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      A high-pitched scream reverberated through the night and jolted me from troubled dreams.

      I hadn’t long found sleep, and dawn wasn’t far away, but the terror in the sound that had awoken me, compelled me to run in search of the cause. Wide eyed with alarm, my breathing shallow and tight in my chest, I jumped out of bed, rapidly untangling myself from the bedclothes that had wrapped around me as I tossed and turned. Running a hand through my hair, I waited, unsure exactly where the source of the scream had originated.

      A million thoughts spiralled through my mind. Primary amongst these was that The Mori had returned to Whittlecombe and had broken into the inn. I had improved security tenfold over the past few weeks, with a built-in alarm system on the ground floor, and cameras at the front and back of the inn that fed information directly to a new computer in my office.

      However, Whittle Inn is an old building. The original structure dates back to the late medieval period, and even the added extensions are centuries old, and not particularly well done—hence why the inn is wonky. If someone wanted to find a way in, they would probably be able to do so with consummate ease.

      The knowledge that The Mori had unfinished business with me was one of the two primary causes of stress and anxiety in my life. It kept me awake at night, and on tenterhooks during the day. The second reason for my anxiety and sadness, was the way in which the man I thought I’d loved, Jed, had betrayed me. I hadn’t really understood until I’d banished him, how much he meant to me.

      But it wasn’t Jed on my mind right now.

      The scream came again and it chilled my blood. Terror and pain combined in one excruciatingly piercing cry.

      I grabbed my dressing gown and grappled with the lock on the bedroom door—something else that had been newly installed—and shot off in pursuit of the sound. I thundered along the hall—pushing my arms through my robe as I went—and down the still uncarpeted back stairs, my bare feet slapping against the bare wooden boards.

      With the kitchen to my right, I turned back on myself and crept through the back passage to the bar past The Snug and The Nook, both now shrouded in darkness and with doors ajar. Anyone could be hiding in there. I slowed down, my heart hammering hard in my chest. What was I thinking? I should have stayed in my room. Perhaps called someone in the village to come up and help me check out the inn during daylight.

      But when that terrifying shriek came again, I recognised the sound of desperation, the air of finality. Nobody was after me, but someone did need my help.

      Urgently.

      Taking a deep breath, I crept towards the door into the bar. Through the frosted glass I could see a light. It appeared to move and dance as I watched. I grabbed the door handle and pulled it towards me, poking my head through, then entering the bar. I halted abruptly, my mind reeling at what I was seeing. I caught my breath with a small shriek of my own, before catapulting myself forward.

      The dancing light was actually a human being on fire.

      A woman in fact. In a long dress. The fire had fully caught her skirts and had climbed rapidly up her clothing catching at her hair and cap. She spun about, whirling like a dervish, her face contorted in agony, beating at herself and her smouldering clothes.

      “Drop and roll,” I shouted at her, remembering the safety films I’d seen at school. She ignored me, or more likely, in the midst of her terrible distress, couldn’t actually hear me. “Drop and roll!” I screamed once more, looking around for something to use to help her. I spied a discarded dust sheet bundled up by the window and grabbed it.

      I raced back to her, the flames blurring my vision. The distinctive stench of burning hair, and the charring of cloth filled the air. I threw the dust sheet over her, encasing her in the large swathe of material and then wrapped my arms around her, dragging her to the floor. We fell together, me intent on beating the flames out before I rang for an ambulance.

      But as we dropped, she disappeared from my grasp. I landed on the floor and the dust sheet fell on top of me, and me alone. Pushing myself into a sitting position, I beat around myself in the darkness, wafting away smoke, and breathing in the acrid scent of burnt material and hair. The woman had vanished.

      Shaking, my heart racing, I jumped up and ran for the wall, hitting the light switch and blinking in the sudden glare. I whirled around. There was nobody else in the room but me. The dust sheet lay flat to the floor. I kicked at it half-heartedly with my big toe, casting a nervous eye around the room, peering into the shadows.

      Holding my breath, I listened hard once more. The inn made its usual night-time-come-early-morning sounds. The distant gurgling of the old boiler. The creaks and groans of some of the timbers, joists and floor boards. The juddering clunk of two of the windows upstairs loose in their frames and in need of replacing. The scurrying and scampering of tiny feet in the walls, and beneath the floor.

      Exhaling through pursed lips I shook my head in disbelief. “A ghost,” I whispered and laughed weakly.

      I made my way to the side door, slapping the light switch off as I went, intent on heading back to my warm and cosy bed. I’d be getting up in an hour anyway.

      But as the inn plunged once more into darkness, the hair on the back on my neck prickled and a shiver stretched along the length of my spine. The temperature in the room dropped several degrees. I stood stock still.

      “There’s something behind me, isn’t there?” I asked the quiet hallway ahead of me, then spun on my heel.

      The dust sheet had risen into the air, and I could clearly make out the human form beneath.

      A ghost.

      “Not another one,” I said. “Who on earth are you?”
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        * * *

      

      The name of this ghost, it transpired, was Florence.

      She had been a housemaid here at the inn in the 1880s, and had loved the work.

      “John James Daemonne was the master of the inn at the time. A very distinguished gentleman, he was, Miss. It was his daughter that hired me. His wife dying young, you know, so his daughter took over running the housekeeping side of things, once she was old enough. The inn was so popular it was, back in the day. Always full of guests. I had to get up in the middle of the night, so I could attend to all the fireplaces and light the range in the kitchen. Then once breakfast was on the go, I would take tea up to the guests in their rooms and lay their fires. Always busy I was, Miss.”

      “It must have been very different to how it is now,” I said, stirring the milk around in my mug of tea. I’d taken Florence through to the kitchen, always the warmest room in the house.

      She watched what I was doing with a complete look of confusion.

      “Do you not use the pot, Miss?”

      “The tea pot?” I asked. “There’s not much point making a pot for one person, is there?” I looked at her in surprise, wondering whether I had somehow misjudged and perhaps she had wanted some too. I asked hurriedly, just in case, “You don’t drink tea, do you? In your current spirit form?”

      Florence looked down at herself, at her smouldering clothes, her face pained. “No. I don’t believe so.”

      She scrutinized the way I hooked the tea bag out of my mug and chucked it into the stained sink. Then with a quick look my way to make sure I didn’t disapprove, she carefully retrieved the tea bag between thumb and forefinger and inspected it. Perhaps she had never seen one before.

      “Tell me what happened to you,” I said and gulped my tea. It was too hot and tasted only of burnt milk. Florence was right, I should have used the teapot after all.

      “I was laying the main fire in the bar one morning. It was always the biggest blaze that one, and really important that it burned all day and half the night, usually till well past two. There was always someone around, you know? The inn was never quiet.”

      “Yes,” I tried to keep a check on my impatience and hoping she’d get to the point soon.

      “This day, I was wearing a new petticoat. It wasn’t starched well, and I think my skirt must have ridden up and my petticoat caught the flame and whoosh. I was alight.”

      Like a human candle… I shuddered, remembering the piercing screams of pain and horror that had woken me earlier. Here in front of me she was a scary sight, her clothes constantly smouldering, hanging off her in ribbons for the most part. Fortunately, her ghostly physique seemed to be largely unblemished apart from soot on her hands and face. Her cap sat neatly on the back of her head, oddly pristine, the white cotton was a contrast to the rest of her sooty apparel.

      I rubbed my forehead, the beginnings of a sleep deprived headache starting to niggle. “So why have you suddenly decided to come back to the inn?”

      Florence stared at me blankly.

      I decided to tread carefully, knowing from experience that finding out you’re dead from a strange source can be slightly disconcerting. “I mean, I’ve been living in the inn for three or four months now, and I’ve had numerous spirit visitors, but I haven’t heard you or seen you before.”

      “Oh. I see,” Florence nodded and a single curl of smoke drifted my way, tickling my nose.

      I sneezed.

      “Bless you, Miss.” Florence folded her hands in front of her and peered up at me in concern, perhaps wondering if I was getting a cold. She must have been in her early twenties. I wondered if she had left a family behind, people who loved and missed her. She had such a sweet-natured way about her. “Hmm, well, I recall that after I died, I did come back and spend time at the inn, but the only lady who acknowledged my existence was Alfhild Gwynfyre. She married my lady’s son, James Daemonne.

      Alfhild Gwynfyre Daemonne. My feisty great grandmother and namesake.

      “Then after the big war—the second one—they bricked up the fireplace and fitted an electric fire. And I couldn’t come back even if I wanted to. I’d have got stuck in between the partitions.”

      “I see,” I said. I guess that made sense. “We unblocked the fireplace a few weeks ago.” We being Jed and I. “So why have you come back now?”

