been living here this whole time and hasn’t harmed a soul. He’s been doing everything he can. He’s from Myrtlewood, born and bred. So just think…just think for a minute about your prejudices and how hurtful they are.”

      She stormed back to the shop and slammed the door.
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      Athena waved goodbye to Sam and Ash after school. They’d walked with her part of the way home, revelling in her victory over the strange monster.

      Athena was glowing, though she was now a few blocks north of where she’d usually walk. Instead of following the street, she decided to cross through Applewood Park.

      It was a lovely day, and the park felt welcoming. She’d never spent any time here before, but she’d seen the sign they had driven passed. As the name would suggest, Applewood Park was home to a number of apple trees laden with their plump autumn fruit, among other kinds of foliage. The grass was long and soft, meadow like. It was surrounded by oaks through which dappled afternoon sunshine fell.

      I wonder why we haven’t spent any time here, Athena thought. This place would be perfect for a picnic.

      As she continued through, she wondered if Elise would want to hang out here with her, or would that be weird? It frustrated Athena that she didn’t know where they stood. Elise seemed to almost be intimidated by her, but there wasn’t any need for that. Athena might be more powerful now, but she was still just herself, after all.

      Birds chirped as Athena wandered through the meadowy part, and bees and butterflies flew about in the early autumn air, making the most of the last of the good weather, no doubt.

      An odd feeling came over Athena, as if she was being watched. For a moment, she wondered whether the park was really as peaceful and inviting as she’d assumed, or was something sinister lurking?

      The feeling passed, like a shadow of clouds across the sun, just as Athena spotted an enormous old Yew tree.

      She recognised it from the botanicals class at school. Yew is the sacred tree of regeneration, Athena recalled. Death and rebirth…

      Athena felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the slight chill in the air. She decided to steer clear, crossing instead towards a big old apple tree where something immediately caught her eye.

      High up in the branches was something decidedly unlike an apple. A triangle shape protruded from the side of a branch, dark blue in colour.

      Athena’s first thought was to climb up to investigate. Forgetting her magic, she hoisted herself up from the low trunk and made her way carefully along the branches until she reached the object.

      “It’s a book,” Athena muttered to herself. “But who would keep a book up here?”

      Without thinking to hesitate, she picked it up. The potential risk of picking up an unknown and probably magical item only dawned on her after she already had it in her hands.

      “You don’t seem evil,” she said to the book. “Are you?”

      The book didn’t reply, but it felt harmless enough. The old leather of its cover was so worn it was soft against Athena’s hands. She opened it, pausing a moment to make sure nothing nefarious was happening, before leafing through the pages.

      “It’s a diary,” Athena muttered. “But…”

      It seemed so implausible that anyone would leave their diary up in a tree, exposed to all sorts of weather.

      Athena suddenly felt as if she was intruding, and decided she’d better put the book back immediately before someone thought she was reading their secrets, but just as she closed it, the date caught her eye.

      “Over a hundred years old!” said Athena. “How on earth…”

      All of a sudden, she felt a grave sense of responsibility. An old diary such as this should be with the family of the person who had once written it, or perhaps in a museum. Being in Myrtlewood, it probably contained all kinds of magical secrets as well as important historic information. She decided to take it with her, after all, and figure out who to give it to or where to deposit it later.

      Athena climbed down from the tree, the old diary carefully stowed in her school satchel. She felt lighter somehow, as if the book was humming away happily in her bag, relieved to have found someone to make sure it got the care it needed.

      A year earlier, Athena would have scolded herself for such a silly thought, but now, from the point of view of her life in Myrtlewood, anything was possible.
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      “What happened to you?” Athena asked as Rosemary entered the kitchen of Thorn Manor looking worse for wear.

      “Tea,” said Rosemary. “Can’t talk. Need tea.”

      Athena smiled sympathetically. “Lucky for you, I’ve just brewed a pot.” She placed the teapot onto a tray with two cups. Rosemary noticed a rather large plate of biscuits was already there.

      “You were going to eat all those yourself?” Rosemary asked. “What happened with you today?”

      “I was hungry.” She carried the tray over to the window seats, passed Rosemary a blanket, and poured their drinks. “Now, out with it.”

      Rosemary wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and shuddered before sipping the tea.

      “Was there another attack?” Athena asked. “Oh, you’ll never guess what happened to me today—”

      “It was a huge thing,” said Rosemary vaguely. “It had tentacles and a giant eye…and a huge shadowy vortex.”

      “Oh,” said Athena sounding rather disappointed. “I was going to tell you almost exactly the same story and how I single-handedly vanquished it from the school.”

      “You what?” Rosemary asked, almost spitting out her tea.

      “I’m saying the same thing appeared at school. It could have been simultaneous.”

      “That’s a worry,” said Rosemary.

      “Is that why you’re so bedraggled?” Athena asked lightly. “I thought it wasn’t that much of a challenge.” She folded her arms and looked at her mother smugly.

      “Congratulations.” Rosemary rolled her eyes. “And no that’s not the entire reason I’m feeling like this. It’s Liam. Now everybody knows he’s a werewolf.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” said Athena. “I vaguely remember that – and how you said not to tell anyone.”

      “Yes, well you took the news in your stride compared to literally everybody else.”

      “People are weird about werewolves, aren’t they?” said Athena.

      “Exactly. They’re all lost their minds over it. Poor Liam.”

      “You’ve been helping him all this time, back when I was thinking you were going off on secret dates.”

      “I told you I wasn’t,” Rosemary grumbled.

      “So what? Surely people will get used to Liam being a werewolf.”

      “It doesn’t look like it. They’re about to go after him with torches and pitchforks.”

      Athena gasped. “No! But he hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “Exactly. They’re all behaving so horribly…being awful to him. You know I love Marjie...”

      “I didn’t think she would be so bad,” said Athena. “It’s hardly her personality to discriminate.”

      “I’d like to think so too. That’s why it’s so awful. I know she had a personal experience. I think one of her family members got attacked.”

      “That’s right – wasn’t her brother killed? That’s awful, but still, it wasn’t Liam.”

      Rosemary nodded. “And he’s really gone to great lengths to keep everyone safe.”

      “Hopefully they’ll come around,” said Athena.

      Rosemary had just finished her tea when there was a knock at the door.

      She went to answer it to find a man clad in brown robes, mostly made of animal furs. He had ruddy cheeks and an energetic air to him.

      “Hello?” Rosemary said.

      “You…you’re Madam Thorn, the great witch.”

      “I think you’re looking for my grandmother. Unfortunately she’s no longer with us.”

      The man chuckled. “I was hoping you could help me with something.”

      “Which is?” Rosemary noticed the dirt caking his robes and the worry beneath his smile. “Look, this is not a good time. I’ve already got a dozen other disasters to attend to.”

      “But you’re a powerful witch.”

      “I’m afraid not,” said Rosemary. “My grandmother was a powerful witch. I’m just figuring it out. Look, I don’t have the brainpower to deal with this right now. Please come back another time, or call or write or something.” She closed the door.

      “That was odd,” said Athena, looking over her mother’s shoulder. “He looked like he was from another time…but he had a presence about him. Didn’t he? Almost as if he was glowing.”

      Rosemary shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is that I don’t have the wherewithal to deal with any more dramas.”

      Athena sighed and gave her mother a big hug.

      “What was that for?” Rosemary asked.

      “I feel sorry for you, is all.”

      “Because of Liam?”

      “And because you seemed to really struggle to take out that weird monster and I found it easy.” Athena grinned.

      “Stop gloating,” said Rosemary. “You know it’s really no good, the way these dangers keep appearing.”

      “Do you think it’s something to do with this treaty?” Athena asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it could be that somebody is trying to put a stop to it. You know, like that deranged fae countess.”

      “It could be,” said Rosemary. “That’s a good point. The whole purpose of the treaty is to have a kind of established magical peace that everyone agrees to. Then maybe it is something that I should be prioritising.”

      “I could have told you that,” said Athena. “So you’re going to help with the treaty?”

      “I guess. I’ve got no idea how, but I think it might be the only way we’re going to get any peace and quiet around here.”

      “Good girl,” said Athena, patting her mother on the shoulder.
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      Athena went up to her room that evening with the bitter taste of anger building on the back of her tongue. She’d tried to be sympathetic, but she couldn’t help but react to Rosemary’s overprotective instincts.

      Athena sighed as she closed her bedroom door. It wasn’t fair that her mother was still forbidding her to take up the invitation from her own grandmother to go to the world that was part of her birth right.

      Athena had shown that she was powerful. She was probably even more powerful than her own mother, considering that she had both the royal high fae powers from her father’s side and the Thorn family magic as well.

      It was ridiculous that Rosemary didn’t trust her enough. Hadn’t she proven herself by now?

      She’d poured the contents of her school satchel out onto the bed when she’d first got home. The blue leather bound volume sat there.

      Athena ran her thumb across it, remembering how she’d strangely found the diary in the park.

      She’d meant to tell her mother about it. At first, she thought she might do that right then and there. But when she picked up the book, she had second thoughts.

      Rosemary might be suspicious of the book. Her over-protective instincts might mean that Athena would have to throw it out or put it back or bury it in the garden like she had done with the minstrel’s magic stone. Athena didn’t want to do that.

      Holding the book, she took a step towards the French doors that looked out over the back garden. In the dusky light she could see the part of the lawn that she and Elise had dug up to bury that stone.

      It was bittersweet, almost like a memorial to the end of their relationship. At least the ground there looked perfectly normal, though everything about that ordeal with the minstrel had been strange.

      Athena felt a twinge of embarrassment thinking that she’d almost eloped with a man she hardly knew – partly because of his captivating magic and partly because of her own. Rosemary had good reason to stand in her way back then, but now? This situation was entirely different.

      She pushed her past embarrassment out of her mind. That was all in the past. She had to focus on the present.

      She looked down at the old book in her hands. It wasn’t based in the present at all, but her curiosity got the best of her.

      She flipped it open and began reading.

      

      January 7. The prince of West Eloria is due on a diplomatic mission. He should pass through the veil this evening.

      

      The skin on Athena’s forearms pickled with goosebumps. This might have been the past, but it seemed oddly relevant to the present. West Eloria, after all, was the part of the fae realm that backed onto Myrtlewood.

      It sounded like whoever wrote this was dealing with the magical politics between species, albeit over a hundred years before.

      She wanted to run to her mother with the news, but decided before sharing anything with Rosemary, she’d better keep reading to find out what information the diary held and whether she could glean anything from its pages that might make the current situation clearer – any useful understandings that might help Athena to get back to the fae realm.

      She still yearned for that wonderful, light feeling of being at home. And she had such a burning curiosity to find out more about the world that her father came from. She wanted to get to know her stunningly powerful grandmother and understand other things about her family.

      She lay down, sprawled on the bed, and continued reading. She couldn’t figure out who the diary belonged to as there was no name written on it. Obviously its author had been more interested in what was going on with other people than they’d been in naming themselves in particular.

      Athena quickly realised then it must have been no coincidence that she’d stumbled across this particular book.

      

      The Count of West Eloria has brought news that the Queen will agree to a treaty as long as the vampires cease their warfare and the Grand High Witch agrees to allow trade in good faith between our kinds, conducted with the proper manners, of course. The prince wants me to be involved in the negotiations. I fear I am out of my depth because I have no fancy titles in the earth realm.

      The Count has insisted that my role is an important one, as someone of both fae and witch heritage.

      There is an ancient prophecy of one such as I – a child of both worlds – destined to become a great and powerful ruler.

      As the Count crossed back into the veil this evening I stood by the creek and contemplated. It is a welcome chance, to be considered as destined for greatness after the way my own noble family have treated me.

      Perhaps this is my true role. I feel a great sense of purpose. The witches have been pushing for the veil to close. My instinct tells me that would just be segregation, not protection. What a shame it would be for our kind, here – disconnection with our home world.

      I know the fae must be accountable for our actions, just as we all must be, but there is hope that we come to an agreement for peace. I sense that this is the quest that I was born for – my contribution to the world, to make things right.

      

      Athena dropped the book and lay on her back, breathless despite the fact she had been perfectly still for most of the last ten minutes.

      No, it wasn’t a coincidence. Somebody or some kind of magic had brought her this book. Perhaps she was being watched, after all. Maybe it wasn’t malicious. Maybe somebody had given her this book to show her the path ahead.

      Somebody of fae and witch heritage had been at a point like this in history, before – just like her. It hadn’t worked last time and Athena wasn’t sure why. She only knew that a treaty had never come to pass.

      The veil had been closed for a hundred years or more, causing a lot of pain to families caught on both sides and to the fae folk in the earth realm who couldn’t reconnect with their home world any longer. She’d read in books that the reason for this was to protect human beings from devious fae, who did awful things like stealing their children, as legend had long foretold. However, it was clearly more complicated.

      The fae could have agreed to a treaty. The Queen – Athena wasn’t sure if it was her own grandmother or perhaps an earlier queen – but whoever it was had agreed to make progress on the treaty.

      Athena took a deep breath, realising she was now committed, more than ever, to play her part. She was going to accept the invitation from her grandmother whether her mother liked it or not.

      Whoever the stranger was who had written the diary, Athena wasn’t going to let their work go unfinished.
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      Rosemary was buttering toast the next morning when Athena stomped downstairs.

      “Morning, love,” she said to the clearly moody teen.

      Athena merely grunted in response.

      “What’s got your goat?” Rosemary asked.

      “Nothing,” said Athena sullenly.

      “Hopefully a bit of tea and breakfast will perk you up.”

      Athena glared. “It certainly will not.”

      “Oh fine,” said Rosemary. “Suit yourself.”

      She was yet to master any kind of magic capable of taming teenage mood swings, though she had tried to look it up once or twice.

      The doorbell sounded and Rosemary welcomed the interruption from her daughter’s stony silence as she went to answer it. She opened the door, but no one seemed to be outside.

      “Strange,” Rosemary muttered to herself. “Maybe the house—Ahh!”

      A small blue creature slammed into her shoulder, followed by another and another.

      “What is it?” Athena called out, running towards the door.

      “Pesky pixies!” Rosemary yelled, grappling with them as she tried to fend them off. “Grippy little blighters!”

      Athena laughed.

      “This isn’t funny!” said Rosemary.

      “No, you’re right. It’s hilarious.”

      “Help!”

      “Oh, alright, but you’ll have to stand still first,” said Athena.

      Rosemary stood as still as she could manage as the three pixies growled at her.

      “Shush,” she said.

      Athena held up her arms and a stream of sparkly purple and gold light poured out, picking up the pixies and holding them upside down in the air.

      “You’ve been practicing,” said Rosemary, impressed at her daughter’s magical finesse.

      “It’s nothing,” said Athena, though she did have a self-satisfied smile on her face.

      “You lot,” said Rosemary, pointing at the Pixies, “have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “Curse you, foul witch!” one of them screeched, and with that they disappeared with a pop.

      “Well, so much for getting to the bottom of the pixie situation,” said Rosemary. “But thank you for helping me out.”

      “It was easy,” said Athena, folding her arms as she turned and walked back to the kitchen.

      Rosemary followed, relieved, not only to be free of the little blue pests but also happy her daughter seemed to be feeling a lot better.

      “I’ll have some toast now,” said Athena, helping herself to some that Rosemary had already prepared.

      “You seem to be in a better mood,” Rosemary commented a few minutes later, when they were halfway through breakfast. “Care to elaborate on what was bothering you this morning?”

      “No,” said Athena. “I think I’ve proved my point.”

      “What point was that?” Rosemary asked.

      “That I’m competent enough with magic. I’m powerful enough to go to the fae realm.”

      “Love, we’ve been over this,” said Rosemary. “It’s not safe.”

      “It’s hardly safe here, though, is it?” Athena pointed out. “One day a giant shadowy tentacled eye attacks both the school and the town centre, and the next there’s a pixie attack on our own front doorstep, and who knows what’s next?”

      “Still…” Rosemary started.

      “No, Mum,” said Athena. “You might not be confident in your magic, but I am.”

      “Harsh,” Rosemary grumbled.

      “Seriously,” said Athena. “You had a hard time yesterday, whereas I took care of things, no trouble. And the same just before. You get all flustered under pressure, I don’t. I’m ready, and I’m determined to go.”

      “Oh… maybe you’re right,” said Rosemary.

      “Really?” Athena asked hopefully.

      “If we go together.”

      “No,” said Athena. “Absolutely not.”

      “Why not?” Rosemary asked, hurt.

      “You’re a liability,” said Athena.

      “Ouch.”

      “And this is something for me and Dad to do together. This is his family. My family.”

      “I want to meet them too,” Rosemary argued.

      “Not this time,” said Athena as Nugget the squirrel curled around her legs before jumping onto her lap where he promptly began picking up the toast crusts to nibble on.

      “Athena,” Rosemary said, taking a deep breath. “You know I can’t let you go off into another world where I won’t be able to follow you. Not again. Not after last time.”

      “Well, that’s just too bad,” said Athena. “Because I’m going.”

      “No, you’re not,” said Rosemary firmly. “I’ll write to Queen Áine myself and say thank you for the offer but we can’t accept.”

      “Stay out of this, Mum.”

      “I can’t,” said Rosemary. “You mean too much to me.”

      “Stop with that rubbish,” said Athena. “You know if that was really true, you’d see things from my point of view, but no, you’re too stubborn and fearful. Stop trying to control everything!”

      “I’m trying to look after you…to keep you safe,” Rosemary insisted.

      “Safety is the problem,” said Athena bitterly. “You always stick to safe things, but you don’t even do it the proper way. You take shortcuts and make a bigger mess. You never rise to the challenge because you’re always hiding in some way. Even if it’s just from your own magic – your birth right. Well, you’re not going to keep me from mine.”

      “Athena!” Rosemary called, but it was too late. Athena had picked up her school bag and run out the door, slamming it behind her.
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      It was a busy day in Myrtlewood Chocolates. Almost everyone in town, it seemed, wanted to stop in and gossip. Rosemary was happy enough to answer questions about the creature that appeared in the centre of Myrtlewood and how she’d gotten rid of it – not that she had any idea what it was.

      She was less happy, however, to talk about Liam, who everyone in the town had suddenly gone from liking to despising overnight. Even Sherry, who came in for her usual strawberry truffles, seemed devastated at the news about her cousin.

      “You never suspected?” Rosemary asked, somewhat surprised at Sherry’s shock from the news.

      “We knew he was a bit funny. I just thought it was, you know, a time of the month thing. I’m sure men get like that too.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they do,” said Rosemary.

      “He asked me to cover for him quite often,” said Sherry. “But he did the same for me. I wondered if something was bothering him…Recently, I thought it was just you.”

      Rosemary quickly changed the subject.

      Despite the influx of customers, Marjie, however, did not come in. Rosemary assumed that the older woman was still fuming about their argument. Rosemary herself had spent numerous minutes composing various clever lines of reasoning to try to get Marjie and the other townsfolk to see sense.

      Liam hadn’t changed who he was, after all. He was still exactly the same person he’d been days, weeks, and months before…even years. But nobody else thought quite that way.

      “Prejudice is an ugly thing,” Papa Jack said sympathetically. He was a relative outsider to the town and didn’t quite understand the magical community’s disdain for werewolves. “You know what? Something I noticed about these folk is that they don’t care about the colour of my skin or other things that people in London are harassed about, in particular. So that’s one thing to be pleased about.”

      “I guess,” said Rosemary. “But they have their own bigotry, just the same.”

      “And I can understand where it’s coming from. People are scared.”

      “I can understand that too. I mean, it’s dangerous. Of course it is. But lots of things in life are dangerous. You don’t have to hate them. Cars for instance.”

      “Right you are, Rosemary,” said Papa Jack.

      “I just wish it would all go away and things could get back to normal,” Rosemary said miserably. She’d checked the bookshop and Liam’s cottage earlier that day, only to find worrying signs. Both places were deserted, and items were scattered around as if Liam might have packed up and left in a hurry, leaving disorder in his wake.

      “He’ll turn up,” said Papa Jack. “But in the meantime I’ll make you some cinnamon chocolate schnapps. That will cheer you right up.”

      Rosemary smiled.

      By the time she got home, her shoulders were heavy with exhaustion.

      Athena had already gone to bed early, leaving a note saying that she wanted to avoid talking to her mother in all of her unreasonableness.

      Rosemary sighed and made herself some kippers on toast. “It’s a toast-for-dinner kind of day, I guess,” she muttered to herself.

      She was halfway through the light meal when doorbell rang. “Not again!”

      Rosemary checked out the window first, relieved to see Burk standing there. “Am I glad to see you!” she said, falling into his arms in exhaustion and relief.

      “I heard about Liam,” he said. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” said Rosemary. “It’s him I’m worried about.”

      “You’re worried about a werewolf?”

      “Don’t you start! As a vampire, you should understand what it’s like to be feared and hated for something that you can’t control.”

      “You’re right, but that doesn’t stop me from caring about you. Is everything else okay?”

      He looked Rosemary in the eyes.

      “Not exactly. Athena is mad as Hades. She accuses me of being stubborn and irrational. She thinks she should be able to go off into the fae realm without me, no matter how dangerous it is. It’s like she’s totally forgotten the whole saga of how she ran off there and left me in a right state. It was awful.”

      “I remember. You know, young people...”

      Rosemary shook her head. “I don’t expect her to be totally reasonable. But I also don’t think she can see the bigger picture. There are too many unknowns. That place is strange and incredibly dangerous.”

      “Perhaps I could talk to her. Let me help.”

      “No.” Rosemary pushed him away. “I need to sort this out on my own.”

      Burk looked taken aback.

      “I mean, thank you for the offer,” said Rosemary, aware that she might be pulling away from Burk again, shutting him out. She’d been so happy to see him, but now she just wanted to be alone, to focus.

      “It’s alright. Just do what you have to do.” He gave her a wry smile. “I’ve got all the time in the world. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Don’t remind me. Meanwhile, I’m getting older by the day.”

      “You’re gorgeous.” He gave her a quick kiss. “But I know when I’m not wanted. I’ll see you later.”

      Burk disappeared in a rush of air into the night. Rosemary closed the door and leaned against it for a moment to catch her breath. She wanted to help everyone she cared about, but the tensions with Athena could wait. Hopefully the teen would calm down and see sense. In the meantime she had a friend who was hurting and in trouble and potentially off in the wilderness somewhere. The town was going to be no use at all, but maybe there was some way to put all this talk of a treaty to good use. It was time to go straight to the top. She needed to talk to the Arch Magistrate.
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      She dug out one of the invitations she’d received to Bermuda a while back. In the fine print on the scroll it had instructions for contacting the witching counsel using a dark mirror.

      While the instructions were for talking to Reginald, specifically, Rosemary figured she might as well just try to use it to summon the Arch Magistrate herself so that she could have a proper conversation about the important issues that were on her mind.

      Despite the fact that Rosemary had never heard of a dark mirror before, she was sure that Granny Thorn had such a thing in a cupboard. When she was rummaging through various things in the house she’d seen a mirror somewhere, only it looked black and had some kind of engravings along the outside.

      Rosemary tracked down the object in question. Seated on the dining room table, she lit a black candle as instructed on the scroll, after sprinkling salt around her in a circle. Then she said the incantation.

      She stared into the mirror. The reflection from the flame faded into clouds of smoke. As the smoke cleared she could make out multiple faces.

      The Arch Magistrate sat in the centre, surrounded by other magical council members, who all looked to be from different parts of the world. Among them was none other than Rosemary’s snooty cousin, Elamina. Clearly the Bracewell-Thorn’s political standing had improved. It seemed Elamina was now in the inner circle of the witching parliament, and was not happy to see her. “Rosemary?” she said, her voice squeaky with shock.

      “This is a surprise,” the Arch Magistrate said, though from her tone it wasn’t the good kind. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      “Err, my apologies…” said Rosemary. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “We are rather busy at the moment discussing the treaty. Is there anything urgent that we need to be aware of?”

      “Actually,” said Rosemary, “I do want to talk to you about the treaty.”

      “What is it you want to say?” asked Elamina, barely able to contain her sneer.

      Rosemary cleared her throat. “I want to make sure the treaty includes helping magical minorities, not just the powerful people or the issues that you guys think are important.”

      “Minorities?” Elamina paled. “Rosemary, this is not the time or the place, besides you’re not a leader or an authority figure, not even in Myrtlewood. What right do you have—?”

      “That’s enough, Miss Bracewell-Thorn,” said the Arch Magistrate.

      Rosemary felt a surge of hope before the leader of the witching world pierced her with an unimpressed glare. “I’m afraid, technical issues such as minorities are not high on the list of our priorities at the moment.”

      “Technical?!” said Rosemary. “Doesn’t it bother you that there are magical beings out there being oppressed?”

      The Arch Magistrate raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t realise you were some kind of activist,” she said, uttering the word as if it was distasteful.

      “I’m not,” said Rosemary. “I’m just a concerned citizen. And I want to make sure that this treaty isn’t just about reinforcing the power of people that already have a lot of power, but also about lifting other people up.”

      “Were there any particular minorities you had in mind?” said the Arch Magistrate, sounding frustrated or impatient.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact,” said Rosemary. “I think it should include the treatment of werewolves.”

      One of the council witches spat out the wine from the goblet that they’d been drinking from.

      “Werewolves!” another one said, outraged. “Really? The nerve!”

      Elamina paled further, looking rather ill.

      “I take it that this is a personal matter for you, Ms Thorn,” said the Arch Magistrate.

      “Not really,” said Rosemary. “There’s just so much awful prejudice against them.”

      “Some prejudices are well deserved,” said an American sounding witch with tanned skin and light blonde braided hair.

      “See, that’s exactly what I mean,” said Rosemary. “You’re all here, high and mighty, trying to reinforce your own privilege. Anyone can get infected with this terrible virus and become a magical outcast and a villain, even if they’ve never done anything wrong.”

      “Are you quite finished with your monologue?” the Arch Magistrate asked.

      “I suppose so,” said Rosemary, seeing red. “It doesn’t sound like anyone’s going to listen to me. You’re too full of yourselves. You know what? If all you want is more power, you can shove your magical treaty up your—”

      Before Rosemary could finish the image of people faded to blackness.

      Serpentine entered the room with a questioning miaow.

      “I suppose I didn’t make any friends there,” Rosemary grumbled, still fuming with rage.

      The cat seemed to shake her head with an unimpressed expression on her furry face.
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      Rosemary was just closing up the chocolate shop for the day, having sent Papa Jack home early to spend time with his family. Athena was still clearly not in the mood for spending time with her.

      Just as she was locking the front door, she heard footsteps.

      The sun had sunk behind distant hills and the sky was beginning to darken. Rosemary finished locking the door, mindful that someone was approaching. It was evident that colder weather was on its way, with the progressively shorter days and longer nights. The trees around Myrtlewood were beginning to change, turning all shades of autumn, noticeably earlier than the surrounding province.

      Myrtlewood had a special way of reflecting the seasons just a little bit more vividly than anywhere else Rosemary had known.

      “Hello, stranger,” said the familiar silky voice.

      Rosemary smiled and turned towards Burk.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I work here, remember,” Burk said, gesturing to his office, just around the other side of the square. “I’m not stalking you, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      He grinned at her.

      “No,” said Rosemary, defensively. “It’s just that, well, you did come to the house yesterday.”

      “My apologies,” said Burk, bowing dramatically. “I’ll try not to show my concern for your wellbeing if that’s what you’d prefer.”

      Rosemary flicked his collar playfully. “That’s not what I mean.”

      “Then, walk with me a little while.”

      “Walk with you?”

      “It’s a pleasant evening,” said Burk. “Maybe it will give you a chance to ‘process’ or whatever it is you need to do. Let me be your sounding board.”

      “That does sound nice,” said Rosemary. “How did you get to be such a perfect gentleman?”

      “Years of practice.”

      “Don’t remind me how many years. Oh…okay. I’ll just message Athena, despite the fact she’d probably rather not hear from me at all.”

      She sent off the message and took the arm that Burk offered. They began to walk around the town square, and off down a wide street lined with oak trees.

      It was a pleasant evening, and Rosemary found it soothing to walk and get things off her chest. She quickly filled Burk in on her raging frustration with the witching authorities, on top of her sinking suspicions that the township was never going to get over its prejudice against werewolves.

      Burk listened sympathetically, but when he spoke, Rosemary wondered whether he was jealous.

      “You care a lot about Liam, don’t you?” he said.

      “What are you implying?” Rosemary asked. “Liam and I have known each other since we were children. We’re friends.”

      “Friends who ended up sharing a bed at the Summer Festival,” said Burk.

      Rosemary narrowed her eyes. “Nothing happened, and anyway, how did you know about that?”

      “I have my ways,” said Burk.

      “You mean you have your vampires spying on me?”

      “It’s imperative that you remain safe,” said Burk. “That is all.”

      “No, it’s not all,” said Rosemary crossly. “I’d like my privacy back, thank you very much. Anyway, despite all the mesmerising magic at that festival, nothing happened between me and Liam. He might have been a bit sad about it.”

      “Rosemary,” said Burk, “I can assure you, I’m not the overly jealous type.”

      “Then stop acting like it,” she said crossly.

      “My concern,” said Burk, “is that you seem to be distant lately.”

      “I’m used to being alone,” said Rosemary.

      “You mean to say that you don’t know how to share your life?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Well, that makes things difficult,” said Burk. “Because I do intend for us to share our lives.”

      “Are you saying this isn’t going to work?” Rosemary asked, half panicked and half relieved, stunned by her own contradictory emotions.

      “No,” said Burk. “I like a challenge.”

      He took her hand and kissed her palm, then he disappeared into the night.

      Rosemary felt momentarily abandoned until she realised that Burk had somehow managed to walk her right around the block without her knowing it, leading her back to her parked car.

      “Stupid charming vampires,” she muttered to herself.
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      Rosemary was in a bad mood the next day at the shop and several customers seemed to notice, giving her sympathetic looks.

      Athena was still refusing to talk to her over their argument.

      Rosemary was furiously mulling over the various accusations her daughter had made. She didn’t consider herself unreasonably stubborn at all, and she wasn’t too scared to do what was necessary. Hadn’t she risen to the challenge, time and time again when it came to solving magical mysteries and fighting off threats almost every single month, lately?

      She constructed arguments as she wiped down the counter, reminding Athena of the countless times Rosemary’s instincts had gotten them both out of danger recently.

      A group of rather noisy young customers left and Rosemary went to clear the mess they’d made from the front booth. As she did, she caught a glimpse of a crowd milling around in the square.

      Rosemary wondered if there was some other monster attacking, before realising they were all gathered around a small stage.

      The mayor, Mr Don June, stood behind a podium, pontificating and waving his arms in the air.

      “What’s that all about?” she asked Nesta as she walked in the door.

      “Oh, didn’t you know?” said Nesta. “It’s election time in Myrtlewood.”

      “And he’s running again for mayor, is he?” said Rosemary.

      “He always does,” Nesta explained. “No one usually runs against him.”

      “That’s a shame,” said Rosemary.

      “No one wants the job,” said Nesta. “I mean, who would?”

      “Clearly that guy,” said Rosemary. “It’s unfortunate that people who should be in power inevitably don’t want it, while people who shouldn’t have power are often obsessed with it.”

      “It’s the way of the world,” said Nesta. “Why don’t you run?”

      “Me?!” said Rosemary, aghast. “No way in Hades.”

      “See what I mean,” said Nesta. “But for the record, I think you’d be great.”

      “I can barely sort out my own life,” said Rosemary. “The last thing I need are the hassles of public office.”

      “Oh look,” said Nesta. “Someone else is taking the stage.”

      Rosemary looked out the window to see that Mr June had indeed vacated the platform. In his place, stood Ferg.

      “Seriously?” Rosemary said.

      “What do you have against Ferg?” Nesta asked.

      “Nothing,” said Rosemary. “He’s just such an oddball, plus he already has a million other jobs.”

      “That’s a good point,” said Nesta.

      “But rather him than Mr June,” said Rosemary. “I can’t stand the guy, despite his lovely husband.”

      “Don is an acquired taste, I suppose,” said Nesta. “He can be a bit…smarmy, I suppose, but he’s not that bad.”

      “It probably doesn’t help that he despises me,” said Rosemary.

      “Didn’t you break into his house and accuse him of stealing?”

      Rosemary shrugged. “It sounds bad when you say it like that. Anyway, how can I help you?”

      Nesta smiled. “I wanted to pick up some special treats for Neve. She’s been feeling a bit useless lately and I thought…well, chocolate always helps, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s my firm opinion,” said Rosemary, leading Nesta to the counter. “How about dark chilli drops with a few caramelised walnut truffles thrown in for good measure.”

      “Perfect,” said Nesta. “How is it you always know exactly what we need?”

      “Tell that to my teen daughter,” said Rosemary.

      Nesta laughed. “Athena’s almost an adult now.”

      “Don’t remind me!”

      Just as Nesta left the shop, treats in hand, Ferg strode in. At closer range, Rosemary noticed he was wearing a green and purple tartan suit.

      “Ferg, what day of the week is this outfit for?” Rosemary asked. She was so used to seeing Ferg in outfits colour-coordinated to the days that she was surprised.

      “I’m breaking things up a little,” said Ferg. “I’m moving up in the world.”

      “Running for mayor?” Rosemary asked.

      “How did you know?”

      “I saw you through the window,” said Rosemary.

      “Oh…yes,” said Ferg, stroking his collar. “I suppose it’s public now.”

      “I think it’s grand,” said Rosemary. “Good on you.”

      “Thank you, Madam Thorn,” said Ferg.

      “Madame Thorn was my grandmother. Please just call me Rosemary.”

      “But I’m more formal now,” said Ferg.

      “Oh, alright,” Rosemary said. “And if it’s between you and the current mayor, you have my vote.”

      “Why, thank you for your confidence in me,” said Ferg. “Though that isn’t why I’m paying a visit to your fine establishment.”

      “The usual?” Rosemary asked, recalling that Ferg’s favourite was a caramel hot chocolate with extra cream and rainbow sprinkles.

      “Oh no,” said Ferg. “I have much more pressing business, I’m afraid. In fact, that’s why I’m here. I need you to take on a small job for me.”

      “Umm, Ferg,” said Rosemary. “If you can’t tell, I already have a job.” She gestured around.

      “Of course you do,” said Ferg. “No, this is a matter of duty and honour.”

      “Two things my teen would tell you I’m sorely deficient in,” said Rosemary.

      “It’s settled then,” said Ferg. “You’ll take on the lead role in organising the autumn equinox ritual.”

      “What?!” said Rosemary, flabbergasted.

      Ferg began repeating himself.

      “I heard you,” said Rosemary. “But no.”

      “No?” said Ferg.

      “A firm no from me.”

      “Madame Thorn—Rosemary, please,” said Ferg. “I simply won’t have time, and I don’t want to have to pull out of the race.”

      “No, don’t do that,” said Rosemary. “We need a change of mayor around here. Just…find someone else for the ritual.”

      “I’ve racked my brains,” said Ferg. “But no one in town has quite the standing as you do.”

      “Standing?” Rosemary asked. “Oh, you just mean the Thorn family and Granny’s reputation.”

      “People have confidence in you, Rosemary,” said Ferg.

      “They…do?”

      “Of course they do,” he insisted. “How many times have you saved our collective bacon, recently? This role is your birth right as the rightful heir and descendant of Galderall Thorn.”

      “Tell that to Athena,” said Rosemary, and something clicked in the back of her mind. The witching administration didn’t respect her because she didn’t have standing in the community. Athena insisted Rosemary never willingly took on any responsibility and was running from her birth right. Granny Thorn had been a widely respected witch. She’d run town rituals for years – why couldn’t Rosemary…?

      “I suppose I could think about it,” she said reluctantly.

      “I’m glad you’ve come around to my way of seeing things,” said Ferg. “The ritual is in good hands with you!”

      “Wait—” Rosemary called out. But it was too late. Ferg had already swept gracefully out of the shop.

      “What did I just sign myself up for?” Rosemary muttered.

      “By the sounds of it,” said Papa Jack, popping his head out of the kitchen, “a whole lot of fun!”
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      Rosemary returned home after work to find Athena sitting in the living room with a plate of toast, surrounded by books.

      Rosemary shook her head. “You can’t live on toast. It’s not nutritionally balanced.”

      “I don’t know about that,” said Athena. “I’m sure it’s got most of the macronutrients and a handful of micronutrients. Anyway, it’s no fun cooking for one.” She folded her arms.

      “I’ll make dinner,” said Rosemary. “What do you feel like? What about a nice minestrone?”

      Athena glared at her mother.

      “Oh, come on. I’m trying to be nice,” said Rosemary. “Anyway, what are all these books for? Assignments from school?”

      “Not exactly,” said Athena. “I’m trying to figure out what that big eyeball-shadow creature was. I figure if I can find this thing and defeat it for good, then you’ll have no choice. You’ll have to let me go to the fae realm.”

      Rosemary sighed. “I’m surprised you’re not running away.”

      “I did think about it, but then I thought it would look embarrassing if I showed up after you’d already sent a negative RSVP to my grandmother. With fae etiquette being so important, they might kick me right out of the kingdom anyway.”

      Rosemary felt good to be having a relatively ordinary conversation, rather than an argument, with her daughter for a change, or at least as ordinary as they got in Myrtlewood.

      “I haven’t forgiven you,” Athena said with a tinge of warning in her voice.

      “What about if I make the world’s best minestrone?”