      Florence frowned. “I’m not sure.” She began to shake her head, but then stuck up a single finger. “Wait!” she said. “What date is it?”

      “Ah, um.” I cast a glance up at a tattered calendar hanging on the wall. “It’s the second of September.”

      “Well, that’s it then! It’s my anniversary.” Florence hopped with excitement.

      “Of the day you died?”

      “Yes!”

      I rubbed my head once more and decided to dispose of my mug of tea. Perhaps I’d substitute it for a glass of water and some painkillers. Imagine being excited about the day you died? Florence’s positive attitude in light of the circumstances was at once peculiar and endearing. I hoped it would rub off on me.

      “Will you be sticking around, or do you intend to disappear for the next twelve months? Can I expect you to wake me at five a.m. next September 2nd?” I asked. “And every one after that?”

      “I’d love to stay. If you’re happy to have me?” The housemaid beamed.

      I grinned back at her. I was liking Florence. “That’s fine. Of course I’m happy.” I gestured around the kitchen. “The more the merrier.” The inn seemed to be full of old ghosts these days, both those I had recently found I could summon, and those who suddenly appeared without warning, although this morning I couldn’t see any others.

      “That’s wonderful! Thank you, Miss.”

      I smiled, heading for the door and the back stairs up to my rooms. “I’m going to try and have a quick nap. I’ll catch you later.”

      “I’ll have a pot of tea waiting for you when you come back down for breakfast,” Florence called after me, emphasising the word pot.

      The cheeky minx! I stuck my head around the door and winked at her. “Stay out of trouble, Florence. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      The wake-up alarm went off the moment I reached my bed. I could have wept with tiredness. If this insomnia kept on for much longer I’d have to consult a doctor.

      I slapped the button on the radio next to me, silencing the chirpy music the local station favoured in the morning, and climbed beneath my duvet.

      “Just five minutes,” I groaned, “that’s all I want.”

      As I drifted off, the sound of someone crying infiltrated my brain, although not enough to wake me up.

      “Don’t cry, Florence,” I said drowsily. “You’re alright now. The inn will look after you.”
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      Florence was as good as her word.

      When I re-surfaced four hours later, feeling groggy and out of sorts, she had a pot of tea and a pile of scrambled eggs waiting for me. Her tea, made with leaves she’d unearthed in some ancient caddy somewhere in the depths of a cupboard in the pantry, was infinitely superior to my mine.

      “I couldn’t find much in your larder,” she apologised, and I guiltily made a note to go into the village and collect some provisions and order others. I hadn’t been eating particularly well during the past few weeks.

      In fact, I hadn’t been doing much of anything. The progression of the painting and decorating chores had ground to a halt, and now dust and grime were beginning to congeal on all the surfaces.

      I’d been fine while my dad and Wizard Shadowmender and their friends had remained at the inn with me after the Battle of Speckled Wood. But they all had lives (or after-deaths in my father’s case) to attend to, and I’d soon been left alone with just my assorted ghosts for company.

      And too much time spent alone? It really isn’t good for me.

      “I guess I could take a walk into the village now,” I said to Florence, “and pick up some bits and bobs. I may have let things lapse a little. I need to get back on track.”

      “That sounds like a good idea, Miss. The air will do you good. You look a little peaky, if I may say so.”

      “Do I?” I asked.

      She wasn’t wrong. Back upstairs I made a quick list of things to buy in the village and then snuck a look in my bathroom mirror as I prepared to venture out. Cheeky Florence was right. I looked more ghostly than she did. I pinched some colour into my cheeks and fluffed some volume into my hair. Right there and then, I promised I’d do better – do right by the inn and also by myself.

      Within ten minutes, I was strolling down the drive clutching my re-usable shopping bags. I averted my gaze from Jed’s van. It had been left where he parked it the day before the Battle for Speckled Wood. In all these weeks since that fateful night, it had acted as a memorial to lost love and betrayal. Now it was covered in dust, streaked and grubby where the rain had smeared through the dirt.

      A sharp pain twisted in my stomach.

      The ghosts of wonky inn were not all of the spirit kind.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening I slipped into a steamy bubble bath under the watchful eye of my little friend, Mr Hoo. He’d been spending more and more time in my company, occasionally even venturing inside the inn, which I liked.

      I often found myself chatting away to him, particularly when I was sitting at my office desk. He would perch on the window sill and watch what I did, sporadically hooing at the right moment. I felt as though we were getting to know each other quite well.

      It had become a custom of mine to bathe in the evening in order to try and unwind. After all, relaxing in warm water is said to aid sleep and I needed all the help I could get in that department.

      Now, as I sank back into the overly warm water, intent on turning my skin pink, I watched Mr Hoo as he preened and picked at himself at the open window. I observed the steam drifting outside, drawn by the cooler air there, and I remembered how I had doodled a heart in the condensation on the window a few months before and uttered a love spell.

      Well quite honestly that had backfired, hadn’t it?

      What’s that saying? It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all? What a load of old twaddle, I thought with some bitterness. Only a complete idiot would think that a broken heart was better than a whole heart.

      I’d been convinced that my spell had drawn Jed to me. Until it turned out that the only thing Jed had been interested in was feathering his own nest, by destroying my wonky inn and the land it stood on. The scoundrel had reeled me in hook, line and sinker, and only the intervention of Wizard Shadowmender and his friends had saved the day.

      The thing is, all my adult life, while I’d had a few relationships, I had never fallen hard for anyone before, not the way I had with Jed. He had caught me unawares, and filled a gap in my life, bridging a huge chasm of loneliness, and meeting a need for intimacy I hadn’t known I’d craved. It’s one thing to be the life and centre of the party, as I had been in London while working in pubs and clubs and doing a good job of being the ultimate hostess. But it’s quite another to manage close friendships and relationships and have someone you can rely on in your personal life.

      How many people had known the real me in London? The witch with a damaged past, estranged from her mother? None. And worse still, nobody had wanted to know or probably even cared.

      It hurt.

      The whole sad scenario with Jed had cut me to the quick.

      Taken aback by a sudden rush of emotion, I splashed water on my face to hide the fact tears were squeezing their way from beneath my eyelids. Even so, the sob that escaped me took Mr Hoo by surprise, and he jolted upright, staring at me with huge worried eyes.

      “It’s not fair,” I moaned, and slapped at the surface with the flat of my hand, sending a huge spray of water across the bathroom in Mr Hoo’s direction. Probably fearing he would be drowned if he remained, he took flight through the window and headed off in the direction of the wood.

      I watched him go, my heart sinking, feeling like a prize chump.

      “Now look what you did!” I scolded myself and promptly burst into tears.
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        * * *

      

      It helped, getting all that misery out of my system.

      I gave myself a bit of a stern talking to about not letting things get to me, but on the whole I was relieved to be rid of some of my pent-up despair and gloom.

      A short while later, feeling calmer, and a little bit stupid, I perched on the edge of the bath drying between my toes and pondering whether to make myself a mug of hot chocolate, when I heard someone else crying.

      Misery loves company, they say.

      Frowning, I wrapped the towel more tightly around myself and crept out into the hall. The sound seemed to be coming from one of the bedrooms in the main guest area. The empty rooms were perfect conduits of sound, I’d found. Now I followed the muffled cries until I stood outside one of the back bedrooms.

      Even as I turned the handle the sobbing halted abruptly. I entered the bedroom anyway, assuming I’d find Florence inside, but the room was empty. A double bed, the mattress bare, a wash stand, a small chest of drawers and one slim wooden wardrobe were all that occupied the room.

      “Hello?” I asked quietly, imagining perhaps one of the inn’s other resident ghosts might be in the room, but as I stood and listened I heard nothing new, and nobody showed themselves.

      Shaking my head, suddenly chilled in the draughty room in my damp and semi-naked state, I walked out and closed the door, padding bare foot along the corridor towards my rooms.

      I drew up short when the sound of sobbing resumed once more, whirling about to catch the culprit, but the noise had moved further away than before. On the next floor perhaps?

      I hurried up the next flight of stairs and followed the sound, but quickly found myself on a wild goose chase. Every time I thought I was close to the source of the tears, the sobs would stop, and I’d have to wait until they started somewhere else, usually in the opposite direction.

      When I finally found myself in the attic, I decided it was time to call a halt to the ridiculous pursuit of nothing. I pulled open the attic door, briefly catching sight of the new moon through the large round window that overlooked the grounds, before I flipped on the light switch and the outside world disappeared.

      Staring about at the miscellany of junk housed beneath the thatch roof, I twisted my face in disgust. Sorting through centuries worth of my family’s belongings would be an interesting job.

      One day.

      For now, I simply scanned the space and made sure everything was where I expected it to be.

      On a whim, I stepped over to where a pile of family portraits had been covered by a dust sheet. I pulled the sheet away from the top of the pile and found the image of my great grandmother Alfhild Gwynfyre Daemonne, looking both distinguished but vaguely disapproving.

      “What on earth is going on, Grandmama?” I asked, before covering her over and heading back to my room.
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      The sound of crying woke me three times that night. Although I ventured out of my warm nest the first time, a superficial search for the culprit yielded no results. The second and third times I opted to stay where I was, ramming a pillow over my head in an effort to drown out the noise so I could get some shut-eye.

      Finally, ever the rebel, I switched the radio alarm off and decided I’d sleep as late as I wished.

      I could tell the morning had progressed without me when I opened my eyes in a squint. The light suggested it had to be around ten, possibly later. I could hear the distant hum of a lawnmower, although I had no idea who would be mowing my lawn. Even though we owned the only lawn in the vicinity, I couldn’t be bothered get up and investigate.

      I knew it was the wrong thing to do, but I closed my eyes instead and snuggled back down. From deep in my warm pit, I groaned. My motivation to get up and get on with sorting the inn - had dissipated dramatically. At this rate Whittle Inn would never be ready to open its doors again.

      I’d hoped that following my own spectacular bath time breakdown, I might have had a decent night’s sleep. After all, emotional exhaustion normally works every time. I roundly cursed the offender who had contrived to spoil that for me.

      “Are you intending to remain there all day?” The plum tones of my great grandmother drifted beneath the duvet, and startled I pushed the covers away from my face.

      “Grandmama? What are you doing here?” I asked, blinking in the sudden deluge of light.

      “I live here, remember.” Her icy tone reminded me of the show downs we’d had on several occasions since we’d first met.

      “Yes, of course, but I thought we agreed that seeing as… erm… I’m in the here-and-now and you aren’t, I have preference when it comes to using these rooms.” My great grandmother hated being reminded that she was dead.

      “We agreed nothing of the sort,” Gwyn as I called her—although never to her face—bit back.

      I’m fairly sure we had, but it was a moot point given that the argument was ongoing, and in any case she wouldn’t abide by any agreement. Gwyn still thought of my suite of rooms as her own, and as she had been the longest resident owner of the inn in the family’s history, having been in situ between 1918 when she married my great grandfather after he had arrived back from the Western Front, and 1969 when she passed away, she did have a point.

      I was the usurper.

      I sat up, pushing my hair out of face, trying my very best not to scowl at the crotchety old ghost standing at the foot of my bed.

      Our bed.

      “It’s a poor show, Alfhild. You spend all your days moping around, while the inn lapses back into decay around you. You were doing such a good job before—”

      Oh please don’t let her start in about Jed.

      “I know, Grandmama.” She was right of course. “I’m just struggling to put it all behind me.”

      “You need to find some backbone, my girl. We Daemonne women are made of sterner stuff than this. We will not be felled by one mistake, and we will not be defined by the men in our lives.” Gwyn pursed her lips and I could well imagine her standing alongside Emmeline Pankhurst and the other suffragettes back in the day.

      But that was Gwyn, not me. It’s all very well for you to say, I thought. You married into the family. The inn was already established. You were never alone the way I am.

      “Being a wife in the early part of the twentieth century could be incredibly isolating, Alfhild,” Gwyn said, and I wondered whether Gwyn was telepathic or whether my face had given me away. “Your great grandfather was not the easiest man to live with. Besides I didn’t really know him very well when we married in 1918. He was fresh back from war, and most of our courtship had developed by correspondence. I’d only met him half a dozen times I think, and five of those were with a chaperone.”

      “A chaperone? Wow.” I smiled in genuine amusement. How times had changed.

      Gwyn nodded approvingly. “That’s better, Alfhild. Keep calm and smile. It’s the least you can do.”

      “Did you love him?” I asked her.

      “Your great grandfather?” Gwyn though for a moment, her eyes peering down a tunnel to the past and the faintest of twitches curled her lips. “A lady doesn’t talk about such things. And besides, what is love?”

      I sighed deeply and lifted my shoulders into a shrug. I had no real answer to that. “A massive inconvenience, when you’re treated poorly, and it leaves you feeling hurt and bewildered.”

      “You’re so melodramatic, Alfhild. That’s the problem with young people today. Too much emphasis on emotion and not enough on duty and responsibility.”

      I was about to issue a snarky retort when I became aware that the lawnmower, now louder than ever, had relocated beneath my bedroom window.

      “What on earth is going on outside?” I asked, hoisting myself out of bed.

      “I’ve asked Zephaniah to mow the lawns. They’re in a terrible state.”

      “Who is Zephaniah?” I opened the window to lean out and catch a glimpse. A tall thin man, in a First World War army uniform, expertly drove our little ride-on lawnmower in circles around the grass. He only had one arm but was doing a better job than I could have done with two.

      “Another ghost? Where are they all coming from?”

      “There must be something about you that attracts them, my dear. Now get up and get dressed. We have so much work to do. I’ll see you in the office later.” With that, she melted away, leaving me looking at the empty space she had inhabited at the foot of my bed. Her words echoed in my ears.

      Duty and responsibility.
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        * * *

      

      From a distance, anyone not in the know, would have wondered how the rake managed to move around the garden collecting lawn trimmings by itself. As with all of the ghosts inhabiting my wonky inn, one had to focus to see them, especially if you weren’t expecting them to be around

      After grabbing a coffee from Florence in the kitchen, I sauntered outside to have a chat with Zephaniah.

      He stopped when he spotted me and pulled his khaki hat from his head. I guessed he was in his early twenties, like Florence. He’d been a handsome man.

      “Morning,” I greeted him. “You’re, Zephaniah?”

      “Zephaniah Bailey, Miss.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Zephaniah. You can call me Alf if you like. My great grandmother tells me she asked you to help out in the gardens. What brings you to Whittle Inn?”

      “I used to work here, Miss Alf. Before the war. I worked in the gardens with my Uncle, Horace Bailey. He was the head groundskeeper here for many years. I always wanted to come back. When the war was over. You know? But I didn’t get the chance in life.”

      “You were killed abroad?”

      “Yes, Miss Alf. In Ypres.”

      It was hard not to shudder at the mention of the infamous town where so many allied soldiers perished. “I’m surprised the battlefields of Belgium aren’t teeming with ghosts,” I said thoughtfully, wondering what had brought him back here.

      “Oh they are, Miss. But it was cold over there. Nothing but mud and spent munition cases and barbed wire. I yearned to be back here. I always have.”

      “And it just happened. You just transported back?”

      “Yes, Miss.” Zephaniah nodded, and his pale face clouded over. “Very suddenly as it happened. I’ve been hanging around here at the inn for a little while now, wondering what to do with myself. I’ve been feeling a bit down in the dumps, truth to tell, not really knowing where to place myself, but your great grandmother offered to put me to work. She’s a good woman, Miss.”

      There seemed to be so much about ghosts and the way they ‘lived’ their after-lives that I didn’t really understand. Yet here was I, supposedly adept at summoning ghosts to be my followers, without the foggiest clue how or why. It sometimes seemed my witchy powers were more about luck than any skill or judgement on my part.

      I pointed at the lawn mower he had been riding on. “I’m surprised you’re able to embrace our new technology.”

      “I learned to drive here at the inn, Miss Alf,” Zephaniah’s face lit up at the memory. When I first started here, that would have been in 1907, the inn just had horses, carts and carriages. But later, the elderly Mr John and young Mr James decided to purchase an automobile. I learned to drive it and used to transport Mr John around from time to time, just down the lanes here—into Honiton, Abbotts Cromleigh—for the markets—and up to Exeter, that kind of thing.”

      “I see,” I said, impressed at the idea of him driving one of those early vehicles.

      “There’s not much difference between those early cars and this. Apart from using a key instead of a hand crank to get it started. It operates the same.”

      Even so, I figured his flexibility and desire to adapt would come in handy around the inn if he intended to stay. It sounded like he wanted to. Another ghost worker for me.

      And that gave me an idea.

      I had Florence in the inn and Zephaniah outside it. What if I created a whole team of ghost workers to help me? Would they be up for it? I stared back at my lopsided inn. The place was full of ghosts, idling their time away. And they had a lot of time to idle. Surely they would appreciate having more work to do? It would give them a sense of purpose. I recalled how I had been able to put my followers to good use in the days before and after the Battle for Speckled Wood. They had cooked and cleaned for a whole gathering of people – and done it pretty well.

      Painting, decorating, sorting, gardening, cooking and cleaning. They would be perfect as a Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew.

      Zephaniah stared at me strangely and I realised I was smiling at my own thoughts. “Will that be all, Miss Alf?”

      “Oh yes. Sorry. Of course. Thank you.” He turned away to get back to his raking when something else struck me. “Zephaniah?”