      The corner Athena’s mouth twitched. “That might make me slightly less mad,” she conceded.

      “Alright then.” Rosemary hurried off to the kitchen. She pulled out a can of beans and some stock, tomatoes, carrots, celery, and fresh herbs and began to make the soup. Half an hour later it was ready, topped with plenty of pepper and parmesan cheese.

      She brought a tray, complete with two steaming bowls of soup and extra toast, through to the living room. It also contained two glasses of Sherry’s mulled cider, which Rosemary had picked up on her way home as a peace offering, knowing how much Athena liked the stuff.

      “Any luck?” she asked her daughter, who was studiously leafing through a large leather bound volume.

      “No,” said Athena. She had an odd look on her face as if she was about to say something important.

      “What is it?” Rosemary asked.

      “Nothing,” said Athena in a voice that Rosemary could tell meant there was actually something going on.

      Rosemary raised her eyebrows. “Alright…Hey, do you know anything about Mabon?”

      “Do you think it’s something to do with the monster?” Athena asked.

      “Who knows around here – quite possibly – but actually, you will be astonished and surprised to know that I’m going to be running the next town festival.”

      “You?!” said Athena, in shock.

      “Yes, me,” said Rosemary. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “You said I should be astonished,” said Athena. “And quite frankly I am. It’s not like you to volunteer for things without being bullied into it. Wait, you were bullied, weren’t you? Ferg did this, didn’t he?”

      Rosemary sighed. “Not exactly, although he did ask me if I’d take on the role. Apparently he’s running for Mayor.”

      “You’re joking!” said Athena. “Ferg?!”

      “That was my reaction too. But he’s got to be better than the current one.”

      “True. Hey, do you think I can vote?”

      “You’re not an adult yet,” said Rosemary.

      “I am in the magical world,” Athena reminded her.

      “Maybe,” Rosemary said tentatively, taking a sip of the minestrone.

      “This is actually really good,” Athena said as she tucked into her dinner. “Thanks, Mum.”

      “My pleasure, love.”

      “Oh, and here—” Athena picked up a book and handed it to Rosemary.

      Ancient Cornish Festivals, the cover read.

      “This looks like it could be useful.” Rosemary flicked through the pages till she got to the autumn equinox. “Harvest…harvest…I guess we’ll have a lot of pumpkins.”

      “Err…cool, I guess,” said Athena.

      “Maybe we could make a giant cornucopia and have a feast.”

      “That sounds more like it,” said Athena. “Wait, didn’t we just have a harvest festival?”

      “There are three harvest festivals,” Rosemary informed her. “Just like there are three spring festivals.”

      “Of course,” said Athena. “Because harvest was so important in history.”

      “Exactly – Oh no. I forgot about the veil!” Rosemary said.

      “What?”

      “It’s thin at the equinox – just like it was at Ostara. Things might get weird – or dangerous!”

      “Mum, are you being prejudiced about the fae after all that fuss you’ve raised around werewolves? You’re discriminating against your own daughter’s heritage,” Athena teased.

      “No,” said Rosemary. “Well, maybe. I don’t want a repeat of last equinox. Having my daughter run off to another world was not a good life experience.”

      “Well then, perhaps become a little more reasonable,” said Athena. “Then I won’t have to sneak off.”

      Rosemary glared at her daughter, before getting distracted by the book again. “Ooh, maybe we could make big pumpkins stuffed with sweets for the children to hit like piñatas.”

      “Isn’t that more of a Halloween thing?” said Athena. “And that’s the next festival, Samhain.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Rosemary said. “I just feel like shaking things up a little bit.”

      As if in response to her words, Ferg walked right into the living room.

      Rosemary cleared her throat. “Excuse me.”

      “You’re excused,” said Ferg.

      “Did you just let yourself into our house?” Rosemary asked, astonished.

      “Exactly,” said Ferg.

      “Wait. I thought you were all about manners and decorum and being formal,” Rosemary said in a tone of accusation.

      “I don’t see why your house is a formal occasion,” said Ferg.

      “It’s not an occasion,” said Rosemary. “Just common courtesy.”

      “Ah, I’ll make a note of that for next time.” He pulled out a little notebook from the breast pocket of the purple and green tartan suit he wore and began scribbling and muttering to himself, “Knock on Rosemary’s front door as though it was a formal occasion.”

      Rosemary sighed. “Really, Ferg, what’s this about?”

      “I thought since you’d kindly volunteered to take on organising the equinox with only a little coercion for me—”

      “Uh huh!” said Athena. “I knew it.”

      Ferg raised his eyebrow at her and then returned to look at Rosemary. “I thought you might need some assistance.”

      “I thought you said I could do it my own way,” said Rosemary. “What do you think of piñatas?”

      Ferg raised his eyebrows. “Pin…what?”

      “You know. They’re all bright and colourful. You hit them with sticks and candy falls out.”

      “Candy? That sounds American,” Ferg blustered.

      “I think it is,” said Rosemary. “Well, maybe Latin American.”

      Ferg nearly choked.

      “What is it?” Rosemary said.

      “We have traditions to uphold and maintain, Madame Thorn.”

      Rosemary scowled at him. “Well, that’s all very well. I will look into the traditions, but—”

      “Excellent,” said Ferg. He opened a briefcase and pulled out a huge stack of papers. “Here are all the equinox rituals performed in this town for the last twenty years.”

      Rosemary stared at the huge stack of paper, agog.

      “I expect you to study them all,” Ferg continued. “Make notes and then construct your own ritual, making sure that the traditional elements are maintained.”

      “Ferg, I’m going to do this ritual my way.”

      “But you can’t just throw the tradition out the window,” said Ferg, outraged. “Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “Calm down, Ferg,” said Athena. “I’m sure it will be fine. My mother’s not the crazed radical that you seem to think she is. She just has a bit of a sweet tooth.”

      “Sweets are fine,” said Ferg. “Save them for the feast…or maybe a ritual offering to the gods.” He glared at the two women and then turned on his heels and stormed out.

      Rosemary and Athena laughed.

      “What have I got myself into?” Rosemary asked.

      “He might be a little officious, but it’s nice to do something for the town…be a part of things a bit more. Don’t you think?”

      “I suppose so,” said Rosemary, feeling pleased to have her daughter’s approval for a change. “Alright then.”

      “Oh, by the way, something came in the post for you.”

      “Is it a bill?”

      “No, it looks a bit fancier than that.”

      “Oh no!” said Rosemary, taking the black envelope from the table. It seemed to have a gold border around the edge. “Not Elamina again?”

      “That’s what I thought, at first,” said Athena. “But it’s just addressed to you and not me. And it’s not quite her style.”

      “No, not quite elaborate enough, is it?” said Rosemary.

      She opened the envelope and withdrew a card. “It’s a formal invitation to dinner.”

      “Dinner where?”

      “Burk’s castle.”

      “That’s a bit funny,” said Athena. “He’s inviting you to dinner with a formal invitation?”

      “Not him, his charming mother is.”

      “I like the sound of her,” said Athena. “Can I come?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m not even sure if I want to go.”

      “How come I never get to have any fun?” said Athena crossly.

      “Maybe next time,” said Rosemary. “You’re not on the invitation, and since you’re fae, I’m sure you’ll understand that decorum is very important, as is etiquette.”

      “Touché,” said Athena.
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      Rosemary knocked on the door at the Burk castle. Her initial reaction to the invitation had been to politely decline, considering everything else going on. On further consideration, an old family of powerful vampires seemed like good people to have onside. They might be no friends of werewolves, but they certainly should be more sympathetic to werewolf rights than hoity toity bureaucratic witches, and anyway, the last thing Rosemary wanted was to get into Azalea’s bad books.

      Azalea answered the door, resplendent in a sparkling black, skin-hugging Morticia-styled dress with long draping sleeves.

      “Rosemary, darling,” she said, kissing Rosemary on both cheeks. “I’m so glad you came.”  She led Rosemary into the house. “A drink?” she offered.

      “Just one,” said Rosemary. “I’m driving.”

      Azalea laughed. “Oh nonsense,” she said. “Surely you’ll want to stay the night.”

      Rosemary blushed. This was not the kind of conversation she wanted to be having with the mother of the man she was seeing, despite the fact that Azalea wasn’t his biological mother and the whole family were ancient vampires.

      “I don’t know,” said Rosemary. “I should probably get back to Athena.”

      “Oh, but of course. I’m just dying to meet her. Why don’t you bring her over some time?”

      Rosemary pressed her lips together in a tight smile. “Maybe I will.”

      She followed Azalea into the elaborate drawing room where she accepted a glass of expensive aged brandy.

      “The family are already seated at the dinner table,” said Azalea.

      “We should go through, then. I don’t mean to keep them waiting.”

      “In a moment.” Azalea flashed her unnaturally white teeth. “I thought it would be nice to have a little girl talk.”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary. She gulped down her brandy, wondering if one drink wasn’t going to be enough, after all.

      “It’s my son, you see…”

      “Your…” Rosemary’s heart raced in panic. She had killed Burk’s brother, Azalea’s other son. The family knew about it and had seemed okay enough, but perhaps it just hadn’t sunk in.

      “Perseus,” Azalea said, sighing dramatically.

      Rosemary breathed a sigh of relief. It was Burk the frightening vampire mother wanted to talk about, not his deceased brother.

      Azalea continued. “He’s always…well, I hope you don’t take this the wrong way.”

      Rosemary raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Let me put it this way. He’s always had a thing for difficult, stroppy, determined, and strong women.”

      “I guess that’s sort of a compliment,” said Rosemary.

      “I’m glad you see it that way. It is a compliment, if you go in for that sort of thing.”

      Rosemary grinned. She couldn’t help but be amused by this very odd character, but wondered what it was Azalea had called her aside for. “Is there a problem?”

      “Yes, my son. He seems…not quite himself lately. And I wondered whether it was something to do with you. Is something not working? Perhaps there’s a problem in the bedroom—”

      Rosemary almost spit out her brandy. “I don’t think that’s appropriate for me to talk to you about.” She began babbling. “And even if there was some kind of bedroom problem, well, I wouldn’t want to talk about it. But if you must know, it’s not a problem. There’s no problem in that department at all. Everything’s perfectly wonderful and fine and in order, and…”

      Azalea raised a finger to Rosemary’s lips. “Very well. You don’t need to go on. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable. You just haven’t been at the house, lately. And Perseus gave me the sense that you don’t invite him around very often, either.”

      “Oh. I suppose things have just been a little bit busy with the business and, you know, monster attacks and parenting and everything else.”

      “Fine, but you know if there’s ever anything you want to talk to me about, mother to daughter…”

      Rosemary coughed. “Daughter?”

      “I told you, you’re part of the family, now,” Azalea said. “It’s a sacred oath to protect you. And those you call kin now span Brazil, Russia, Malaysia.”

      “Err, thank you. I appreciate that. Really, I do. It’s just…”

      “That’s all for now. Shall we dine?”

      “Okay,” said Rosemary, all of a sudden pondering what an entire table of vampires was going to be eating.

      “Don’t worry, I ordered the food especially,” Azalea said as if in answer to Rosemary’s concerns. She wondered momentarily if some vampires had the ability to read minds, like Athena could.

      Rosemary quashed that worry and followed the glamorous vampire through large arched doors into an enormous dining room.

      The family was already seated, as Azalea had said, with old fashioned silver domes in front of them.

      A place next to Burk had been set aside, obviously for Rosemary. She took a seat, giving him a quick peck on the cheek as she did so.

      “Thanks for having me,” said Rosemary into the awkward silence.

      The family laughed.

      “Well, I don’t know what you’re supposed to say at these kinds of things.”

      “Just be yourself,” said Burk, smiling.

      Servants appeared and removed the silver domes.

      Rosemary wondered if they were vampire servants or whether they were humans, just regular paid workers or indentured somehow…

      The meal in front of her looked incredibly gourmet and Rosemary wondered where it had been ordered from, perhaps the same fancy seaside magical restaurant that Burk had taken her to on a date at one point.

      She took a bite of what appeared to be rare venison in a red sauce. “Oh, that’s good,” she said, tasting blackberries, thyme, and other wild herbs.

      “I’m glad it meets your approval,” Dora sneered.

      Rosemary smiled at the ancient childlike vampire. “Aren’t you a precious one?”

      Dora glared.

      “Look,” said Rosemary. “I know you’re ancient. And I know you’re basically Burk’s grandmother, but you don’t have to be rude to me. And if you are going to be rude to me then I’m going to treat you like the child that you look like.”

      There was silence around the table for a moment and then Charles burst into hysterical laughter. “She’s a good one!” he said to Burk. “I can see why you like her.”

      Dora continued to glare, though her mouth twitched at the corner.

      “I think we’re all going to get along fine, don’t you, Grandmama?” said Azalea.

      “So tell me, Rosemary,” Charles said. “What is it that you’ve been up to lately?”

      “Oh, well, I’ve been researching the autumn equinox, Mabon, but it’s also called a bunch of other things around these parts. I think Mabon is actually Welsh. Did you know that?”

      “Yes, I did,” said Charles. “He’s an old god. The son of Modron – he was rescued by King Arthur according to some tales.”

      “King Arthur?” said Rosemary. “Surely that’s the stuff of legend. Do you suppose he’s real?”

      “Oh…old Art,” said Charles. “Sure he was real. A bit cocky. A ladies man. Liked to talk himself up and got the poets and minstrels of the day to compose pieces about his great feats – how he went around rescuing people, especially his chums. He loved to wind them up like that. I suppose that’s the same for Mabon. There are plenty of legends of Arthur rescuing the crying Mabon from Caer Loyw, something to do with the legendary beastly dog, Drudwyn, and helping the daughter of a giant to marry, but I’m sure Arthur was just making fun of his friend.”

      “So our Mabon was chums with King Arthur?” Rosemary laughed, shaking her head. “You learn something new every day. Did you…meet them?” She had a dizzying sensation at the thought of someone being old enough to actually socialise with ancient kings often presumed to be mythical.

      Charles nodded. “Mabon was a bit of a gruff fellow, but jolly, especially when he’d had a tipple.”

      Rosemary smiled meekly. “If you have any information that might help me plan this town ritual, please do pass it on.”

      “We’d be delighted to,” said Azalea.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” said Rosemary. “There was something else I wanted to talk to you all about.”

      “Oh, yes? And what would that be?” said Dora, as if she had better things to do than converse with mere mortals.

      Rosemary proceeded cautiously. “You know how a lot of witches are incredibly prejudiced about werewolves…”

      “Werewolves?” said Charles. “It’s been a long time since I’ve met one of them.” He chuckled.

      “Dogs,” said Dora. “Filthy creatures.”

      “Now, now, Maman. Don’t be prejudiced,” said Azalea. “You know, people think terrible things about vampires too, and they’re almost always untrue.”

      “Almost,” said Byron gruffly, from under his masses of wild hair.

      He grinned at Rosemary maniacally.

      She laughed nervously. “I’m glad to hear that you’re not all totally prejudiced against them.” She gave Dora a pointed look. The small but ancient vampire folded her arms as if she was fed up with the conversation.

      Burk seemed to stiffen slightly next to Rosemary, but she continued. “The thing is, and I’m not sure if Perseus has told you this…” It was tricky to remember to call him by his first name around his family who all seemed to share the same surname. “I have this old friend, and he’s been a werewolf for a long time. But despite the fact that he’s done everything he could to stop from attacking people—”

      “A conscientious werewolf, how charming,” said Azalea, her tone genuinely thrilled.

      “Yes, well...Now I’m afraid the town’s found out about him and he’s taken off because everyone seems to think he’s some sort of beastie.”

      Dora narrowed her eyes. “He is a beastie. Just like all common animals.”

      “Maman!” said Azalea with a warning in her voice.

      Dora looked to the side with her eyes slanted. “He may be a beastie, but I suppose he doesn’t deserve to be run out of town,” she conceded.

      “Exactly!” said Rosemary, though she didn’t entirely agree with Liam being called a beastie. “Thank you.”

      “And why are you telling us this?” Charles asked, with an excited grin. “Are you doing some nefarious plotting?”

      “Oh yes, are you?” said Azalea, her eyes shining brightly.

      “Err, in a manner of speaking,” said Rosemary. “Do you know about this treaty business?”

      “Indeed we do,” said Charles. “Perseus and I are going to be the main negotiators. At least until we get bored.”

      Burk smiled at his father. “Something like that.”

      Rosemary was taken aback. Burk hadn’t mentioned any of this to her.

      “Why do you ask?” said Charles.

      “I want some sort of recognition for magical minorities in there. You know what it’s like to be discriminated against as vampires. And I’m sure other species do as well. I know that I’m a witch, but I’m fully willing to admit that witches can be the worst when it comes to discrimination.”

      Dora looked mildly impressed at those words, but didn’t say anything further.

      “So you think we should raise it?” said Charles. “We could double team them.”

      “I don’t know what you mean by that,” said Rosemary. “But I think it might help. I mean, surely the more people who want some sort of recognition for werewolves and other minorities who are involved in negotiating the treaty, the more likely it would be to actually happen.”

      Charles laughed. “You’re a wonder, Rosemary Thorn. I do say, it might just work!”

      Burk was quiet for the rest of the meal and Rosemary worried that she might have offended him somehow, or set off some sort of jealousy regarding Liam.

      As the family got up from the table and said goodnight, Burk offered Rosemary his hand to help her to her feet.

      “You’re not mad at me are you?” she asked.

      “Mad. Not at all.”

      “It’s just that you went quiet. I always worry when people go quiet…because it’s not really in my nature.”

      Burk laughed. “I suppose it isn’t. I was just contemplating. Perhaps you should go into politics, with that mind of yours.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rosemary was mildly offended.

      “Well, it’s clever of you to come here and make the most of my family’s invitation. Regardless of how I feel about Liam, I can understand why you want to stand up for creatures like him, or people who don’t have a voice. It’s inspiring.”

      “Really? Inspiring?” said Rosemary. “I’m not sure if anyone’s ever called me that before.”

      He gave her hand a little squeeze as he led her towards the front door. Rosemary felt a little thrill at the intimacy. It was true what Azalea had said. She hadn’t spent many nights with Burk recently, though the ones she had had been exquisite.

      “Now, I know you’ve got a lot on your mind,” said Burk. “So I’m not going to try and convince you to stay.”

      “You’re not?” said Rosemary, suddenly feeling disappointed.

      “Far be it from me to put pressure on a woman as strong and determined as you are.”

      Rosemary laughed. “I like people calling me strong. It hasn’t happened all that often, to be honest.”

      “It seems like you’re finding your strength more and more,” said Burk admiringly. “But anyway, the choice is yours if you want to stay – my arms are always open to you.” He lowered his voice. “And so is my bed.”

      Rosemary flushed a little.

      “But I understand if you want to get back to Athena, or if you have other things to attend to.”

      “Actually, I might have a little more time tonight,” said Rosemary, allowing herself to fold into Burk’s arms, pressing her head against his chest. She leaned up and kissed him. He responded in that mesmerising way of his, moving his lips, until Rosemary could barely think straight, and then she followed him up to bed. After all that talk of politics, she had some tensions of her own to release.
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      It was Rosemary’s late-start morning, as Papa Jack was opening the shop. She’d spent a nice, leisurely time at home, reading about Mabon over an extended breakfast and scouring the internet for inspiration.

      She’d come across some excellent stories that she couldn’t wait to tell Athena later.

      On her way into town, though, she noticed something was afoot. A cloud of smoke billowed up from the centre of Myrtlewood.

      Rosemary drove quickly into town. People were scurrying away from the dark clouds of smoke.

      “Not again,” she muttered.

      She strode up towards the town circle, ready to fight another mysterious monster. However, aside from a charred patch in the middle of the ground all she could see were a handful of local residents.

      “What happened?” Rosemary asked Ashwyn, who was standing nearby.

      “Oh, Rosemary. It was incredible. Another huge monster a bit like the one from the other day.”

      “And who got rid of it?” Rosemary asked. “Or did it toddle on home all by itself?”

      “He did a brilliant job, actually,” said Ashwyn, gesturing in the direction of the small stage that had been set up for mayoral speeches.

      Mr. June was brushing dust off his long purple cloak. His hair was slicked back as usual. He looked rather proud of himself.

      “You’re joking,” Rosemary said. “He did it?”

      Ashwyn nodded. “He used some sort of magic. It looked like electricity. He zapped the thing and it disappeared even more quickly than you… I mean, not that you did a bad job or anything.”

      “You saw that, did you?” said Rosemary.

      “Yes. And poor Liam…”

      “Well, at least you’re saying ‘poor Liam’. And not, ‘Let’s chase him out of town with pitchforks, Liam’,” said Rosemary.

      “It must be awful to live with something like that.” Ashwyn shook her head sadly. “Una and I both feel for him. But you can understand…what with the children, it’s dangerous for him to be around.”

      “It’s no more dangerous than it was the last several years,” Rosemary argued. “But yes, I do understand why people are worried. I just wish that they would think and show a little more empathy. So…thank you.”

      “And poor Mr. June,” said Ashwyn.

      “What do you mean?” Rosemary said.

      “Well, he was in the middle of his speech when the monster attacked. It gave us all a terrible fright.”

      “They’re doing more speeches?” Rosemary asked.

      “Oh, yes. They’ve decided since multiple people are actually running this year, they’ll do a whole series of them. Mr. June is quite a grand orator.”

      “He’s quite a…something,” said Rosemary.

      “And Ferg, well, he can’t quite compete. I don’t think he really has the gravitas.”

      Rosemary scanned the small crowd that had begun to reassemble and noticed Ferg looking forlorn as Mr. June ascended the podium again.

      “My fellow townspeople,” he boomed in his grand voice. “As I was saying, Myrtlewood is full of dangers like the one you’ve just witnessed here. We’ve had werewolves in our very midst—”

      “Gosh,” Rosemary whispered. “He’s really going for the crowd-of-concerned-citizens thing.”

      “Fear not,” Mr June continued. “As your leader I intend to take greater measures to protect your safety. I will fight off the monsters, as you’ve just seen.”

      He looked across at Rosemary, almost as if he was resentful.

      “He really doesn’t like me,” she muttered to Ashwyn.

      Mr. June began to launch into yet another tirade on werewolves.

      “It’s awful that he’s trying to capitalise on whatever that creature was. And poor Liam, he doesn’t deserve even more hatred.”

      “You can always count on people to show you exactly who they are,” said Ashwyn.

      Rosemary looked at her friend. “That sounds cynical coming from someone who’s usually so optimistic.”

      “No. I do believe that people are fundamentally good,” Ashwyn said. “At least as children. You look at a young child and you just see the goodness shining through before the world knocks it out of them. Underneath we are all just those same innocent babes. But we build up armour, don’t we? And emotional wounds…take me and my sister for instance. We could easily have turned out as bitter, twisted people if our mother hadn’t been kind and caring, or if she’d died earlier and we’d been raised without the love we needed. When I look at people who come into the apothecary, sometimes I can see their innocence under everything. I’ve come to believe that people will always do what will cause them the least amount of pain.”

      Those words stayed with Rosemary as she made her way to the chocolate shop to check on how things were going following all the drama in town. It was true what Ashwyn said. That was what a lot of people were doing – wandering around trying to avoid pain.

      Papa Jack seemed a little shaken after witnessing the monster attack, so Rosemary sent him home but chose to stay on for the rest of the day.

      Numerous customers came in later on that afternoon, gossiping, saying how brave and powerful Mr. June was and how terrible it was that there was so much danger in Myrtlewood these days. Some of them even looked at Rosemary, as if they were blaming her for the problems, which, to be fair, did seem to follow her around quite a lot.

      There were numerous mutterings about monsters and werewolves and Rosemary felt hopeless. Even if she picked off the townsfolk one by one and made a point of trying to convince them that Liam was harmless, she doubted that anyone would believe her – not when they seemed so willing to fall into traps of fear.

      When she closed up shop for the day, the town seemed eerily empty. Her heart fell as she walked past the bookshop, now dark and deserted. Ugly messages were scrawled on the window: Stay away evil beast. Only real dogs welcome. Get out.

      Rosemary wondered where Liam was now. She had no way to contact him. She just hoped that wherever he was, he was comfortable and happy enough. She wished he would call her, at least, to let her know he was okay.

      She’d asked Sherry, who denied seeing him, and there was nobody else as far as Rosemary was aware that Liam was particularly close to in the town, at least not anyone that didn’t now seem to think that he was an atrocious abomination.

      She glared at the podium where Mr June had been spouting nasty fear-mongering nonsense. The man might not have been deliberately plotting to hurt Liam, but he was certainly using him to his advantage. Something nefarious was afoot.

      An idea occurred to Rosemary as she got into her car. She needed to ask some questions. Now wasn’t the time, but knowing the mayor’s habits, he would be at Marjie’s tea shop the very next morning, giving Rosemary a window of opportunity to call in and talk to the mayor’s husband. If anyone knew what was going on with Mr June, surely it would be Zade.
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      “What are you doing here?” Zade said as he opened the ornate stained glass door of mansion on the hill to find Rosemary standing there.

      “Err…I realis I’m probably not your favourite person,” said Rosemary. “And I am really sorry about that time when I rifled through your house looking for my grandmother’s missing necklace.”

      She’d had a few more pleasant interactions with the mayor’s husband over the past few months, but none of them involved knocking on the front door which brought back awkward memories.

      Zade folded his arms. “Don’s not here, if that’s who you’re looking for.”

      “It’s not. I came to talk to you actually.”

      “I’m not much in the mood for talking,” said Zade. “Besides, didn’t Detective Neve tell you not to come here anymore?”

      “She might have mentioned something like that,” said Rosemary dismissively. “We don’t have to talk here. If you’re worried about your house, which is looking nice by the way - after the fire.”

      “Don’t remind me about the fire. What a nightmare. We had tradespeople here for months. They’ve finally cleared out.”

      “Relieved it’s all over?” Rosemary said sympathetically. “I understand. We had the entire Myrtlewood School at the Thorn Manor for a term.”

      “That’s right,” said Zade, with a bemused smile. “It must have been a nightmare. And I thought tradespeople were bad enough.”

      Rosemary laughed.

      “Look, I don’t know what you’re after,” said Zade. “And I don’t really have anything against you, personally. But Don wouldn’t be happy about you being here.”

      “I’m not really his favourite person, am I?” said Rosemary with a shrug.

      “Not everyone likes Don. He’s an acquired taste.”

      “So I hear,” said Rosemary.

      “Is this about the election?” Zade asked, sounding curious.

      “I don’t know,” said Rosemary. “I just think there’s something strange going on with him. Did you hear what happened yesterday?”

      Zade nodded. “He was very proud about that. Came home gloating that he’d showed the whole town he could fight away monsters.”

      Rosemary bit her tongue, trying not to let any accusations fall out.

      “So why are you worried?” Zade asked.

      “The thing that’s bothering me is how he’s trying to use it all for political gain. Monsters is one thing, but also werewolves. He’s using this fear mongering to try and get people to vote for him.”

      Zade threw back his head and laughed. “As if he really has any competition. Nobody’s going to vote for Ferg.”

      Rosemary frowned. “Ferg’s not too bad – possibly also an acquired taste.”

      “Are you here to campaign for him?”

      “Gosh, no,” said Rosemary. “I think I’d better stay out of politics altogether. Except that…”

      “What?”

      Rosemary lowered her voice, though she was fairly sure no one else was around to hear. “What is your view on werewolves?”

      “Oh, that’s right. I heard what happened the other day. You’ve exposed the werewolf in our midst.” Zade gestured dramatically.

      Rosemary sighed. “It wasn’t on purpose.”

      “You know what?” said Zade. “I’m agnostic on werewolves, personally. I know a lot of the magical world loses their pixie dust over them but…I mean, look at me. I’m a black gay witch. I know what it’s like to be discriminated against. Magical folk are not usually too bad as far as racism or homophobia are concerned, but I grew up in the mundane world in a small town and I tell you it was rough. If werewolves are having a hard time, I’m not about to make it any worse, and as for the danger…well, there are a lot of dangerous people around, magical or not.”

      Rosemary smiled. “Thank you. It’s so nice to hear a reasonable opinion compared to the fearful rabble.”

      “What does this really have to do with Don?” Zade asked.

      “Have you heard what he’s saying in town?”

      “Oh no. I make a point to stay out of politics, too. It’s the only way I can stay sane.”

      “It’s like I said before. He’s drumming up all of this fear and hatred. It’s like he’s using Liam to get attention so that people vote for him.”

      Zade looked down at the doormat. “That does sound like something Don might do.” It was his turn to sigh.

      “What is it?” Rosemary asked.

      “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I do have some concerns about Don. Recently, he’s been acting rather off. There’s nothing specific I can put my finger on, but he’s not quite himself lately.” He raised his hands. “I know, I know. He often goes through his phases where he looks a bit ruffled and troubled, and it’s not exactly an easy job being mayor. Everyone in the town always comes to you with their problems. And you’ve got no real powers of office that can help you solve them all.”

      “But he’s been more weird than usual?” Rosemary asked.

      “He’s been…distant,” said Zade. “And quiet. That’s what concerns me. It’s unlike him.”

      Rosemary sensed an internal tingle of knowing. Her intuition was telling her she was on the right track to figuring out what was going on.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “And it’s good to know, at least, I have a small number of allies in the fight for werewolf rights.”

      “I don’t know if I’d go that far,” said Zade. “But maybe I’d sign a petition or something.” He grinned at her.

      Rosemary smiled back. She’d always liked the mayor’s husband, although there was no accounting for taste.
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      Athena entered alchemy class and the first thing she noticed was the smile on Beryl’s face.

      Sure, it was almost a sneer, but Beryl’s lips were turned up in a satisfied way.

      Something wasn’t right.

      There was a strange gurgling in the classroom.

      Felix laughed. “Someone’s having digestive issues, are they?”

      Athena looked around, but she couldn’t tell where the noise was coming from. She took a seat next to Elise and noticed that Beryl had gotten up and wandered to the side of the room.

      Athena put her bag down. Much to her surprise, it wiggled. Athena gasped and Nugget climbed out. “You hitched a ride, did you?” The squirrel climbed up her legs and seated himself on her lap. Then he sniffed.

      There was a strange rotting smell in the room. The gurgling noise sounded again, and Athena looked around. Nugget began screeching.

      That was when Athena looked up to see brown motley sludge floating in the air above her, just as Mr Spruce walked into the room. “Oh…no,” said Athena. “Beryl?!”

      “What?” said Beryl, feigning innocence, just as the sludge collapsed onto Athena. She tried to raise her arms, to use her magic to hold it at bay, but unfortunately she was too powerful.

      A blast from her fingertips sent the putrid sludge spraying around the room, all over the teacher and the other students.

      “Miss Thorn!” said Mr Spruce. “There’s no need for theatrics. You might be a powerful witch, but—”

      “It wasn’t me,” said Athena, glaring Beryl.

      Just then, a very mucky, sludgy Nugget launched himself at Beryl, ferociously growling and scratching at her as he sprayed her with the sludge. Beryl screamed and tried to defend herself against the terrifying creature.

      “That’s enough,” said Mr. Spruce. “You three outside.” He pointed at Beryl, Athena, and Felix.

      “Me?” said Felix.

      Mr Spruce narrowed his bushy eyebrows, which, much like his beard, were flecked with sludge. “And the squirrel. Now!”

      They followed the grumpy teacher out to the hallway where he continued to scold them. “I’ve seen some things in my time. But that was disgusting.”

      “It was nothing to do with me,” said Felix.

      “It wasn’t Felix,” Athena said, backing him up. “Beryl has it in for me. And I’m not a hundred percent sure why.”

      Beryl sneered at Athena. “Don’t blame your stupid prank on me. I’ve never done anything like this.”

      Mr Spruce frowned. “Felix, your track record is not particularly good when it comes to pranks.”

      “That’s true,” Felix admitted. “But honestly, this time I had nothing to do with it. You know, I’d be crowing proudly if it was me, though. In fact, I kind of wish I’d thought to do something like that. You’re evil,” he said to Beryl, sounding impressed.

      Beryl’s cheeks began to glow bright red.

      “Beryl, what do you have to say for yourself?” said Mr Spruce. “These two seem to think you’re responsible.”

      “It’s not my fault,” she stammered. “It’s her.” She pointed at Athena. “Everything was her fault. Everything’s gone wrong since she came to town. My parents…they’re gone.” Beryl burst into tears.

      Mr Spruce looked baffled by the display of emotion, so uncharacteristic of Beryl Flarguan. “Felix,” he said, as if grasping for straws. “You’re somewhat an expert in pranks. What do you think?”

      Felix grinned and folded his arms. “Well, that was a confession if I ever heard one. Not a proud confession though. I would be proud if I pulled something off like that.”

      “I guess everyone has their own style,” said Athena darkly. She felt a twinge of sympathy for Beryl, who looked utterly wretched. Though it was hard to feel for someone accusing you of being everything wrong with the world.

      Mr Spruce cleared his throat and addressed Beryl gently. “Go and clean yourself up and then go to the principal’s office to see Ms Twig.”

      Beryl stopped and then groaned and stormed off.

      “Athena,” said Mr. Spruce. “What were you thinking spraying this mess all over everyone? We’re going have to bring in somebody to do a magical clean.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think. I just reacted. I was trying to hold it at bay but my power—”

      “Fair enough,” said Mr Spruce, looking mildly impressed. “You’re off the hook.”

      Athena sighed in relief, feeling her shoulders relax.

      “You, on the other hand.” He pointed to Nugget, who growled again. “I’m afraid you’re expelled,” he said to the squirrel, who gnashed his little teeth in defiance.

      “He was only trying to defend Athena,” said Felix, sounding quite offended on Nugget’s behalf. “If Beryl hadn’t pulled that stunt, Nugget would have been fine.”

      “We can’t have rabid animals on the loose, no matter how cute they usually are,” said Mr Spruce.

      “I’m sorry, Nugget,” Athena said as the squirrel looked at her imploringly. “You’ll have to stay home from now on. You can play with Serpentine. It’ll be okay.”

      And just like that, Nugget Thorn was expelled from school.
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      The class spent the rest of the lesson practicing their magical cleaning skills, as no professionals were available for the job at short notice.

      “It’s strange though, isn’t it?” said Elise as she siphoned some of the sludge off a desk nearby.

      “What’s strange?” Athena asked. “Well, Beryl in all of her nastiness and deviousness. Think of all the horrible things her family must have access to in terms of magical ingredients and old curses and so on, yet she pulls a prank reminiscent of Felix. He was quite impressed.”

      “Exactly,” said Elise. “It’s really not Beryl’s style at all.”

      “She tried to get out of the way pretty quickly though. Didn’t she?”

      “Sure she did. But still…What happened when you went out to the hallway?”

      “Well, after a while Felix convinced Mr Spruce that it wasn’t him or me and then Beryl burst into tears and pretty much confessed. Oh, and Nugget’s been expelled. He has to wait in the office until I take him home.”

      “Poor Nugget,” said Elise.

      “I feel more sorry for him than Beryl,” said Athena. “Even though she did cry.”

      “That’s not like her at all.” Elise sounded concerned.

      “I never thought I’d see you feel sorry for Beryl.”

      “This is about her parents though, isn’t it?” Elise asked.

      “You’re too empathic for your own good,” Athena muttered, smiling. “Yes, it’s definitely about her parents. I think she was trying to get back at me because of what happened to them.”

      “Not that it was your fault,” said Elise. “But Beryl’s parents aren’t exactly the ideal people to be raising children, now, are they?”

      “No, they’re awful,” said Athena. “It must run in the family.”

      “Look, Beryl’s been terrible to you and I don’t blame you for being mad about it. But her sisters are horrible too. I don’t think she’s got anyone else.”

      “That’s a tragic sob story,” said Athena. “But Beryl’s had it in for me since day one. I did nothing to deserve that, either.”

      “Of course you didn’t. I’m not saying it’s your fault at all. I just feel a bit sorry for her. What a miserable life it must be, in that family.”

      “I suppose,” said Athena.

      “And I’m worried,” Elise added.

      “Why?”

      “Well, a prank like that is just so out of character for Beryl. Maybe she’s losing the plot – after everything that’s happened.”

      “Now you’re making more sense,” said Athena. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “It very well could be,” said Elise. “She might be pulling silly pranks now. But if she gets punished for that, it might send her into a much darker place. And if she has lost her sense of reality, well, things could get even worse than either of us could imagine.”

      “Wait a minute, do you think that creature that appeared outside…Do you think that could have been her?”

      “You mean the thing with the tentacles that you vanquished in a jiffy?” Elise said. “I don’t know. I heard something very similar happened in the town at exactly the same time.”

      “It did,” said Athena with a smirk. “Mum got rid of it. Though I think she struggled a bit.”

      Elise grinned. “No need to gloat. But how could Beryl have done something like that in two places at once?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Athena. “But if she did, maybe that explains the change in tact. Maybe a big scary monster didn’t work. In fact, it only made me look better. Since I kicked its arse.”

      Elise laughed. “So humble.”

      “I don’t know how she could have made it appear in two places at once,” said Athena. “Maybe she opened some kind of doorway and it had an unintended effect. I have no idea what the monster was. Only, it felt kind of insubstantial. Almost like it was partly illusion.”

      “Maybe the illusion somehow got picked up in two places at once, kind of like a mirror effect.”

      “Now you’re sounding a little bit esoteric,” said Athena.

      “Well, I don’t know. I wouldn’t go jumping to conclusions about Beryl being responsible though.”