      “Yes, Miss Alf?”

      How should I broach this? “Ah. I don’t suppose…you aren’t…well.” I stumbled over my words. Zephaniah watched me patiently with his soft soulful eyes. “I’ve been hearing someone crying in the inn overnight recently, and I just wondered…” I trailed off and then added. “You said you’d been feeling down.”

      The shutters came down, covering his face from my scrutiny. I’d hit a nerve.

      “No, Miss. It wasn’t me.”

      “Do you know who it was?” I probed, but Zephaniah clamped up, his open friendliness replaced by studied nonchalance.

      “I really couldn’t say,” he replied, and studied his shoes intently.

      Taken aback, I regarded the ghost in front of me. It was easy just to think of them as benevolent spirits, hanging around for eternity with nowhere else to go. But in reality, they were more complex beings than that, still full of the wiles and vulnerabilities they’d had as mortals. I sensed Zephaniah knew more than he was letting on, and I was intrigued as to why he wouldn’t tell me more, but I could hardly force him to spill the beans about my sobbing spirit unless he wanted to.

      “Well, thanks for your time, Zephaniah. See you soon,” I said and watched him go back to his raking.

      I meandered slowly back up the drive, the gravel crunching beneath my feet, thinking about what I could say to appease Gwyn. I skirted Jed’s van as always, hardly looking at it, but as I climbed the step to the inn’s front door I glanced back at it. Anger flared inside me, burning briefly with a fierce heat.

      On a sudden whim, I turned back and rushed towards it, wishing with all my heart I knew a spell that would cause the van, this permanent reminder of Jed and what I thought I had found through being with him, to disappear from my view. I didn’t know such a spell. Instead, buoyed up by my sudden rush of energy, I screamed and kicked at the driver’s door hard, denting the panel and hurting my toes in the process.

      “Ow-ow-ow!” I hopped up and down and then slammed my hand viciously against the roof, the pain ricocheting through my palm, along my wrist and up to my elbow. I stopped then, tears smarting in my eyes, and took a few deep breaths to calm myself down. Behind me, I sensed eyes staring at me from the windows of the inn, and knew the other ghostly inhabitants were watching me make a fool of myself, including Gwyn no doubt.

      I avoided looking up at them. Instead I pulled the van’s door handle, and to my surprise, it opened.

      I ducked my head inside. The faint scent of Jed lingered in here. Climbing in, I pulled the door closed behind me and inhaled. The van smelt slightly musty, a combination of well-used upholstery, damp, turps, and paint, but underneath that was Jed’s own musky working-man scent, mingled with his favourite cologne.

      For a fraction of time I felt him close, and the yearning inside of me burned strong, but slowly I became aware of the palm of my hand, still stinging from where I’d slapped the van. I looked down at it in wonder, glowing red and warm, the pain fading but still real, unlike the love I’d thought Jed and I shared.

      “I have to pull myself together,” I said aloud and with feeling. “Gwyn’s right. I’m better than this.”

      I wound the windows down to get rid of Jed’s smell, and air the van out. Then reached across to the glove box to inspect the contents. Pens, chewing gum, loose change, some Lemsips and throat lozenges, numerous receipts, invoices and bills, and a single glove. The certification for the van was in there too, along with its service history, all stored together in a battered leather folder. I took the folder out to flip through it, and unbelievably found the spare key tucked away at the bottom.

      I hooked the key out and studied it. I’d taken driving lessons many years ago when I lived in Lewisham, and although I’d spectacularly failed my test the first time, and hadn’t continued with my instructor, I understood the mechanics of driving. I could at least drive the van around the side of the inn, out of my direct line of sight every time I peered from the inn’s front windows.

      Holding my breath, I inserted the key and twisted it. The van lurched forwards slightly, and I nearly smacked the dashboard. Jed had left it in gear. Like a small child exploring, I cast my mind back to what I had learned years before. I clicked the seatbelt into place, depressed the clutch and wiggled the gear stick into neutral then turned the key again. This time the engine turned but didn’t catch.

      I kept trying, until finally after four of five goes, the engine roared into life with a belch of smoke from the exhaust. I altered the seat so that I could reach the pedals a little easier, depressed the clutch once more and pushed the gear stick into first, releasing the clutch till it caught.

      I didn’t go anywhere.

      Then I remembered I still had the hand brake on. “Oh yes,” I whispered to myself, and with that we were off. We travelled approximately six feet before I stalled, but I repeated the process until I was able to get into second gear without incident and eventually I parked the van around the side of the inn. Ultimately, I needed to find a way to get rid of this final reminder of Jed altogether and that would be one less thing to worry about.

      It was with a new sense of accomplishment that I trotted into the inn. I’d solved an issue that had been bugging me for a while, and it had been surprisingly simple to do.

      With any luck the rest of my problems would just as easily be resolved.
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      “You can drive?” Gwyn asked in surprise, when I found her in the office a little later. I’d been right earlier when I’d guessed she was watching out of the window.

      “Not legally,” I said, still feeling rather pleased with myself.

      “Legally?” Gwyn frowned.

      “As in, I haven’t passed my test. I’m not allowed to drive without a licence holder with me in the car.”

      “Test?” Gwyn repeated, looking stumped. “We didn’t have such things back in my day. If you wanted to drive you just jumped behind the wheel and away you went.”

      I grimaced at the thought of Gwyn driving. If she had driven the same way she spoke, thought and acted—sharply and without regard for her victims—then the roads must have been incredibly unsafe. “We don’t do that these days, Grandmama. There are all sorts of rules and regulations and tests and things. That’s probably all for the best, given how many millions of vehicles there are on the roads now.”

      “Millions?” Gwyn seemed taken aback by this and I nodded.

      “It’s better to be safe than sorry, I think.”

      “Well yes, that’s true. I do think you should ‘pass this test’ though. It would be useful to have a driver at the inn again.”

      “There’s always Zephaniah,” I said pointedly.

      “Ah yes, you spoke to him.”

      “I believe you actually appointed him to work for us, didn’t you, Grandmama?”

      “I did,” Gwyn looked smug.

      “You know, appointing people is my job.” It was hard not to be slightly disgruntled at the way Gwyn liked to take everything over from me.

      “But you’re not really doing your job, are you, Dear?”

      She was correct, and that annoyed me more than anything else. “Okay. But I’m back on it now, I promise. Besides, I think you were right about needing more staff, and this notion of putting the ghosts hanging around the inn to good use, is a great idea. I think I’ll do that. Create a team or a crew who can help me tackle the big jobs and then we can look at how quickly the inn can be open for business again.”

      Gwyn lifted her hands in mock shock. “Oh good heavens. My great granddaughter has admitted I was right about something.” She smiled, and this time there was no malice in her look. “Good for you, Dear. It’s nice to finally see you taking charge again. You don’t need anyone else. You can go it alone.”

      I knew she was referring to Jed, but I blithely moved on. “Well, whatever I do, I’m not alone when I have the weight of Alfhild Gwynfyre Daemonne and my Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew behind me,” I replied. “That’s what I’m going to call them. We’ll make a good team, Grandmama.”

      “Wonky Inn? That’s a strange name,” but Gwyn did look pleased, “And I’m glad you think so.”

      At that moment Florence walked past the open door, heading purposely down the corridor to one of the bedrooms with a feather duster and a dustpan and brush in hand.

      We watched her go.

      “She’s a good worker,” I mused.

      “She is,” Gwyn agreed. “But you can’t rely on her in the kitchen, Alfhild.”

      “Why not? She seems to like it in there.”

      “Of course she does. All the young housemaids and serving girls liked the kitchen. It was warm and there was always the opportunity to try out the cakes and puddings. No, my point is, Florence is perfectly capable of serving you up snacks and simple dinners, but once you have guests in the inn, who are paying for their hospitality, you can’t offer them those tinned beans from the local corner shop you’re so fond of, or thick cut bacon sandwiches first thing in the morning.”

      My mouth drooled at the idea of a bacon butty. Florence did make a mean breakfast sandwich. I cast a surreptitious glance at the clock. No wonder I was hungry, it was nearly lunch time.

      “I’d hate to lose Florence from the kitchen.” I pouted.

      “I’m sure she can help out from time to time,” Gwyn shot back, all matter of fact. “But I do insist you have a decent chef, my dear. I always had an excellent one during my tenure at the inn, even during the last war, when it was all ‘make do and mend’, and ‘grow your own’. All rather frightful really. I only ever employed the best. It’s important to keep your guests happy.”

      I grudgingly acknowledged the logic of this. I wanted Whittle Inn to be renowned for decent food and drink, especially given that our nearest competitor, The Hay Loft in the village, served bog-standard gammon and chips, pasta bakes, curries and steaks. No. It was important that Whittle Inn offered affordable but exciting fare, and I needed to turn my attention to that sort of detail.