      “Okay, fair enough. But maybe we should be both keeping an eye on her to make sure she hasn’t totally lost her marbles or to stop her from doing anything very dangerous.”

      “Deal,” said Elise. “We’ll ask the others to keep track of her too.”

      “Okay.” Athena smiled. It felt good to be on the same page as Elise, at least partly, and to be working together again.
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      Rosemary watched from the front window of the chocolate shop. Autumn leaves were already beginning to fall in Myrtlewood and it made her wonder whether there’d be any left for the rest of the season.

      The morning air was crisp and Papa Jack been brewing up his take on a spiced hot chocolate for the past few days. It was rather like drinking chocolate fire. Rosemary had had a cup the day before. She quite liked it, although she needed an extra class of milk to stop the burning.

      “Nice pumpkins,” said Papa Jack drily, as he handed Rosemary a fresh cup of the brew.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Though any other time I’m sure that remark would be inappropriate.”

      She’d been experimenting with harvest themed chocolates, preparing them in pumpkin-shaped moulds in various sizes, along with other chocolate fruits and vegetables.

      Papa Jack chuckled. “There are a lot of them, though.”

      “Aren’t they adorable?” said Rosemary. “I’m grateful for the American obsession with Halloween. There are plenty of pumpkin options for sale online, though the equinox is one seasonal festival too early and it makes me wonder whether we should save the pumpkins for Samhain.”

      “Don’t think too much about it,” said Papa Jack. “The pumpkins are starting in this season, so we can have pumpkins. The Americans aren’t in charge here. After all, Halloween came from over these ways originally – Allhallowtide and all that.”

      Rosemary smiled at him. “You’re right. I’m over-thinking things.”

      “Speaking of over-thinking,” said Papa Jack. “There’s a walking thought cloud if ever I saw one.”

      Rosemary looked up from the bench of miniature pumpkins to see Ferg walk in. He looked gloomy.

      “Oh, Ferg,” said Rosemary. “What’s wrong? I hope you’re not still mulling over piñatas.”

      “Don’t be foolish, Rosemary,” said Ferg. “I knew you were just suggesting that to wind me up.”

      Rosemary wanted to argue but bit her tongue. Ferg clearly wasn’t in the mood.

      “Is this about the run for Mayor then?” said Papa Jack.

      Ferg’s shoulders sagged.

      Rosemary offered him a white chocolate mini pumpkin from the basket she’d put on the counter to give away as free samples.

      “No thank you,” said Ferg. “You know I don’t eat anything that’s not the right colour.”

      “Oh?” said Rosemary. “No, I don’t think I knew that. Do you mean it should be pumpkin coloured or chocolate coloured?”

      “Yes,” said Ferg.

      Bemused, Rosemary began contemplating pumpkin coloured glazes.

      “Sit down here, lad,” said Papa Jack, gesturing towards the bar seats near the counter. “I have something that will be just the ticket.”

      “No magically enhanced sweets, thank you,” said Ferg, his head hanging so low as he sat on the bar stool that his chin was touching his chest. “You know that stuff doesn’t agree with me.”

      “It’s really something quite special about you, Ferg,” said Rosemary gently. “You’re impervious to almost all charms.”

      Ferg looked up at her hopefully. “You think so?”

      “Yes, I think it would be a wonderful quality for a mayor to have,” she continued. “Just think – you’d be almost impossible to manipulate with magic.”

      “It won’t do any good, since no one wants to support me,” said Ferg.

      But Rosemary’s mind was already whirring off in different directions. Ferg might be impossible to manipulate, but the current mayor of Myrtlewood wouldn’t be so immune.

      Is Mr June under some kind of spell? Could it be the reason he’s not himself, lately? Could there be more powerful and devious forces at work? Perhaps this was connected with the Treaty after all, but what role would local authorities even play? Or was someone practicing on Mr June as an easy first target before moving on to more powerful public figures…

      “Thank you,” said Ferg, taking the beverage from Papa Jack.

      “Fair warning,” the older man said. “It’s quite spicy.”

      “Just what I need,” said Ferg, and immediately downed the entire steaming cup.

      Rosemary’s eyes bulged, just watching him. “Umm…are you alright?” she asked as Ferg stood up, rather abruptly, his cheeks turning bright red.

      “Never better!” he crowed. “Wohohohooo!”

      He jumped in the air and then ran out of the shop.

      Rosemary and Papa Jack looked at each other in stunned silence.

      “That seemed to set a real fire under him,” said Rosemary after a moment. “I hope he’s alright.”

      “He’ll be fine,” said Papa Jack. “Chilli is a good blood-flow stimulant, along with cinnamon and some of the other spices I put in there.”

      “Amazing that he doesn’t react when the whole town is spellbound, but a pinch of spice and he’s jump-started like an old car.”

      Papa Jack grinned at her, but his smile faltered when he saw Rosemary’s faraway look. “Where are you going in that sharp mind of yours?” he asked.

      “Probably just into a bunch of ridiculously wild theories,” said Rosemary. She explained about her suspicions of Mr June being involved in setting up monster attacks as a fear-mongering tactic, or worse – that he was being magically compelled to do it by someone with an even more corrupt agenda.

      “What?” Rosemary asked, as Papa Jack looked amused.

      “You think too much,” he said. “Not everything is a plot or a plan. People are far too disorganised, in general. Remember that.”

      Rosemary sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Oh look, they’re setting up for speeches again.” She gestured out to the stage where a crowd was already gathering.

      “It’s a surprise they haven’t run out of things to say by now.”

      “I’m more surprised anyone else is still prepared to listen,” said Rosemary. “It must be a slow news week. But maybe you’re right about what you said before. Maybe the monsters are nothing to do with politics at all.”

      “Shall we listen in?” Papa Jack suggested.

      “I’d rather clean the big pan in the kitchen over and over again until my fingers bleed,” said Rosemary.

      Papa Jack inclined his head to one side. “Oh, come on. I know you’re curious. Better to have more information than just to speculate wildly.”

      He offered Rosemary his arm.

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said. Putting the back-in-five-minutes sign on the door, she took Papa Jack’s arm and they began to walk towards the small crowd.
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      Ferg took to the stage first. He bounded up with such enthusiasm that the crowd hushed into stunned silence.

      “Townspeople of Myrtlewood,” he said. “You all know me, and I know we all have our differences, but let me assure you, my only intention in running for the honourable role of mayor is to serve your best interests. I’m not a typical politician.” He looked toward Mr June, who sneered. “But I am a concerned citizen. My concerns are those I’ve already listed in previous speeches – the pot holes along Oleander Street. The lack of accessibility access to the town hall, the unreliability of the local postal service.”

      The crowd murmured.

      “Now, I know,” Ferg continued. “These are not big or exciting issues, but they are things we all complain about and I’m willing to be the one to do the boring work to sort them out. I’m not here for the grandeur. I’m here to do the drudgery that most of you would rather not bother with!”

      A few people clapped and cheered. Rosemary was actually surprised.

      “Here, here!” said Covvey. “An honest politician! I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “And a humble one too,” said Agatha, standing next to him.

      “Of course I’m concerned with people’s safety,” said Ferg. “And I intend to pull together a committee of experts so we can get organised and protect our town.”

      “More bureaucracy will solve nothing!” Mr June called out. “What we need is courage, bravery. I’m willing to put myself on the line and take a stand, not stand behind a committee.”

      The crowd cheered.

      Ferg’s brows furrowed. “It’s not your turn to speak,” he said flatly.

      “Well, if you insist on blathering on,” said Mr June, “at least tell the audience what they want to hear.”

      “What’s that?” Ferg asked. “I’m happy to answer any questions.”

      Mr June smirked. “Alright then, what are you going to do about werewolves?”

      Rosemary’s heart sank.

      “Werewolves?” said Ferg. He stuttered for a moment. “Oh, well. I understand people are upset by the present situation.”

      There was a cautious murmur of agreement around the crowd.

      “It has been quite a shock to all of us, naturally,” Ferg continued.

      Rosemary was impressed that he sounded almost reasonable, but she could tell the crowd was getting impatient. They were out for blood.

      “Werewolves are not well understood in the magical community,” said Ferg.

      The crowd began to jeer and boo.

      “Now wait a minute,” said Rosemary. “Stop this nonsense and hear him out.”

      “Werewolf lover!” a woman’s voice called through the crowd, but Rosemary couldn’t tell who it was. “Why should we listen to someone who cavorts with vampires and werewolves?”

      Ferg took a deep breath. “I’m not going to be part of a witch hunt,” he said, his head drooping forward. “You, of all people should know – from our very history – how foolish and destructive they can be.”

      The crowd continued to boo and jeer as Ferg struggled to outline the approach he would take with the committee of magical experts to set out a policy and consult with the community regarding werewolves and other magical beings.

      Papa Jack yawned. Rosemary nudged him.

      “It’s not exactly exciting, is it?” he said defensively.

      “I bet good public administration rarely is,” said Rosemary.

      Ferg finished his monologue and stepped off the stage, looking defeated.

      The crowd cheered as Mr June stepped out and began catastrophising about monsters and werewolves. He then proposed a solution – a league of extraordinary magicians, led by the mayor, himself – to fight the monsters and seek out werewolves in every dark corner they might be fighting in.

      “Outrageous,” said Rosemary, walking over to Ferg. “He just stole your idea.”

      “That certainly was not my idea,” Ferg muttered.

      “No,” said Rosemary. “Yours was much more sensible – but he still plagiarised it and then made it into some kind of superhero comic version.”

      “It’s no use, Rosemary,” said Ferg. “They don’t want me.”

      “They don’t deserve you,” said Rosemary kindly. “You’re far too good for that rabid mob, but don’t be disheartened.”

      “Why shouldn’t I be?” said Ferg. “They practically booed me off stage.”

      “Ferg,” said Rosemary. “How many people live in Myrtlewood?”

      “Three thousand, seven hundred and forty four,” said Ferg. “On last count.”

      Rosemary smiled, impressed but not surprised at Ferg’s preciseness.

      “And how many do you think are here?”

      “Thirty six,” said Ferg. “If you count us.”

      “That’s right, man,” said Papa Jack. “And who do you suppose actually comes out to these rallies?”

      “That’s what I was getting at,” said Rosemary. “Would you say these people here are an accurate sample of the community?”

      Ferg looked around. “There are fewer vegetarians here, I suspect. Oh, and fewer otherfolk.”

      Rosemary looked around. Covvey was a shifter, but aside from him the entire crowd seemed to be human.

      “Interesting,” said Rosemary. “What about the proportion of magical power here?”

      “I’d say it is lower in this group than the town average.”

      “That makes sense,” said Papa Jack. “The people who feel powerless are scared of the big bad monster of one kind or another.”

      “So these aren’t your demographic,” said Rosemary.

      “I don’t know what to do about that,” said Ferg. “I’ve got no idea who my voting demographic would be. I just wish people would be logical for a change.”

      “Exactly,” said Rosemary. “How about you put your energy into finding those people – use that brilliant brain of yours to seek them out. Have real conversations with them. Give them a button. Listen to them and understand their concerns. That’s a strategy for you.”

      “You’re good at this,” said Ferg, light returning to his eyes. “I’d like to sign you up as my campaign manager.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Rosemary. “I’ve got enough on my plate with the shop and Athena and organising Mabon.”

      “Oh, right,” said Ferg, looking disappointed.

      “How about…” said Rosemary, racking her brains for something that could help without taking on any more responsibility that she didn’t need. “How about Papa Jack and I can be your campaign consultants?”

      Papa Jack grinned at Rosemary.

      “Consultants?” Ferg asked. “Consulting on what?”

      “Your campaign, of course,” said Rosemary. “You can pop into the chocolate shop, once a day, and have a wee chat with us and we can give our advice.”

      A slow smile spread across Ferg’s face. “I’d like that,” he said. “It will be almost like having friends!”

      He skipped away excitedly, leaving Rosemary and Papa Jack looking stunned.

      “Oh,” Ferg called out from across the square. “And I’ll have more of that spicy hot chocolate! Really gets the blood flowing. It’s my new special!”

      As Rosemary began walking back to the chocolate shop, Mr June’s speech caught her attention again.

      “As mayor of Myrtlewood for many moons, I’ve been privileged to some highly important information. And I’d like to tell you about something very important. The Witching Parliament is proposing a treaty.”

      “Treaty?” Covvey yelled. “Nonsense, what do we need a treaty for?”

      “Yes, a treaty between different kinds of magical people.”

      The crowd fell into confused murmuring.

      “I’m here to tell you I won’t stand for it!” said Mr June.

      “Here, here!” called a blonde woman who Rosemary recalled was some kind of flaky fortune teller. “We can’t have those creatures getting all the rights.”

      “Who are you calling a creature?!” Covvey bellowed.

      The woman went limp and moved away.

      “Now, now,” said Mr June. “We are a proud and diverse community.”

      Rosemary rolled her eyes.

      “But this treaty,” Mr June continued, “would give fae and vampires more trading rights.”

      The crowd grumbled and booed.

      “It’s a peace treaty!” Rosemary cried, before she could stop herself. “Isn’t that what you want? Peace between magical species?”

      “We’d already have peace…” said a man with a ruddy face in the front of the crowd. It took a moment for Rosemary to recognise Constable Perkins in his plain clothes which looked oddly like red long johns. “…if it wasn’t for the likes of those fae and vampires in the first place – and people like you who don’t know how to mind your own business.”

      “Rubbish!” Covvey growled. “Rosemary has done more for this town than the lot of you rubbed together and stuck to a yew tree. She’s the one you should be listening to, not poncey snot face up there. The town needs her, just like her grandmother before her. And none of you would have dared cross old Galdie Thorn. Not one.”

      People began talking all at once, and it was clear that Mr June had lost his platform.

      “The treaty is bad news!” he screeched. “I tell you!”

      Rosemary retreated back to the chocolate shop, fearing she’d made more enemies in the small town than was wise.
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      Rosemary had a lovely quiet Saturday at home. It was nice to have a weekend day off from work. With Papa Jack and his family happily staffing the chocolate shop, she knew her business was in good hands. She’d even baked a batch of scones and was beginning to eat a fourth one with thick cream and jam while she read a relaxing historical fantasy novel and wiled away the morning, only occasionally stopping to tell off Nugget and Serpentine for play-fighting and making noise.

      She’d just finished her scone when she heard Athena arriving home. She’d been off with Dain that morning and they both entered the house looking tired and pleased with themselves, loaded with bags and boxes.

      “What’s all this?” Rosemary asked.

      Dain gave a guilty shrug.

      Athena beamed. “Shopping. Dad took me to Glastonbury.”

      “Fae realm preparation shopping?” Rosemary frowned. “I see you’re still determined to go, then.”

      “Yes,” said Athena. “I thought I might invite Elise too.”

      “Well, I suppose there’s strength in numbers.”

      “And Una wants to come,” said Athena. “She’s dying to visit the place her father came from.”

      “Fleur might not want her daughter wandering off into another world you know.”

      “She could always come too,” said Dain. “Why not? The more the merrier.”

      “Well, I’m not allowed to come.” Rosemary didn’t bother masking her slightly resentful tone.

      “Next time, Mum.”

      “I’m not fancy enough to be in your entourage, apparently,” said Rosemary, picking a crumb of scone up from her plate and nibbling it. She took another sip of tea.

      “Don’t be jealous, Mum. You know, I just need to do this on my own and everyone else who’s coming…Well, they’re all fae too. It makes sense for them to experience the world that relates to their heritage, doesn’t it?”

      “Still, it feels like you’re discriminating against me.” Rosemary laughed.

      “Don’t even joke about that. Not cool. You know, witches are pretty much the ruling class when it comes to magical people. They’re the main reason why the fae realm has been closed off.”

      There was a rawness in Athena’s tone that made Rosemary wary. “I know. I was just being silly.”

      Athena held up a dark green cloak with a slightly pointed hood. “What do you think of this?”

      “Very fae-like,” said Rosemary with a smile. “I’m sure it will look lovely.”

      Dain excused himself to go to the bathroom and so Rosemary took the opportunity to ask Athena a question. “Do you think it’s wise to invite Elise, with your history?”

      “Oh, well I thought it might give us a chance to spend some time together. You know…”

      “As long as you don’t have too many expectations,” said Rosemary cautiously. “Relationships can be complicated.”

      “Don’t I know it,” said Athena.

      “Okay, love.” Rosemary took a deep breath. “I still don’t like that you’re going.”

      “I know,” said Athena. “But you’ll get used to it.”

      “I guess. Besides, I’ve got plenty of other things to worry about. What’s one more?”

      She filled Athena in on the way the mayor had been using the treaty to try and drum up more controversy and support.

      “That’s ridiculous,” said Athena. “Do you think he’s in league with somebody? You know, lots of people still oppose the treaty.”

      “I don’t know. But his husband thinks he’s been acting strangely lately. And the other day I was getting carried away with paranoid thoughts about mind control.”

      “Mind control?” Athena furrowed her brow. “That’s a little bit extreme.”

      “It’s expressly forbidden by the witching parliament, but it exists,” said Rosemary.

      “What put you onto that line of thinking?”

      “I just realised how impervious Ferg was to the fire sprites’ magic and all that, and I thought…”

      “Does it make him suspicious?” Athena asked.

      “No, kind of the opposite.”

      Athena shook her head. “Your mind works in mysterious ways.”

      “Well, I realised that Ferg would be a great mayor because nobody would be able to manipulate him in that way. And that made me wonder about Mr. June. Remember, he has been acting strangely, according to Zade.”

      “That is so not the opposite of what I said. Besides, Mr June is always acting strangely.”

      “No, I mean much stranger than usual – being quiet and withdrawn.”

      “That doesn’t sound like him,” Athena conceded.

      “And I wondered, if maybe it is somebody who’s trying to stop the treaty. Casting illusions of monsters and using the mayor as well, with or without his consent.”

      “That does sound like a convoluted conspiracy,” said Athena. “Maybe Beryl is involved.”

      Rosemary raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Athena nodded. “She’s been pulling pranks and things at school. Quite unlike her, really.”

      “She was the reason you came home smelling like a pigsty?”

      “Oh yes. I forgot to tell you in my haste to shower.”

      “Right,” said Rosemary. “And you think Beryl was involved because?”

      “It seemed odd that that tentacle monster appeared at school. And then Beryl’s been acting strange and pulling really silly pranks. She burst into tears and said something about her parents – which is totally not like her at all. Remember, her parents didn’t want the treaty to happen either.”

      Rosemary shrugged. “So maybe she is connected. Maybe there’s a whole group of them.”

      “I didn’t mean to encourage you by telling you about Beryl. You’re sounding more and more like a conspiracy theorist,” said Athena. “Don’t go too far down the rabbit hole. Next minute the Bloodstone Society will be involved and maybe you can throw in Marjie and even Detective Neve for good measure?”

      “No, don’t be silly. Marjie may be prejudiced against werewolves, but she’s hardly the political type.” Rosemary sighed. “I suppose I better talk to her though. We haven’t had a conversation since we had that argument about Liam.”

      “Speaking of Liam,” said Athena. “Do you think he’s okay?”

      “I’ve got no idea. He hasn’t been in touch with me.”

      “That’s a shame. I thought he might have let you know he was safe.”

      “I thought so too,” said Rosemary. “I assumed we were friends enough…that he trusted me enough. But I guess he’s having a rough time.”

      “He probably feels isolated or like he needs to be isolated. Hopefully he comes around soon.”

      “So when are you planning on going on the big trip?” Rosemary asked. “I hope you don’t miss school.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” said Athena. “We’ll go in the Mabon holidays that are coming up. I’ve already responded to the invitation so you don’t have to worry about sending a negative RSVP.” She winked at her mother.

      Rosemary grimaced. “Since when did you start winking. I don’t like it.”

      Athena giggled. “The winking or the fact that I’m going?”

      “You know I don’t like either of those things,” said Rosemary. “But it could be worse – you could be training to be a real estate agent.”

      Athena laughed. “Oh, Mum. What am I going to do with you?”
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      That evening, Rosemary and Athena went to the Witch’s Wort pub for dinner. Sherry greeted them warmly though there was a look of concern in her eye.

      “I’m glad you came in,” she said. “I’ve been missing you. We haven’t seen you at the pub for ages.”

      Rosemary smiled reassuringly. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “About Liam.”

      “Oh,” said Sherry nervously. She stuttered a bit. “Well, it’s not something we have any control over. Go and find yourselves a table. I’ll come and take your order shortly.”

      Rosemary and Athena looked at each other. “It doesn’t seem like she’s coping too well,” said Athena as they walked to their usual table.

      “Of course not,” said Rosemary. “She and Liam were so close. Now the whole town thinks he’s some kind of evil demon, and what’s Sherry supposed to think? He wasn’t honest with her about it, remember?”

      “I can see why,” said Athena. “When people respond in this way…Still, maybe she’s heard from him.”

      Rosemary shook her head. “Maybe, but I doubt it. I called and asked her just the other day. If she does know where he is, she’s not saying anything.”

      The whole pub was murmuring with gossip. Some of it was about Liam, or the monster appearances. But even more of it was about the treaty and how it was bound to be a terrible thing for witching folk.

      “The way I see it,” said a rather short man at the table next to them whom Rosemary recognised from about town, “we witches rule. We’re on top of things. What could we possibly have to gain?”

      “Peace?” suggested the rather large woman sitting at the table next to him. “Peace and quiet. That’s what I’d like more of.”

      “Here, here,” said Rosemary quietly, lifting her glass. Athena giggled.

      They both ordered the beef pie with chips and salad.

      As they ate, they chatted, mostly about Athena’s imminent journey into the fae realm and Rosemary’s associated worries, though she knew it was a losing battle to try and stop the trip.

      “Change of subject,” said Athena. “How’s your research for the Mabon ceremony going?”

      “I’ve found out loads of things,” said Rosemary, pulling out her phone and scrolling through her notes. “It’s like the opposite of Beltane where we couldn’t find anything…Here, look, the Mabon festival even has lots of different names.”

      She showed Athena the screen.

      “Guldize, Gooldize, sometimes Dicklydize or Nickly Thize! What interesting names,” said Athena.

      “Those are the more local ones,” said Rosemary. “It’s the main harvest festival of the Cornish people. Guldize comes from Gool dheys ‘the feast of grain stacks’.”

      “Sounds delicious,” said Athena drily.

      Rosemary shrugged. “The wheat harvest was a big deal. They used to make a kind of dolly out of the wheat plant. Penzance and a few other places like to celebrate it like that in honour of tradition. Apparently the feast is supposed to be pork and potatoes, apple pie, cream and fuggans cakes, washed down with cider.”

      “That sounds quite good, actually,” said Athena. “But did you discover anything about the god, Mabon?”

      “Oh him,” said Rosemary. “I reckon he was just some bloke who got caught up in legend.”

      Athena laughed. “Why’s that?”

      “Well, Mabon ap Modron just means Son of the Mother. He was some guy who was kidnapped as a baby and held captive in Gloucester. Apparently he was eventually rescued by King Arthur’s men and a giant talking salmon.”

      “I thought you said King Arthur was real,” said Athena.

      “According to Charles, he is,” said Rosemary. “But I figure if Mabon was such a great god, why was he kidnapped?”

      “He was a baby,” Athena said. “Surely that’s the easiest time to kidnap a god – when they can’t even walk yet.”

      “Sure,” said Rosemary. “But being rescued isn’t particularly heroic, is it.”

      “The books I’ve read,” said Athena, “all say Mabon is a Welsh sun god and a legendary hunter and so on. In some legends he was taken and held captive in the Underworld.”

      “I suppose that could be a description of Gloucester, depending on the time of night,” said Rosemary.

      Athena laughed and Rosemary joined in before they were interrupted by the sound of Covvey at the bar, yelling about the treaty.

      “It seems as if the whole town is talking about that treaty,” said Athena. “You know, I feel like I have a role to play.”

      Rosemary smiled at her daughter. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “And I think you’re right. As much as I don’t like you going on this trip to visit your grandmother, it could be good diplomacy between our worlds.”

      Athena smiled back at her mother.

      “Have you invited Elise yet?” Rosemary asked.

      “No,” said Athena, picking at her blue fingernail polish. “I feel a bit awkward.”

      Rosemary smiled sympathetically. “I’m sure she’ll be excited to go back to the fae realm. It was a special place for both of you, wasn’t it?”

      “Maybe she’d rather go without me,” said Athena, eyes downcast.

      “Oh, love,” said Rosemary, reaching out to touch her daughter’s hand.

      Athena sighed. “I’m really not cut out for all this relationship stuff.”

      “Join the club,” said Rosemary.

      “How is Burk?” said Athena.

      “He’s fine.”

      “I haven’t seen him around much lately. I know, maybe I can invite him around to dinner.”

      “You could, if you like,” said Rosemary, feeling that her daughter was trying to test her. She wasn’t falling for it. “But you better work on your blood enchantments.”

      “Oh yes, I forgot about that sort of thing. It’s funny, he seems like almost a normal person most of the time, then…”

      “Then what?” Rosemary asked.

      “I don’t know. I think he’s a good sort. It’s just that…”

      “Go on.”

      “I get the sense that you’re pushing him away.”

      “Why is everyone saying that?” said Rosemary. “It’s not like I’m trying to. I’m just busy and worried about a lot of things.”

      “If that’s your excuse,” said Athena, “then it seems like that’s the way things always are around here.”

      “Are you saying I should just get used to it?” said Rosemary.

      “I’d say so, sooner rather than later. Catch up, Mum.”

      Athena rolled her eyes as a woman with curly white hair at the table across from them began complaining loudly about werewolves and treaties.

      Rosemary sighed. “Now people have gone and conflated the two. It really brings out the bigots doesn’t it, this business?”

      “You could say that,” said Athena. “But wasn’t that what you were trying to do? Connect the treaty with werewolves, I mean.”

      “Yes, but they don’t know that. And if they did, they’d probably tie me up in the town circle and burn me like a medieval witch. Have we learned nothing from history?”

      “People are weird,” said Athena. “That’s all I can say.”

      Rosemary nodded. “Even magical people, it turns out.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Athena continued. “People just have this kind of mob mentality where they’ll pick on a person or any group of people…it could even be anything…a political party.”

      “A mayoral candidate,” Rosemary suggested.

      “Sure,” said Athena. “And then they just waste tonnes of energy complaining about it. As if it’s the most entertaining and interesting thing in the world, when really it’s dead boring.”

      “It doesn’t get them anywhere, does it?” said Rosemary.

      “No. Complaining doesn’t get you anywhere unless you’re complaining to someone who can do something about it.”

      “That’s what I try and do,” said Rosemary. “That’s why I went to the Arch Magistrate, but apparently that was pointless. She doesn’t seem to want to do anything about werewolf bigotry.”

      “Well, you can’t give up now,” said Athena. “And neither will I. Uhh…there’s something I want to tell you about.”

      Rosemary was pleased that she and Athena were getting along so well and seemed to be agreeing during this conversation, especially after the challenging few weeks of arguing about the fae realm. Her gut tightened when Athena pulled an old book out of her satchel.

      “What’s that?” Rosemary asked.

      “It’s…a diary. I found it.”

      “In the library?” Rosemary asked.

      “Err, something like that.”

      “You’re being rather suspicious, aren’t you?” Rosemary looked at her daughter. “Was it in Granny Thorn’s things? Was it hers?”

      “I don’t think it’s from anyone related to Granny Thorn,” said Athena. “I think somebody might have left it for me intentionally.”

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary. “This does sound suspicious. Are you sure it’s not dangerous?”

      Athena groaned. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.” She tried to pull the diary back into her bag.

      “Wait,” said Rosemary. “I’m not being judgey.”

      “Yes, you are, and paranoid too.”

      “Sorry, love,” said Rosemary. “Tell me about it. Whose was it? Why is it important?”

      “I don’t know who it belonged to,” Athena admitted. “But whoever they were, they wrote it over a hundred years ago. And they were both fae and witch, like me.”

      “Surely, you can’t know that for certain,” said Rosemary. “Anyone could have written it – made it up.”

      “I know that,” said Athena. “But I believe them. And I used to be a good judge of character, remember? At least before Finnigan and that minstrel.” She blushed a little. “Anyway, to answer your question, the reason it’s important is that a hundred years ago, they were looking at signing a treaty too. It sounds so similar to our current situation.”

      “That does seem like a pretty big coincidence,” said Rosemary. “Alright, I’ll take your word for it. Let’s say this person a hundred years ago was in a similar position to you and played some role in trying to get a treaty signed. Why do you think you found it now? What use is it to you?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” Athena said. “I’ve been reading bits at a time.”

      “There’s a bit about Mabon,” Athena said. “It’s a summary of some mythic Welsh text called Mabinogion:

      According to prophecy, a liberator will come to bring light, truth, and freedom to every generation. His mythic title is Mabon, but his identities are many, whose coming we await.”

      “Sounds better than Gloucester,” said Rosemary.

      “It’s taking me ages to read all of it,” said Athena. “The handwriting isn’t that easy to decipher.”

      Rosemary flipped through the pages. “You’re right. Looks like gobbledygook to me. In fact, I don’t think it’s even English. No, it’s definitely not.”

      “What?” Athena gasped, scanning the pages as Rosemary turned them. “You’re right. I didn’t realise that at the time. It’s some other kind of script.”

      “But you can read it?”

      “Yes, I didn’t even notice it was another language until now.”

      “I’m getting tingles,” said Rosemary.

      “Me too. But not in a creepy way. The feeling I get from this is good. I’m not sure who left it for me. I mean, it could have been Granny Thorn for all we know, or maybe it was stored in some kind of spell and the conditions were that it would be revealed when it was needed.”

      Rosemary scratched her chin ponderously. “It’s possible. Oh, well. I await the next update. Have a read and tell me what it says.”

      Athena smiled. “Thanks, Mum.”

      “For what?”

      “Thanks for being reasonable, and for believing me, for a change.”
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      Athena felt nervous the following Monday at school. She needed to get Elise alone, to explain to her about the fae realm invitation and sound her out on whether she’d want to come too. Athena hadn’t said much to anyone about the trip. She’d been too worried her mother would sabotage it somehow and that it would all be embarrassing and disappointing. But Rosemary was beginning to come around to the idea. She’d all but given it her blessing, even though she wasn’t happy about Athena going off into another world without her.

      Beryl wasn’t at school, which was one less concern, but Elise always seemed to be talking to someone else whenever Athena saw her. Finally, during the lunch break, Athena got up the courage to ask Elise if they could talk.

      “Sure, let’s go for a walk,” said Elise.

      Felix made silly noises at them as they walked away from the group of friends.

      “Ignore him,” said Elise when Athena blushed.

      “I usually do,” Athena replied.

      “So, what’s all this about?”

      “I…well, my grandmother – not the dead one, the other one…”

      “Queen Áine?” Elise asked in a somewhat awed tone.

      “That’s the one,” said Athena sheepishly. “Anyway, she’s invited me to go to the fae realm to visit her.”

      “Oh wow!” said Elise. “How amazing! I mean…it might be dangerous—”

      “That’s what Mum is worried about too,” said Athena. “Only, well, Dad has been invited too and we were thinking about seeing if Una wanted to come…”

      “Oh,” said Elise, sounding disappointed.

      “And the thing is,” said Athena. “I was wondering if maybe…you—”

      “I’d love to!” said Elise. “Although, I’m not sure how keen Mum will be…”

      “That’s what my Mum wondered too, but the invitation is open to Fleur as well, if she wants to come.”

      Elise beamed. “That sounds brilliant.”

      “The other thing I should probably tell you…” said Athena.

      “Oh no, there’s a catch?”

      “Not a catch exactly,” Athena explained. “I think it’s more a strange fae class system thing — you’d all be invited as part of an entourage for me and Dad.”

      Elise laughed. “Well, in that case, Your Majesty,” she said with an elaborate bow. “How could I possibly refuse such an honour?”
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      Rosemary tossed and turned that night. No matter what she tried she couldn’t sleep. It was all the slightly paranoid and circular thoughts in her mind, keeping her from blissful slumber.

      The fact that there hadn’t been any additional monster attacks was no consolation. It only seemed to put her more on edge with speculations about who was behind the strange magic and whether it was someone wanting to sabotage the treaty. Perhaps those pesky pixies were involved too.

      All of this meant that she couldn’t get a wink of sleep. She almost felt like giving up and going downstairs to make a chamomile tea with honey and cream – one of Una’s specialities for the foundling children when they couldn’t sleep.

      She was about to get up when an idea struck her. Magic had a signature – just as her own magical pattern had been implicated in the fae countess’s nefarious plan. If magic was traceable, then there must be some way to summon the essence of whoever was summoning those monsters.

      The more she thought about it, the more determined she became.

      If those meddling bureaucrats could tell it was my magical signature that led to the explosions in Bermuda, there must be a way to figure out who is attacking the town and bring them to justice.

      Rosemary knew that discovering that particular piece of information had taken a whole group of highly skilled technical witches weeks to uncover, but she wondered if she could speed things up a bit using a summoning spell, the black mirror, and a few clever tweaks.

      She went downstairs and began to set up her spell material on the kitchen table. She chose crystals for protection – obsidian and hematite. She created a circle of salt around the kitchen table and then anointed herself with the essential oils of black pepper and rosemary.

      The spell she was doctoring was in one of Granny’s old books. She improvised with it the way she might improvise with her cooking, if she ever even used a recipe, which was rare. She was hoping that the power of Thorn Magic and her intention would be enough.

      Rosemary cast the magical circle and began to focus in on the black mirror.

      “I summon you, swampy creature.” She pictured the apparition that she’d seen in the town square in her mind with its tentacles and its huge single eye.

      She lit the candle as she mumbled the chant from the book.

      

      Stone by stone, you come undone

      Flame by flame, return again

      

      There was a bang and Rosemary was thrown back by an invisible force as a black cloud appeared in the room, swirling in front of her.

      “No!” said Rosemary. “What have I done...?”

      She turn towards the sound of clomping footsteps as Athena ran downstairs.

      “Mum? What’s going on?”

      Rosemary stumbled over her explanation. “I was just trying to summon the essence of the reflection of that swampy creature.”

      “Oh, Mum. How many times have I told you summoning spells are dangerous? You should have done a revealing spell.”

      “Well, those hardly ever work,” said Rosemary, folding her arms as they stared at the black swirling clouds. “Do you think it’s just fog?”

      “No, Mum, I do not think it’s just fog.”

      A bolt of lightning shot through the room, though where it came from or where it ended up, Rosemary couldn’t tell. Then she saw the flicker of the outline of a person. It looked like a woman with long, dark scraggly hair.

      She flashed in and out like a broken fluorescent light bulb. The woman seemed to have too many arms. Then Rosemary realised she was both one person and three at the same time.

      “Who summoned me?” said a throaty low voice.

      “Err, sorry.” Rosemary gulped. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

      The woman swivelled around towards Rosemary and stared at her with hollow black eyes, stark against her pale skin.

      Rosemary shivered. “I think it was the wrong number,” she tried to explain. “I didn’t mean to summon you, whoever you are.”

      “I am the Morrigan,” said the woman.

      Athena gasped. “Oh no!”

      “What?” said Rosemary.

      “This is bad.”

      The Morrigan smiled, almost gleefully.

      Rosemary tried to smile back, but it came out as more of a grimace. “Hi, Morrigan. Nice to meet you. Uhh, I hope you understand this was all just a big mistake on my part. I…I was just trying to figure out something totally different. And you appeared right in front of me but…would you like a cup of tea?” She knew she was grasping at straws, but tea always seemed to be part of the solution to any predicament.

      “Tea?” the Morrigan asked. She looked around as if confused. “Oh, no thank you.”

      “She’s polite,” Rosemary said to Athena. “That’s nice.”

      “Can you tell me where I am?” said the Morrigan, with a frightening gleam in her eyes.

      “Myrtlewood,” said Rosemary.

      “The earth realm?” said the Morrigan. She threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, how wonderful. You’ve set me free! I’ll be back.” Her tone was somewhat menacing. And then she disappeared almost more quickly than she had materialised, leaving nothing but a mix of herbs and crystals, scattered around the kitchen.

      “I guess that could have gone a lot worse,” said Rosemary. “At least she didn’t want to fight me.”

      “Not this time,” said Athena. “Though she did say she’d be back. That whole thing was terrifying, and I don’t agree with you. I think this is very, very bad.”

      “What makes you say that? I’m sure we’ve dealt with worse things.”

      “Mum, don’t you know anything? The Morrigan is an ancient god.”

      “Gosh, not another one of those,” said Rosemary. “It seems like it was only a few months ago when we had to get rid of the last one. You’re pretty good at this stuff. Any ideas?”

      “No, Mum. I do not have any ideas. The Morrigan is associated with death… and war.”

      “Oh dear,” said Rosemary. “I see what you mean. This is bad.”

      She began to panic.

      “I can’t believe you did that without thinking,” Athena admonished her.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” said Rosemary defensively. “You know what that does to my brain. I don’t make the best decisions when I’m sleep-deprived.”

      “Why didn’t you try a sleeping spell?” Athena asked.

      “There’s such a thing as a sleeping spell? Why on earth didn’t you tell me? I better write this down in case I’m too sleep-deprived to remember.”

      “Mum, this is serious. Stop making jokes.”

      Rosemary sighed. “You’re right. This is serious. I better put the kettle on.”
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      Rosemary carried the tea tray through to the living room where Athena was wrapped up in a blanket. “Midnight tea party, at your leisure,” said Rosemary.

      “Did you feel that before?” Athena asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, a kind of a chill in the air.”

      The hairs raised on Rosemary’s forearms. “Now that you mention it, I do.”

      Thunder rumbled above them.

      “Ominous,” said Athena.

      “It’s just the weather. We can’t predict that. An autumn storm, I guess.”

      “I don’t know about that. The sky was clear earlier. And the weather forecast wasn’t predicting rain. Maybe it was to do with that spell you did?”

      “Oh, nonsense,” said Rosemary. “Don’t make a big deal out of it. She seemed harmless.”

      “Are you kidding? Don’t you know anything about the Morrigan?”

      Rosemary shrugged, deliberately trying to make light of the situation “Something, something death, something, something,” she muttered. “It doesn’t sound great. But I figured it was in the Death tarot card way. You know, a transformation – turning over a new leaf.”

      “Think more the smell of blood, corpses on a battlefield kind of death,” said Athena.

      Rosemary shivered.

      “It feels as if all the hair on my body is standing up on end,” said Athena.

      “Oh, don’t say that. You’ll give me the heebie jeebies.”

      “That’s exactly what I already have. And I’m pretty sure it’s your fault,” Athena grumbled.

      Rosemary poured the tea and they sat in silence for a moment.

      “Do you really think—” Rosemary was interrupted by another loud roll of thunder.

      She and Athena looked at each other awkwardly.

      Rosemary took a shaky sip of tea and tried to calm herself but jumped at a banging sound.

      “Someone’s knocking at the door,” Athena said.

      Rosemary almost choked.

      Athena shook her head. “Get a grip, Mum.”

      “Do you think she’s come back?”

      “I don’t think she’s the knocking type.”

      “Good point.”

      The knocking sounded again.

      Athena frowned. “It sounds a bit like Dad’s knock.”

      “At midnight? Seriously?” said Rosemary.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      “You’d better come with me.”

      “Why? Because you need your teenage daughter to protect you?”

      Rosemary shot her an unimpressed look. “You’re the one who’s saying how strong your magic is.”

      “Oh fine,” said Athena. “I don’t exactly want to be alone right now. It’s too creepy.”

      They both made their way quietly and cautiously to the front door.

      “Oh no,” said Athena peeking through the curtains.

      “Who is it?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Rosemary felt her shoulders relax at Athena’s amused tone. She opened the door to reveal both Dain and Burk standing on the doorstep. They seemed to be kind of nudging each other with their elbows, trying to push each other out of the way.

      Rosemary couldn’t help but laugh. “Settle down, boys. What’s going on here? Why are you both on our doorstep in the middle of the night? And why are you fully dressed when we’re in our pyjamas like normal people?”

      Dain and Burk looked at each other.

      “Father’s intuition,” said Dain. “I just got this feeling something wasn’t right – that you were in danger or…”

      Burk nodded. “I also had a sense that something was wrong. I intended just to check the outside of the house and grounds to make sure you weren’t under attack, but then I saw the light on and he arrived.”

      Burk gave Dain an inscrutable look.

      “We might well have been in danger,” Rosemary admitted. “But she’s gone now.”

      “She?” Dain asked.

      Burk’s expression darkened.

      “Err. You’d better come in,” said Rosemary.

      Just then, a flash of lightning lit up the scene, followed closely by a loud roll of thunder and the sound of heavy rain.

      “Come on,” Rosemary said, ushering them inside as the rain swept through the forest towards the house.

      “Creepy,” said Athena. “Did you do that?”

      “No, of course not,” Rosemary replied. “I could just smell the rain coming.”

      Athena gave her an odd look.

      “Okay, so you two have excellent spidey senses,” said Rosemary as she and Athena led their two visitors back to the living room. “Is that really what brought you here?”

      Burk nodded and cleared his throat. “I’m afraid the danger hasn’t passed. I also…may have received an urgent message from the Vampire Council,” he admitted.

      “What about?” Rosemary asked.

      “It seems that the magical monitoring system they’ve set up for certain events has been triggered. The message I received alerted me that local witches had summoned the Morrigan.”

      “Oh…” said Rosemary. She looked down at the ground. “I see.”

      “I knew it,” said Burk.

      “What?” said Rosemary.

      “It was you.”

      “Well, I didn’t mean to,” Rosemary said crossly. “I was just trying to figure out who was behind those giant swamp monster things. That’s all.”

      “And you thought summoning the Morrigan would be a good way to find out?” said Dain with a mischievous grin. “This is going to put a spanner in the works for magical politics. Wherever you go, chaos follows. I love that about you.”

      “I don’t,” said Athena, folding her arms. “It’s just getting ridiculous. You’re saying Mum accidentally summoning the Morrigan puts the treaty at risk?”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Burk.

      “I can explain…that—it was a mistake,” Rosemary stammered.

      “You may, and I’d vouch for you. However, there is little trust between elder vampires. They’ll suspect that our family is in cahoots with the witches, especially considering our…connection. The elders on the Council are not necessarily likely to believe me or even my father who’s been a member for centuries. They may even strike out against us. There are factions within vampire politics who would like nothing more than to wrestle the power from the Burk family and take it as their own, regardless of whether we have done anything deserving of it. Despite all the work we’ve done to build a good reputation in the magical world, vampires can be ruthless.”

      Rosemary gulped and then promptly began to ramble. “They’ll think that it was a deliberate thing that witches would summon this Morrigan lady? I mean…if she is one person and not multiple people…I don’t understand why any of this should be the case…”

      Burk held up a hand to request silence. “There are reasons that the monitoring system was set up. It watches for particular risks, including certain deities who have been kept at bay – out of the human realm – for a long time.”

      “I thought the vampires would be all over this Morrigan – the scent of blood and death and everything…you have a lot in common.”

      Burk took a step back, looking perturbed.

      Athena muttered. “Oh, Mum, sometimes I wish you’d just shut your mouth.”

      “What? It’s a good question. Why her in particular?”

      Burk seemed to have recovered his composure rather quickly, clearly realising that Rosemary hadn’t wished to offend him. “The Morrigan is one of a select few deities that have a particularly strong power over the undead,” he said. “The sun gods and fire gods may be able to vanquish us fairly easily with their magic, but the Morrigan can enslave us.”

      Dain shivered. “That’s rough, man.”

      “You mean…like an army of vampire corpse zombies?” Rosemary mumbled.

      “Something like that,” said Burk.

      “Well, she did say she had things to attend to….”

      Dain poured himself a cup of tea in Athena’s empty cup – no milk, but with two spoons of sugar. He slugged it back in one gulp. “I suppose our expedition to the fae realm is even more important now.”

      Rosemary shook her head. “I don’t know why you’d bother on a diplomatic mission if the vampires won’t sign the treaty,” she said bitterly.

      “It’s not to say we definitely won’t sign,” said Burk. “It’s just that we need to know for certain that the Morrigan is under control, preferably safely back in her sub-realm.”

      “She has her own sub-realm?” said Athena. “Sounds kind of cool. I want one.”

      Dain grinned at her.

      “The fairy man’s right,” said Burk.

      Dain scowled and then caught the glimmer of amusement in Burk’s expression and laughed. “Who knew bloodsuckers had a sense of humour. So why am I right?”

      “If the fae are definitely prepared to sign the treaty it’ll make the vampires more willing. They won’t want to be left out of any trade deals.”

      Athena clapped her hands together. “See, Mum. I told you. This is important. Oh, and Dad, I meant to say that Elise can come too.”

      “Excellent!” said Dain.

      “She can?” Rosemary said, surprised. “She asked Fleur and everything?”

      “Yes,” said Athena. “She sent me a message earlier tonight. Apparently she can come if Fleur comes too. That’s the condition.”

      “Suddenly I feel better about this,” said Rosemary. “At least there’ll be one sensible adult with capacity. Has Una confirmed yet?”

      “Yes, Una can come,” said Dain with a smile.

      Dain turned to Athena. “There’s something else I wanted to run past you.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Well, you know that Finnigan has been staying with me for a while. He seems to be adapting a bit better, you know? Settling down.”

      “Oh, no,” said Athena.

      “That troublemaker,” Rosemary grumbled.

      “Well, I can’t just leave him here,” said Dain. “He’s kind of like a pet.”

      “A pet?! You’re a terrible parent, you know that,” Athena muttered.

      Dain frowned. “I suppose I am,” he said flatly, and then grinned. “But I’m a lot of fun.”

      “I think you should just find a babysitter,” said Athena.

      “And subject somebody else to him?” Rosemary gaped. “Good luck finding somebody willing to take on that rascal.”

      “At least think about it,” said Dain. “I believe he’s really starting to redeem himself.”

      “That remains to be seen,” said Athena.

      “Have you both considered maybe calling the whole thing off?” Rosemary asked. “I mean, with the Morrigan on the loose, it’s a dangerous time to be going on adventures. We could all just hide in the house until things settle down.”

      “You’re terrible, Mum,” said Athena. “You can’t just hide from everything.”

      “But it’s tempting to,” Rosemary said.

      “You heard what Dad said. This diplomatic mission is more important than ever.”

      “Well, what am I supposed to do, sit here and worry?” said Rosemary.

      “Have you ever considered getting a hobby?” Dain suggested.

      Rosemary frowned at him.

      “I’ve taken up whittling lately,” he said. “Takes your mind off things. Practical, keeps me grounded.”

      Rosemary’s frown turned into a glare. “I’ll whittle you,” she said.

      “And with that, I’d best be off,” said Dain. He gave Athena a kiss on the cheek and waved to Rosemary. “Have a lovely evening.”

      “He’s right, you know,” said Athena. “You really could do with a hobby.”

      “I’ve already got plenty to do, thank you,” said Rosemary.

      “You and dad could have a whittling contest.”

      “Off to bed with you,” said Rosemary.

      “Fine,” said Athena. “I don’t want to stick around and risk witnessing any canoodling or whatever you get up to when I’m not around.”

      “Off with you!” said Rosemary.

      Athena left the room. Suddenly, Rosemary found herself feeling rather awkward, staring at a very attractive vampire boyfriend who was far too old to be called a boy anything, but didn’t look a day over forty. It was at moments like these where she risked babbling, but she bit her tongue gently, to stop herself.

      “Well,” said Burk.

      Rosemary’s awkwardness increased. She wanted Burk to stay, of course she did. But at the same time, with Athena in the house, it just felt kind of weird. So she racked her brains for an excuse. It turned out she didn’t have to.

      “Rosemary, I have to leave now,” said Burk.

      “You do?” she said. “Why is that?”

      “The Morrigan’s return has caused quite a stir. I have Council matters to attend to,” said Burk.

      “Oh, of course you do,” said Rosemary. “I forget this is kind of your daytime. Not that you need to sleep a lot.” She bit her tongue again.

      He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “Until next time,” he said, and with that, Rosemary watched him disappear, leaving a slight breeze in his wake as he shot out of the house.

      Rosemary locked the door. Feeling a pinch of disappointment, she wandered up to bed. Despite her feelings of awkwardness over sharing a bed with Burk in the same house as Athena, she really could have done with some canoodling.
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      Rosemary has eaten decidedly fewer cakes and pastries since the revelation of Liam being a werewolf had triggered the argument between her and Marjie. She did miss her dear friend, but it seemed like Marjie was avoiding her, and it hurt her heart every time the older woman refused to make eye contact or turned and walked the other way when they crossed paths in town.

      It almost made Rosemary want to apologise, but for the fact that Marjie was clearly in the wrong.

      “She misses you, you know,” said Papa Jack as Marjie walked past the shop window.

      “I suppose you two are still good chums.”

      “Of course we are,” said Papa Jack. “I know where you’re coming from, Rosemary. But sometimes we oldies can be stuck in our ways. And you know Marjie, she has her personal reasons for disliking werewolves.”

      “I know about that,” said Rosemary. “It’s just, having a general fear of werewolves is not the same thing as turning against someone she’s known for years. I wish she would be reasonable about that. It wasn’t Liam’s choice, and it was never his fault that he became a werewolf.”

      “You two are both too set in your ways for your own good,” said Papa Jack. “You and Marjie.”

      “Athena keeps calling me stubborn,” said Rosemary. “Stubborn and fearful, I think.”

      “Put it this way,” said Papa Jack. “If a werewolf had badly hurt Athena, would it have changed the way you feel about Liam?”

      Rosemary shivered. “I see what you mean. It’s hard to see clearly, isn’t it – when someone is so close? If Athena was ever murdered…I don’t even want to think about it.”

      Papa Jack simply nodded.

      “Maybe I should go and talk to her,” said Rosemary.

      “You can bring her a heart-opener,” said Papa Jack, handing her a small lavender-coloured box. “I call them heart-openers. They’re strawberry and lime truffles with a little empathy charm. Maybe you and Marjie can share one over whatever specialty tea she has brewing.”

      “Thank you,” said Rosemary, giving Papa Jack a big hug. She popped the chocolates into her handbag, not quite sure she was ready to talk to Marjie yet. She’d have to work up the courage first.

      “Did you hear that thunder last night?” asked Papa Jack, walking back into the kitchen to begin brewing his spicy hot chocolate.

      “Err…yes, as a matter of fact,” said Rosemary, “I may have been the cause.”

      “Oh no,” said Papa Jack. “Don’t tell me you’re trying weather magic? I hear it’s best avoided.”

      “I’m afraid it’s a little bit worse than that,” said Rosemary. She filled him in on the entire insomniac ordeal.

      “My, my, Rosemary Thorn. You do have a way of getting yourself into all manner of trouble, don’t you?”

      “Trouble?” said Ferg, appearing in the doorway. “What’s this I hear about trouble? Anything you need me to sort out?”

      “Nothing Rosemary can’t handle,” said Papa Jack. “I’ll just be a minute with your hot chocolate this morning, Ferg. I’m afraid I’ve been distracted by an interesting story.”

      “No hurry,” said Ferg. “I have precisely twelve minutes and thirty four seconds before I need to assemble over by the podium.”

      “Not more speeches?” said Rosemary.

      “Of course,” said Ferg. “How else are the kind and gentle folk of Myrtlewood supposed to decide on their preferred mayor?”

      “I thought we went over this,” said Rosemary. “The kind of people who gather for speeches in the middle of the village aren’t necessarily your main voters.”

      “I know that, Miss Thorn,” said Ferg. “And that’s why I’ve been doing as you suggested. I’ve been going door to door and having chats with people.”

      “How’s it been going?” asked Rosemary.

      “Well,” said Ferg, hesitating, “a few people just slammed the door in my face. Told me to mind my own business.”

      “That was to be expected, I suppose. Door knocking is not necessarily a very popular thing, is it?” said Rosemary. “I didn’t think of that and I really should have, because I hate being interrupted by strangers. But these people aren’t really strangers, are they? You’ve lived in Myrtlewood your whole life.”

      “Oh, no,” said Ferg. “Hardly any strangers. I’m afraid they’re all thinking that I’m trying to sign them up for some role in the town, or looking for work. That’s how people think of me, you see. It’s important that I turn over a new leaf – show people I’m not just the odd jobs guy and the guy who organises the seasonal festivals. There are a lot of sides to Ferg.”

      “I bet there are,” said Rosemary.

      Ferg continued, “The problem is everyone’s heard about the treaty now. And they want to know what I think about it. And when I say that peace between magical beings sounds like sensible policy, people don’t seem to agree. In fact, some of them get angry.”

      “That’s odious,” said Rosemary. “I was hoping it was just a small but vocal minority. Maybe this is an opportunity, Ferg.”

      “How so?” asked Ferg.

      “Well,” said Rosemary, “maybe your platform as a candidate for mayor can help to build people’s sense of tolerance and empathy.”

      “How do you suppose I do that?” asked Ferg.

      “Connect with your emotions,” said Papa Jack, emerging from the kitchen with the beverage. “It wouldn’t hurt to share a little bit of empathy magic, would it, Rosemary?”

      “I don’t know,” said Rosemary. “You don’t want to come across like you’re drugging people.”

      “Of course not,” said Papa Jack. “You could offer them a selection of different truffles and explain what each of them do. You know, one could be for relaxing, one could be for mental clarity.”

      “Sounds rather expensive,” said Rosemary. “It would be like giving away half of my supplies of chocolate ingredients.”

      “Good point,” said Papa Jack. “Oh, well, it was worth a try.”

      “We don’t want people to think that we’re up to any funny business,” said Ferg. “People need to make up their own minds. I just thought if people can think with their hearts, you know, not just with fear, maybe they wouldn’t be so weird and prejudiced.”

      “Maybe you should be making a speech,” said Papa Jack as Ferg left the shop, full of energy after his spicy beverage.

      “You mean, go up there?” asked Rosemary, gesturing across to the podium.

      “Sure,” said Papa Jack. “Here.” He picked the box of truffles up out of Rosemary’s bag and handed her one. “Take one of these and see if you can get on stage. Speak from the heart, see what comes out.”

      “I suppose I could give it a try,” said Rosemary. “Besides, I’ve already embarrassed myself plenty in this town. What’s one more little incident?”

      “That’s the spirit,” said Papa Jack, chuckling.

      Rosemary strode across the grass, allowing the empathy truffle to dissolve in her mouth. The crowd was beginning to assemble.

      Mr June stood next to the stage, counting the number of people gathered. Rosemary snuck around behind him and climbed up to the podium.

      “Excuse me,” she said into the small magical microphone.

      People looked startled, especially Mr June, who appeared mortified.

      “If I could have your attention, please,” said Rosemary. The crowd mumbled and hushed as more people came to join them.

      “Thank you,” said Rosemary. “Now, I’m not running for mayor. But I do want to talk to you, people of Myrtlewood. You probably know me as just Rosemary, or as Galderall Thorn’s granddaughter up in that big old house. Some of you might even know me as Athena’s mother,” she said, noting the presence of a couple of teachers and a few of the parents associated with the school. “I know I’ve only been in Myrtlewood for a short while compared to most of you. But in that time, I’ve seen a town that cares. I’ve been welcomed here like I have been nowhere else in my life. And that’s meant so much to me.”

      She looked across to Marjie who had just joined the back of the crowd. “Myrtlewood has become our home. In fact, I think it’s always been our home. The people here are warm and caring. You understand about magical things. Strange things, unusual things. The way that I don’t think anywhere else on earth quite does.”

      There was a murmur of agreement around the crowd.

      Rosemary continued. “I know that odd things have happened lately. Some of you might even blame me for bringing in the chaos, which I can assure you wasn’t my intention.”

      The crowd began to talk again.

      “Excuse me,” said Rosemary.

      “Get to the point,” Mr June grumbled.

      “Okay. The point is I know you, the people of Myrtlewood, have big hearts. And I know you’re afraid of things that might hurt you and your families, and sometimes there are good reasons for that fear. But sometimes that fear can turn into something ugly.”

      “Oh, you’re calling us ugly?” yelled a large woman that Rosemary recognised from the pub.

      “I don’t mean in appearance,” said Rosemary. “What I mean is that there’s a man that we all know who was born and raised here. Something terrible happened to him. And as a result, through no fault of his own, he’s had to hide his own nature for years. He’s felt the need to hide from you – the very people who’ve known him – who he has trusted his whole life, because of the terrible prejudice in the community.”

      “She’s talking about Liam,” said a dark haired man in the crowd. “The werewolf!”

      There was a murmur of fear and anger.

      “Exactly,” said Rosemary. “Liam’s been a werewolf for years. Over a decade at least. He’s covered himself in enchantments to protect himself – to protect you actually. He’s been trying to protect all of you. Knowing what he is, hiding what he is – think of how that must feel.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we should be opening ourselves up to risk,” said Mr June.  “Werewolves are foul creatures.”

      “No,” said Rosemary. “Stop fear mongering just for your own self-serving purposes.” She pointed at Mr June. “This man is trying to use your fear just to get more votes, just to get more attention. He doesn’t care about Liam, and he doesn’t care about you. All he cares about is his own power. He wants to stay in his position.”

      The crowd roared. There was some agreement and some booing noises, but Rosemary couldn’t really tell who was for or against her in the racket.

      Mr June flushed in frustration and rage.

      She continued. “And now he’s trying to use the treaty in the same way, knowing virtually nothing about it.”

      “Oh, what do you know about it then?” said Agatha. “Come on, tell us.”

      “Well, I happen to have gone to Bermuda,” said Rosemary.

      The crowd hushed as Rosemary explained the origins of the treaty. “I didn’t mean to get involved in any of this. But the fact is, a treaty like this could stop the children disappearing to the fae realm. It could provide extra transparency and safety when it comes to our dealings with vampires. It could even provide protection for us, and other magical beings.”

      Half the crowd seemed to be listening. Some even applauded, while the other half looked angry and booed.

      “Oh, come on,” said Rosemary. “Take a look around. We’re all just people – neighbours and family.”

      The people looked at one another and Rosemary could feel that they were coming to their senses. Whatever metaphorical spell the mayor had cast over them was breaking down. She continued, “We have to stop living in fear. I mean, for goddess sake, who has the time and energy to waste on fear these days?”

      There was a murmur of laughter.

      “We have to work together to make things better, for all our sakes.” Rosemary finished her impromptu speech, not knowing what else to say. She noticed that the crowd had hushed again, then more people began clapping.

      A chant rang out Rosemary’s name. “Rosemary for mayor. Rosemary for mayor.” Rosemary glanced around, feeling helpless. Ferg looked utterly dejected.

      “No,” said Rosemary. “I’m not running for mayor. I’m sorry. Just think about it. I know how much you care about your families and loved ones. And I know that you’re afraid when there are monster attacks and threats out there, but this treaty could actually help make things better. There’s no sense in opposing it.”

      “If you’re quite finished, Miss Thorn, we have speeches to get on with,” said Mr. June.

      “Oh yes. Just…think about it,” she said and left the stage.
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      Later that afternoon Marjie came to the chocolate shop. “I’m sorry, love,” she said, standing in the entrance.

      Rosemary put down the spatula she was holding and went over to the door to hug her friend.

      Marjie was in tears. “When I heard you say that about Liam, I realised you were right. I remember him as a little boy, as a baby even. He was the toddler falling over and hurting his knee. I fixed it up for him and gave him a little jam scone. You should have seen the smile on his face…Oh, little Liam. And now...Well. He’s been a werewolf for all these years and managed to protect everyone from the danger associated. He’s done well, hasn’t he?”

      “Yes, I think he has,” said Rosemary. “I only found out by accident. You see…” She explained about running into Liam and the bookshop.

      “Well, that was mighty dangerous, wasn’t it?” said Marjie.

      “I think so,” said Rosemary. “But if nobody else in town had that kind of encounter with him in all those years, at least to our knowledge, then he did a good job of keeping it under control. And besides, my magic seemed to help him. We were making some progress on that.”

      “Well, that is marvellous,” said Marjie. “With that, he might not have been a risk at all.”

      “Exactly,” said Rosemary.

      “Oh, poor Liam,” said Marjie.

      It turned out they didn’t need Papa Jack’s empathy chocolate after all. Or at least Marjie didn’t.

      Rosemary had a few more of the heart-opening truffles just because they were so delicious. She and Margie had a cup of tea together and made up from their argument.

      “You really think this treaty could be good news?” asked Marjie, taking a sip of the rose tea Rosemary had made her specially.

      “Definitely,” said Rosemary. “You know as much about it as I do, anyway.”

      “Well, you’ve told me bits and pieces,” said Marjie. “Though I didn’t even know it was the same thing the mayor was talking about.”

      “Exactly,” said Rosemary. “He’s really got no idea, or if he does know, he’s been very misleading.”

      “Oh, Don,” said Marjie. “Don June. He’s always been a bit of a weasel, hasn’t he?”

      “You’d know better than me,” said Rosemary. “You don’t suppose he could have…”

      “Could have what?” asked Marjie.

      “I don’t know,” said Rosemary. “I was just wondering about why that monster appeared in town the other day. Do you think the mayor could have had something to do with it?”

      “I don’t know,” said Marjie. “Seems a little bit far, doesn’t it? Why would he want to be doing anything like that?”

      Rosemary shrugged. “A good way to drum up votes. When you’ve got competition, perhaps?”

      “A little bit extreme, isn’t it?” said Marjie.

      “I suppose so,” said Rosemary.

      “You don’t think he was up to mischief last night? There was certainly dark magic in the air.”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary. “No, I’m afraid that might have been me by mistake. I was trying to figure out the origin of those spells, you see, and I might have just been…it was a small thing.”

      A shot of white light burst through the air, and the Arch Magistrate appeared in the middle of Rosemary’s chocolate shop wearing a purple and gold brocade cloak, her brown skin gleaming as if she’d just come from a tropical holiday, though her expression was more one of a holiday being cut short unexpectedly.

      Rosemary looked at Marjie rather guiltily.

      “What is it, dear?” said Marjie, shocked at the sudden appearance. “Oh…this couldn’t be!”

      “I’m afraid so,” said Rosemary.

      “Rosemary Thorn,” said the Arch Magistrate rather brusquely. “I have been informed that you were responsible for the summoning of the Morrigan last night.”

      Rosemary sighed. “Well…”

      “The Morrigan?” said Marjie. “That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? I thought you said you did a small thing.”

      “See the thing is,” said Rosemary, “I just, I couldn’t sleep. And I...”

      “So you admit it?” said the Arch Magistrate. “This is quite something. It’s one thing to try and subvert the treaty by adding in clauses about werewolves. But this…this undermines everything.”

      “No, you’ve got it all wrong,” said Rosemary.

      “I’m afraid this is serious,” said the Arch Magistrate. “You’re going to have to stand trial.”

      Rosemary stammered, trying to come up with the right words as the gravity of the situation began to sink in. If, for whatever misguided reason, she was imprisoned, who would support Athena in those last years of adolescence and early years of adulthood? And what would happen to everything else in her life? The chocolate shop would likely languish and disappear while she served time for a crime she did actually commit, despite it being totally accidental.

      Before she had a chance to explain herself, the Arch Magistrate disappeared, leaving nothing but a cloud of smoke in the room.

      Rosemary coughed as the smoke burned her throat.

      “That’s quite something,” said Marjie. “I never thought I’d see the day the Arch Magistrate appeared right in the middle of Myrtlewood, let alone in a chocolate shop.”

      “She turns up far too often for my liking.”

      “Tell me it isn’t true,” said Marjie. “You didn’t summon the Morrigan did you?”

      “That’s what I was trying to explain before,” said Rosemary. “I was attempting to summon the essence behind the monster that appeared. You know, figuring out whose magic it was. But accidentally, I think it seems I must have called her.”

      “You saw her?” Marjie gasped.

      “Yes, she was kind of interesting,” said Rosemary. “She didn’t want to stay for tea.”

      “Oh, Rosemary,” said Marjie. Her voice was a mixture of frustration and exasperation. “You don’t mean to tell me that you summoned the Morrigan by accident and then invited her to tea.”

      “What? It only seemed polite,” said Rosemary. “Besides, tea got us out of a tight spot in the fae realm once. You know, you were right about the fae and their obsession with etiquette.”

      Marjie sighed and raised her hand to her forehead. “Well, this is quite the pickle!”
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      Over the next few days, Rosemary felt the gravity of the situation like a lead weight around her neck. She didn’t have any time or energy to put into organising the Mabon festival, and her responsibilities at the shop were largely neglected. She tried to figure out how she could prove her innocence when she was actually responsible for summoning the Morrigan, albeit by accident.

      Burk hadn’t been in contact, which made Rosemary even more concerned. She worried that he’d abandoned her in her terrible foolishness, after all. She’d somehow managed to upset the vampires and the witches and their various leadership all in one fell accidental swoop. Perhaps he had finally had enough of the chaos that seemed to follow in her wake.

      On top of all that, the end of the school term, which in Myrtlewood was always determined by seasonal festivals, was drawing near. Rosemary had become preoccupied with helping Athena prepare for her journey to the fae realm. She’d even gone as far as inventing a number of different potions and charms that she thought might help Athena to defend herself against fae magic. If anything nefarious was to happen, which Rosemary was absolutely sure it would, she felt a lot better knowing that Fleur would be going, along with Una, and that the two of them would be the responsible adults in the party. But Rosemary wasn’t sure if they would quite make up for the fact that Dain would be there too and he was possibly more of a magnet for chaos than Rosemary was. The worst thing was that Dain seemed to enjoy the trouble he perpetually caused.

      On the Sunday before they were to leave, Dain arrived for dinner, bringing Finnigan with him. Athena wasn’t especially happy to see the boy and she didn’t try to hide it.

      “Why did you have to go and bring him?” she asked, knowing that Finnigan was definitely in earshot.

      Rosemary felt pity for him. Despite the fact that he’d been born many decades before her, Finnigan was still very much a misguided youth, having only lived for enough years to appear to be a teenager, and having very little real-world experience, at least in the earth realm.

      He reminded her a little bit of Dain as a young person, which didn’t endear him to her, but it did make her feel sorry for him.

      Rosemary asked Athena to help her with something in the kitchen, leaving Dain and Finnigan alone at the table eating the main course.

      “What’s up?” Rosemary asked.

      “I didn’t expect him to be here,” said Athena sullenly.

      “I know, love,” Rosemary replied, “and I don’t like him showing up either.”

      “So what’s this about, Mum? You didn’t actually need any help with the apple crumble.”

      “I just felt sorry for the boy,” Rosemary admitted. “You know he really has no one else except for Dain. But I know more than anyone how terrible your father was in the past. Finnigan is similar and he’s caused us so much havoc.”

      “Exactly, Mum. He abducted me. Although, I guess I was willing at the time, but he deceived me. And then he turned up at my school.”

      “How’s it going at school, by the way?” Rosemary asked.

      “He’s actually not too bad now,” Athena admitted. “He keeps to himself. Sometimes he hangs out with Beryl, but he seems to have settled down since he’s been living with Dad, anyway.”

      “I’m not asking you to forgive him at all,” said Rosemary. “But…”

      “But what?”

      “I just think that he deserves a chance to redeem himself. Maybe not to you, but in general. You know, it’s a bit like Dain. He couldn’t help himself.”

      Athena shook her head. “Finnigan doesn’t have that excuse. It’s not like the cream affects him in quite the same way. Though I suppose he wasn’t exactly acting of his own free will. He was bound to serve the countess.”

      “That’s right,” said Rosemary. “It wasn’t his idea to kidnap your father, or you. And Dain seems to have gotten over that for the most part, anyway.”

      “So you think I should let him come with us?”

      “Well, your father has kind of adopted him…” Rosemary reasoned. “And think about it this way – if Dain abandons him now, and Finnigan just goes back to being a no good troublemaker, then the world is worse off.”

      “Oh, Mum,” said Athena, hugging Rosemary. “I really hope that these witches and vampire bureaucrats see sense and let you off the hook. I don’t want you to go to witch jail. The world would certainly be worse off without you.”

      Rosemary couldn’t help but shed a few tears as she leaned into the hug. After a moment, they broke apart, standing there and looking at each other.

      “Okay,” said Athena. “I think you’re right. I’ll let him come. I just hope that Elise forgives me for it.”

      Rosemary patted Athena on the shoulder. “I am really proud of the adult you’re becoming. Now I’d better get to that crumble before it burns.”
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      It was a glorious sensation, as Athena stepped through the veil at Finn’s Creek from the earth realm into the fae realm. It was like a cool breeze blowing through her mind on a hot day, leaving her feeling mentally and emotionally refreshed, clearing away the cobwebs.

      “I’ve missed this place,” Athena said, stepping in behind Dain.

      They looked around at the violet trees, glimmering in the moonlight above them.

      It had been daytime just moments before, when they left Finn’s Creek, after saying a tearful goodbye to Rosemary and the other friends who’d come to see them off. Well, Athena hadn’t been tearful, but her mother certainly had. Still, it felt good that Rosemary was now somewhat supportive of the trip. Athena felt like her mother was finally trusting her to do things on her own.

      “This is certainly better than the last time I came back here,” said Dain, shaking out his longer limbs as he quickly resumed his more elfin form.

      Athena touched her ears to realise they too had grown more pointed, like her father’s. And her arms and legs were longer and more slender, just like the last time she’d been in the fae realm.

      Elise stared at her. “You’re different!” she said.

      Athena smiled. “You are, too, a little, though not in the same way. It looks like you’re glowing!”

      Elise looked at her hands. “So I am,” she said, moving her arms around. A rainbow shone faintly in the air in a trail behind them. “Kind of like a prism.”

      “That’s cool,” said Athena.

      “Mum, can you do this?” Elise asked Fleur, who was standing behind Dain. She stepped towards them.

      “Oh, you’re glowing even more than I am,” Elise said. “And your rainbows are brighter.”

      Fleur beamed. “I never knew it would feel like this,” she said. “I’ve heard so many tales over the years about this place, but it’s really something else.”

      “It’s amazing,” said Una, in awe. “Oh my goodness. Now that I’ve been here, I don’t know how we could ever leave.”

      “It’s okay, I suppose,” said Finnigan with a shrug. He, of course, had spent more time in the fae realm in recent years than any of the others in the party. Dain was convinced that this would mean he’d be a helpful guide.

      Athena was determined not to be naive where Finnigan was concerned. She had resolved to keep her guard up. She had been surprised at how casually Elise had reacted when she’d explained that Finnigan would be joining them. In fact, Elise’s non-reaction had made Athena feel slightly sad. In the past, the attention that Finnigan had paid to her had made Elise jealous. Perhaps all that was behind them, along with their relationship, but Athena still held on to hope.

      Elise was the only person she’d truly connected with on a deep level. When she first met Finnigan there may have been a passing fantasy, but it wasn’t real or genuine. Nothing about Finnigan was.

      “So, where do we go first?” Una said, staring around at the unearthly landscape, including giant mushrooms and purple trees.

      Finnigan grinned. “Follow me.”

      Athena and Elise looked at each other sceptically, and then they both shrugged.

      “After you,” said Athena.

      They began walking, following her father, Finnigan, and Fleur, with Una trailing behind.

      Athena enjoyed the excitement that tingled through her, along with a sense of destiny. She was about to play her role in something bigger, and she couldn’t wait to begin.
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      Rosemary was feeling fragile after saying goodbye to Athena. Her normal instinct would have been to go home, have a cup of tea, and maybe even go to bed with a special hot chocolate. But she didn’t feel like being alone. In fact, the only person she felt like seeing was a certain vampire who she’d been avoiding lately, if she was completely honest.

      She didn’t want to need him, and perhaps she didn’t actually need him at all. She wanted him. She wanted his company, his sense of humour, and at that moment, she wanted his body to distract her from her sadness and fear. So instead of driving home, she drove directly to the Burk family castle.

      “Rosemary, hello!” Azalea said, her eyes practically glowing as she smiled. “I was wondering when I’d see you again.”

      Rosemary realised she hadn’t seen or had any kind of communication at all with Azalea or any of the other family members since they’d invited her over for that rather awkward dinner. She hadn’t even sent a thank-you card, which her grandmother would have found rude. She mumbled a little bit. “I’m sorry. Thank you. Maybe…I’ll invite you over sometime.”

      “Oh, well. That would be delightful,” said Azalea, not seeming the least bit offended. Then again, vampires seemed to have quite different senses of etiquette, especially Burk’s family.

      Thoughts of etiquette only reminded Rosemary of the fae and their very unusual way of seeing things, but she pushed those thoughts out of her mind.

      “I’m here to see Perseus,” she said.

      “Yes, of course,” said Azalea. “He’s right this way.”

      She led Rosemary along the hallway and then up the flights of stairs.

      Rosemary felt like she was being led directly to his tower bedroom. “Oh, excuse me,” Rosemary said. “I don’t mean to interrupt. Is he...?” She trailed off, not wanting to say the words.

      “Interrupt?” Azalea cackled. “Who do you think he’s got in there?”

      “No, I just mean I’m happy to meet him downstairs,” Rosemary said quickly.

      “Nonsense,” said Azalea. She knocked on the door. “Rosemary is here to see you,” she called out, and then disappeared as quick as lightning.

      The door opened in an instant. Burk pulled Rosemary into the room and kissed her, leaving her breathless.

      “Sorry to be so forward,” he said. “I missed you.”

      “I’m the one who’s in your bedroom uninvited,” said Rosemary.

      “The invitation is always open,” said Burk. “What’s wrong? You’ve been crying?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” said Rosemary. “Well, actually, it’s Athena. She’s just...”

      “What’s happened?” Burk asked.

      “Nothing unexpected,” Rosemary said. “She’s finally left for the fae realm. That’s all. We said goodbye.”

      Burk smiled. “And you thought you’d come for a boot call to take your mind off things?”

      “A boot call?” Rosemary asked, confused and wondering if she’d done something to offend him.

      “Isn’t that what the young people call late-night visitations for the sake of carnal pleasure?”

      Rosemary snorted out a laugh. “Were you trying to say ‘booty-call?’

      “I suppose I was. It’s just that booties sound so infantile and we’re adults here. I assumed the boots are left outside the front door, but…oh, I see…”

      “Different kind of booty.”

      She continued laughing for some time while Burk waited patiently for her to respond. “Err, that’s one way of saying it,” she admitted. “I just...you were the person I wanted to see.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” said Burk. He pulled her into a mesmerising embrace, and Rosemary forgot about all of her other cares in the world.
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      Rosemary was still feeling blissed out the next morning as she tiptoed out of the castle, hoping not to wake any resting vampires.

      She made her way down the chilly stone hallway that led to the entrance way, but something caught her eye, or rather, someone.