      “Why don’t you let me find a chef for you?” Gwyn was asking. There she went again, trying to take control.

      “Certainly not, Grandmama. I’ve worked in hospitality for years. I know what I’m looking for and I have some great contacts in London. Just leave it to me.”

      Gwyn tutted loudly. “Well if you’re sure,” she said, and I could hear the hurt in her voice. I opened my mouth to apologise and try to take the sting out of my words, but she disappeared without so much as a by-your-leave.

      I stared at the space she had vacated, feeling bad. It wouldn’t hurt to take her advice. She had some useful ideas after all.

      I sighed.

      I’d also meant to ask her about the sobbing ghost, and now I’d lost my chance. Oh well. I’d do it the next time she visited me. She’d be back.

      Pulling my laptop towards me, I logged into a jobs website I had used on the many occasions I’d needed staff in the pubs and clubs I’d managed in London. Finding a live-in chef with a love of the countryside, who desired a change of scenery and was therefore happy to relocate to the depths of East Devon would be a doddle.

      Wouldn’t it?
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      The sobbing awoke me for a fourth time at around four a.m. On the first occasion I’d hauled myself out of bed and had a quick look around but when, as usual, I couldn’t locate any trace of the owner of the tears, I headed back to bed. When I was rudely awoken twice more after that, I simply rolled over and went back to sleep.

      The sleep deprivation was beginning to catch up with me.

      But now, roused once again from much-needed slumber, and feeling more than a little annoyed, I jumped out of bed and grabbed my robe. I made directly for the attic, where I knew a number of Whittle Inn’s ghosts liked to hang out.

      Bursting in on them, I found them engaged in a variety of activities. My flapper ghost, Amelia was painting at an easel. Albert, an eighteenth-century fop, Ned, a Victorian builder, and Luke Riley, a 1920’s sailor were huddled around a table playing cards, while Zephaniah smoked a pipe and watched them. Florence was sprawled across a mattress, smouldering quietly, while reading a leather-bound book. She dropped it in surprise as I crashed through the door.

      Of Grandmama, there was no sign.

      “Okay, guys,” I demanded. “This can’t go on. It might have escaped your notice but I’m sorely in need of a little beauty sleep. You have to help me.”

      “Help you?” Ned turned innocent eyes my way. “Of course we’ll help you. All we can.” He looked round at the assembled ghosts. “Won’t we chaps?” There must have been seven or eight of them. I’m ashamed to say I didn’t know any of them particularly well. I hadn’t taken the time I should have done after the Battle for Speckled Wood to find out more about them, but I did at least recognise them all by sight.

      The ghosts nodded and murmured in agreement. All apart from Zephaniah, who looked away guiltily. I clocked him doing so, and I know he knew I had.

      “What can we help you with, Miss?” Florence asked earnestly.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Are your brains so addled by death you’ve no regard for anybody else’s wellbeing?” In frustration, I gesticulated dramatically back down the stairs. “That…that…noise! That crying! It’s driving me mad.”

      “Crying, my lady?” asked an elderly male ghost in plain monk’s robes.

      “Can’t you hear it?” I asked incredulously.

      Everyone without exception shook their heads or raised their eyebrows and indicated they couldn’t.

      I glanced at Florence. She made a great show of picking up her dropped book and smoothing the pages down.

      I frowned. Why were they all being so evasive? What on earth was going on?

      As if on cue, the crying started again. A man, sobbing his heart out, deeply miserable. In need of help.

      “You don’t hear that?” I asked them, my voice softer. “You don’t hear a person…or a ghost…in need of consolation? Or a shoulder to cry on?”

      I glared around at them all, and gazes dropped to the floor. A few of them, including Zephaniah, shuffled around uncomfortably, but nobody said anything.

      I took a sharp annoyed breath and walked out of the attic, slamming the door behind me. The heavy clunk reverberated through the inn, and the crying stopped again, as though it had been frightened into submission.

      Once down on the second floor I halted at the foot of the stairs, listening. I could rule out the ghost being in the attic, and on the ground floor. I had never heard him crying while I’d been hanging out in the kitchen or the bar area. So that left the first floor where my own quarters were, along with a number of the guest bedrooms, and the second floor, where the majority of the guest bedrooms were housed.

      Determined to track down the sad ghost once and for all, I figured I’d start right here on the second floor and work my way down, and then all the way back up if I had to. If at that stage I still had no joy, I’d be kicking ghostly butt and banishing a few miscreants.

      But I hadn’t even reached the first bedroom when Zephaniah appeared in front of me, scaring me half to death.

      “Crikey, Zephaniah! I wasn’t expecting you.” I clutched my chest. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      He put his finger to his lips and nodded towards the next flight of stairs. I followed him, as he floated down them ahead of me, along the landing and the hallway to the bedrooms furthest from mine.

      “What’s going on?” I hissed, as quietly as I could manage. “Why all the skulduggery and cloak and dagger stuff?”

      “Miss, I haven’t known you long.” Zephaniah spoke so quietly I struggled to hear him. “But you seem like a good sort. I’m sure you’ll be doing great things with the inn. And the other ghosts, they respect you too…”

      “So why…?”

      “It’s all about them protecting somebody.”

      “Protecting someone? Whom? Another ghost?”

      Zephaniah nodded, glancing nervously about. “I shouldn’t be doing this, shouldn’t be telling you anything. It could backfire spectacularly.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would a ghost need protection? And from who?”

      A floorboard creaked from above our heads. I gasped and looked up, horrified at the idea someone might have been eavesdropping on us, when Zephaniah was obviously so worried about just that.

      “In there.” He indicated the room behind me. “I can’t say anything more.” Zephaniah melted into the darkness before I could ask anything else.

      Checking up and down the hall for other onlookers, I reached for the door handle and entered.
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      It was the same bedroom I’d checked before. The one with the tiny wardrobe, wash stand and chest of drawers. The lack of curtains and other furnishings meant it was cold, not helped at all by the fact that the window needed replacing in here as it rattled in the wind.

      I entered into the darkness. There was no obvious sign of ghostly activity, and since the door slamming I’d done upstairs, the crying hadn’t started up again. I’d obviously done a good job of scaring the ghost half to death.

      I flicked on the lights. Nothing untoward. The room was clean and fresh. Florence had been in here dusting and wiping down surfaces. I glanced under the bed. No-one there. The room needed painting and a few rugs, maybe a vase of flowers and a picture on the wall, then it would be ready for guests in no time. There were even two pairs of brand new pillows on the bed.

      At a loss as to why Zephaniah had wanted me to look in the room, I shook my head, cross at having my night interrupted and my time wasted. I turned the lights off once more and trudged into the hall, pulling the door closed behind me.

      Then it struck me.

      The pillows generally lived in the wardrobe. Someone, presumably Florence, had removed them from the wardrobe and placed them on the bed.

      Why would they do that? Unless there was someone in the wardrobe.

      I whirled about and dashed back into the room, flinging open the wardrobe door, coming face to face with Luppitt Smeatharpe for the very first time.
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      The ghost stared up at me in shock and fear.

      He cut a diminutive figure, fitting easily into the slim wardrobe despite the enormous Elizabethan ruff he sported around his neck. He reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Shakespeare, having a narrow face that descended into a sharp chin, with pointed beard, and longish dark hair slicked back away from his head. He was wearing a deep—but now faded—blue velvet tunic, cut open to display slashes of an equally faded, but once beautiful, blood-red silk shirt. Closely-fitting trousers of some kind, and wonderful pointy-toe boots in black with a wooden sole, completed the ensemble.

      I took in his red rimmed eyes, and the tear stains on his cheeks. He cowered into the very corner of the wardrobe, trying to get as far away from me as possible.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” were the first words he uttered, and my heart broke for him. He spoke well. I could hear a slight west country brogue underneath his well-mannered accent.

      “I won’t,” I replied gently, “I promise.” I held my hand out to him. “But, you can’t be comfortable in there. Please come out.” I kept my words soft.

      “It is perfectly fine, my lady.” He looked around wildly, possibly for other dangers in the room.

      “I can’t talk to you in there,” I tried again. “Come out and sit on the bed, and I promise, once we’ve had a little chat, you can go back if you really want to.” I stepped back a few paces to give him the space he needed.

      With one final look about the room, he unfolded himself and clambered out of the wardrobe. I kept moving away from him as he walked towards the bed, holding my hands up so he could see he had nothing to fear from me. His eyes darted to the curtainless window, and I could tell he didn’t like it.

      “I don’t think anyone will be looking in from outside,” I offered, but of course, how could I be sure?

      He nodded but didn’t look convinced.