      A man stood, silhouetted against a large dome-shaped window in a high-ceilinged room which seemed to be decorated with taxidermied animals and suits of armour.

      It took Rosemary a moment to recognise Charles, Burk’s vampire father. He wasn’t dressed in any of his usual preppy pastel vests or polo shirts. Instead, he wore a sharp pitch-black suit with a ruffled white collar.

      “Rosemary Thorn,” he said. “To what do I owe this honour?”

      “I was just on my way out,” said Rosemary. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Nonsense,” said Charles. “I was merely lost in thought, but someone who has been around as long as I have has had plenty of time to think.”

      He cleared his throat, and Rosemary waited for him to say more, as there was a sense of anticipation in his tone.

      “Erm,” said Rosemary. “Well, I suppose I’ll leave you to it.”

      She started to walk away and then hesitated.

      Charles is on the Vampire Council, she remembered. Maybe he can help, or at least help me figure out how much trouble I’m in!

      Instead of leaving, she wandered into the room. “Actually,” she said. “I have a few questions for you.”

      “Ah!” said Charles. “I thought you might. Enquire away!”

      “You must know about the Morrigan,” said Rosemary.

      “Oh yes,” said Charles. “Terrible business.”

      “So I’m told,” said Rosemary. “Well…it was a mistake.”

      “There’s no need to cover for the other witches,” said Charles. “We are aware of what has been done. You are not to blame. The Arch Magistrate has a lot of explaining to do.”

      Rosemary was confused for a moment. “Burk hasn’t told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      “It was me,” said Rosemary, before she could stop herself. “I summoned the Morrigan.”

      Charles eyes flashed red. “You!”

      “By accident,” said Rosemary. “It was nothing to do with the Arch Magistrate.”

      Charles seemed to be trembling in anger and Rosemary was confronted with the realisation that she was in a room with a very dangerous, very ancient, very brassed off vampire.

      She heard the door close behind her and turned to see Burk. The sight of him relieved at least half of her fear, but the look on his face was dead serious.

      “You knew about this!” said Charles, looking at Burk.

      “I did,” Burk replied, bowing his head. “I suspected something connected with Rosemary the instant it happened, when I heard the thunder of the gods. Then I got the message from the Council. The air was still sizzling with ozone when I arrived at Thorn Manor.”

      “And you deceived us!” Charles cried.

      “I was trying to protect Rosemary,” Burk explained. “I didn’t want the Council to target her.”

      “It really was an accident,” Rosemary said. “Totally…I had no idea what I was doing. I was just trying to—”

      “Silence!” Charles roared, making the hairs on Rosemary’s forearms prickle.

      “I was going to tell you everything,” said Burk. “I was just biding my time until I could figure out a loophole in the Council law to get Rosemary out of danger.”

      “That’s kind of sweet of you,” said Rosemary.

      “Sweet!” Charles crowed, a maniacal look in his eyes. “You betray your own family, and she says it’s sweet!”

      The door opened. “What seems to be the problem here?” said Azalea, stepping into the room with Dora close behind.

      “This! This witch!” said Charles. “And this young fool!”

      “Oh, excuse him,” said Azalea. “It’s so rare he gets surprises nowadays that he reacts rather dramatically.”

      Rosemary let out the breath she’d been holding, allowing her shoulders to relax at Azalea’s casual tone.

      “You don’t have any idea, do you?” said Charles. “Our son has been lying to us.”

      “Don’t be such a drama queen, mon cher,” said Azalea. “Of course, I knew.”

      “You did?” Burk asked.

      “There’s only one witch around these parts capable of summoning the Morrigan,” said Azalea. “I doubt even the Arch Magistrate herself could pull it off. Not these days, anyway. She’s far too caught up in paperwork. It dulls the spirit.”

      “You suspected this and said nothing?” said Charles. “Such betrayal! Multiplied! The agony!”

      Dora looked at her watch. “Give him five minutes,” she said. “Then he should be reasonable again.”

      “The Council meeting is in ten minutes,” said Burk.

      “Oh, that’s why he’s dressed up,” Rosemary said.

      Burk nodded. “The Council doesn’t go in for pastels.”

      “Neither do I,” said Azalea. “I’m sure he just wears them to keep things interesting in the bedroom. There’s only so much physical torture one can endure before the pleasure turns to boredom. Pastels, however, never fail to pain me.”

      “Too much information,” said Rosemary. “Wait, so let me get this straight. Charles is shocked and appalled that I accidentally summoned the Morrigan, but you two”—she gestured to Dora and Azalea—”aren’t bothered?”

      “I didn’t believe it when Azalea told me,” said Dora. “I didn’t think you had it in you. I’m actually impressed.”

      She somehow managed to say it in a tone that sounded incredibly unimpressed.

      Rosemary shook off her cognitive dissonance. “I don’t understand. Isn’t the whole Vampire Council up in arms about this and threatening the witching authorities?”

      “It keeps things interesting,” said Dora. “After a few millennia, the same old thing gets rather boring.”

      “But it puts the treaty at risk,” said Rosemary.

      “I don’t care about that,” said Dora. “Peace is tedious. I’d quite like a bit more bloodshed.”

      She said this in a tone that other people might express interest in a beverage. Rosemary turned to Azalea as Charles continued to shout and wave his arms about in the air. “What do you think?”

      “About the Morrigan?” said Azalea. “I’d quite like to meet her. Of course, I wouldn’t deliberately try to get enslaved, but…”

      There was a gleam of excitement in the woman’s eyes that made Rosemary distinctly uncomfortable.

      “Now you see why it took me a while to introduce you to my family,” said Burk.

      “Alright,” said Charles. “I’m done.” His voice had returned to normal volume levels and had taken on a business-like tone. “So tell me, Rosemary Thorn, why did you wander in here and confess your accidental but heinous crime?”

      “Well, for a start I assumed Burk would have told you,” she said, giving the vampire in question a pointed look. “And knowing you’re on the Council…”

      “The Council!” said Charles, looking shocked. “The meeting starts in five minutes. What am I going to say?”

      “Tell them we have it under control,” said Burk. “That it wasn’t a political matter and that the witch in question is being dealt with privately.”

      “That won’t be enough,” said Dora, her voice sounding almost excited. “They’ll want blood.”

      “My blood?” Rosemary asked weakly.

      They all looked at her, and Rosemary felt, more than she ever had in her life, like a walking meat sack.

      “Charles will figure it out,” said Azalea. “He’s a clever man.”

      “I think it’s best if you leave now,” said Burk. “For your own safety. Stay in bright sunlight as much as possible.”

      Rosemary gulped.
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      “How long do you think we’ve been in here?” asked Athena.

      Elise shrugged.

      They’d been travelling for some distance through the fae realm with no surprises. Nothing of any particular note had happened so far.

      The landscape had changed as the journey progressed through terrains of terracotta and yellow, pink and teal, with ever-changing foliage. They’d encountered very few other creatures along the journey. Occasionally, they’d seen a sprite or pixie from a distance, but none approached them. It was almost as if they’d been given orders not to, and perhaps they had. After all, Athena and Dain had been invited by the queen, herself.

      Athena asked Finnigan how much time had passed. It was so hard to tell in this realm.

      “I don’t know,” said Finnigan. “I think it’s been about a week in human time, and I’m probably the best judge since I’ve spent so much time going between the realms.”

      “Strange, isn’t it?” said Elise. “In some ways, it only feels like a few hours, but in other ways, it’s been such a long time.” Her voice was dreamy as she reached out, trailing a brighter rainbow behind her hand. She touched an aquamarine coloured leaf which shimmered like water. “I’m still surprised at how I’ve been feeling. Everything’s been so...I don’t know.”

      Athena paused with her, letting the others walk on ahead.

      “It’s been good having Finnigan here,” Elise said. “I’m glad he came.”

      They looked up ahead on the path to where Finnigan and Dain were walking, followed by Fleur and Una, who seemed to be getting along particularly well. They were trading natural health and beauty secrets. Fleur seemed to be glowing even more brightly than before – the fae realm really did make her glow in a spritely way.

      It was true that Finnigan had been quite useful in pointing out what kinds of trees were edible and what fruit and other sources of food were available. Which was just as well, because despite their magical packing, they had been gone for a long time without fresh supplies.

      “I’m getting a little bit tired,” said Athena. “Maybe we should stop and set up camp for the night.” She called up ahead to the others.

      “There’s a clearing just up here,” said Finnigan. “It’s a good spot. There’ll be enough space around so that we can keep watch at the same time.”

      They only carried small backpacks, but they hadn’t come unprepared. Once they reached the clearing, Athena took Marjie’s special teapot of her bag. They’d had the camping item magically altered to suit their purposes.

      They all stood back to allow the tent to release itself, complete with enough room for all of them to be comfortable, as well as a full bathroom and kitchen facilities. Everything matched in pink and blue and white stripes, including quality bed linen.

      “I do like glamping,” said Athena, admiring the setup yet again.

      “There’s a chill in the air. I’ll build a fire outside,” said Dain. “It’ll allow us to keep watch at the same time.”

      “You’re not worried it’ll attract creatures?” asked Fleur.

      “It might scare them off, actually,” said Dain with a grin. Fleur blushed and Athena narrowed her eyes, wondering if her father was flirting.

      Elise prepared dinner with help from Finnigan. It was a delicious aubergine stew that they packed in the freezer of the teapot tent, one of several meals that Sherry had donated towards the journey. Finnigan toasted some bread and they took turns stirring the pot. It wasn’t as if he did an awful lot of helping, but everyone still seemed to be very grateful and thanked him. And that was before he produced the dessert.

      “I was lucky enough to find these,” said Finnigan, holding up three large blue toadstools.

      “You’re not suggesting we eat them, are you?” asked Una sceptically.

      “Oh, yes,” said Finnigan. “These are good ones. You’ll see.” He cut them up into pieces and then put them into bowls. Dain beamed at him, while the others looked much more unsure.

      Finnigan sprinkled on a pinch of salt and all of a sudden the strange bits of blue mushroom transformed into what appeared to be some kind of pink whipped pudding.

      “It looks like food,” said Elise.

      Athena raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure, Finnigan?”

      “I can vouch for him,” said Dain. “Try it.”

      Athena took a mouthful and tasted the most unearthly dessert she had ever experienced. “It’s like berries and trifle with chocolate pudding, all at the same time!”

      “It doesn’t do anything weird, does it?” asked Una, after taking a first delicious bite.

      “Nothing at all,” said Finnigan.

      “Okay, if I start seeing strange things, I’m not trusting you again,” said Una, but she gobbled up the rest of the pudding, which seemed to get more delicious as they ate.

      Athena felt like she’d had the maximum amount of enjoyment she could ever experience from taste alone.

      “It certainly makes me feel something,” said Una. “All the taste sensations.”

      “It’ll pass,” said Finnigan.

      The fire that Dain lit turned out to burn in a range of different stunning colours. “It’s just kind of what fire does here,” Dain explained. “The fae are largely afraid of it. It’s usually only the royals who are allowed fire, but I suppose we count.”

      “Most of my life I lived in squalor,” said Athena. “And now I’m some kind of royal.”

      “You’ve always been royalty,” said Dain. “You just didn’t know it.”

      “Yeah, thanks for telling me, Dad,” said Athena.

      “And would you have believed me if I had?”

      “Maybe if you had shown me some of your magic.” Athena smirked. “But it’s all water under the bridge. I’m ready to move on from the past. I feel like I finally see a future for myself where I can help to do important things. You know, this trip, even…Maybe it will help with the treaty.”

      She pulled the diary out of her backpack.

      “What’s that?” asked Dain, giving her a strange look.

      “I found it,” she said. “It’s a diary of somebody who was around before the veil was sealed. Somebody who was trying to work on a treaty way back then.”

      “Sounds like a good read,” said Dain.

      He took the book from her, flipping through the introduction pages. “Can you read this?” he asked.

      “So it seems,” said Athena. “Can you?”

      Dain nodded. “It took me ages to learn, though. Then again, so did English.”

      Athena smiled at him.

      They all sat around the fire together, making silly jokes, with Finnigan occasionally playing on a little wood pipe.

      “I’m not tired,” said Fleur. She’d been full of energy since setting foot in the fae realm.

      “Neither am I,” said Dain. “We can take the first watch.”

      Athena and Elise looked at each other, slightly uncomfortable. It seemed Elise had noticed the flirting too. Athena sighed, but there was nothing she could do about that at the moment.

      As she settled down to sleep, Athena tried to quash her anxiety. The last thing she needed was her dad to hook up with the mother of her ex-girlfriend!
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      The next day, Athena was relieved to see Dain and Fleur emerge from their separate rooms. Una had taken over shift at some point early in the morning. After a tea or a cup of matcha tea, they packed up, which only took a matter of minutes, and headed off.

      The terrain became more rocky around them as they walked, and the trees began to change, the leaves looking more autumnal in colour, and the air became colder.

      “This is different,” said Athena. “Are we at a higher altitude or something?”

      “Outside of West Eloria the climate is different,” said Dain. “We are entering North Eloria. It’s always autumn in this province of the kingdom.”

      “I’m confused,” said Athena. “Are all the parts Eloria? Is that the name of the whole realm?”

      “Of course not,” said Dain after a pause. “After Eloria is Ilverniss, and then we should reach the Desgarden, not far from where the royal palace is.”

      “Okay,” said Athena, shrugging. “But you’re saying it’s always autumn here?”

      “The realm has different regions,” Dain explained. “And many of them have their own signature seasons and foliage. It’s unclear exactly how it all came about.”

      “And they connect to different parts of the human world?” asked Una as they walked along.

      “This place is magical,” said Fleur with a sigh. Dain smiled at her, and Athena felt uncomfortable again. She pulled her father aside as they continued along.

      “Dad, I need you to do something for me.”

      “What is it?” said Dain.

      “I need you to stop flirting with Elise’s Mum.”

      Dain shook his head. “What makes you think—?”

      “I know you. What about Juniper, anyway?” she said, referring to the Mage that Dain had been dating the last she’d heard.

      “It’s nothing serious,” said Dain. “Juniper is away for work a lot, so we don’t spend a lot of time together. It’s not like we’re married or anything.”

      “I doubt you’ll ever settle down,” said Athena. “But please not Fleur. She’s too nice for you.”

      “What are you trying to say?” said Dain.

      “You know exactly what I’m implying. And besides,” Athena continued, “even if she wasn’t too nice, she’s Elise’s mum. It would make things awkward…”

      “Oh alright,” Dain said, “I’ll try my best not to be too charming.”

      Athena gave him a playful shrug. “I suppose that’s the best I can hope for.”

      “Thanks for telling me,” said Dain. “Communication is important.”

      “Did you read that in a self-help book?” Athena teased.

      “I’m serious,” said Dain. “Most problems people have come from bad communication. That’s something that I’ve noticed…and possibly read in a self-help book,” he admitted. “But it’s important that we talk to each other. Otherwise, you would have been mad at me and I wouldn’t even know why. And then I would have probably tried to make it up to you in a way that was irrelevant and we would have ended up in a much worse mess.”

      “It’s true,” said Athena. “I hate how so many movie plots rely on stupid miscommunications and people not explaining themselves properly to begin with. And I suppose I’ve been guilty of it myself. I’ll try and communicate with you if you explain to me what on earth is going on. Although, I suppose we’re not really technically on earth anymore.”

      Dain laughed. “It’s a strange place, this realm. Although it’s very familiar to me it’s not really my home anymore.”

      He sounded slightly lonely as he said it and Athena took hold of his arm as they walked, allowing herself to lean into him. It was nice to have a father in her life that she could trust and she knew he would be there for her no matter what.
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      Something was different in town. Rosemary noticed it when she arrived to open up the chocolate shop. There was a tension in the air and people were scurrying about more erratically than usual.

      Rosemary surveyed the town square. Nothing seemed out of place until her eyes landed on the shop next door. Liam’s bookshop. The door was open.

      “Oh no,” she said under her breath. “Leave the poor man alone.”

      She strode the few paces to the shop, ready to apprehend whichever foul bigot had broken in.

      “Get out!” Rosemary yelled.

      Liam’s jaw dropped.

      “Oh sorry!” said Rosemary. “It’s you!”

      She rushed to hug the somewhat apprehensive Liam.

      “Rosemary?” he said. “What…what’s this all about?”

      “You tell me,” she said. “I’ve heard not hide nor hair from you in weeks! I assumed someone was breaking in to rob you or trash the place.”

      Liam sighed. He looked pale and drawn. “You mean like the graffiti outside? Stay away evil dog!”

      “I’ve been cleaning it up periodically,” said Rosemary. “But some people are just—”

      “Scared of me,” Liam finished.

      “That’s putting it very politely,” said Rosemary, gritting her teeth at a wave of rage, which was only partly because of the town bigots. “Where on earth have you been?!”

      “Sorry,” said Liam. “It all just happened so suddenly. I had to leave town. I thought you’d be mad because I attacked you.”

      “Oh, you did not,” said Rosemary. “All you did was try to help me fight off that swampy creature with the giant eye and I accidentally blasted you with my magic in the process.”

      “My memory might have been a little hazy,” Liam conceded. “I remember the monster, and waking up, realising I’d transformed in broad daylight…”

      Rosemary folded her arms. “Where have you been all this time?” she asked.

      “Up north,” said Liam. “There’s a place I’d heard about, in Cumbria. A werewolf colony.”

      “A werewolf colony?!” Rosemary repeated. “Is that like a hippy commune for lycanthropes?”

      “Sort of,” said Liam. “But without all the pachouli. We have a strong sense of smell.”

      “Hmm,” said Rosemary, finding the thought mildly amusing. “I suppose you don’t go in for full-moon drumming circles either.”

      Liam flushed in embarrassment. “Well, not on the full moon. But there was some drumming.”

      Rosemary laughed. “Sounds like an interesting place.”

      “It’s not much,” said Liam. “Just a few shacks on an old farm, with woods nearby.”

      “I suppose the woods would be useful for that time of the month,” said Rosemary. “What are they like – the other werewolves?”

      “Aloof,” said Liam. “Grumpy…troubled. A bit like me, really.”

      “You’ve found your people then?”

      “No,” said Liam. “I mean…it was okay. Better than okay – it was great to meet others like me. Over the years I’ve only encountered a few as they travelled through town. Most of them were a bit like vagrants, but they told me about Werehevin.”

      “Were heaven?”

      “No, hevin, but close enough.”

      “But they’re not your people?” Rosemary prodded, wanting to know more about her aloof and slightly grumpy friend and what his plans were.

      “In a way, they are,” said Liam. “But I kind of had a run-in with the leader, and besides, this is my home. I couldn’t just abandon it forever.”

      “I’m glad,” said Rosemary, hugging him again. “We were so worried. Does Sherry know?”

      “I do now,” said Sherry.

      Rosemary turned to find her standing in the doorway.

      The two cousins looked at each other.

      “You foolish man,” said Sherry. “Someone called to say they thought they saw you arriving in town.”

      Liam lowered his head. “I’m sorry. I understand if you don’t trust me anymore. I’ll stay out of your way.”

      “Don’t be daft!” said Sherry. “You should have told me years ago. I knew there was something up with you and all your mysterious bouts of illness. I just didn’t know what it was…”

      Liam looked up hopefully as Sherry stepped around Rosemary to hug her cousin.

      “This is your home, just like you said,” Sherry said.

      “That’s right it is,” said Marjie, who’d come to join their small impromptu gathering. “You belong here, Liam.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment,” he said. “But I know most of the town doesn’t feel this way.”

      “They’ll come around,” said Marjie. “If I have anything to do with it.”

      They spent the next few hours helping Liam clean up his shop.

      A few people stared in from outside as they walked past, but the town was eerily quiet. Aside from Ferg, who popped in to welcome Liam back and give him a purple ribbon for his campaign, while managing to wilfully ignore Rosemary.

      “He’s not happy with you, is he?” Liam asked as he watched Ferg walk back across the town square.

      “Honestly, who is these days?” Rosemary grumbled.

      “Tell me about it,” said Liam. “Business is bound to be slow at the bookshop, but at least I have somewhere to call my own. My cottage needs a bit of love, but…”

      “You can’t stay there,” said Rosemary. “It’s not safe. The whole town knows where you live. Come and stay at Thorn Manor.”

      “Thanks for the offer,” said Liam, “but I’m not some stray dog. I’ll be fine, really.”
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      That afternoon, Ferg came into the chocolate shop again, his cheeks flushed and his brow furrowed. “I’m here to fire you as a consultant,” he said with a pout.

      “Excuse me?” said Rosemary. “It’s not like I was employed anyway, but why?”

      Ferg glowered at her. “What happened the other day was unacceptable. More people are saying they’re going to vote for you than me.”

      “Sorry, Ferg,” said Rosemary. “That wasn’t my intention. I was just trying to get it through people’s thick heads that they shouldn’t be so prejudiced.”

      “I don’t believe you,” said Ferg. “You’re trying to usurp me. You want the throne for yourself.”

      “The throne?” said Rosemary.

      “Figure of speech,” said Ferg. “You should know that language does not always have to be literal.”

      Rosemary gave him a long, ironic look.

      “Everyone was chanting ‘Rosemary for mayor’ – what about ‘Ferg for mayor?!’”

      “Look,” said Rosemary with a sigh. “I don’t know what to do. I told them I wasn’t interested.”

      “If that’s true,” said Ferg, “then you’ll agree to be my running mate.”

      “What does that even mean? And no! I just said I wasn’t interested.”

      “If you’re really not interested in being the mayor you’ll do it, then you’ll be the second-in-command on my campaign.”

      “I don’t want any kind of position,” Rosemary insisted.

      “That’s alright,” said Ferg. “As long as it’s clear that you’re supporting my campaign.”

      “I don’t have time,” said Rosemary. “You’ve already got me organising this stupid ritual.”

      Ferg looked appalled. “What did you say?”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Rosemary said. “It’s just it’s been a rough few weeks.”

      “You don’t have to do anything, I promise. Just put your name on my ticket.”

      Rosemary’s instinct was to refuse, but Athena’s critical words came back to her. She didn’t want to be someone who always shirked responsibility. Besides, Ferg’s expression was almost childlike as he implored her.

      “Fine,” said Rosemary, “but I’m really not going to do anything else. You can use my name if you like. You can say the whole Thorn family is behind you for all I care.”

      “Oh, excellent,” said Ferg. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He rubbed his hands in glee. “Thank you, Rosemary. You’re hired again. I hope you don’t expect to be paid though. Because my campaign finances are rather tight.”

      “That’s fine,” said Rosemary, waving Ferg away. “Just carry on with whatever it is you need to do. And leave me and my chocolates in peace.”

      Ferg took a free sample of an apricot and white chocolate drop from the counter. “Delicious,” he said. “I might have to put in an order for election day.”

      Rosemary smiled at him patiently.

      “Alright, I’ll be off,” said Ferg and wandered away.

      Rosemary’s mood was dreadful for the rest of that afternoon. She missed Athena terribly, and she was starting to worry.

      There was no way to communicate with her in the fae realm, and all the worst possible scenarios kept rushing through her mind. It had only been a few days, but then again, time was strange in the fae realm. It could have seemed like months or hours or minutes to Athena. Apparently, it depended on some kind of temporal currents that affected the air over there and determined how time passed. Dain had promised they’d be able to navigate these currents carefully so as to not be away for too long.

      

      Rosemary’s terrible emotional state and the fact that she missed Athena so much inspired her to stop and take a detour on the way home to Finn’s Creek.

      At this time, near the equinox, the veil between the two realms was said to be at its thinnest. She wondered if she could get a glimpse of the other realm, perhaps even use her magic to see through, though she knew Athena wouldn’t be anywhere nearby.

      She began wandering around the creek. The light was getting lower, and it struck her that this was probably not the wisest decision in terms of safety. Strange things, or rather, strange and power-mad fae, had come through an attack in this very area.

      She pulled her coat around her and continued walking, hoping for some kind of sign, despite the fact that she knew it was ridiculous.

      The creek was wider than usual. More water rushed between its banks, almost like a river due to the heavy rain they’d had. In fact, it had been raining every evening since she’d accidentally summoned the Morrigan.

      A crow flew through the air and landed on a branch in front of Rosemary. She looked at it, and it squawked at her as if communicating.

      Rosemary decided she’d better head back, especially when she saw the ravens circling in the air.

      “This is not good,” she said to herself.

      The ravens cried out at that moment and all began to dive down to the water.

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary. She took a few steps in the direction she’d seen them falling towards.

      A figure emerged from the water, shrouded in a black mist.

      The Morrigan.

      She, or rather they, looked directly into Rosemary’s eyes.

      The Morrigan was both one woman and three at the same time. They were holding something in their hands as they stood, waist deep in the water.

      That was when Rosemary noticed the reeds swaying and the water pooling around her in the creek.

      The Morrigan appeared to be washing clothes that looked oddly familiar. In fact, they looked exactly like the clothes that Rosemary was wearing.

      “This is a bad omen, isn’t it?” said Rosemary. She started to back away, but the Morrigan maintained eye contact with her.

      An unearthly voice rose up. “The smell of blood is in the air. Oh, how I’ve missed the battle.”

      “Um, about that,” said Rosemary. “You wouldn’t have any advice as to how to avoid a battle, perhaps?”

      “Battle is how we protect those we love,” said the Morrigan said in a raspy, deep voice.

      “I’m all for protecting those I love, but I’d much rather avoid the bloody side of things. And perhaps you could put in a word for me with the witching council. You know, I don’t want to go to jail either.”

      The Morrigan had a gleam in her dark eyes. “Thank you for summoning me, Rosemary. You are a witch of great power.”

      “Well, that’s great,” said Rosemary. “I can use my great power to, you know, avoid the bloodshed. You wouldn’t happen to want to go back to wherever you came from?”

      The Morrigan said, “I’ve been locked away for far too long. It is time for me to return to my rightful place. I belong with the battle – on the side of the victor, protecting what is good.”

      “The protecting part I can get behind. Maybe we can talk about this—” Rosemary began, but the Morrigan raised her arms, cutting her off.

      “Enough!” Her form spiralled into black smoke, transformed into a murder of crows, and took to the sky again.

      “Well, that’s just what we need,” Rosemary muttered. She was in an even more awful mood than before.

      She made her way back to Thorn Manor. “Why is it that I always have to mess everything up?” she asked little Serpentine as she scratched her behind the ears on the doorstep. “I’m sure we would have about a tenth as many magical dramas if I just kept out of everything. It was foolish of me to think that I could help with any of this.”

      No sooner had Rosemary stepped inside and closed the door than the doorbell sounded.

      That’s strange. Hardly anybody uses the doorbell here.

      She felt a chill. Most people used the knocker. The sound struck her as ominous. Especially as she’d seen no one behind her when she’d entered the house a moment before.

      Serpentine gave her an impatient look, as if waiting to find out who the visitor was.

      Rosemary shrugged. “Oh, well. Surely things can’t get any worse.”

      She opened the door to find twelve figures standing there. Their faces were slightly too pale to be human. They were all wearing dark, old fashioned jackets in slightly different tones, with frilly white collars.

      “Don’t tell me,” said Rosemary as she recognised Charles among them. “The Vampire Council?”

      “Very good, Miss Thorne,” said the young looking woman in front of her with a black bob and a dark red jacket.

      “Is this some kind of uniform?” Rosemary asked.

      The woman looked at her, confused. “No, this is just what we wear. At least when we meet. Why? Is something wrong with it?”

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary. “It’s just you all seem to match.”

      The woman cleared her throat. “We’ve come about a serious matter. My name is Eva Claw, and I chair the Council.” The woman didn’t look more than twenty two, but Rosemary could tell she was a lot older than that.

      “Nice to meet you, I guess,” said Rosemary. “Although I’m sure you’re going to bring me some terrible news. And it’s not going to be nice at all.”

      “We hear that you are the witch in charge of summoning the Morrigan,” said a man standing next to Eva.

      “Quiet, Sisal,” she said. “I’m going to do the talking.”

      “If you’re the one doing all the talking, why did you bring all these guys?” asked Rosemary.

      “We heard you’re a powerful witch,” said Eva. “It didn’t seem appropriate to come alone. And besides, the Council must witness.”

      “What are you here to witness?” Rosemary said nervously. “Because there’s really nothing to see. It’s just an old house. I’m a pretty average witch, really. I’m still figuring out how to use my powers. And when you say ‘in charge of’, it wasn’t so much that I was in charge of summoning the Morrigan, it was more of an accident. You see, I was trying to figure out who was responsible for summoning a monster in town, and I was trying to call on its essence, and instead it seemed I summoned some different swampy essence all together, and the Morrigan appeared in my kitchen.”

      “I told you it was an accident,” said Charles.

      “Quiet,” said Eva as the vampires began muttering. “We find it hard to believe,” she continued, “that a spell as powerful and complex as that could be performed by accident.”

      “Well, a lot of hard-to-believe things happen around here,” said Rosemary. “And if you’re here to punish me, you’ve got to join the line. The witching authorities are already out to get me. And the Morrigan seems to want my blood, or at least that was the impression I got when I bumped into her before you came to visit.”

      “You bumped into the Morrigan?” said Eva.

      “Who is this ridiculous woman?”

      “Quiet Sisal,” said Eva.

      Rosemary realised the gravity of the situation. Twelve ancient, incredibly powerful, and rather terrifying vampires were at her doorstep. The Morrigan was probably not the only being that wanted her blood.

      “Listen, it might be hard to believe,” said Rosemary. “The witching council don’t seem to believe me either.”

      “You admit to being connected to the Arch Magistrate and the witching parliament?” said Eva.

      “Not exactly,” said Rosemary. “If I was you I’d avoid going to Bermuda. It’s a bit of a catch-22 if you ask me…That whole resort thing.”

      Charles cleared his throat.

      Rosemary shrugged. “I do babble when I’m nervous. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to take up any more of your time.”

      Eve frowned. “The Morrigan poses a grave danger to us, but you may already know that.”

      “I didn’t at the time, actually,” said Rosemary. “I didn’t know anything about it at all, until the Arch Magistrate showed up in the middle of my shop.”

      “You have no respect for authority,” said Sisal, glaring through his wispy white hair.

      Eva shook her head. “It was powerful magic that summoned the Morrigan into our realm from where she’d been shut away. If you’re telling us the truth, which I highly doubt…”

      “It was all an accident,” Rosemary insisted.

      Eva folded her arms. “Then it is upon you to undo your mistake and bind her again to another sub-dimension.”

      “Well, I did kind of mention that to her earlier and she hissed at me. I don’t think she likes the idea of going back.”

      “I’m afraid, Miss Thorn,” said Eva, “that hissing is going to be the least of your worries.” And with that, the vampires all disappeared as quick as lightning into the night.

      Rosemary imagined them as if they’d been slowed down, running along together, panting like dogs out the car window. The image was strikingly odd. She tapped herself on the head. “Come on, brain,” she said. “Behave yourself.”

      Rosemary went inside and had a cup of tea while her mind spun around in circles.

      Things have just gone from bad to worse.

      Now the Vampire Council were on her back, and they didn’t believe she could have summoned the Morrigan by accident. They expected her to somehow send the goddess back to some other realm, but Rosemary had no idea how to do any of that.

      She went to bed without any dinner, feeling awful. Even if Athena was totally fine and managed to survive the fae realm, maybe she’d come back to find herself without a mother at all, just a pile of creek-washed clothing, courtesy of the Morrigan. She feared there wouldn’t be much left after the vampires and witches had finished with her, let alone the townspeople who seemed to have developed the habit of turning into a raging mob.

      It was a mistake to have anything at all to do with the treaty, thought Rosemary. I’ve only gone and made things worse.

      She buried her head under the covers, feeling the weight of expectation and guilt press in on her. She decided then and there that she had to give up on the treaty and focus all of her attention on one simple task: figuring out a magic would re-bind the Morrigan, or at least evict her from this realm.
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      Rosemary opened her bleary eyes, feeling heavy. At first it was hard to distinguish dream from reality, before she realised that the nightmares of the previous day did, in fact, happen.

      She groaned.

      “That’s it!” she announced, to no one in particular. “No more meddling. From now on, I’m just Rosemary Thorn, magical chocolatier.”

      She checked her phone to find missed calls from Burk, but he could wait. After the visit from his father and the rest of the Vampire Council, Rosemary didn’t want an update on how much trouble she was in. In fact, the only thing she wanted to focus on was how to get herself out of her present predicament and get on with her life. No more treaty business. No more magical politics. Just banish that swampy goddess with all the crows and ravens and settle down to a life preoccupied with good food and tea!

      Even as she thought the words, Rosemary had the sinking realisation that it was probably too much to ask, but she felt determined.

      She made her way downstairs to prepare a completely normal breakfast of toast and tea.

      “One more big spell,” Rosemary muttered as she sat on the window seat eating. “I’ll get rid of this Morrigan character, avoid any bloodshed, and then I’m through with being the town witch that everyone asks for things!”

      The sky outside was dreary, but Rosemary was determined to have a nice normal day. She dressed in relatively ordinary clothes, and put on her most boring shade of lipstick.

      Maybe I can even find someone to take over the Mabon ceremony, she wondered, wishing Athena was there to talk to. Just then, Nugget the squirrel ran into the bedroom, followed by Serpentine Fuzzball.

      “You’re not the best conversation,” said Rosemary. “But I suppose you’ll have to do.”

      Nugget pierced her with an unimpressed look, while Serpentine was more interested in getting ear scratches. “You miss her, just like I do, don’t you?” she said to the familiars. “Don’t worry. Athena will come back. In fact, if she’s not back by the equinox, I’ll highjack the Mabon ritual and go get her, myself. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Nugget sniffed the air and then joined Serpentine in seeking pats.

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Rosemary. “That fae realm makes me feel all higgly-piggly. But I’ll do what I have to do to get her back and I’ll banish this goddess. Then I’m resigning from magical public life.”

      Nugget and Serpentine both looked unconvinced.

      “What?” said Rosemary. “You don’t believe me? Well, I’ll show you. I will. Magical politics can look after itself. I only make things worse.”

      Nugget shook his head and rubbed his little fingers together as if he was scheming.

      Rosemary glared. “If you weren’t so cute, I’d be mad,” she said.

      Nugget responded with a little clicking noise, a bit like laughter.

      “Honestly,” said Rosemary. “These familiars are no help at all.”

      She picked up her handbag and made her way downstairs and out the front door.

      It all happened so fast that Rosemary had no idea what was going on, and no way to defend herself. One minute she was closing the front door of Thorn Manor, the next there was a flash of blue and she was knocked to the ground.

      Rosemary opened her eyes to find she was surrounded by trees, and her wrists and ankles were bound in dark green vines. What on earth…

      There was a strange buzzing noise.

      She looked around to find that a group of pixies seemed to be squabbling near her feet.

      “Oh, not you lot!” said Rosemary. “Really?”

      “It’s awake!” said a little blue pixie wearing a woven waistcoat, a loincloth, and not much else. “The witch creature. Look. It speaks.”

      “Excuse me!” said Rosemary. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Tell it,” said another pixie, this one wearing a few artfully placed leaves which seemed to be stuck in place with tree-sap.

      “Tell it wha—?”

      “List our demands!”

      “No. Let’s just kill it and get it over with,” said the waistcoat pixie. “It’s not going to listen to us. We should teach it a lesson!”

      “You certainly will not kill me!” said Rosemary. The unpleasant creatures were doing her head in. “You lot are terrible communicators. I have no idea what this is about. Surely you don’t just target witches at random.”

      The leaf-clad pixie pushed the other one out of the way. “Pay him no mind,” it said. “We need ye alive.”

      “Will you please explain what’s going on here?!” Rosemary said, in her best ‘mum’ voice.

      The group of pixies all stopped and stared at her.

      “See—such power!” said the leaf-clad one. “I told ye we needed this one.”

      “What do you need me for? And who are you? Do you even have names?” Rosemary asked, keeping her voice in the tone that seemed to affect them.

      “My name is Pesk,” said the leaf-clad Pixie. “The annoying one is Hawthorne.”

      Hawthorne glared.

      “As fer what we need ye fer. There is to be a treaty to be had, is there not?” asked Pesk.

      “This is about the treaty?” Rosemary asked. “I knew it was trouble from the beginning.”

      She was starting to see that everything was connected and it all seemed to centre around the treaty. “Peace-treaty my arse,” Rosemary muttered. “It’s causing more chaos and attacks than anything else!”

      “Are ye quite finished there?” said Pesk.

      “Look,” said Rosemary. “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not in charge of the treaty, so if you’re trying to stop it—”

      “Stop it?” said Pesk. “No. That’s not it at all.”

      “See,” said Hawthorne. “I told ye we had the wrong one. Kill it and get it over with.”

      “No!” said Rosemary, upping the volume on the ‘mum’ voice. The pixies quivered in response. “You will not kill me. I’ve done nothing wrong, and besides, I know who is in charge of the treaty.”

      She had a right mind to send the pesky pixies after both the Vampire Council and the Witching Parliament leaders, considering all the bother they’d caused her.

      “Tell us, then,” said Hawthorne.

      “I might,” Rosemary said, not wanting to give up any power in the situation, and still considering whether her vengeful thoughts about setting pixies on the vampires and witches involved was warranted or whether it would just lead her into more trouble. “You’d have to let me go first. And you still haven’t explained yourselves. If you don’t want to stop the treaty, what is it you’re after?”

      “A pound of flesh!” Hawthorne cried. “Quite a few pounds, by the looks!”

      Rosemary and Pesk both glared at him. He seemed to wither under their collective gaze and flew back to join the other pixies, still watching from near Rosemary’s feet.

      “We simply want to be included in it,” said Pesk. “The treaty. It’s a chance fer our species to be recognised and protected.”

      “All this is about pixie rights?” Rosemary asked. “You couldn’t have just left a flyer in my letterbox or something?”

      “No one ever listens to us,” said Pesk sadly. “Besides, there’s no room in your letterbox fer flying in.”

      Rosemary chose to ignore the misunderstanding in favour of empathising with the pixie—at least with this pixie. She had no patience for Hawthorne’s awful behaviour.

      “It perhaps wasn’t the best strategy, to kidnap ye,” Pesk conceded. “Hawthorne was convinced it was the only way. No one ever listens to us, ye see. They treat us like insects. Never mind that we’re dying out.”

      “An endangered magical species,” Rosemary muttered. “I didn’t realise.”

      “I’ll endanger ye!” Hawthorne yelled, shaking his fist.

      “I see,” said Rosemary. “How about this. You let me go and I’ll put you in touch with the authorities.”

      “No, no,” said Pesk. “They never listen. Not even the fae and they’re supposed to be our kin. The authorities are always the worst.”

      Rosemary sighed. “Tell me about it.”

      She lay there, looking up at the forest canopy above her for a few moments, while pixies continued to squabble at her feet.

      Moments earlier she had vowed to stay as far from magical politics as possible, and she didn’t like the pixies, in general. In fact, she could sort of see why they weren’t taken seriously, especially given how unpleasant they tended to be, but perhaps the unpleasantness was a defence. After all, they were fighting for the survival of their species.

      What would Athena do? Rosemary wondered. What would she think about this whole situation?

      Rosemary realised that her fantasy of a nice quiet life was leading her back into the patterns that her daughter most criticised about her. She wanted to avoid magical politics and hide from danger. She didn’t want to bravely confront any of it, and yet this, it seemed, was the exact lesson the universe was set on teaching her about.

      “Stupid universe,” she muttered.

      “Who are ye calling stupid?” Hawthorne asked, getting fighty again.

      “Oh fine,” said Rosemary, though whether it was to the pixies or the universe at large, she wasn’t entirely sure. “I’ll help.”

      “Ye will?” Pesk asked.

      “Don’t trust it!” said Hawthorne. “It just told us before it was totally useless.”

      “I said nothing of the sort,” said Rosemary, resuming her ‘mum’ voice. “I’m not in charge of the treaty, but it seems like you don’t want to talk to those people anyway. I can’t promise you any particular result, but I’ll do what I can.”

      “Put in a good word fer us?” said Pesk hopefully.

      “I’m afraid my word isn’t worth too much,” said Rosemary. “But actually…I do have connections with the fae royalty.”

      The pixies around her hushed, as if in awe of her social connections. It seemed that they respected the fae authorities, after all.

      Rosemary decided against saying too much in case it landed her or Athena in more trouble. She didn’t want to over-promise.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.
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      Athena poked at the embers of the fire, which burst back to life like a rainbow.

      She shivered. The terrain around them was now that of the dead of winter, snow on the ground and the trees with no leaves whatsoever. There didn’t seem to be any mushrooms in the wintery region of the fae realm.

      The journey had seemed so long recently, as if time had slowed. Although two nights before, she and Elise had just been commenting on how quickly time seemed to be passing.

      Slip streams, Finnigan called them, the different temporal currents in the fae realm. He had successfully navigated them out of the worst ones. Which was just as well because Athena did not intend to arrive back in the earth realm either as a very old woman or at a time so far in the future that everyone she knew there was long dead. Humans might not age in the fae realm, but she wasn’t sure that applied to her.

      On the ground next to her, Finnigan snored softly. They were supposed to be keeping watch together for this particular shift, though he’d nodded off fairly quickly and Athena didn’t have the heart to wake him.

      While the trip so far had been unnaturally quiet, this place was even more eerie. So still, without the rustle of leaves. The only sounds were of occasional gusts of wind through the trees whistling slightly. Other than that, all was perfect silence. Athena wondered if the journey would ever end.

      Dain kept saying, every day, how much closer they were getting, but he said it so often she almost couldn’t believe him anymore. She wondered how on earth he, as a small child, managed to reach the part of West Eloria where the veil was so thin, the part that merged into Myrtlewood.

      Athena slumped forward in wave of homesickness. It happened now and then when she thought about Myrtlewood. She missed her irritating mother and all their friends in the community that she’d left behind. As quirky and glorious as it was, the fae realm, which she’d dreamed about and longed for, for many months, wasn’t exactly home, even though it felt good to be here.

      She still felt lighter. It was a dreamy existence where her body never completely tired whether she slept or ate properly, the way that she needed to back home.

      This place had certainly felt like home when she wasn’t here. But being here for so long, she realised that it wasn’t really her place. Perhaps she didn’t belong here as much as she’d hoped.

      Perhaps I don’t belong anywhere.

      She continued to read from the mysterious diary as often as possible, hoping that its pages would bring her some kind of clarity. But all she’d found recently were snippets of descriptions, little quips of wisdom, and old quotes. She was no closer to knowing who’d written it or what mysteries it held in particular.

      Athena thought back with some longing to that day she wandered into the apple orchard and discovered the book. She longed to be back there again, with the leafy trees and the sunlight dappling through them, on her way home to Thorn Manor to share an evening meal with Marjie and her mother and some of their other friends from the village.

      Homesickness made her feel woozy and tired, but she couldn’t sleep. Finnigan was clearly not on guard.

      She was startled by a sound like a hoof fall on the ground, too loud in itself to be a footstep. Finnigan sprang awake at once. “Someone’s coming!” he whispered. “Quick, get the others.”

      Athena ran inside. She shook them awake.

      “Someone’s outside,” she whispered to Dain. He moaned, staring up at her. “Finnigan said to wake you.”

      Dain, once awake, was quick as lightning. The others scrambled out of their respective beds too, and peered out through the doorway.

      Finnigan stood there looking out at the dark sky. He held up a finger to warn everyone to be quiet.

      There are six of them.

      Athena realised Finnigan was speaking in her mind, potentially to Dain too.

      What are they? Dain asked.

      Eponi, said Finnigan.

      This is bad. Pull everyone back inside, said Dain.

      No, wait, it’s too late. They’re here, said Finnigan.

      There was a rumble of hooves and six horse-like beings approached them, black and gleaming and clearly otherworldly.

      “You’re coming with us,” the largest one roared.

      “I don’t think so,” said Athena as her protective instincts kicked in. She stepped in front of her friends and family.

      The Eponi leader neighed. “Seize them!” He ran towards Finnigan, who ducked out of the way, but not in time. The Eponi lunged for his leg, hoisting him onto its back. “Get the others!”

      “No!” Athena ran forward, blasting the Eponi that had Finnigan with her magic. He reared back, and Finnigan fell to the ground.

      A black cloud poured from the Eponi’s mouth, creating a phantom in mid-air. All light was blocked out – Athena couldn’t see. She couldn’t tell the difference between friend or foe. “Get to the ground!” she cried. “All of you. Now!” She blasted out golden light from her hands, which cleared away the phantom and pushed the Eponi back.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” the leader said. “We have reinforcements coming, and they’re more than a match for the likes of you,”

      Through the trees, Athena could see them moving closer. Dark, terrifying, goblin-like creatures, in all different sizes. Some bore flaming torches.

      The ground shook as they roared through the trees towards them.

      “This is very bad,” said Dain.

      Athena had to agree. She was already feeling tired after the magic she’d used. She didn’t know how much power she’d have left in her. Her witching magic seemed so powerful here, but she was so far from home, far from the source of her family’s power, from her mother, from her Thorn lineage, from her human self.

      “We could surrender,” she suggested.

      “I don’t want to agree with you on that,” said Dain.

      They both looked at Finnigan on the ground. Fleur and Una were tending to him. His leg was badly wounded.

      “We could make a run for it,” Athena suggested. “Or we could all try getting into the teapot, shrinking down, and hopefully they would leave us alone.”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise,” said Elise. “I don’t want to be a tiny person. I’m already small enough.”

      “We surrender then,” said Dain.

      “Not yet,” said Athena. She focussed all her energy into forming a protective barrier around them. “This should hold them off for a little while.”

      She closed her eyes and summoned her magic to create a circle around where they stood. The goblin beasts reached the edge, gnashing their nasty teeth, punching at the barrier to try to break through. “I should be able to hold them off for a little while,” said Athena, but she felt her energy lagging even as she said it.

      Dain touched her shoulder. “You can draw on my power if you need it.”

      “It’s not the same,” said Athena. “You’re not a witch.”

      Dain looked hurt. “We need another plan,” he said, sounding desperate. “You can’t hold them off forever.”

      Just then, Athena fell to the ground on her knees, sapped of energy. The barrier collapsed, and the goblins rushed in.

      “No!” Elise screamed and a blinding light pierced the sky, raining gold dust down on them.

      “It’s her,” said Dain. The others looked at him questioningly. “It’s my mother.”
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      Rosemary crossed the town square towards the podium, ready to support Ferg, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. She was in the shop, trying to figure out the best way to strategize based on her current situation and the various kinds of magical politics she’d suddenly found herself embroiled in.

      A few of the townsfolk had already gathered and she smiled at some familiar faces before finding a spot next to Marjie. She had given Ferg some notes for his speech about local magical minorities and their heritage, their families, and their wider social circles. By making a bigger connection with so many people in the town, she hoped that Ferg would be able to break through some of the town’s prejudice against werewolves and maybe even help underprivileged magical creatures have a say when it came time for the town to be consulted on the treaty.

      Rosemary watched as Mr June spouted off his nonsense, fear-mongering about monsters and werewolves. She bided her time until Ferg took the stage, and to her relief, the audience seemed to be responding to him. They were nodding along and agreeing as he mentioned the various types of shifters, fae creatures, and other magical beings that they were all connected to in one way or another.

      That was when she felt the pang of danger. She knew it was her motherly intuition. She and Athena were connected at a deep level, but despite this knowledge, she didn’t know how to communicate with her daughter in the fae realm.

      Rosemary felt powerless.

      She tried to reach out to Athena through her mind, but only found a vast ocean of nothingness.

      She took a deep breath and clenched her teeth.

      “What is it, dear?” asked Marjie, who was standing next to her.

      “It’s Athena. I know she’s in trouble. I can sense it.”

      “Oh dear,” Marjie said. “What are we going to do?”

      “I wish I could just communicate with her,” said Rosemary.

      “There aren’t many kinds of magic powerful enough to do that,” Marjie said. “But perhaps water might be your best bet.”

      Rosemary frowned. “You’re saying there’s a way I can connect with her through water magic?”

      “In theory,” Marjie said. “Water is connection. Earth is of this realm. Air is all thought, and fire is all action.”

      “But water...is one of the elements that I’ve struggled with the most,” Rosemary said, with a kind of distaste.

      “That’s a shame, because you’re going to need to master it if you’re going to take on the Morrigan.”

      Rosemary recalled throwing a fireball at the Morrigan, only to have it fizzle out. “She’s impervious to fire?”

      Marjie nodded. “She’s a creature of the swamp. I thought you would have known that.”

      “She is kind of swampy,” Rosemary admitted. “So water’s the key to all this?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Marjie said.

      “Just my luck.”
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      Athena groaned, and opened her weary eyes. “What happened?”

      “We were rescued,” came Elise’s voice. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” said Athena. She was vaguely aware that they were moving.

      After a moment she identified that they were riding in some kind of elaborately gilded carriage.

      She looked across to see Elise’s eyes wide in awe. “What?”

      “It’s beautiful, like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” said Elise. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      She looked out the windows to see the most amazing sight – hundreds of golden terraces gleaming as if lit by an inner light. Tall trees stood around them, with shining silver leaves, and this was clearly just the outskirts of the palace. She could see the buildings, magnificent in the distance.

      “It’s like the most fantastical fancy castle from a children’s movie,” said Elise. “Only better.”

      “It’s amazing,” Athena said. “I thought the other buildings I’d come across in the fae realm were impressive, but this is something else.”

      She felt some of her energy returning. It had been hours – or at least it felt like hours – since they’d been attacked and then rescued. Queen Áine had arrived just in time, apparently bringing an enormous entourage, including carriages, with her.

      Elise explained how the Queen’s servants had bundled them all up inside the carriages without a word.

      Athena was looking forward to talking to her grandmother and finding out more about what was going on. She did have sense of wariness, as knew that fae politics were complex and fae etiquette even more so. All of that stuff had driven her father to seek refuge in a different world – or so he said. The fae were sticklers for peculiar rules. Athena only knew a handful of them. She was sure there would be plenty of opportunities for her to offend everyone.

      “It’ll be alright,” said Elise, taking Athena’s hand and giving it a squeeze. Athena had confessed her worries during the course of their journey through the fae realm, and her insecurities over not being raised here had never been quite as present as they were now.

      It wasn’t long before the gilded carriages arrived outside the majestic gate of the castle. The beautiful white ponies who were drawing them trotted up towards the enormous staircases.

      “Not exactly good accessibility,” Elise said. “I suppose they just use magic to get around that sort of thing.”

      They climbed out of the carriage to see Dain, Finnigan, Una, and Fleur clambering out from other carriages in the entourage. A fae butler wearing a brocade suit made of finely woven leaves approached them. “Welcome, guests of Her Majesty, the high queen of all, Her Royal Grace Queen Áine.”

      Athena and Elise looked at each other, slightly awkward. “Thank you,” Elise said. “Oh wait, I’m not allowed to say that, am I? Never mind, forget I said anything.”

      The butler gave a curt nod.

      “Where is the queen?” Athena asked. “I’d like to speak with her.”

      “Ah, yes,” he said. “She will grant you an audience this evening.”

      “Formal,” Elise muttered.

      Athena gently elbowed her.

      The butler continued. “You will be shown to have rooms where you may…Ahem…clean up. Nourishment will be provided for you and you may rest until dusk. That is when you will be summoned.”

      Athena was trying to fight the urge to thank him as well, but Dain merely nodded and the butler disappeared into thin air.

      “How does he do that?” Elise asked. “Dain can do it too, can’t he?”

      “He can kind of teleport,” said Athena. “But only here, not in the earth realm.”

      Elise looked impressed. “You all have such cool powers. I wish I could do that, like Juniper.”

      “Yeah, Juniper is cool,” said Athena. “I wonder how she’s going?”

      They looked at Dain. He shrugged. “Who knows?”

      They were shown to rooms that looked a lot like what people would expect to see inside a palace, with a lot of golden silky fabrics which Finnigan said were woven by pixies.

      It was nice to finally be in luxury and to have some time to herself. Athena had a wonderful, glorious bath, scented with daphne and jasmine oils and filled with bubbles.

      She gobbled up the selection of tiny cakes delivered to her, along with tea that tasted just like blueberries, like the first beverage she’d ever sampled in the fae realm, all those months before. She was relieved to feel her strength returning.

      There was a knock on the door, and Elise entered, wearing a fancy pea green dress.

      “Oh my goodness, that dress!” Athena said. She, herself, was still in a bathrobe. “Where did you get it?”

      “Haven’t you looked in the wardrobe?” Elise asked. She opened the enormous wardrobe and Athena gasped at the array of dresses fit for a princess.

      Elise smiled as they admired the fine fabrics. They were lovely and silky to the touch, woven with foliage and strands of gold in all the different colours of the rainbow.

      She selected a silver gown and then wondered whether the colours meant anything. “Do you think I should check with Dad?”

      Elise shook her head. “I doubt your father would remember something like that. The colour of dresses you’re supposed to wear for good etiquette? No way. He doesn’t care about that sort of thing, remember?”

      “You’re probably right,” said Athena. Though she felt a creeping dread as she put the dress on, which vanished when she looked at herself in the mirror.

      Her hair might have been weird and plastered to her forehead, but the dress looked stunning.

      Elise beamed at her. “Your dresses are a lot fancier than what was in my closet, which was also notably smaller, but I suppose you are the royalty here.”

      “So strange,” said Athena. “If you’d have seen the way I grew up with Mum, going from flat to flat, living in poverty and making up for it by eating plenty of Jaffa Cakes to take the edge off the sense of despair…”

      “That’s all in the past now,” said Elise. “You can relax.”

      “I don’t know if this place is exactly relaxing,” said Athena. “How are you supposed to relax in a dress like this? Though it is surprisingly comfortable. What am I going to do with my hair?”

      “I’ll help,” said Elise.

      Athena did her best dry her hair and then Elise pinned it up using hair accessories from the elaborate dresser.

      “You’re good at this,” said Athena.

      “Years of practice. When I was bored as a kid, I used to beg Mum to let me play with her hair. I’d get her to turn it into all sorts of different colours. She can do it on purpose – much better than me anyway.”

      Athena grinned. “Well, it’s fantastic. You make a great addition to my entourage.”

      Elise giggled and elbowed her. “What’s with the attitude?” she teased.

      There was a knock at the door.

      The same butler from earlier informed them that it was time to make their way to the formal lounge for refreshments, before dining with the queen.

      They followed him down the gilded hallway lined with mirrors into a domed ceilinged room. It reminded Athena of pictures she’d seen of French castles.

      Dain and Finnigan were already there. And Una and Fleur joined them moments later.

      “This place is something else,” said Una. “Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined…” Her words trailed off.

      “How’s your leg?” Elise asked Finnigan.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “There were some healers. They did something really cool and all the pain disappeared and my leg totally healed. They’ve got loads of great gadgets in the hospital wing.”

      “Why would they need a hospital wing?” asked Fleur. “Hopefully it’s not because of all the fighting they have to do.”

      Dain grinned at her. “The fighting’s the fun part,” he said. “It’s all the rules that are really terrifying.”

      Athena had a sinking feeling.

      They were offered refreshments by a younger butler with pale green skin and pointed ears so tall that they almost reached the top of his head.

      “What’s in it?” Una asked. “I’ve got quite a few allergies.”

      The butler looked at her curiously, as if he didn’t quite understand what she was talking about. “It’s wine made of morning dew and the nectar of the first flowers of spring, of course. We call it a last iblevass.”

      “It’s delicious,” said Athena.

      “Is it alcoholic?” Fleur asked, giving the young people a warning glance as if worried they might drink too much.

      “What do you mean?” the butler asked.

      “They don’t have alcohol here in the same way that humans do,” said Finnigan. “What they’re asking,” he explained to the butler, “is whether it will impart any particular feelings or qualities if consumed in varying quantities.”

      Athena smiled at him gratefully.

      “It just relaxes the mind and strengthens the spirit.”

      “But what if you have too much?” Fleur asked. “Does it make people behave strangely?”

      “I’m afraid not, madam,” the butler said. He bowed and left the room.

      “This place is really strange but lovely,” Athena said to her dad.

      Dain laughed. “You’re telling me. It’s exactly how it was all those years ago when I left, but I think I can appreciate it more now.”

      Athena smiled at him.

      Just then a large door opened to the side of the room and Queen Áine entered. She wore a golden dress and seemed to be glowing almost as much as the first time Athena had seen her.

      “Welcome home, my family,” she said. “You have come at last to claim your rightful place as royalty among our people.”

      Athena gulped. It didn’t sound like this was going to be a short visit.

      “Follow me into the dining room.” She turned, leading them through the doors to an elaborately set table that was far too large and long for size of the party. It meant that they were somewhat awkwardly spaced out when they took their places.

      “In a moment, we will dine, but first…” said the queen, not addressing any of the entourage, just Athena and Dain, as if the other people in the room were mere servants not worthy of her attention. It made Athena uncomfortable. “…I have good news for you, but before I share it, I have some important introductions to make.” The door opened and a row of people who were clearly fae nobles entered, dressed in elaborate finery. They bowed.

      Athena didn’t know what to do, but followed Dain’s lead as he inclined his head.

      The Queen stood and gestured to the new arrivals. “May I present, my brother Aillén, the Earl of Fonduna and his wife Meliora, and their children, Cedar and Lumion. They’ve travelled from the eastern most corner of the kingdom, escorted by Drakus, Duke of Dorvella, who is also a distant cousin.”

      Athena appraised the new arrivals, noticing that as they entered the room, there was a palpable tension. They all looked stunning and youthful, though she suspected some of them were much older than they looked.

      Cedar took the chair next to her. He seemed to be roughly Athena’s age, wearing a suit that looked like felted moss, edged in gold with acorn-shaped buttons. He had a shock of red hair and pearly white teeth. Other than slightly pointed ears, he looked almost human, or at least as human as any of them currently looked.

      His sister, who sat opposite him, was very tall with dark hair that shimmered as if metallic. At a guess, Athena would have put her in her twenties, though it was hard to tell. She wore, to Athena’s relief, a silver dress that was fairly similar in style to the one Athena had chosen. At least it wasn’t a totally inappropriate thing to wear to dinner with the queen.

      Their father, Aillén, had longer, flowing red hair but seemed only a few years older in appearance, whereas Meliora was blonde. Athena wondered whether genetics worked differently in the fae realm to give the daughter darker hair and colouring more like Dain’s or Una’s. She vaguely recalled that genetic variation was an issue for the fae which had led, at times, to nefarious kidnappings of human children. The former countess had been guilty of this, though Athena hoped her own family wasn’t involved in anything like that.

      Drakus sat further along the table – his skin was pale against his jet black hair. He wore darker colours as if to match. He smiled warmly at Athena and then looked around the table, his eyes coming to rest on Una with curiosity. Her shoulders and expression were both tense.

      Athena shot Una a sympathetic look. She too felt awkward at this ambush of guests.

      “I remember you,” Aillén said to Dain, taking a seat at the far end of the table.

      Dain nodded. “Uncle, it is good to see you again after all this time.”

      Something seemed off to Athena. She had a sensation of motion sickness as if they were all chess pieces being manoeuvred around a board. “So what was it you were going to tell us?” she asked her grandmother.

      The queen gave her an odd look, as if she’d spoken out of turn.

      Athena wanted to apologise, but she didn’t think she was supposed to. So instead, she held her tongue.

      “All in due course,” said Queen Áine.

      More servants appeared and lifted the golden domes from the table, revealing a truly magnificent feast.

      All kinds of foods were laid out that Athena had never even heard of, including some sort of roast bird that Dain assured her was a lot like chicken, various exquisite mushrooms in all kinds of shapes, and edible flowers that melted in the mouth and carried with them memories as well as flavours, like the essence of heavy rainfall after a drought or the first crisp morning of autumn.

      It was such a delightful feast and the sensations were rather overwhelming. As was the fae wine that flowed endlessly without making anybody drunk.

      Despite the odd spacing around the table, Athena was having a good time and everyone else seemed to be as well, having polite conversation, laughing together.

      Dain told the story of their journey, somewhat embellishing particular points of an otherwise fairly eventless trip, aside from the last few hours where they were attacked and rescued.

      Queen Áine presided over the dinner, radiant. She seemed to enjoy the storytelling and so did the other guests.

      When it got to the part when they were attacked, the Queen became very sombre. “I told the people of the kingdom of your arrival,” she admitted. “That was why there were no creatures crossing your path and the realm was quiet. However, I must admit that there are factions within our very kingdom that are not under my control. They still are within my domain—”

      “Just like the Countess of West Eloria,” said Athena.

      Queen Áine gave her another strange look and Athena bit her tongue.

      “Yes,” said the Queen. “I’m afraid one of these factions was responsible for the attack. They’re trying to gain a foothold – to amass power. There are some here who would love nothing more than to take the throne from us. Which is why it is so important that you, my dear family, have arrived back.”

      “But you have other children,” said Dain.

      Athena looked at her father questioningly. It was the first she’d heard of it.

      “Yes,” said the Queen, “Princess Sophia and her husband are keeping peace in Gavriel, and my eldest son is in the South. We have a smattering of other nobility, such as Aillén and Drakus in other regions. I’m here in the North – the royal province known as Asabath. We are to find someone to take the place of the countess who, as you know, was a cousin.”

      Athena wished she was close enough to kick her father under the table. She certainly did not know that. If she had known the countess was a relative, it may have changed things slightly. Although perhaps it would have only made the enemy more sympathetic despite not deserving it.

      Queen Áine smiled. “Now that you have returned, it is most excellent timing. This is the good news I want to share.” She looked at Athena. “I have arranged a marriage for you.”

      Athena paled. “A marriage?”

      The Queen nodded. “Yes, you are to be betrothed to your cousin Cedar. This is why I invited him here tonight, so that you could meet.” The Queen laughed, as if delighted with herself.

      Athena looked at Elise, feeling as if the ground was disappearing beneath her. It was a lot to take in. The Queen of the fae had arranged a marriage for her and intended for her to see it through, with none other than her own cousin! The thought was enough to make her nauseous.

      “My cousin?” Athena looked at her father, who appeared just as shocked as she felt.

      “Yes, he is a cousin,” said the Queen. “Which ensures good breeding, you see.”

      “Err, I don’t know how they do things here,” said Athena, “but—”

      Dain raised a finger to his lips, and Athena decided to just trust her father’s instincts, though he’d better understand that she certainly wasn’t about to marry her cousin. Dain had a lot of explaining to do!
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        * * *

      

      Athena excused herself and gave her father a meaningful look. She walked back into the adjoining room where they’d just had drinks, and Dain followed shortly after.

      “I cannot believe this,” Athena said, pacing the room. “Your mother wants me to marry my own cousin.”

      Dain shrugged. “I told you, fae politics are complicated.”

      “This is politics?”

      “Of course it is,” said Dain, sitting down on a leafy sofa. “On multiple levels. Not only is she trying to find a way to outmanoeuvre some of her rivals and install a close family member as the governing nobility to replace the countess, she’s also trying to figure out a way to get you to stay here. You see, she really doesn’t want to lose you.”

      “I’m not doing it,” Athena said.

      “Obviously not,” Dain said. “It’s ridiculous. You’re far too young to be married. Besides, it’s all a bit too familial.”

      “At least you’re thinking sensibly for a change,” said Athena. “So I’ll just tell her no.”

      “Oh no,” said Dain. “You definitely can’t do that.”

      “You’re saying I can’t tell my grandmother that I’m not marrying my cousin?”

      “It won’t fly.”

      Athena folded her arms and paced. “She’s going to try to make me do it, isn’t she?”

      “There’s a good chance,” Dain said.

      “Then we leave.”

      Dain smirked. “Have I taught you nothing about fae hospitality rules? No, you can’t simply leave once you’ve accepted hospitality like this. Not only would it be embarrassing for the Queen, it would also get us into more hot water.”

      “What do you mean exactly?” Athena asked.

      “Think of it like a knotted piece of thread,” said Dain. “If you pull on it too quickly, you only tighten the knot. You have to ease through until you find an opening and then the whole thing will unravel.”

      “If you say so,” Athena said, unconvinced.

      She returned to the meal and Elise gave her a worried look. Athena shook her head. They would have to talk about it later. For now, the best thing to do was to play along.
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        * * *

      

      Athena was escorted to her room that night by one of the Queen’s servants, as if they were worried she might make a run for it.

      Despite her father’s infuriating lack of explanation for all the rules, she was relieved that he’d told her some things and warned her off confronting the Queen directly. She had a feeling things would have gotten a lot worse had she resisted more strongly. The guard escort was evidence of that.

      Athena knew she had to be careful. There was obviously no way she was marrying anyone right now, let alone her cousin. The boy himself seemed harmless, slightly arrogant, and good-humoured. There was nothing wrong with him in particular, but she wasn’t some chess piece to be moved around, and besides, while humans might have found such close relatives marrying to be totally fine a hundred or more years before, it certainly wasn’t socially appropriate anymore.

      Athena dressed for bed in the silky robes that had been provided for her. She was just contemplating going to find Elise when there was a knock on the door.

      She opened the door to see her beautiful blue-haired friend. “Well, that was a shock,” Elise whispered.

      Athena pulled her into the room. “We’re probably being watched.”

      “I know. I was surprised there wasn’t a guard outside actually,” said Elise. “After the way that you were escorted back here.”

      “Let’s just assume we’re being watched most of the time,” said Athena. “It’s probably safer that way.”

      “What are you going to do?” Elise asked.

      “Dad’s advice is to wait for an opening. Maybe I can steer the conversation away from marriage and towards the treaty. After all, that’s the main reason we came here.”

      “That’s a good idea,” said Elise. “So I guess I’d better get back to my room.”

      Athena hesitated and looked down at the mossy carpet. “Can’t you stay?” she asked. “I just find everything so strange, and I don’t want to be alone. At least not tonight.”

      Elise gave her a sympathetic look. “Of course.”

      They slept chastely in the same bed that night, not close enough to touch, but close enough that Athena was somewhat comforted. It was maddening to be so close to someone she still held so many feelings for and not be able to hold her, but she didn’t want to make things weird. It was enough that her ex-girlfriend had agreed to come on this journey with her in the first place and that she would stay with her to keep her company. The last thing Athena wanted to do was force through boundaries and find herself pushed away again. She hardly got any sleep that night, despite her exhaustion from the journey and the attack and everything that she discovered upon arriving at the palace. Elise seemed to sleep soundly next to Athena. In the morning, Elise was a lot more well rested, whereas Athena was groggy and felt dreadful.

      She dressed in more fae finery after Elise had left, and was informed by a servant that the day’s activities included croquet on the lawn, followed by a special reception with the Queen.

      “I didn’t know fairies played croquet,” said Una as they assembled on the lawn.

      “Don’t let them hear you call them fairies,” said Athena. “Whatever you do.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Una looked across to where Drakus was standing, all clad in black. He was staring back at her from the side of the lawn which was perfectly circular, an unusual shape for a game of croquet.

      Athena nudged Una. “I think he fancies you,” she whispered.

      Una gave her a mortified look. “Ugh, I hope not. He keeps looking at me and it’s giving me the creeps.”

      “I can have a word to Queen Áine,” Athena suggested. “See if she can do anything about it – or tell him myself. I’m not afraid of any Duke, no matter how brooding he is.”

      Una shot her a grateful smile. “I appreciate it, really, but don’t go to any trouble. Drakus told me he’s leaving this afternoon.”

      “He said that?” Athena asked.

      “He invited me to come with him,” Una admitted. “Of course I declined.”

      “Good,” said Athena. “Trust your gut.”

      Una smiled at her again, but this time Athena was sure she caught a cunning gleam in her friend’s eye. The fae realm had changed her somehow, perhaps making her more herself, or unleashing a different side to her personality.

      Fleur’s laughter cut through Athena’s thoughts. “A round croquet lawn! Next you’re going to tell me they use flamingos instead of mallets.”

      “I’m afraid it’s just regular old, boring croquet,” said Dain. “Although they do make the mallets gold because this is the palace, after all.”

      Cedar wandered over and greeted Athena, escorted by his parents.

      “I suppose this is all part of the matchmaking,” Una whispered as they walked away to fetch their mallets.

      “Don’t remind me,” said Athena.

      “Are you okay, though?” said Una. “It must have come as some shock, though.”

      “I’m fine,” said Athena.

      They helped themselves to refreshments, which oddly resembled cucumber sandwiches and gin and tonic, though they were undoubtedly called something completely different.

      “Finnigan probably thinks it’s funny,” said Athena, looking at the way he and her cousin, Cedar, were joking and getting along, changing up the rules of croquet and using a little bit of magic to make the ball hover in the air.

      “There’s nothing funny about it,” said Una. “If the Queen really wants you to stick around, this is certainly not an effective way of doing it!”

      “I suppose they have different customs,” said Fleur. “My mother always said that, especially about the high fae. The Queen probably thinks that it’s the most thoughtful and generous thing she could have done, to find you a suitable husband and a castle to live in.”

      “When you put it that way,” said Athena, “what am I even complaining about?”

      Elise gave her an odd look. “You’re not really thinking about going through with it?”

      “Of course not!” said Athena. “Marrying someone I just met, let alone my cousin, is horrifying!”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the afternoon went surprisingly smoothly. Her cousin and his family made for quite nice company. If Athena wasn’t bearing the weight of expectation about courtship, she might have actually enjoyed the time they spent together.

      As the afternoon drew on, she felt more and more exhausted, but she felt she had to pull herself together for her audience with the Queen.

      Dain had gone in first, and Athena passed him on his way out, giving him a questioning look.

      “I’ll tell you later. Just keep your cards close to your chest,” he whispered as he was escorted away by a friendly-looking servant.

      Athena entered the Queen’s chamber, and it wasn’t at all what she was expecting. Instead of some elaborate throne room, she was led through a dark, earthy corridor into an enchanted woodland.

      Fireflies flew past her and green vines hung from the ceiling, which appeared to be enchanted to look like the night sky. The purple trees reminded Athena of West Eloria, but there were other plants that reminded her more of home.

      “This is different,” said Athena, wandering through the forest, disoriented because she knew it was in the centre of the palace and not in the middle of a woodland somewhere.

      The Queen, herself, sat on a boulder next to a pond. Instead of being dressed in an elaborate gown, was wearing a simple dress of violet silk. Her long hair was wet and plastered over her shoulders.

      “This is where I relax,” said Queen Áine. “There are too many pretensions to uphold in the rest of my life, and I need peace and quiet here in my inner sanctum. No one comes in except the closest family.”

      Athena felt honoured. “It’s actually quite lovely, but I’m surprised.” She almost felt like she could let her guard down, but decided to heed her father’s warning. “I’d like to talk to you about something.”

      “Your marriage? I thought you might have questions,” said the Queen.

      “No,” said Athena, the word coming out slightly harsher than she’d anticipated. “No, it’s not that I want to talk to you about. I want to talk to you about the treaty. You know, between the different magical species.”

      “Oh, that,” said the Queen. “What is it you’d like to say?”

      “I just want to play my part,” said Athena. “I think it could really help a lot of people.”

      “It would be good for our kind,” said Queen Áine. “Certain trade possibilities would open up. I can see the merit. However, there are many here who would not see it my way. They like to uphold the illusion that the high fae are superior to all other beings and should not stoop to their level.”

      “You see it as an illusion, then?” said Athena, curious.

      “Most things people think are illusions or delusions,” said the Queen. “I’ve been around long enough to understand that.”

      “Okay,” said Athena. “I see what you mean and I know some people are opposed to it. But I think it really could help – not just the fae, but also other magical beings.”

      “You really care, don’t you?” said the Queen, with warmth in her voice. “It brings joy to my heart to see it. And you are so human…” She hesitated. “Your marriage alone would send a strong message.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” said Athena. The less she said about the matter, the better.

      “No,” said the Queen, narrowing her eyes. “I sense that you are not entirely happy about the arrangement.”

      Athena stayed silent for a moment.

      “We will have to discuss that another time, I see,” said the Queen. “But rest assured that if you do agree to the marriage…”

      “You’re saying it’s my choice?” Athena asked suspiciously.

      “Of course it’s your choice,” said Queen Áine, with a gleam in her eye. “We always have choices. They just aren’t always the choices we might like.”

      Athena looked around, still feeling cautious. She was wary of fae trickery. “If you could choose, you would rather be free of all the pomp and ceremony, wouldn’t you? You’d rather flee off into the forest and live freely.”

      The Queen sighed deeply. “Oh, but for that dream,” she said. “Alas, that is not my fate. I can only retreat into the delusion momentarily, between other commitments and engagements. Back to what I was saying before. You do indeed have a choice. I’m not going to force you to marry anybody. But you must understand the risks.”

      “What risks?” asked Athena.

      “I need somebody to fill the shoes of the Countess of West Eloria,” said the Queen, “and it needs to be somebody who I can absolutely trust, somebody who is my family. Otherwise, we risk losing too much ground. I cannot possibly agree to the treaty if that’s the situation.”

      “You’re saying you’ll agree to the treaty if I marry my cousin?”

      “I suppose that would make the political situation more manageable,” said the Queen. She smiled, and Athena realised the meeting was over.
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      The days passed in a flurry of activity in the fae realm. There were plenty of royal engagements.

      Despite all of the different events, Athena couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. She wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to properly broach the discussion of anything else of importance with the Queen. Just as Dain had advised, she was biding her time, and yet she wondered whether it was in her best interest.

      Athena wanted to be honest with Queen Áine, who had been so kind and generous, if a little odd and officious at times. She didn’t like the idea that she was starting off their relationship with her grandmother by concealing how she really felt about something so important.
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        * * *

      

      Athena, Dain and their friends were relaxing at the palace baths, which were set inside a clam shell-like structure which Dain had informed them was, in fact, made from specifically magically grown toadstools. On closer inspection, it did look a little bit like coral-coloured oyster mushrooms. The water sparkled with iridescence, adding to the magical terrain of pinks and peach tones around them.

      Finnigan and Cedar splashed each other in a nearby waterfall, while Elise and Athena lounged on the bank.

      “It is really lovely here,” said Elise.

      “I wish I could enjoy it more,” said Athena. “If only I didn’t have this weight hanging around my neck.”

      Elise rubbed her shoulder. “You’re tense. So tense.”

      “Of course I am,” said Athena. “How would you feel in my situation?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea,” said Elise, with a coldness in her tone.

      “What do you mean?” asked Athena.

      Elise shook her head and looked into the distance. “It used to feel like we were so close, like we were similar. But now that we’re here, well, you’re royalty, and I’m nothing.”

      “That’s not true,” said Athena. “It’s not like you’re worth any less than I am. In fact, sometimes it feels like quite the opposite.”

      “Not to these people,” said Elise with a nod to the surrounding fae.

      “Who cares what they think?” said Athena. “I’m just me. I’m not special.”