      “I’m Alf,” I said. “Alfhild Daemonne. I own the inn.”

      “Yes, I know. Florence has told me about you.” I pursed my lips. So the others had known all about this odd little fellow and had been harbouring him. Perhaps he was some sort of criminal?

      “You look very much like your father,” the ghost continued. “Just more…hair.” He indicated volume around his own head.

      “You’ve met my father?”

      “Oh, it was he who suggested I come here. He said I’d be safe.”

      I shook my head to indicate my confusion. “You need to start at the beginning. Tell me all about you.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Well, we’ve got all night.” That much was a lie. It was 4.30 already. “I’m all ears.” I settled down for the long haul.
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      “My lady,” he said with a sniff. “My name is Luppitt Arthur Smeatharpe and I hail originally from a small village in mid-Devon by the name of Hemyock.

      “I was born the lowly third son of a grammar school teacher. The only thing I had going for me was that I was taught my letters. My father ensured I could read and write, and that I had a good grounding in arithmetic. Given that there would be nothing in the way of an inheritance for me when he passed away, when I made the grand age of fourteen, he apprenticed me to the lord of the manor of Norton Fitzwarren. I became a lowly clerk in the household of Baron Richard von Saxe-Krumpke.”

      I nodded, and he continued conspiratorially, “He was extraordinarily wealthy, and notoriously mean. I might add that there isn’t much that is good or pleasant that can be said about Baron Saxe-Krumpke, except that for those first few years he was often called upon to attend our illustrious Queen at court, and he would take me with him.”

      I raised my eyebrows and stopped him. “Wait. Queen?”

      “Why good Queen Elizabeth, my lady.” Luppitt regarded me with suspicion, as though it was obvious which queen he was referring to. I suppose the ruff kind of gave it away.

      “Of course. Just checking.”

      Luppitt rubbed his eyes. “For a while I think Her Most Eminent Majesty was quite taken with the Baron. She found him interesting, or amusing or something, because she kept asking him back. Although for the life of me, I couldn’t think why.”

      “What was wrong with him?” I asked.

      “The man was a dullard and poorly educated to boot. What’s more he spoke the Queen’s English with a harsh Germanic accent. It hurt my ears.”

      I hid a smile. “I see.”

      “You know, if you’re going to continue interrupting me so rudely, this woeful tale of mine will take longer to tell.”

      “I’m sorry.” I shook my head in apology. “I’m just seeking to clarify parts of your story, that’s all, so that I…fully understand what you have been through, and what brings you to the inn. Please continue.” I perched on the bed as close to him as I dared to be, and folded my hands in my lap, feeling for all the world like Alice in Wonderland when she meets the Queen of Hearts.

      “Eventually, Her Majesty…” he paused and frowned, rubbing at his temples, “Oh, darn these headaches. I forget.”

      “Her Majesty?” I prompted gently.

      “Yes, the Queen. She grew tired of him—the Baron I mean—and sent him to the tower. And I don’t recall what happened to him after that, but I’ll warrant it was remarkably unpleasant.”

      He stopped. I waited.

      He didn’t say anything else, just glanced at the window and the darkness beyond.

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “Yes, my lady,” Luppitt replied meekly and looked longingly at the wardrobe.

      “I thought you said it was a long story.”

      “That’s the shorter version.”

      I sighed and slumped on the bed. “I’m sorry I interrupted you. I do want to hear the whole thing. I promise I won’t interrupt again.”

      “Oh. It’s not that, my lady. It’s just…”

      “Just what?” I prompted when he lapsed into uneasy silence once more.

      “I don’t remember it all.”

      “Tell me what you do remember, then.”

      “I remember being at court. I remember seeing the Queen. I remember the pomp and the ceremony, the grandeur and the trumpets. I remember the heraldry and the vibrant colours – all the gold and red. I remember dancers and players, and fools and musicians and singers, and …”

      I waited, intent on letting him finish.

      “I remember standing up in front of Her Majesty—oh! The honour! —and singing verses I had written in tribute to her magnificence.”

      “Well that sounds fantastic,” I said, genuinely enthused by the news that Luppitt had spent time at the court of one of the greatest monarchs England, and indeed Europe, had ever had. Luppitt was an incredible eye-witness. I wanted to know more.

      “But then it all went wrong, my lady,” Luppitt whispered, twisting his hands together in his lap.

      “In what way?”

      He shook his head, “I can’t remember.”

      Puzzled, I leaned forward to look properly into his face. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t lying to me. He genuinely couldn’t recall what had happened after that. “Then how have you ended up here at the inn, hiding in a wardrobe in an empty guest bedroom?” I asked. “Why did my father think you would be safe here, rather than anywhere else?”

      Luppitt stared back at me, his haunted eyes shining with tears. “He said you would protect me. You and the ghosts already inhabiting the inn.”

      “And you need protection because?”

      “Someone is trying to kill me.”

      I sat bolt upright. Not again.

      “Trying to kill you?” What is it with so many of these ghosts that they have no self-awareness? “I hate to break it to you, Luppitt, but you’re already dead.”

      Luppitt sat back to look at me properly, and shook his head, his brow creased, obviously perturbed that I imagined he hadn’t the wit to realise this regrettable fact. “Oh I know I’m dead, my lady. I’m perfectly well aware of that.”

      He stood—and darting another glance at the window—slowly made his way back to the wardrobe, fully intending to hide away once more. “But that doesn’t stop them. They killed me before. Many times. Over and over. And they want to kill me again.”

      “Kill you again?” He pulled the door closed behind himself.

      “Who killed you?” I asked to thin air, staring after him in confusion.

      How on earth do you kill a ghost?
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      My advert for a chef had obviously caught the imagination of those disillusioned with life in the Big Smoke. I had dozens of applications for my post and the advert still had another six days to run. What on earth had I been thinking? I stared at the screen of my computer, sifting through those I could turn down without too much consideration, and adding those with potential to a smaller ‘possibles’ folder.

      I didn’t need specialists. As much as I would have loved a master baker at the inn—because the idea of cake on tap was certainly intoxicating—what I really needed was a good all-rounder. For that reason, I declined several butchers, and dessert chefs, and someone who had worked exclusively with fish his entire career. Also out was a woman with over forty years’ experience who was looking to retire to Devon, and a head chef who wanted to scale down the amount of time he spent cooking, and would therefore require three days leave per week.

      They weren’t what I had in mind for the inn.

      I wanted someone youthful and dynamic and full of interesting ideas. Someone who would create amazingly colourful plates of incredible tasting food. Someone who would experiment with exotic fruit and vegetables and really put us on the culinary map. They needed to have passion and drive. I was beginning to formulate a plan for the inn, targeting millennials looking for a rural bolt hole, somewhere away from the rat race. I could create walking trails through Speckled Wood, or direct them to spectacular hikes along the Jurassic Coast, pointing out the best beaches and historical sites of interest. They didn’t need shopping and nightclubs, they could get all that somewhere else. No, Whittle Inn would be an oasis of rural calm.

      I remained at my computer most of the morning, sporadically daydreaming, and sometimes fielding another jaw-droppingly dull job application, occasionally almost dropping off, until shouting and laughter caught my attention.

      I shook myself properly awake and walked stiffly over to the window. Out on the lawn—the one that Zephaniah had so carefully mown the previous day—some sort of gathering was taking place. My father, along with Zephaniah, and most of the ghosts who lived in the attic were out there, with the exception of Florence and Grandmama. They were paired up and holding wooden sticks with a mallet head at one end.

      After more shouting and some giggling, I watched as they drove semi-circular hoops into the ground. Then they took it in turns to try to knock little wooden balls through the embedded hoops.

      A ghostly game of croquet, I realised, although not the usual genteel kind.

      I guessed this was what the shouting had been about. The hoops were spread wide part on the lawn, much further than they normally would be, so that you had to hit the ball extra hard to get it through the hoop. Much hilarity ensued as the balls disappeared into the bushes or the trees on the outskirts of the ground, and as much time seemed to be spent looking for the balls as actually playing the game.

      I watched my father, doubled over with laughter, and felt the familiar pang of sadness that he had died, and I would never again spend time with him in his physical form, and yet, at least now I had him back in my life. He came and went of course, busy with The Circle of Querkus and attending to any business that needed doing, fighting the good fight against The Mori, but even so I had seen more of him in the past few months than I had in the previous eighteen years, so I had to count my blessings.

      The lure of the croquet pitch was irresistible so I tripped downstairs and out onto the front lawns. My father hailed me with a hug. Or an air-hug I should say, as I couldn’t feel him physically.

      “When did you get back?” I asked.

      “A few hours ago. I went up to see my friends in the attic and Zephaniah had found this old croquet set. I think it belonged to Grandmama.”

      “Really?” I couldn’t imagine Gwyn playing any kind of game, let alone croquet.

      “Yes, I believe she was quite good in her day. She used to host garden parties with games of croquet at the inn when she was newly married.”

      “That sounds fun,” I said. I couldn’t see my millennial type guests playing such old-fashioned games which was a shame. You’d be hard pressed to drag them away from their mobiles, most of them. They probably had apps that allowed them to play virtual croquet with an imaginary friend instead.

      “Would you like to partner up with someone?” my father asked. “The only rules are that you’re not allowed to use magick in any form to get the balls through the hoops.”

      I was about to say yes, when a movement from an upper window caused me to look up, and I spotted the pale sad face of Luppitt Smeatharpe looking down on us from his bedroom. When he saw me looking up, he pulled away, out of my view.

      “Dad,” I asked instead, “what do you know about Luppitt Smeatharpe?”

      “Not much.” My father followed my gaze. “I received word about him from an anonymous source. He’d managed to get himself stuck at a crossroads and didn’t know what he was doing or where he was going. He doesn’t seem to know whom he is supposed to be haunting or why. He seems to have lost his memory.”

      “Yes. I noticed that. He claims you said I’d protect him.”

      My father nodded sagely, his eyes twinkling. “If not you, then who, darling Alf? You’re the witch with the impressive ghost whispering skills after all.”

      “Ha!” I said. Ghost whispering? What was he on about?

      “I think you can get to the bottom of whatever is troubling him. And find out who he’s afraid of. Maybe you can even put things right for him somehow and send him back to where he belongs.”

      “That’s a big ask,” I said. I wouldn’t know where to start.

      “If anyone can do it, you can.” Someone called to my father and he wiggled his mallet at me before heading off. I watched him join the others and then peered up at the window again. I thought I saw a slither of Luppitt’s face, peeking anxiously out at us, perhaps wishing he could join in.

      A shout rose from behind me, and purely through my sixth sense, I shot my hand out and caught a wooden ball as it sailed towards one of the bar’s windows.

      “Howzat!” called Zephaniah and jogged towards me to retrieve the ball.

      “I think you may be getting your games mixed up,” I said mildly, handing it back to him.

      “That’s just not cricket.” He winked, and I laughed.

      “Zephaniah?” I stopped him before he could trot back to his game. “Do you think you would be able to put a curtain rail up for me?” Looking at his missing arm, I added, “Or could you get someone to help you?”

      “Oh yes, Miss. Where would you like it?”

      I indicated the bedroom window above us. “That one.”

      “I’ll get on to it straight away.”

      “Finish your game first,” I said, and made my way inside to have another chat with Luppitt.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to entice Luppitt away from both his wardrobe and the room he was holed up in. His room—as I was beginning to think of it—was becoming to all intents and purposes little more than a prison. I led him to my small sitting room, where Florence had kindly laid a fire to help it look homelier. We sat opposite each other on the battered chairs that currently took the place of a three-piece suite.

      Luppitt looked up at me expectantly.

      “I’m arranging to have some curtains put up in that bedroom to give you a little more privacy,” I began. “I hope that will help you feel a little more at home.”

      “Thank you, my lady.”

      I puffed my cheeks out, pondering where to start. “I’d like to find out more about you, Luppitt, but your memory loss makes everything a little difficult. Any records there are about you will be lost in the mists of time.” I brandished a notebook and pen at him. “So with your agreement, I would really like to take some notes, and try and do a little research. See what I can find out.”

      Luppitt looked worried. “But, my lady, I don’t know what else I can tell you that I haven’t already mentioned.” He rubbed at his forehead, just as I’d seen him do early this morning.

      “You mentioned you had a headache when we first spoke this morning,” I said, and he nodded.

      “I am sorely afflicted with many of them.”

      “You see, I find that unusual Luppitt. Most of the ghosts I know, no longer feel any pain. That’s one of the perks of being dead, isn’t it?”

      “Is it?” Luppitt asked blankly.

      “Hmm. Well I thought it was.” I made a note of the headaches in my book. Then chewed on the end of my pen while I thought about what I should ask next. The shouting outside drifted through the open window.

      “My dad mentioned that someone tipped him off about you, and that he located you at a crossroads. Do you remember that?”

      “I do.”

      “Where was the crossroads?”

      “At the place known as Gallows Cross, in Heavitree.”

      “Gallows Cross?”

      “Yes, I believe that was its name.”

      “So close? That’s only a few miles down the road.” I was surprised. “Where were you heading?”

      “I don’t remember, my lady. I’m not sure I was journeying anywhere. I think I had been brought there many years ago.”

      “Brought there?” This was getting us somewhere. “By someone else? Who?”

      Luppitt shrugged again.

      “Then why?” I pressed.

      “To be hung, my lady?”

      “Hung?” I started in horror. He was being so matter-of-fact about everything, but his fragmented story made for grim listening. “Oh, Luppitt, that’s terrible. What on earth had you done that such a punishment was meted out that way?”

      Luppitt shook his head sorrowfully.

      “I know not, my lady.”

      “So this was sometime in the, what? Late-sixteenth century?”

      “Oh no, later than that. Perhaps the mid-eighteenth century.”

      I lifted my pen from the page and regarded Luppitt with confusion.

      “As I told you, my lady. I’ve been killed many times. This is merely one example. In fact, this is also the final of such occasions. My ghost has haunted the crossroads ever since. I couldn’t find my way neither east nor west, nor even north nor south. It was a sorry state of affairs. I was condemned to an eternity of wandering about the same place, never leaving and never arriving anywhere. Until your father found me, at least.”

      “I’m glad he did.”

      My mind raced. Luppitt claimed to have been killed over and over and yet I had never heard of such a thing.

      “How did you die the first time?” I asked. “And where?” Luppitt shook his head. He couldn’t recall.

      “Do you know how many times between the last time and the first time?”

      Luppitt shrugged, then stroked his beard. “I don’t know the exact number, but many. Many.”

      “And how? Always by hanging?”

      The sound of a loud thump into the side of the inn made us both jump. Luppitt glanced about fearfully. I stood, smiled reassuringly and walked with purpose to the window. My father saw me looking down at him and waved cheekily, a wooden ball in his hand. I narrowed my eyes at him, before re-taking my seat close to Luppitt.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s the others. They’re playing outside and trying to destroy my inn. You were saying?”

      “I don’t remember details. Just blurred memories of…death by water…by sword…by pistol…being clubbed…but the noose. The noose is the one I dread the most.” He wrapped his hands around his throat. “The slow drop. Being squeezed.” He closed his eyes and dropped his hands. I watched as tears bloomed under his eye lashes.

      I desperately wanted to reach out and touch him, but of course there was nothing solid there to soothe. “How can they kill you over and over again?” I asked. “That’s what puzzles me the most. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “I have no idea,” Luppitt replied.

      “I wonder if that’s the key to this whole thing,” I said. “If I can figure out how and why you’re being killed repeatedly, maybe we can put a stop to it once and for all.”
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      That’s how I came to visit Mr Kephisto at The Storykeeper in Abbotts Cromleigh, the very next day.

      I climbed the steps to his shop and pushed open the door. The old-fashioned overhead bell announced my arrival, swiftly followed by a chorus of caws from the old wizard’s crow.

      “Kephisto,” he called, “Kephisto.”

      The shop door swung closed behind me and I heard the unmistakeable sound of the rollers clicking in the lock.

      “Up here,” Mr Kephisto called, and I climbed the rickety staircase to the mezzanine level, to find him sitting comfortably in one of the overstuffed armchairs there. A tray of tea and a plate of biscuits were arranged neatly on the table alongside a globe of the world. I wouldn’t have put it past him to know I was coming. Certainly, his good friend, and my mentor, Wizard Shadowmender would have done had I been visiting him, but in this case, for politeness’ sake, I had phoned ahead and asked whether it would be okay to pop by.

      “How are you Alf?” he stood and kissed my cheek. “You look a little pale.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied, and he looked over the top of his little round glasses and cocked an eyebrow. “Okay, not so fine. But I think I’m doing better.”

      “You’ll get there,” Mr Kephisto said, with great confidence.

      “At first, after everything that happened in the wood, with Jed and The Mori, and everything, I thought I’d proved to myself how strong I was. I told myself I would be perfectly alright. But it took a while to hit me. I can’t seem to shake off this feeling of gloom.”

      And loneliness, I wanted to add, but didn’t.

      “Sometimes, the excitement and spontaneity of a situation will give us a little rush of emotion and carry us along on a tide of exhilaration, I suppose. You helped to solve a problem. You found the culprits. You protected the inn. Once you had the time to reflect on all of that, I’m sure the shock must have kicked in. The reality of what you had done and what it all meant. Once you start thinking about things like that, it can play havoc with your emotions.”