      “With all your magic?” said Elise. “Even in the earth realm you’re impressive. Don’t kid yourself. You’re a fae princess and a terrifically powerful witch. And what am I?”

      “You’re magnificent,” said Athena. Her words hung in the air between them.

      It was in that moment, with tension crystallising into something beautiful, that a booming sound broke through the air.

      An enormous shadow loomed over the palace.

      “Oh no!” said Elise. “What is that?”

      Dain, dressed in his swimming trunks, ran over to where they were. “Some kind of attack!” he cried.

      “Let’s go,” said Athena, and they raced towards the looming darkness. Though Athena’s heart raced so fast, she wondered what on earth they thought they were doing. Surely it would make more sense to run away from the danger!

      A loud crashing sound echoed across the palace, and Athena felt it in her bones as the earth beneath them began to shake.

      A creature, ten storeys tall, towered over the palace walls. It appeared to be an enormous goblin with bloodshot eyes and green slime oozing from its mouth.

      “This is not good,” said Elise.

      “Understatement of the century,” said Finnigan, as he and Cedar joined them.

      The creature struck at the side of the palace wall, taking a great chunk out of the stone. Athena reached for her magic, hoping she could make a difference, but through the darkening sky, a bright light was already beginning to shimmer, eclipsing the darkness.

      Queen Áine was there, hovering in the air. Her power and light obliterated the creature, which shrank down to a quite ordinary goblin size, three feet tall on the ground below the castle.

      Queen Áine waved two fingers, and the goblin was scooped up into a bubble. “Who sent you?” she asked the wretched creature.

      The goblin laughed. “I don’t care about my own fate,” it said in a croaky voice. “Just know that you have enemies.” With that, it vanished from the air.

      Queen Áine floated down in front of Athena and Dain with a look of concern on her face.

      “He escaped your grasp, Mother,” said Dain, narrowing his eyes in concern. “Whatever magic was aiding him, it must be powerful – worse than we feared.”

      “You see,” the Queen said, “this is why we need stronger allegiances. I have no one to defend the realm in the west, and in the north there are even more dangers.”

      “You seem to handle it so well,” said Athena, suspicion pricking her neck. It all seemed too easy.

      “This was nothing,” said the Queen. “A paltry attack. This was just a warning.” She did seem to be trembling despite her dismissive tone.

      “It got to the palace,” said Dain. “That’s never happened as far as I’ve known. Not in a thousand years.”

      “That is what bothers me,” said Queen Áine in a quiet voice, looking troubled. “Never before, since I was a child, has anyone dared attack the palace itself. They’re building up courage, which shows they must be legions stronger than we anticipated.”

      “I’ll help,” said Dain. “Station me in West Eloria, or even in the north.” The Queen shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “This is not where your life is anymore. You won’t stay. You left us once and I can see you are still just as restless. You’ll run away again.” She turned to Athena. “I’m counting on you.”

      “But…” Athena stuttered. Her life wasn’t in the fae realm either. It seemed the Queen was assuming that because Athena was young and had a good head on her shoulders, she’d make a far better fae monarch than her somewhat wayward father.

      “It’s not going to work,” said Dain calmly. “Athena is her own person, and you cannot control her, any more than you could control me. You risk losing us both.”

      Queen Áine turned back towards them, a sting of betrayal and pain in her expression, followed by rage. “How could you say that? You ungrateful—”

      “No, Mother,” said Dain.

      “One of you will stay,” the Queen said sternly, “and will not be permitted to return to the earth realm. That is the only way.”

      Athena and Dain looked at each other as the Queen vanished. “She doesn’t trust me,” Dain said, “and with good reason. She thinks you’re more responsible, which is true.”

      Athena shook her head. “I’m not going to be responsible if it means marrying my cousin,” she said. “That’s one step too far.”

      “My mother doesn’t understand that. To her, the cousin thing doesn’t even register on her radar.”

      Athena turned around to find Elise, only to see a look of shock on her friend’s face. She followed Elise’s gaze to see that tucked in the shadows to the side of the palace was none other than her cousin Cedar, and Finnigan, locked in a passionate embrace.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, this certainly makes things more interesting,” Athena said as Dain picked up both boys by the scruff of the neck and led them to a quiet garden nearby.

      Athena and Elise followed.

      “Are we in trouble?” Finnigan asked.

      “Not exactly,” Dain replied. “You just have some explaining to do. And please keep the PDA to a minimum when my mother’s around – and her guards.”

      “She’s not homophobic, is she?” Athena asked, aghast.

      “Of course not,” Dain replied. “How could she be when you know what fae are like?”

      “So why the secrecy?” Elise asked.

      Dain frowned. “It’s just that, well, Cedar is a noble and Finnigan…who even knows what his parentage is? The match is inappropriate.”

      “Oh,” Athena said. “How star crossed.”

      Dain gave her a dark look. “Let alone the fact that it undermines my mother’s matchmaking.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Finnigan and Cedar grinned cheekily at each other.

      “When did this happen?” Dain asked.

      Finnigan shrugged.

      “Must you know every detail of our lives, uncle?” said Cedar.

      “No,” Dain replied. “It’s just that I have certain parental responsibilities when it comes to Finnigan.”

      “He’s your son?”

      “Not technically,” said Dain. “He just lives with me.”

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Finnigan said to Dain with a cheeky wink. “You’re the closest thing to a father I’ve had in a long time. And to answer your question, I don’t know. I suppose we’ve been flirting for days. And then, when there was that danger before, it kind of sent some sparks flying.”

      Dain led Finnigan and Cedar over to the shade of some trees nearby. Talking to them quietly, he seemed uncharacteristically serious.

      “Are you okay?” Elise asked Athena.

      “I suppose so. That was a bit of a surprise, but at least now I know Cedar isn’t interested in me. But I’m sure Dad’s right that Queen Áine is not going to appreciate a disruption like this to her plans for betrothal.”

      “I feel sorry for them,” said Elise. “I mean…they can’t help how they feel. All of this is just so surreal.”

      “Tell me about it. And I bet that attack is just going to make the Queen more set on her plans. What if she forces me to marry Cedar? How awkward!”

      Elise looked over to where Dain was still talking, rather seriously to Finnigan and Cedar who were now hanging their heads in despair. “I think they really like each other.”

      Athena buried her head in her hands. “It’s all a bit too much to deal with.”

      Several moments passed before Dain returned, with the boys following behind him.

      “What are we going to do?” Athena asked.

      Dain looked up at the sky, as if deep in thought. “I wasn’t expecting this situation,” he said. “But it does have me thinking...”

      “What?” said Athena.

      Dain turned to Finnigan. “Would you let me adopt you?”

      “Adopt?” Finnigan asked. “I’m hardly a child.”

      Dain stood, looking at him in silence, as if waiting for him to reconsider his response.

      Finnigan’s eyes misted. “You’re serious. You would adopt me?” He wiped away the beginnings of tears and cleared his throat as if nothing had happened. “I mean, this is just a political thing, right?”

      “No,” said Dain. “I mean, I’m probably more of a parent to you than I ever was to Athena in some ways. I was never her main guardian.”

      Athena folded her arms and said, “That’s for sure.”

      Dain gave her an apologetic look, then turned back to Finnigan. “I take it seriously, you know, this offer.”

      “Then I accept,” said Finnigan.

      Dain took Athena’s hand and Finnigan’s and began leading them away.

      “Where are we going?” Athena asked.

      “You two wait here,” he said to Elise and Cedar. They looked puzzled. “Actually, on the other hand. Maybe you’d better come too. Follow me.”

      Dain led them deep into the castle and down a dark path that led to a very private place: the Queen’s sanctuary.

      “It’s beautiful,” Elise whispered as they walked through the enchanted woodland.

      Dain looked at the four of them. “Follow my lead,” he said. “We have to catch her now before her armour has time to settle.”

      “Armour?” said Athena.

      “Metaphorically,” said Dain.

      They followed him down, through the forest, to the sacred pool.

      A woman was bathing in the water, under the illusion of moonlight. It was Queen Áine. She looked inexplicably young.

      “My son, what is the meaning of this? How dare you bring people here who are not our family.”

      “That is exactly why I came to speak to you and why I brought them. You see, they are family,” said Dain.

      “Certainly your daughter is, and Cedar, I suppose,” said the Queen. “But these other two are no more than peasants.”

      Elise flinched and Athena shot her an apologetic look.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” said Dain. “Finnigan has agreed to an adoption.”

      “Adoption? What are you talking about?”

      “He’s my son.”

      The Queen’s expression went from shock to mortification to fury. “Your son?”

      “Yes. Under the changeling code, I’m adopting him.”

      “But that’s reserved for human babies,” said Áine.

      “Finnigan was born in the earth realm and his father was human,” Dain continued. “There’s no rule that says I can’t adopt him. He’s like a son to me. He lives with me. I look after him like a guardian.”

      There was a moment of silence in which no one dared speak.

      The Queen rose from her pool and wandered around in silent contemplation. “Very well,” she said. “I see that the responsibility of caring for this…urchin, has done you well. If you are prepared to take a solemn oath, you may formally bring him into the family as a lesser son. But you will be fully responsible for him. Do not let him stain our reputation as rulers of this land.”

      Athena watched Finnigan’s reaction to the Queen’s harsh words, surprised that he seemed to be more amused than offended.

      Dain looked like he was about to speak, but Queen Áine turned to look at Elise. “And the girl. Why did you bring her here when you knew such an intrusion could mean execution?”

      Athena gulped. What had her father gotten them into?!

      “The girl is Athena’s beloved,” said Dain matter-of-factly.

      Athena looked at Elise, her fear turning quickly to mortification. Elise just looked back at her.

      “Play along,” Athena mouthed, hoping her father knew what he was doing with this dangerous politicking.

      Elise simply nodded. Her expression remained serious.

      “You see, you cannot just play chess with the lives of people you care about,” said Dain. “You risk losing us altogether.”

      “You cannot leave,” said Queen Áine. “I forbid it.”

      “And if we insist,” said Dain, “will you just imprison us, like the Countess imprisoned me? You would be no better.”

      “Hold your tongue,” said the Queen. “How outrageous that you would accuse me of sinking to that level.”

      “Or we would fight you to the death,” said Dain.

      Finnigan and Athena exchanged an uncomfortable look.

      “Or we’d run away,” Dain added as a somewhat less dramatic afterthought. “Regardless, you would lose us, lose our trust, lose our love. We would no longer be family to you.”

      “What are you suggesting I do, then?”

      “I’m suggesting, no, beseeching you, that you reconsider your position. That is all,” said Dain, and with that he left, leading them away, back down the path and out of the darkness of the Queen’s inner chamber, into the light.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, they were all summoned to dinner, Fleur and Una included. The atmosphere was tense and Athena was expecting a gruelling scene fraught with more tricky politics and pressure to marry, however when the Queen entered the room, her expression was calm and serene. “It seems I’ve made a grave error of judgment,” she said after waving for the guards to leave them in peace.

      Athena’s heart pounded. She put down the succulent mushroom she’d been eating and looked at her grandmother.

      “Athena, I thought that the offer of a castle of your own and a suitable marriage would help to keep you near. But now I see that will only push you away. I apologise. I should not have made such decisions on your behalf.”

      “Thank you,” said Athena, flooded with relied. “That means a lot to me. I would really like for us to be close.”

      The Queen choked slightly and took a sip of her wine. She seemed to recover from the emotion quickly and then returned to Athena. “I would like that also. However, factions remain in the kingdom. I have received terrible news: West Eloria has been overrun by goblins. They’ve taken the castle. We could drive them out, but with nobody holding court there…well, you see my predicament. I need trusted leadership in the West.”

      “We could stay for a while,” said Athena. “We could take turns to keep the castle protected.”

      “No,” said the Queen. “The kingdom needs stability. Ruling is not about logistics. It’s about holding the power of the land, connecting with it, protecting it with your magic. Only those who have strong concentrations of fae magic can do this.”

      “But I’m a witch on my mother’s side,” said Athena. “You can’t possibly expect the fate of the kingdom to rely on me. I’m only seventeen.”

      “You are of age,” said the Queen. “I will not force you to marry, so I appeal to your sense of justice and reason. Please accept my arrangement.”

      “But we are not in love,” said Cedar, looking at Athena. He turned to Finnigan. “My dearest Your Majesty. It is Finnigan who I wish to wed.”

      Finnigan gulped.

      “Oh,” said the Queen. She looked at Finnigan with her piercing golden eyes. “You. Come closer.”

      Finnigan stood up from the table, looking very pale, and wandered towards Queen Áine with some trepidation.

      “You, unusual child,” said the Queen. “Your mother was fae. Eleandra.”

      “Yes,” said Finnigan. “How did you know?”

      The Queen put a finger to her lips. “I know my domain. Your mother was powerful, but she was not wise.”

      “I’m afraid Finnigan might have inherited those genetics,” Athena whispered to Elise, who shushed her.

      “But you are to be my son’s son, my grandchild,” said the Queen, and Finnigan’s eyes looked as if they were watering again. “You belong to us.” He nodded, choking back tears as the Queen put her arms around him and pulled him close.

      Athena felt a pang of jealousy. She wanted to be hugged by her grandmother, but she could tell in that moment that Finnigan needed it more. Besides, whatever was happening was surely a good sign.

      “Very well,” said Queen Áine, pulling away, and Finnigan resumed his seat. “You, Finnigan, and you, Cedar, may be betrothed and take the seat of Western Eloria.”

      Finnigan paled further still.

      “You can’t just do that, mother,” said Dain. “You can’t just go around betrothing people all the time. It’s inappropriate and, like, really heavy.”

      Athena laughed, and the Queen looked at her, shocked.

      “I think we’re having some cultural differences,” Athena explained, trying to suppress a laugh. “You see, in the human world, at least the part of it that we come from, in this day and age, we don’t just go around betrothing people or even betrothing ourselves. It’s not really done. Marriage is a thing that people might do after knowing each other for a really long time, and maybe only just to have a big party because it doesn’t really make that much difference otherwise.”

      The Queen looked at her, perplexed. “You don’t understand our ways.”

      “That’s definitely true,” said Athena. “But also, it doesn’t seem like the best idea to just make decisions about people’s lives for them.”

      “But…I’m the Queen.”

      “Of course you are, Mother,” said Dain. “It’s just that—”

      “I’ll do it,” said Finnigan.

      “What?” everyone asked at once.

      Finnigan looked at Cedar, whose eyes lit up with hope and joy.

      “I’ve never belonged anywhere before,” said Finnigan. “I’ve never belonged to anyone before. It’s all very sudden, but it feels right.”

      “I think you should think this over,” said Dain.

      “I will,” said Finnigan. “But I’m just speaking from my heart for a change. I’m being earnest, possibly for the first time in my life.” He had a slightly confused expression. “Cedar is my beloved,” he said, as if still coming to the realization.

      Cedar beamed at him as Finnigan continued. “I can think of nothing better than to live in a castle with him forever and ever.”

      “It’s just adorable,” said Elise, laughing and clapping her hands. “Isn’t it, Athena?”

      Athena’s head swirled, heavy with troubles.

      “It’s settled then,” said Queen Áine. “Dain, your son Finnigan will wed Cedar and we’ll take up the post of West Eloria.”

      “It’s not settled, Mother,” said Dain. “At least let them have an extended engagement. Who knows what they’ll think when the infatuation wears off?”

      “Maybe we can save that conversation for another time,” said Athena. She was feeling utterly exhausted.
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      Athena was overwhelmed with conflicting emotions. She left the others while they were still talking excitedly after dinner and wandered in a daze back towards her room.

      “You okay?” Elise asked, following after her.

      Athena turned, her shoulders sagging. “It’s just a lot to take in.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” said Elise.

      Athena shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Come on.” She led Elise to her room and poured them both some honeysuckle brandy from the decanter on the dresser.

      “I thought you’d be over the moon,” said Elise. “It’s a way out for you. You don’t have to marry Cedar.”

      Athena crossed her arms. “I was never going to marry Cedar. This whole situation is just too much. It’s like nobody’s even thought about what this means. Finnigan? Well, I don’t know what we were. But we were something, and now suddenly he’s my brother. It makes me queasy. Let alone my adopted brother marrying my first cousin. The mind boggles.”

      “It really does sound much more complex when you put it like that, but still, aren’t you happy for him? Finnigan seemed ecstatic, and so did Cedar. Not that we know him very well yet. But still, it’s kind of sweet.”

      “Is it?” Athena asked.

      Elise looked in her eyes. “Athena. Is the reason you’re feeling like this that you still have feelings for Finnigan?”

      Athena was stumped for a moment. And then she laughed. “Of course not. That’s ridiculous. No. It’s not it’s not that at all.”

      Elise’s posture relaxed.

      “Were you jealous?” Athena teased.

      Elise chewed on her upper lip for a moment. “Maybe I am. You know, I never did quite get the hang of the thought of sharing you.”

      Athena laughed. “What are you talking about? You never really had to share me. Despite what that traveling minstrel might have told you.”

      There was a heaviness in the air.

      “I still love you,” Elise admitted.

      Athena suddenly felt her heart squeeze tight in her chest and all her conflicting thoughts about various pseudo family members and their engagements melted away.

      “I’ve been hoping you would say that for a long time,” said Athena.

      Elise smiled at her, but then her eyes looked downcast.

      “What is that?” Athena asked.

      “It’s just that I’m not enough. I’m not powerful enough. I’m not royalty. I’m nothing compared to you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Athena. “It’s not a competition. And you don’t need to compare yourself to me. You’re the only person who’s ever really seen me for me. I don’t want to be involved with anyone because of their status or power. That’s not right. And it’s not important to me. You’re important to me. In fact”—Athena looked down at her hands—”that might have been part of my motivation for asking you to come with me on this trip. I just wanted to spend more time with you.”

      Elise giggled. “I did wonder. But I wasn’t really sure.”

      Athena looked at her questioningly.

      “After everything that happened…” Elise said. “I just…I needed some processing time. I needed to spend some time by myself. You know, and we both said we weren’t ready to have a relationship.”

      “That’s true,” said Athena. “Only. I might have still wanted…” Her voice trailed away and Elise reached for her hand, sending a ray of hope through Athena, but still, she held back.

      “You said you weren’t ready,” Athena said.

      “I wasn’t,” Elise admitted. “I wasn’t before. And maybe I’m not now. Goodness, maybe I’ll never be ready, but when I compare being with you to being not with you, I know what I liked better.”

      She pulled Athena close. They held each other for a moment.

      “How are you feeling now about everything with Finnigan?” Elise asked.

      “Finnigan who?” said Athena, and they both giggled.
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      Athena and Elise were both giddy the next morning, buoyed by each other’s love. They made their way down to breakfast to find Queen Áine at breakfast. Athena was surprised at first, as the Queen usually had other matters to attend to, and they didn’t usually see her until dinner time. But the reason was quickly evident.

      “There’s been another attack on the castle in West Eloria,” said Queen Áine as they sat around the breakfast table enjoying purple eggs and fairy bread with an assortment of colourful mushrooms for breakfast. “I propose that we form a party and make haste. There, we will make sure to reclaim the castle and instil appropriate guardians.” She looked around the table, making eye contact with Athena, Finnigan, and Cedar, as though she hadn’t quite made up her mind. Her eyes then came to rest on Dain.

      He nodded. “We will come with you and help you to defend the fae realm,” he said cautiously. “However, once West Eloria has been reclaimed, we will make our way back to the earth realm, at least those of us who want to. It will be a free decision, Mother.”

      Queen Áine considered him for a moment and then nodded. “Very well. And in honour of the journey ahead, I have a gift for each of you.” With a flick of her wrist, golden bags appeared in front of them on the table. Athena opened hers to find a small ornately carved dagger.

      “Weapons?” said Finnigan, producing a simpler looking knife. “Cool!”

      “To assist us in battle,” said Queen Áine.

      “What about the treaty?” Athena asked, trying not to thank the Queen, as it wasn’t the done thing.

      Dain shot her a look as if this wasn’t the best time. After all, the Queen had conceded on one point and quite a significant one at that. Athena got the feeling she was probably pushing it.

      “The treaty,” the Queen repeated. “Yes. It will be a show of strength.”

      Athena and Dain gaped as Queen Áine continued. “We will not be intimidated by those who have different political ambitions. I will journey with you to the veil opening, and as long as suitable agreements can be reached, I may well sign this treaty that is of so much importance to my granddaughter.” She smiled at Athena.

      Athena grinned back. It wasn’t a promise, but it was promising. Dain almost fell off his chair in surprise and then laughed. The others joined in. It was a strange feeling to be going into battle, but also to be finding such merriment in that moment.
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      “At this rate, we should make it back on the equinox,” Elise said, looking out the carriage window. “At least that’s what Finnigan said the last time we stopped.”

      The journey through the fae realm had been a lot quicker this time. Athena looked out at the changing foliage as the pony-pulled carriages raced quickly through the fae realm at speeds only capable with additional enchantments from Queen Áine herself.

      The Queen rode at the front of the procession. She’d left the palace well-fortified with guards and quickly made preparations for the quest to reclaim West Eloria.

      Elise reached for Athena’s hand. “Are you worried?” she asked.

      “A little,” said Athena. “Maybe I should be more worried. There always seems to be so much danger that I might be getting desensitised to it.”

      Elise laughed. “Well, at least you’re not going to freak out.”

      “I don’t know about that.” If there was one thing Athena had learned recently, it was to expect the unexpected – and there was bound to be plenty to worry about soon enough. “Speaking of freaking out, I wonder how Mum’s doing.” It had been a while since she’d thought of Rosemary. She didn’t know how much time has passed, but Finnigan was sure it hadn’t been particularly long in the earth realm.

      “Do you think something bad has happened in Myrtlewood?” Athena asked, growing more worried the more she thought about it.

      “I hope not,” Elise replied. “Have you tried, you know, talking to your mother with your mind powers?”

      “That time when we were attacked, I did,” said Athena. “It was instinctual. Only I’m not sure she got the message.”

      “You could try now,” Elise suggested.

      Athena closed her eyes and squeezed Elise’s hand before letting go. She focused on the image she had conjured in her mind of Thorn Manor, and her mother sitting on the window seat drinking tea. But it was no use. All she got was static.

      “It’s not working,” she muttered.

      “Just relax,” said Elise. “You might not always get along with Rosemary, but I know you have a strong bond. See if you can sense it.”

      Elise was right. Though they frequently argued, Athena knew, deep down, that she and her mother shared an unbreakable connection. Even through the realms, that must surely be the case. She knew it in her bones.

      She took a deep breath and relaxed, just as Elise had coaxed her to do months ago when she was learning to deliberately use her telepathy powers.

      After a moment, she sensed that she was in a kind of void inside her own mind. The previous static had faded to a greyness which stretched out around her, endlessly. Her mother was nowhere in sight.

      Athena felt her own pulse beating. She focussed on her heart, the way she’d read that Buddhists sometimes did in meditation. There, she could sense it most strongly – the bond with her mother. Rosemary was over-protective and worried incessantly, but, as irritating as her behaviour could be, all of that came from a place of caring deeply.

      Athena focussed on that connection, that love and care.

      The greyness faded to black and Athena’s breath caught in her throat. She searched around in the darkness, no longer aware of her own body, or Elise next to her.

      Am I lost in my own mind?

      “Relax.” She heard Elise again – though she wasn’t sure if she was just imagining it this time. She stilled her anxious mind. She had come this far. She was determined to press on. She focussed back on her bond with her mother.

      That was when she saw it – a kind of wavy pattern, shining blue-green against the darkness. Athena moved towards the pattern. It reminded her of water, not particularly of her mother’s fiery-airy energy, but the closer she got, the more it reminded her.

      “Rosemary,” Athena said.

      An image swam into view – it was her mother, who was indeed sitting on the window seat at Thorn Manor, little Serpentine curled up next to her.

      “Athena?” came the response. “Athena! Where are you? And why have you given up on calling me Mum already? Like some kind of modern hipster that addresses their parents by their first names.”

      Athena laughed.

      “What is it?” Elise asked.

      Once again Athena could feel her own body and was aware of where she sat in the carriage, while still holding the image of her mother in her mind.

      “It’s working and Mum doesn’t seem to be in any danger,” Athena whispered to Elise, then turned her attention back to Rosemary who was busy asking a barrage of questions.

      “Athena, where are you? Are you okay? How are we communicating? You know, it’s funny, I’m sure Serpentine just told me to sit down and listen! Do you think she knew you were calling for me?”

      “Probably,” said Athena. “And yes, I’m fine. I’m not sure exactly where we are, or how we’re talking. I was trying to reach out for you in my mind. There was darkness and then I saw these patterns – blue-green like water.”

      “Oh! So it worked!” Rosemary crowed. “Marjie told me to connect with you through the element of water. I was trying my best with no results, but apparently it did something!”

      Athena smiled. “I suppose it did.”

      “When are you back?” Rosemary asked, her voice clipped and anxious.

      “We will be coming back soon, but please listen. I need you to do something for me.” An idea was quickly forming in Athena’s mind.

      “What is it?” Rosemary asked.

      It was a long shot, but she had to try. “Do what you can get everyone ready to negotiate the treaty. Make sure they’re prepared to make terms that are fair and reasonable for the fae. We should be there by the equinox, and that will be when it might just be possible for the Queen to slip through the veil.”

      “So you’ve succeeded!” said Rosemary. “You’ve got Queen Áine to agree.”

      “I think so,” said Athena. “At least, I’ve done what I can. Now I need everything else to fall in line. Do you think you can bring everyone together for the evening of the equinox?”

      Rosemary sighed. “Of course I’ll try, but nobody in the magical authorities listens.”

      “Well, at least you’re not in jail,” said Athena.

      “Not yet, anyway,” said Rosemary. “The vampires and the witches are still all out to get me.”

      Athena laughed. “Some things never change.”

      “It’s not funny,” said Rosemary.

      “Let’s hope it will be funny in another few months and we can look back and laugh about it then. I’ll see you soon, Mum,” said Athena. “I love you.”

      She let go of the psychic link in her mind, feeling exhausted having used up a lot of energy to communicate across such vast psychic distances. But it was nice to know that it worked and her mother was safe. Nothing was settled, but there was still hope.

      “Nothing too dramatic going on then?” asked Elise with a questioning smile.

      “Not at the moment,” said Athena. “But something tells me it’s going to be quite an event at the equinox.”

      “Look,” said Elise, pointing out the window. The trees around them had become wildly purple, and enormous, brightly coloured toadstools bloomed through the forest. A shimmer of sprites passed by in the air followed by a flock of pixies.

      “Pretty pixies,” said Athena with a laugh.

      “Oh they’re awful pests.”

      “I know. I think they’re after my mother, though I’m not sure why. Maybe she’s figured it out by now.”

      “I used to be fascinated with them as a young child until I had the misfortune of meeting them. They’re so rude and vile,” Elise said somewhat bitterly. “Pixies only think of themselves, although maybe that’s because nobody likes them very much.”

      Athena and Elise laughed together. It was so nice to have that intimacy again with someone so important. She’d never felt closer to another being as she did with Elise and she was determined never to lose her again. Athena enjoyed the moment of happiness.

      But as they drew closer to the castle of West Eloria, Athena’s gut tightened. The terrain around them looked darker, as if it was poisoned somehow. Plants had shrivelled up, and the ground was blackened.

      “What kind of magic is this?” Athena asked.

      The carriages stopped, and they disembarked, looking around. “It is worse than I feared,” said Queen Áine, reaching down to pinch a blackened leaf. It turned to dust in her hand and drifted back to the barren ground. “I know the scent of this magic. It’s royal fae power. We have been betrayed.”

      “One of our own has taken the castle?” said Dain.

      The Queen nodded. “It reminds me of long ago. Many centuries past, my sister vied for the rulership of the kingdom. She was power hungry, and her rule would have done no good for the realm. We were forced to banish her.”

      “But it’s a blessing and a curse, isn’t it?” Dain added. “Whoever is behind this has exposed themselves. We can take them out and quash the whole rebellion.”

      “There’s something familiar about this,” said Athena, looking around. “It’s kind of swampy, like that creature that attacked Myrtlewood.”

      The Queen looked at her with some curiosity. Athena explained about the giant eye, the swampy being that emerged much too big.

      “Then it is worse than I ever imagined. I didn’t realise my enemies had such reach,” said Queen Áine.

      “That must be it,” said Athena.

      Dain looked at her. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Whoever is behind this must have been in league with the countess,” said Athena. “Possibly this whole time, when her soldiers snuck through into the earth realm…some of them must have remained there, communicating back and forth between the veil.”

      “This is only going to get worse,” said the Queen. “If we have a treaty and lift the protections, it’ll be easier for creatures like that to travel back and forth. They might not even have to sneak at all.”

      “That’s true,” said Athena. “But if there’s information sharing between magical realms, then it’ll be easier to track them down. Won’t it? Open communication and all that.”

      “You’re quite the optimist, my granddaughter,” said Queen Áine. “We shall see if it works out that way. For now, we must consider…”

      “You’re not going to take back what you promised about the treaty, are you?” said Athena. “If we reclaim this castle, you’ll sign it, won’t you?”

      “I made no promises,” said Queen Áine. “I will support the treaty if I can. However, we must always balance risk and responsibility.”

      “I suppose that’ll have to be good enough,” said Athena, somewhat disheartened. Her mother would be doing all she could to rally the authorities in the earth realm to get the treaty signed. What if it was all for nothing?

      “So what’s the plan?” asked Dain. “Do we just go in guns blazing or sneak around the back?”

      “Both,” said Finnigan. “The Queen and most of the army will go in from the front. The rest of us will sneak in. There are various side entrances to the castle.”

      “You know it well.” Athena looked at him somewhat bitterly.

      He gave her a somewhat apologetic look.

      “Well, that’s to our favour now, isn’t it?” said Dain. “We have insider information that might well give us the advantage.”

      “My army will defeat him anyway. He can’t possibly…” The Queen’s words trailed away as a messenger approached.

      He’d gone ahead for reconnaissance. He quietly delivered the message to Queen Áine. “It is worse than I feared,” she said. “He may well defeat us.”

      “All right,” said Athena. “We stick with Finnigan’s plan. You take the front, we’ll sneak around the back.”

      “Let’s get our swords out!” said Dain, rather too enthusiastically.

      “The aim is to capture him,” said Queen Áine. “I will not have any more blood spilled than is necessary, or it will defeat the purpose of my honourable rule.”

      Athena smiled at her grandmother. “I like that approach,” she said.
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      Athena gritted her teeth and followed Finnigan and a handful of the others through the dying forests, around the side of the castle of Western Eloria. This place brought back bad memories, of course, from her first trip to the fae realm. It all flooded back to her - the confusion and devastation at Finnigan’s betrayal. But his intimate knowledge of the place was definitely an asset now.

      “Athena,” he said, shuffling close to the back of the enormous mushroom structure. “Remember what you did?”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “The last time we were here, you threw up your magic,” he said. “And it froze the guards. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Athena thought back to that moment. “I don’t know what I did. I just panicked.”

      “Maybe you could try panicking again?” Finnigan suggested. “Not now, of course, but it might give us the upper hand when we go in there.”

      They heard the sound like the beat of a drum in the distance. Finnigan whisked them all under the cover of the nearby bushes as a troop of black-clad fae and goblin soldiers marched past.

      “This is bad,” said Athena, after they were out of earshot.

      She looked at Elise, Fleur, and Una. They were strong and they’d fought well in the past, but she didn’t want them involved in this, not when there was such great risk.

      “Don’t even think about telling us to stay here,” said Elise.

      “How is it that you read my mind?” Athena asked.

      Elise looked her in the eye. “I know you. I know you want to protect us.”

      “I do,” Athena admitted. “But if you insist on coming, at least hang back a little bit. Take cover...”

      Elise patted Athena on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’re not stupid,” she said with a laugh.

      “I never said you were,” said Athena. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Okay,” said Elise. “Cross my heart and hope not to die. Soon, at least.”

      “Right – now!” said Finnigan as another goblin-guard troop finished marching past.

      They ran towards the back of the castle and slipped in through a side entrance which Athena easily unlocked with her magic.

      “The throne room is this way,” said Finnigan, pointing. “Let’s go.”

      He led them down along an eerie corridor.

      “It feels too quiet,” said Athena. “Something’s not right.”

      There was a clicking sound and guards materialised around them, dressed in black. They said nothing but took hold of Athena and her friends, dragging them through the castle, towards the throne room.

      “So much for sneaking quietly around the back,” Athena muttered.

      Finnigan hushed her.

      In the large high ceilinged chamber, perched, high up on the countess’s throne sat none other than Drakus.

      “Hello, dear cousin,” he said with a smarmy look.

      “You’re the one who got that huge goblin to attack the palace.”

      Drakus smirked. “It was a nice bit of magic, don’t you think?”

      He looked at Una, who glared back at him.

      “Look,” said Athena. “I’ve already got one sinister and snobby cousin. I think that’s enough, don’t you?”

      Drakus turned to Finnigan. “She’s got quite a mouth on her, doesn’t she?” he said, and then he smiled. “But now that I have you, you will become my bride.”

      Athena blew out an exasperated breath. “Not this again!”

      Drakus raised an eyebrow. “You should be honoured.”

      “Honoured?” said Athena. “Revolted, more like. I’ve had it up to here with you creepy fae and your strange, incestuous ways. There is no way I’m marrying any of my cousins. In fact, I think I might just avoid getting married altogether if that’s quite all right.”

      “It most certainly is not all right,” said Drakus.

      “Why me?” said Athena, her curiosity getting the better of her. “Una is the one you keep looking at. I was sure you fancied her – not that she’d agree to marry a creep like you.”

      Drakus threw back his head and laughed.

      “What?” said Athena. His reaction made her more curious than afraid.

      Drakus looked from Athena to Una. “You complain about the fae marrying cousins and yet you suggest I marry my own long-lost daughter!”

      Una’s jaw dropped. “No.”

      Athena’s mind swirled in chaos. Una’s words came back to her from the first time they’d met. I didn’t know my father, but Mother would talk about him, sometimes. She said it was a summer fling…

      It was a shock to Athena’s system to realise their enemy, the one threatening the fae realm, was none other than Una’s mysterious fae father who they’d known almost nothing about.

      Drakus didn’t seem at all old enough in his appearance or his behaviour, but Una’s eyes lit with recognition. “You’re my…”

      Drakus smiled cunningly. “Indeed, the darkness is in her blood. We shall rule this realm together, once I’ve unseated the present monarch, that is.”

      “No,” said Una, but Drakus held up his hand. Black dust poured out in a line, streaming across the room and wrapping around Una. Her brown hair darkened to black, her skin paled, and her eyes gleamed like obsidian.

      “Stop!” Athena cried. She’d noticed a difference in Una since they’d arrived in the fae realm, but this was all wrong. She shone out her own gold magic, interrupting the black energy and wrapping around Una who fell backwards as if unconscious. Fleur caught her and pulled her towards the back of the room.

      “Powerful,” said Drakus. “I like that.”

      A cacophony of loud sounds interrupted them.

      “We’re being attacked!” said a goblin servant in a low, yet somehow squeaky voice.

      “It’s the Queen,” said Drakus. “I knew it. Prepare the gateway!”

      This is a trap, Athena said in her mind, meeting Finnigan’s eyes. He looked as alarmed as she felt as the Queen’s soldiers pushed through the doors to the chamber and ran in, slicing and dicing at the goblin guards.

      A sound like trumpets rang out and the fighting stilled.

      Queen Áine, with Dain by her side, entered the room, approaching Drakus. “This is a betrayal of the highest order,” she said. The look in her eye was enough to make soldiers weep, but the wayward duke held his ground.

      “I always defended you,” said Queen Áine. “Others said you were like her, but I gave you my trust.”

      “Why don’t you ever speak her name?” said Drakus with a gleam in his eye. “Your own sister – my grandmother. She still has power over you.”

      Queen Áine glared at him. “The poisoned apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “Attack!”

      The battle raged and Athena tried to get the guards to freeze, but nothing worked. She’d only used that magic by accident and didn’t know how to call upon it at will. She threw a shield up around Una and Fleur, who was still tending to Una in the corner of the hall. Athena tried to maintain concentration on this while sending out other boosts of her power at goblins and Drakus’s soldiers and guards.

      Her breath caught in her throat as a spear flew through the air, wending its way towards Elise.

      She held up her arms and suddenly, all movements ceased, except for those of her friends, the Queen, and Drakus himself.

      “That’s a good trick,” he said. “Remind me to get you to teach me when we’re wed.”

      “Don’t make me vomit,” said Athena. “I’m not going to marry a disgusting creature like you.”

      “You will watch your mouth, you half-breed,” said Drakus, flushing red with anger.

      “How dare you refer to my granddaughter like that?” said Queen Áine, looking appalled. “And how dare you do any of this?”

      She flung out her arms and a magic ball encased Drakus, lifting him off the ground.

      Just then, the sound of strange music broke through the air. They all looked around in shock as a huge sparkling gateway appeared in the middle of the hall.

      Drakus grinned. “It’s time,” he said.

      “Time for what?” Athena asked.

      “Time to bring fairy land down to earth a little. It’s the equinox after all – what better time than to harness the powers of the season and my own daughter’s witch magic to send you all back through the fae realm and claim this place as my own!”

      He snapped his fingers and Athena felt a strong current of magic, wrapping around her and sucking her and the others around her towards the gateway.

      There was a blur of black and red and white. They landed with a thunk on the ground.

      Athena looked around and reached out for Elise, who was blessedly okay. “What on earth is going on?”

      “Athena, look,” said Elise. “We’re not in the fae realm anymore.”

      Athena saw that it was true. They were surrounded by willows and other autumn leafed trees. It wasn’t the fae realm, it was Finn’s Creek that they’d landed in.
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      It was a cool, crisp autumn day with a perfectly blue sky. Rosemary had been at Finn’s Creek all morning, preparing for the equinox ritual with help from Marjie and Ashwyn while the foundling children played nearby on the shores of the creek.

      They had arranged special crystals and candles, and the herbs associated with fae magic. The Morrigan was said to be an ancient fairy queen, and they needed to pay tribute to her to summon her as well as to entrap her.

      Rosemary felt slightly uneasy when she told Marjie and Ashwyn of her plan. The response had been one of concern, but they’d agreed to help despite the risk. The Morrigan was powerful, but the authorities were set on punishing Rosemary for her mistake, and besides, that kind of power going unchecked in the earth realm could wreak havoc. They were committed to do whatever they could.

      They decorated the clearing in the forest, near Finn’s Creek, with swathes of autumnal fabrics and laid an altar at the centre of what was to be the circle, with tributes to the balance of light and dark.

      It all looked rather elegant and beautiful, but Rosemary didn’t have time to enjoy it. She was too worried about what would come next.

      “You need to connect with the water,” said Marjie knowingly. “Go on, take your shoes off and get in the creek.”

      “Are you serious?” said Rosemary.

      “Isn’t that where you saw the Morrigan once?”

      “Yes, but…”

      Marjie sighed and waved her towards the creek. “That’s where her strength is. And you need to be strong in it too, in order to come up against her.”

      Rosemary shrugged and took her shoes off, then waded into the icy cold water. “How long do I need to stay in here?” she called out.

      “As long as it takes,” said Marjie. “Close your eyes.”

      “Okay, fine,” said Rosemary. “But you’d better tell me if she shows up again, washing my bloody clothes!”

      Rosemary shuddered at the memory, hoping that the Morrigan was wrong in her own prophecy.

      As she stood in the water, her feet felt like icicles, but as she relaxed her mind and allowed herself to connect intuitively with the water beneath and the air around her, she felt calm.

      The water itself seemed as if it was alive, and she could sense the life-giving force of the connection through her own family line. And her daughter…She reached out for Athena, hoping to communicate again, but this time nothing came.

      The silence was jarring, and Rosemary had the feeling that something was wrong. She continued, trying to communicate telepathically with her daughter. She had a prickling feeling that something was wrong.

      “Don’t worry, Athena. I’m going to fix the situation. And if you’re not back soon, I’m going to damn well open the veil and get you back.”

      Rosemary felt her natural fire flaring up inside her, but it fizzled in the coolness of the water. Instead of fighting her anger or letting it take over, she turned back to the water, connecting with both energies at once.  She could sense the two forces within her and let them flow around each other in interlocking spirals, giving her a rush.

      “Ooh, that was good!” she said, opening her eyes.

      “Excellent,” said Marjie. “Now that you’ve done what you have to do, help me set up a table for the feast.”

      Rosemary smiled.

      The preparations went smoothly. However, when the townsfolk began to appear, she was surprised to see Mr June, who had vehemently been against the change in location for the ritual, despite it not being his choice to make. Rosemary thought he’d have been too busy to come, considering it was also election day. She’d popped out earlier to vote – for Ferg, of course – though the way the townsfolk had been behaving, she wasn’t sure he stood a chance against the fear-mongering mayor.

      She wondered if she should do more to get in Mr June’s good books, since it looked like he’d be mayor for the foreseeable future, or at least stop antagonising him. She needed at least some authorities on her side.

      There was a good turnout, and Rosemary was surprised that so many people had made the effort to come to Finn’s Creek, possibly more than she had seen at other rituals. The circle was rather crowded.

      “Are you really going to summon her here,” said Ashwyn, “with all these people and children about?”

      “Oh no, don’t worry,” Rosemary replied. “I’m going to wait until they all leave. I just need to borrow some of their energy. That’s the point. We’re charging the crystals with the forces of the equinox, especially the two in the centre.”

      Rosemary pointed towards the altar where two large crystals were set, one onyx and one white quartz, representing the balance of light and dark.

      The ritual began without a hitch.

      They summoned the elemental energies, Rosemary standing in the West and summoning the element of water to sure up her connection to it.

      They began to enact the rite for balance, wishing blessings on the town and its inhabitants to find peace in their lives throughout the year. Rosemary led them in the chant that she had written:

      

      As the leaves begin to fall

      And the days grow shorter still

      We celebrate the autumn equinox

      And the balance of the light and dark

      

      We call upon the goddess of the harvest

      To bless us with abundance and prosperity

      As we prepare for the coming winter

      

      We honour the cycle of life and death

      And give thanks for all that we have

      

      With love and gratitude in our hearts

      We light this candle in your name

      Goddess of the autumn equinox

      Bless us with your magic and light

      

      So mote it be!

      

      As the ritual reached its peak, the energy began to build and autumn leaves fluttered down around them.

      Rosemary concentrated on the stones on the altar, channelling the energy of the community, the magic of Myrtlewood, the power of the gathered townsfolk and the season towards the crystals, in balance, ensuring that no one was giving more energy than they were willing to part with.

      The entire circle thrummed with power. When it was over, the circle was opened again and the participants thanked Rosemary and commented on how energised they felt.

      Rosemary smiled at them and thanked them as they went off to the feasting table.

      “Very nice, Miss Thorn,” said Mr June, approaching Rosemary as the participants dispersed. “I can see what you did there. And I’m willing to admit that moving the ritual here wasn’t a terrible idea, after all. It was very clever to draw on the equinox energy of the thinning veil like that.”

      His eyes gleamed as he smiled at her in a way that made Rosemary distinctly uncomfortable.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll just take these”—he gestured towards the altar—”as a gift for the town of Myrtlewood.”

      “Oh no,” said Rosemary as she watched Mr June step towards the crystals.

      “I think they’ll make an excellent addition to my office,” he said.

      She could see the determination in his eyes and knew she had to stop him from taking the crystals. Not when their energy was so important.

      The sun was starting to set and she could see more people arriving through the trees. Just as the townsfolk were leaving, members of the vampire council and the witching parliament members were watching as they approached through the trees. Rosemary was relieved that they’d come at her request, though she didn’t completely understand what Athena’s plan was, and with so many powerful magical beings in the mix, the situation could easily turn dangerous.

      “Really, Mr. June,” Rosemary said, tugging at his sleeve. “I can’t let you take those crystals. They’re important and part of my grandmother’s collection.”

      “I’m sure Galderall Thorn would be very pleased to know they were being displayed in such an esteemed position,” Mr June insisted.

      “No, really,” said Rosemary.

      Suddenly, an old woman cloaked in grey appeared out of nowhere and stood in front of the altar, blocking Mr June’s path.

      He tried to move around her, but she followed him, seemingly determined to stop him from reaching the crystals.

      “Out of my way, you old hag,” Mr June grumbled, his voice dripping with contempt.

      A crack of lightning rent the air and standing before them was no longer an old woman, but the Morrigan herself. Young, slender, and powerful, with long bedraggled black hair blending into the black rags of their dress.

      “Who are you calling an old hag, you feckin’ ponce?” the Morrigan said.

      Mr. June coughed nervously and said, “I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean any offence.” He bowed his head in submission.

      Rosemary looked around and saw that the townsfolk had dispersed to the outer edges of the clearing or left entirely. But there were still plenty of vampires and witching officials present, including the Arch Magistrate and her snobby cousin. This situation could get very bad.

      Rosemary held up her arms, summoning the energy of water. The air around her swirled with mist.

      The Morrigan smiled at her, a cunning smile.

      “It’s you again. Little witch,” the Morrigan said in a croaky voice. “You called me.”

      “I did?” said Rosemary. She’d been meaning to summon the Morrigan, but only after everyone had cleared out. Her heart did a somersault as she wondered how she could have possibly accidentally summoned the Morrigan twice!

      The Morrigan looked around, momentarily confused. “No. It was you.” She  pointed at the mayor, narrowing her eyes. “You were the first one who called upon my power, before the little witch set me free.”

      “I…I…” Mr June stuttered and trembled as everyone looked at him, staring him down. “No, there must be some mistake,” he said.

      “I can tell, it was you,” said the Morrigan with a bemused expression. “There are traces of my beasties around you.”

      “Beasties?” Rosemary asked. Things began to click into place in her mind. “That was why I summoned you!”

      “Explain yourself, Miss Thorne,” said the Arch Magistrate. Elamina stood beside her looking unimpressed.

      “Well, I was trying to figure out who was behind those strange monsters that appeared in town and at the school. And I accidentally summoned the Morrigan, like I told you.” She gave the Arch Magistrate a pointed look. “It was just because our Right Honourable Mayor here had been calling on her energy to create the monsters. I can’t believe I was actually right this time!”

      Athena smiled at her.

      “But why on earth would he want to do that?” Elamina said, stepping forward.

      “It’s simple really,” said Rosemary. “He wanted to win the election. And he thought the monsters would help to drum up fear, so people would vote for him. Only he magically amplified them, didn’t he? He summoned a tiny monster and then used an illusion to make it look huge, so it would look like he was being brave and fighting them off.”

      “But one appeared at the school...” said Ms Twigg, who was still standing at the perimeter of the circle. “How did that happen?”

      “Care to explain?” Rosemary asked the mayor.

      “I don’t have to explain myself to you!” Mr June blustered.

      “Actually, I think you should,” said the Arch Magistrate. “And don’t bother obfuscating the truth, it will only look worse for you if we have to apply magic to get to the bottom of this.”

      “I…well…” Mr June’s cheeks had turned bright red and his eyed were wild and furious. He looked around, but seeing no other way out his shoulders slumped. “It was part of the illusion charm. It went wrong. I was using mirrors and I accidentally cast a double illusion that sent the monster into two places at once.”

      “Well, it’s been lovely,” said the Morrigan. “I appreciate being freed and all. But this little scenario is getting a little tedious. I’ll be off.”

      “Wait,” Rosemary called out in a flutter of nerves. “You can’t go. I need to send you back to wherever it was you came from.”

      The Morrigan threw her head back and laughed. “I don’t think so.” It was her turn to raise her arms. Lightning cracked through the sky and dark energies swirled around her.

      Rosemary gripped her own shoulders, overwhelmed. She searched her mind for some kind of solution. In the past, the goddess Brigid had helped them, but that was in spring. In desperation, she called out to the energies of Mabon. “Come! Help us!”

      She threw everything she had into the spell that would send the Morrigan back to her prison. Just then a circle of silver light opened up in the air. The spell seemed to be working, and she wondered if the portal opening up in the sky might help her to imprison the Morrigan again.

      But instead, an entire army burst through the portal. There were fae clad in black fighting those dressed in gold.

      “What on earth is going on here?” the Arch Magistrate cried, sending up a protective bubble around the circle as fae continued to pour out of the portal.

      “Athena!” Rosemary cried, recognising her daughter and Elise, lying on the ground nearby. They must have come through the portal along with the chaos of the fae battle.

      Rosemary was both relieved and disturbed to see them. Athena seemed fine, but what a time for a family reunion. The fae seemed to be fighting each other and Rosemary quickly discerned that she was on the side of the less-goth looking ones – clad in a gaudy gold rather than black. She noticed Dain and Finnigan alongside Fleur  who was propping up a wilted Una, while inexplicably shooting massive beams of rainbows out of her hands, powerful enough to knock out enemy fae.

      “What!?” Rosemary called out to Athena.

      “There’s a faction of fae attacking us,” Athena cried.

      “I gathered that,” said Rosemary. “But what happened to Una and Fleur?”

      “I think Una is okay, just passed out…and as for Fleur, the fae realm seemed to charge her up like a huge rainbow battery!”

      Rosemary ducked to avoid a colourful beam which continued on, blasting one of the enemy fae to the ground.

      “Now this is what I’m talking about!” the Morrigan crowed, rising up into the sky. She watched the battle with glee, cackling as the golden fae fought against the black-clad ones with some vampires and witches in the mix, some trying to battle and some trying to subdue them. “I knew it! I could taste it in the air. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good war to chew on.”

      As the Morrigan’s power rose, Rosemary felt her spell collapsing, along with her hopes of imprisoning the dark goddess. She was just too powerful.

      “Bloody ‘ell. What do we ‘ave here?” said a large man, entering the clearing.

      “Who are you?” Rosemary asked as the battle continued to rage on the outskirts of the protective circle.

      “You should know – you were the one who summoned me,” he said to Rosemary.

      “Wait a minute,” Rosemary said, looking at the curly-haired man with rosy red cheeks. “You came to my house.”

      “Aye,” he said.

      “But…I didn’t summon you.”

      “Yes, you did,” he said. “I am Mabon.”

      “You’re Mabon?”

      The Morrigan turned towards them. Like a ghostly apparition she darted down towards Mabon.

      “You!” the Morrigan cried.

      “Feckin’ ‘ell, it’s me old rival,” said Mabon, beaming. “I fancy a good tussle.”

      “Wait!” Athena cried as the Morrigan and Mabon began to fight a godly battle in the air and the creek around them. They moved so fast that it was hard to see exactly what was going on. They fought skilfully with magic and with their own brute strength.

      “Well, that’s something you don’t see every day,” Athena said. “Look!” She pointed. A bright light was shining through the portal.

      “Is that..?” Rosemary started.

      Athena nodded. “I think she needs my help to lead her through,” she said, moving closer to the portal.
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      Athena took out the small fae knife from her bag, given to her by her grandmother. She had to find a way to let Queen Áine through; they needed her in order to defeat their enemies. Athena concentrated on the veil, channelling her fae and human magic to cut through the veil. The portal was strong enough to let the ordinary fae through. Indeed, that seemed to be Drakus’s ill-fated plan, to push the queen and her forces into the earth realm and take over as ruler of the fae. But, not only had he seemingly over-estimated his own power, the Queen herself didn’t seem to be able to get past the invisible barriers between the realms.

      “Stop that at once!” the Morrigan cried, moving towards Athena. “I will not have you interferin’ with portals. I’m staying here, I am!”

      “I’m not—” Athena started, but it was too late. The Morrigan waved her hand and Athena fell to the ground with a thud. She could hear her mother scream in panic nearby, but Athena called out that she was okay. It was true, she was mostly uninjured, aside from a bruise on her hip and a scrape on her knee.

      Reaching into her bag, Athena looked for something, anything she could throw. The first thing she happened upon was a book. It wasn’t exactly a weapon, but it would have to do. She threw it towards the Morrigan, hoping to distract her enough that she could continue to cut her grandmother a doorway to enter the portal to help them in the battle.

      The book hit the Morrigan on the head. “Ouch!” she cried, taking hold of the offending object. She squinted at the book. “Dear me…where did you find this?” She stared at Athena, which was not exactly what Athena was going for.

      Athena gulped. “Umm..”

      “Tell me,” the Morrigan bellowed. “Tell me where you found my diary!”

      Shock and disbelief hit Athena like a brick. “Your diary?” It couldn’t possibly be. “But how?”

      “Where did you find it?” the Morrigan asked sternly. “Did you steal it from me?”

      “No. It just sort of appeared in an apple orchard,” Athena said, though it sounded like a made up line.

      The Morrigan grabbed Mabon and held him by the scruff of his neck. “It was you, wasn’t it?” she accused. “You’ve been playing tricks on me again. You little pest.”

      “But you…it can’t be your diary,” said Athena. “It’s only about a hundred years old.”

      The Morrigan threw back her head and laughed. “On whose timescale?”

      “What?” said Athena.

      “On yours, it’s more than a thousand years ago.”

      “Oh,” Athena said. “But all the talk of the war between the fae and vampires… and the treaty.”

      “Some things never get old,” the Morrigan said. “People are still talking about treaties now, I gather, from the whisperings I’ve heard about this goddess-forsaken town.”

      “That’s right,” said Athena. “And you…I didn’t realise you were both a witch and a fae.”

      “Who told you that?” the Morrigan asked.

      “Your diary did,” Athena said.

      “You can read my diary, in ancient fae?”

      “Apparently so,” said Athena.

      The Morrigan regarded her more closely. “Ah, I see,” she said after a moment. “So it is. Perhaps you are a worthy heir.”

      Athena felt a shiver run through her. That was not what she had in mind.

      There was a tearing sound and Queen Áine floated out of the veil, hanging in the sky. Her light shone out around them, and dragging behind her was the crumpled form of her betrayer and nephew.

      She sighed, looking around, and then clapped her hands. The fae all stopped what they were doing in response to her magic. “Creatures of my realm, I am your queen and you will do as I command!”

      “Wait a minute,” said the Morrigan. “What are you doing here, sister?”

      “Sister?” said Athena, looking from the Morrigan to her grandmother. She flinched as if protecting herself from whiplash from all the sudden changes and shocks of the day.

      Queen Áine allowed herself to float down and stand in the centre of the circle. “Morrigan,” she said with a nod.

      The Morrigan spat on the ground at Áine’s feet. “Why’d you have to go and stop the battle? You always were a goodie-good.”

      “And you always were a trouble maker,” said Queen Áine, “as is your descendant here.” She gestured to the crumpled and unconscious form of Drakus on the ground.

      “Ah, who do we have here? I’ve never met him, but I recognise me own kin,” said the Morrigan. “What did you have to go and mess him up for?”

      “He betrayed the kingdom and attacked us,” Queen Áine said.

      The Morrigan smiled proudly. “Wee scamp! And look, another of mine over there.” She gestured to Una, who was still unconscious, sitting next to Fleur under a willow tree. “They could do with some fighting lessons. I’d better stick around and see to it.”

      Athena looked at Rosemary, who shook her head. The Morrigan was powerful, but they had to find a way to trap her or it seemed they’d be in trouble with all the magical authorities at once.

      “All right,” said Queen Áine. “I’ve had enough of this.” She clapped her hands again. “Everyone back through the veil. Now.”

      It didn’t seem to matter whether they were clad in gold or in black. Queen Áine cast out her fingers and tiny streams of light merged, attaching themselves to all the fae soldiers and guards present, dragging them back through the portal.

      “Somebody tell me what this is really all about?” said a pale woman dressed in an old ruffled shirt.

      “Vampire Council?” Athena said, raising an eyebrow.

      Rosemary nodded. “That’s Eva Claw – I think she’s their leader.”

      The woman looked at them sternly. “Explain yourselves!”

      Rosemary began to ramble. Athena wasn’t close enough to kick her mother, but the story that emerged was quite an interesting tale about the mayor’s political manoeuvrings, accidentally summoning the Morrigan, accidentally summoning Mabon, and the diplomatic trip to the fae realm.

      With a sinking feeling, Athena feared her trip was a total failure. It seemed to only create more chaos than anyone was prepared for.

      The Morrigan put her hands on her hips. “I smell a rat,” she said. She looked at Mabon, who she still gripped by the scruff of his neck. She gave him a good shake. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      She dropped him on the ground in the centre of the circle. He looked rather sheepish. “I might have had a thing or two to do with that,” he said.

      “You always were a rascal,” said the Morrigan.

      “How was it his fault?” Athena asked. “From what Mum just said, it was the bloody mayor. And then her summoning you by accident?”

      “Yes,” the Morrigan said. “But who put him up to it?”

      “I thought his name was George!” Mr. June said in righteous anger, stepping out from behind a tree where he’d obviously been cowering.

      “George?” the Morrigan said, raising an eyebrow.

      Mr June trembled slightly as he continued to speak. “We met in the pub. And he was the one who had the idea of drawing forth a sort of swamp creature to help me win the election. I thought it was a great idea. He said he’d even helped get started.”

      “Is that why you showed up at my door?” said Rosemary. “Were you trying to bring me into some kind of plot?”

      “But, why?” Athena asked. “Why would you do that?”

      People around looked at her as if it was an improper thing for her to question a god like that. But really, given the circumstances, she wasn’t about to bow down to some sort of mischievous trickster.

      “Because of the feckin’ curse,” he said. “I keep getting’ stuck in Gloucester and nobody wants that!”

      “Gloucester is a fine city,” Eva Claw said. “My family happens to have a long history there.”

      Mabon crossed his arms and huffed. “Tell that to someone who hasn’t been imprisoned there every winter for eons!”

      Rosemary gaped. “That wasn’t just a silly pub story that I read about online? You really have been cursed to be trapped in Gloucester?”

      Athena looked from her mother to the ancient deities and other magical leaders surrounding them. It was all a little too much to take in.

      “Aye,” he replied, tears welling in his eyes, and in that moment he looked inexplicably young despite his large stature. “Though it was called Caer Loyw for a long time. Taken, I was, from my mother’s arms when I weren’t but three days old!”

      “Stop yer whining,” the Morrigan grumbled. “You always were a wee cry baby. If you really want a break from yer prison, come with me and I’ll help you find your wee mutt.”

      Mabon’s eyes lit up. “Drudwyn? It’s been an age since I’ve seen him. Ye’d do that fer me?”

      “Wait a minute,” said Athena, her mind racing as she tried to put all the pieces of the puzzle together. “Don’t tell me you went to all this trouble and caused havoc to release the Morrigan to help you get out of your winter prison and get your dog back?”

      Mabon shrugged. “Well, I didn’t actually try to get her released.”

      “But it’s quite nice,” the Morrigan admitted. “I should probably be thanking you.”

      “But she must be imprisoned!” said the vampire councillor, Eva Claw. “This is outrageous. It’s too much of a risk.”

      The Morrigan looked at the vampires as though they were a bit of dirt on her shoe. “Excuse me?” she said.

      “You simply have too much power. You cannot be allowed to roam free. You have power over the dead and undead alike,” Eva explained. “You could enslave us. It would be terrible. We must put a stop to it.”

      “What makes you think I’ve got any interest in you whatsoever?” the Morrigan said.

      “It’s legend,” said Eva.

      “Misinformation, more like,” said the Morrigan. “Just like all those bloody rumours they started about me back in the day. Arthur was the worst. He kept pretending I was his sister, or his cousin, or his wife. When really all we had was a bit of a roll in the hay and a fair few drinking sessions.”

      Rosemary and Athena looked at each other, perplexed.

      “So you’re not going to enslave the vampires?” Rosemary asked.

      “How do we know that?” the Arch Magistrate said. “It’s too dangerous. We can’t just—”

      “I think you’ll find you have little choice,” said the Queen Áine. “We are too powerful. You can no more imprison the Morrigan than you could imprison me, or Bridget herself. You see, it is true we are half-sisters, she and I. A long time ago, the Morrigan was betrayed. She had been working towards a peace treaty between magical beings, but her lover and ally tried to kill her in her sleep to stop the treaty from succeeding. That only drove her to darkness.”

      “Sister…” the Morrigan said, rolling her eyes. “You don’t have to pretend to care, to defend me.”

      But Queen Áine continued. “The Morrigan started as both witch and fae, but amassed so much power through human belief and human folly, through thriving on war, and through protecting those who were loyal to her, that she became a goddess. She was only imprisoned because her power waned over time. But now there are more who believe, all over the world. People who use her name. Her power has been growing slowly.”

      “Nobody bloody pays enough tribute to me, do they?” Mabon grumbled.

      The Morrigan gave him a withering look. “Alright,” she said. “Let’s get you fixed out of this curse.”

      “You mean it?” he said. “I won’t have to go back to Gloucester?”

      The Morrigan laughed. “I’m off,” she said. She looked at Mabon, who seemed to be recovering some of his energy.

      “Fancy a wee tussle on the way?” he asked.

      The Morrigan shrugged. “Why not, but I’ve got a date with the Dagda at Samhain.”

      Just like that, they disappeared in a flash.

      Athena stepped forward and Rosemary followed her. They stood in the centre of the circle, joined by Eva Claw and the Arch Magistrate.

      “I suppose this is a bad time to bring up the treaty,” Athena said.

      “I think now is as good a time as any,” said the Arch Magistrate. “Given what we’ve just seen, we must recognise that the potential for warfare between our kinds could be devastating.”

      Athena beamed as a thrill of victory ran through her. “So it will happen?”

      “We will need to meet several times to hammer out the details. But I do believe it’s possible, if you’re willing.” She looked towards Queen Áine questioningly.

      The Queen nodded.

      “As long as it’s not just going to be self-serving,” said Rosemary.

      “Excuse me?” The three strongest leaders of the magical world looked at her, and Rosemary trembled a little under their combined gazes.

      “I’m serious,” she said, holding her ground.

      “Mum’s right,” said Athena. “We need to think about everyone’s interests, including those of magical minorities like the werewolves.”

      The Arch Magistrate shook her head. “That’s unacceptable,” she said.

      “And the pixies,” added Rosemary.

      Queen Áine looked mortified.

      “You have no power here,” said Eva Claw, sounding amused. “What makes you think you can dictate the terms of our treaty?”

      Athena’s heart thudded in her chest. She’d gone to such lengths to get this treaty to happen, only to find herself powerless.

      The diary came to mind. A thousand years or more had passed with the same pantomime playing out – the same political patterns repeating over and over. They were so close now, and yet perhaps there was nothing she could do to make the treaty worthwhile for more than just trade to benefit those who were already powerful.

      She fought back her tears and looked at her mother, waiting for Rosemary to start rambling and probably make the whole situation worse, but Rosemary simply nodded as if waiting for Athena to speak.

      “We might not have any power,” said Athena, her mind racing to find the right words, “not compared to you. But the whole problem with all of this – with the power structures in society – is that it favours some people over others. Think about it for a moment.”

      She looked around at them all before continuing.

      “Power-hungry motivations are basically the whole problem – with everything! Look at the battle we just had. Drakus was only seeking power with no care for anyone else, and that pattern will keep happening – over and over. Can’t you see?”

      Eva Claw’s expression had gone from one of boredom to one of mild interest, while the Arch Magistrate looked mortified. Athena trembled a little and then looked toward her grandmother. Queen Áine had an unreadable expression, but Athena had their attention, at least. She firmed up her courage and carried on talking. “I don’t completely understand the motivation people have for battles or wars, but power is definitely a big factor, and keeping some factions of our magical society powerless certainly isn’t going to help. Why do you think the goblins joined Drakus?”

      “They’re outsiders,” Dain said. “They would have been easy to recruit – just dangle a shiny carrot in front of them…”

      Queen Áine shot him a betrayed look.

      “Exactly,” said Athena. “And while there might not be any current uprisings of werewolves or pixies, the people trying to sabotage the treaty are power hungry and only concerned with their own interests. Do you really want to fall into their trap? Besides, it’s not fair, is it? Keeping whole magical species oppressed—”

      “What are you talking about?” Queen Áine asked sternly.

      “She’s talking about how the werewolves are badly treated here,” said Burk, stepping forward. “Just as vampires have been in the past.”

      Eva Claw almost growled at him. “We’ve had to work hard for what standing we have – not to live in the shadows like monsters! Are you saying the dogs should be handed such rights on a silver platter?”

      “Rights shouldn’t have to be earned,” Burk argued. “That is the point.”

      Rosemary and Athena looked at one another, somewhat amused and half expecting a lecture on the relevant legislation.

      “And don’t forget the pixies, Mother,” said Dain. “They’re the ones who make our finest silk, but we treat them like peasants.”

      The Queen looked from him to Athena. There was a moment of silence in which she appraised her, and Athena felt herself tensing under the power of her grandmother’s gaze.

      “The girl is wise beyond her years,” said Queen Áine finally. She smiled at Athena. “After all, my sister would not have become such a menace had she not had her power stripped from her.”

      “So you’ll do it?” Athena said hopefully. “You’ll make sure the treaty is fair?”

      The Queen nodded. “We will consider your requests. I will ensure it.”

      “Not just our requests,” said Rosemary.

      “That’s right,” Athena added, linking arms with her mother. “We don’t know everything. Think about the bigger picture. Consult with others, ask what is important to them and get them to understand and buy into it.”

      “Now you might be asking too much,” said Eva Claw, rolling her eyes.

      “We’ll consider it,” said Queen Áine, sternly holding her ground.

      Rosemary and Athena faced each other. “I suppose that’s as much of a promise as we’re going to get, for now,” said Rosemary.

      “Alright, well, I guess we’ll be getting on then,” said Athena. She turned to her grandmother. “Thank you for being reasonable, and thanks for your hospitality in the fae realm. I mean, not thanks, but I appreciate it.”

      “Would you visit me again?” the Queen asked.

      Athena nodded. “I think we might just have a wedding to celebrate in West Eloria. And it’s certainly not going to be my wedding, by the way, before anyone gets any more ideas about that!”

      She stepped back out to the perimeter of the circle into Elise’s arms and they both laughed.
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      A mere three days later, under the dappled light of the willows around Finn’s Creek, delegates from the witches, vampires, and fae gathered again to sign a preliminary treaty. The process went smoothly, mediated by the druid priestess, Elspeth.

      Rosemary and Athena were pleased to see regard to the rights of magical minorities as one of the key points in the signed document. The details would be hammered out over the coming months.

      As Queen Áine added the final signature onto the rather ornate scroll, a cheer rang through the diverse crowd of magical beings gathered there.

      Rosemary and Athena smiled at each other.

      “Aren’t you glad you let me go to the fae realm now?” said Athena.

      Rosemary blew out a breath. “Oh, I suppose so. I can admit to that. As long as you consider apologizing for being such a brat to me.”

      Athena mock-pouted. “I suppose I was a bit of a brat. I understand that you had genuine concerns about the danger. And it would have been terribly dangerous, especially without Dad to help guide me. I could have ended up locked in some fae prison.”

      “Or worse, married off to a relative,” said Rosemary.

      Athena shook her head. “Don’t remind me.”

      “I must say, the equinox was a bit of a mess,” said Rosemary.

      “A good kind of mess though,” said Athena, hugging her mother. “You did well.”

      “It’s so good to have you back,” said Rosemary. “And next time you go to the fae realm, you better believe I’m coming with you.”

      Rosemary caught sight of Una wandering over to join them, dressed rather conservatively in sedate brown tones. There was something about her that seemed different from the woman Rosemary had met several months before and had gotten to know as a friend. Her eyes and hair were darker, and there was a presence to her, not exactly evil but not light either.

      Rosemary and Athena hugged her.

      “How are you recovering?” Athena asked.

      “I’m fine,” said Una. “Though it’s all a bit of a shock being related to the Morrigan...and my father. Oh, gosh. He was a bit of a creep, wasn’t he?”

      “We can’t help who we’re related to,” said Athena, nudging Rosemary, who poked her tongue out in response.

      “It doesn’t say anything about you,” Rosemary added.

      “I’m not sure what it all means,” said Una. “I suppose there’s a lot to unpack there.”

      “Take your time,” said Rosemary.

      Athena patted their friend on the arm. “And we’re here if you need us.”

      Later that evening, there was a gathering at Thorn Manor. At first, it was supposed to be just a small get-together with a few friends, but more and more people arrived, bringing plenty of food.

      Athena put on her Jupiter-themed playlist, and before they knew it, Marjie was popping streamers out of her wand, and it was quite the party.

      Marjie had arrived with Liam and Sherry. In fact, over the past few days, she’d insisted that Liam stay with her and Herb at their cottage, just to make sure he was safe. Marjie was fussing over Liam in a motherly way as they stood around the pot-luck table. The sight gave Rosemary a warm happy feeling to see it after the strife of the past few months.

      Everyone who came to Thorn Manor that evening at least greeted Liam warmly, and many apologised.

      Burke’s entire family arrived after sunset to a somewhat cooler but still amiable reception. They proceeded to entertain the other guests with various interesting vampire tales, and Azalea even showed off her dancing skills in the lounge.

      “This is the best party I’ve been to in ages,” said Elise as she skipped happily with Athena around the room. Rosemary grinned at them as they ran through to the kitchen where Fleur was serving a special punch, an old forest sprite recipe she’d been given by a neighbour, that tasted surprisingly of autumn.

      “It’s an excellent party,” Burk agreed, joining Rosemary as she watched the continued dancing. “You’ve done a brilliant job of managing all of the politics over the last little while, are you sure you’re not interested in running for mayor?”

      Rosemary laughed. “Certainly not,” she said.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” said Ferg, who must have just arrived. “Apologies for my lateness.” He bowed.

      Rosemary suppressed a giggle.

      Ferg gave her a serious look. “As Mr. June is disqualified from the mayoral race on account of being arrested, I’m due to officially become the new mayor as long as nobody steps forward to run in the next few days. I’ve already been setting up my office, you see.”

      “Congratulations,” said Rosemary.

      Ferg held up a finger. “It’s not official yet.”

      “So why did you start setting up your office?” she asked him.

      “I was following Papa Jack’s advice. He told me to live life as I dream to be,” said Ferg.

      Papa Jack laughed warmly. “Indeed you should,” he said. “Now come and sample some of my newest hot chocolate.”

      Ferg raised an eyebrow. “You know I’m not particularly interested in new things.”

      “Ah, but what’s life without a bit of novelty?” he said, guiding them back towards the kitchen.

      Neve and Nesta approached Rosemary. “We’re leaving early, I’m afraid,” Neve said. “Come on, Mei, let’s go.”

      “Oh, but I’m having fun,” Mei protested.

      “We can drop you by later if you like,” Ashwin called out from across the room where she and Una watched Charles Burk lead the dance floor in a foxtrot.

      “Okay, all right then, but not too late,” Nesta said.

      Neve turned back to Rosemary. “We’re sorry we couldn’t make it to the ritual setting. Nesta decided it wasn’t worth the risk given that Beltane led to our little treasure on the way.”

      Nesta nodded. “We’ve had enough surprises.”

      “I understand. You go and relax. We’ll catch up soon,” she said, giving them both warm smiles.

      “Where’s Dain?” Burk asked, looking around, his tone was only slightly defensive.

      “Gone to the fae realm to help Finnegan and Cedar,” said Rosemary. “He might be gone for quite some time.”

      Burke smiled wryly. “I can’t say I’m terribly sad.”

      “You two do seem to be getting along a lot better recently.”

      “I do approve of him taking on more responsibilities,” Burk admitted. “Besides, he is moderately entertaining to have around.”

      Rosemary slipped a curl behind her ear and half smiled. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      “Do you have a moment? I want to show you something,” Burk said.

      “Of course.” Rosemary followed him outside into the crisp air.

      She looked up towards the waxing moon.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” she said as they looked at the stars and the clear autumn sky.

      Burk gestured out to the lawn which was glowing and twinkling with odd patterns.

      “What does it mean?” Rosemary asked.

      “I think it’s a message from the pixies,” Burk replied.

      Rosemary squinted, trying to make out the shapes that were a bit like letters, though some were upside down and back to front. “Daukort?”

      “I think it’s meant to say thank you,” said Burk with a laugh.

      “Funny little creatures, do you think they were really attacking and trying to kidnap me to get some attention on their rights?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “And that’s what you wanted to show me?” Rosemary asked.

      “For now,” he replied. “Although there might be a thing or two you’d be interested in later on tonight when we have a little more privacy.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Rosemary said.

      “More perfect words were never spoken,” Burke said, and he kissed her.
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      Beneath an old yew tree, hidden by foliage, cold, calculated eyes watched as the Thorn witch kissed her vampire lover.

      The eyes narrowed and a child-like voice whispered, “You’re not going to be a threat for much longer.”

      The small figure turned and quickly slunk away behind the tree and through the forest at a supernatural speed.

      It wasn’t long before she reached her destination, an old drain, inconspicuous to prying eyes. She glanced around to make sure no one else was in sight before descending into the earth and the dark network of tunnels there.

      Quickly, she returned to the cavern where only her most loyal of followers were gathered.

      “You’ve returned, mistress,” said Despina, getting up from her armchair and dusting off her pale pink cardigan.

      Genevieve pulled back her hood, revealing her gleaming chestnut curls and an unnatural smile. “Indeed I have,” she said. “And how are our plans coming along?”

      “Three more travellers have joined us,” said an older woman with blonde hair.

      “And the travellers?” Genevieve asked.

      “They’re on their way,” said Despina.

      “Everything is in order,” a hulking figure from the corner added.

      “Very well,” said Genevieve. “We continue advancing towards All Hallows Eve. Focus on the weak and be ruthless. Now go, do not waste any more time.”

      With a clap of her hands, in an instant the room was cleared without a trace of any of her loyal shifters, witches, or vampires.

      Genevieve could finally relax, slumping onto a velvet chaise lounge with a cocktail glass full of human blood. Taking a sip, she savoured the taste.

      “Ah, yes, Samhain is going to be interesting…”
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        * * *

      

      Order Myrtlewood Mysteries book seven: Formidable Magic!

      Want to read more fantasy based in the same world as Myrtlewood? You can also order The Witches of Holloway Road - set in magical New Zealand and providing the backstory to some new characters that appear in Myrtlewood Book seven: Formidable Magic
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        A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading this book! It was so much fun writing it. I love Myrtlewood with all its quirky characters and cozy magical atmosphere.

      If you have a moment, please leave a review or even just a star rating. This helps new readers to know what kind of book they’re getting themselves into, and hopefully builds some trust that it’s worth reading! You can also join the Myrtlewood coven - my reader list or follow me on social media. Links are on the next page.
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      Iris Beaglehole is many peculiar things, a writer, researcher, analyst, druid, witch, parent, and would-be astrologer. She loves tea, cats, herbs, and writing quirky characters.
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