      I smiled. “Yes, it certainly has.”

      “Wizard Shadowmender has great faith in you, Alf. He believes you are a good witch with the potential to be a great one. You will be a credit to your parents, and his coven.”

      Will be. An acknowledgement that I still had a great deal to learn.

      “I’m pleased to hear that. I’ll try harder.”

      Mr Kephisto shrugged. “All in good time.” He perched on the edge of his seat and poured the tea into pretty china cups. When he handed me mine, I looked at it slightly suspiciously, remembering the last time I’d arrived at The Storykeeper, and he’d slipped something into my drink to help me sleep.

      Mr Kephisto roared with laughter at my look. “I’ll spend the rest of my days ruing that, won’t I? Don’t worry, Alf, there’s nothing untoward in your tea today.”

      I sipped the golden liquid. It tasted sublime.

      “So tell me, what brings you here today?”

      I settled back in my chair. “I have a ghost problem.”

      “Oh, interesting.” Mr Kephisto’s eyes shone with glee.

      “You think? Yes. Maybe you’re right.”

      “You did seem to be collecting them the last time I saw you.”

      I laughed. “That’s true. And recently I seem to have adopted a few more waifs and strays. Although to be fair, they were co-opted to the inn by my great grandmother and my father.” I shook my head thoughtfully thinking of Florence and Zephaniah. “They are all very welcome at the inn. I’m happy to accommodate them. But there’s one,” I watched as Mr Kephisto steepled his fingers, listening to me carefully, “who is causing me concern and I would like to help him if I can.”

      Mr Kephisto nodded. I picked up a shortbread biscuit, pondering whether it would be okay to dunk it or not. I gave it a go, relieved when Mr Kephisto didn’t appear scandalised.

      “Tell me more.”

      “His name is Luppitt Smeatharpe, and my father was tipped off about him being stuck at a crossroads.”

      “That’s where he died?”

      “The last time, yes.”

      Mr Kephisto looked puzzled.

      “Luppitt claims he has been killed repeatedly, by the same person or persons. But he doesn’t appear to have many memories of any of his deaths, or how he died originally.”

      “You can’t kill a ghost, Alf.”

      “I know! That’s what I said, but he’s adamant it’s the truth.”

      “Strange.”

      “Now the thing is, I want to help him find some measure of peace, if I can. And I know we can help spirits cross over if they wish, rather than have them trapped here. But with Luppitt, I would hate that to happen when he doesn’t understand what is going on or what happened to him.”

      Mr Kephisto nodded. “Be very careful there, Alf. You don’t want to be using an exorcist or some such. That process can be violent and do more harm than good for all involved.”

      “I know. I understand that. But there must be something we can do.” I sighed. “The thing is, Mr Kephisto, Luppitt is living a life of fear. He thinks that now he’s away from the crossroads, and free again, that he will be a target for whomever wishes him harm. My father jokingly called me a ghost whisperer the other day, but he’s right to a degree. I have some of the skills for that, but there must be others out there with more experience who may be able to help me.”

      Mr Kephisto thought for a moment. “Well…I’ve heard of one such woman…I would have to check this out with Wizard Shadowmender. I believed she lived in the north somewhere. Wait.” He motioned me to stand. “Bring your tea and follow me.”

      He opened a door at the side of the mezzanine and motioned me through. The stairs up to his personal quarters felt a little more stable than the ones leading downstairs, but they were narrower. At the top, another door opened into the building’s roof space. Bookshelves ran wall to wall, with thousands upon thousands of old books, pamphlets, booklets and diaries of all shapes and sizes.

      “I gather and collect records, and archive them here. Everything I can get my hands on from witches and wizards, mages and sages, warlocks and anybody associated with the craft of magick. I’ve read most of this, and even transcribed notes from some of the old brigade who never learned to read and write. There is information here going back in excess of a thousand years.”

      Jaw dropping, I stared agog at the sheer number of records he housed in the loft space. Meanwhile, he walked directly to a shelf and allowed his finger to hover lightly over several volumes, before the spine of a slim volume glowed briefly, and he hooked it out. I watched as the pages turned over by themselves, and then fell open at one spot.

      “Ah, here she is. This is a directory of twenty-first century contacts who may be of use to magickal practitioners. There’s a woman by the name of Perdita Pugh. She lives in Birmingham, and you can see here,” he pointed at the handwritten entry, “it describes her as an experienced ghost whisperer.”

      “That sounds perfect. I wonder if she would be willing to speak to me.”

      “Let me talk to Wizard Shadowmender and have him check her out. If he thinks she’s the real deal, then perhaps he can smooth some introductions for you.”

      “That would be wonderful, thank you.”

      “In the meantime, I’m going to start looking through my research and see if I can find out anything about our Luppitt. I may not be able to, because I don’t automatically record ghost manifestations, and if he hasn’t had anything to do with us witches previously, he may not be included in any of our historical records.”

      I nodded.

      “No harm in looking though,” Mr Kephisto smiled. “We could get lucky.”

      “Indeed,” I answered. “I hope so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Three days later Perdita Pugh arrived at the inn. Not a woman for packing light, she arrived in a large taxi mini-van, with three enormous chests of belongings, two hat boxes, and a long-haired Chihuahua named Chi, whom she led about on a diamante encrusted lead, with a pink ribbon tied around a little clump of hair on the dog’s forehead. The dog was groomed to perfection. Perdita Pugh however was an entirely different kettle of fish.

      In many ways she reminded me of a younger Millicent Ballicott. Her mis-matched clothes were long, and flowed over her slight frame in an altogether strange combination for the mild weather we were having. She wore thick red tights or stockings, under an apple green crushed velvet skirt, with a bright red blouse over a white t-shirt. The whole ensemble was finished off with the thickest peach knitted jacket I had ever seen, while a wide brimmed hat in navy blue, sat on long frizzy hair that had never been formally introduced to conditioner.

      “You don’t have to dress badly to make my acquaintance, but it helps,” I muttered under my breath as I opened the front door of the inn to greet her. I sensed Florence, Zephaniah, Ned and Gwyn in the shadows, watching us, waiting to see what Perdita Pugh was made of.

      And she didn’t disappoint.

      As I walked out onto the drive to greet her, she strode towards me with one hand outstretched, the other arm wrapped around her dog. “You must be, Alfhild,” she boomed in a surprisingly deep voice. “Wizard Shadowmender has told me all about you and your wonderful inn. I expect you’re very excited about opening it up again.”

      “Yes,” I started but she carried on talking, her words tumbling over themselves in an effort to make themselves heard.

      “Oh, Alfhild, you have the most amazing hair. Carrying a little extra weight, I see, but I’m sure once the inn is properly open you’ll be burning calories as you run up and downstairs after your ghosts all day. Besides you’re positively gorgeous, my love, radiating a lovely warm energy.”

      “Er, thanks.” I pouted.

      “I’m Perdita and this is Chi, my chi-chi-gorgeous-bundle-of-cute-loveliness. I hope you don’t mind me bringing her with me, but I swear I would be lost without her.”

      “No. I—”

      “She’s an amazing dog. And she doesn’t mind ghosts and ghoulies, or anything untoward. I even introduced her to a werewolf once.”

      “Really—”

      “Yes. I must be honest, she wasn’t quite so keen on him, but we worked through her issues and it was only temporary. I think she may have been a little traumatised by the sheer size of the guy when he grew into his werewolf form. He was quite a sight for sore eyes.”

      “I see,” I said, although I didn’t. What did she mean? A sight for sore eyes? In man form or wolf form or somewhere in between? I decided not to probe.

      I indicated the front door of the inn and we walked towards it together.

      “Oh this is a marvellous building, Alfhild. How incredibly fortunate you are to have inherited such an astounding place.” We stood in the empty bar, partially restored, but still awaiting lots more work.

      “Yes, it has some potential,” I said, surprised when I could get a word in edge ways. Perhaps she had finally run out of steam. She set Chi down on the floor and unclipped her lead, watching the little dog fondly as it glanced around, scenting the air.

      The taxi driver poked his head around the door. “Where would you like me to deposit these trunks ladies?” he asked, his face flushed red with exertion.

      “If you could manage to get them in here, that would be fine,” I replied, and watched guiltily as he brought in one after the other, with great difficulty.

      “Are these all full of clothes,” I asked Perdita, while silently wondering how long she intended to stay.

      “Oh no. I have a little bit of equipment with me. And some of Chi’s belongings too. A few books to read in the evening. I don’t like watching TV.”

      “Well that’s lucky because we don’t have one here,” I replied and Perdita beamed happily.

      “Energy sapping, imagination zapping, mind warping drivel,” she boomed. “We are two great minds who think alike. That pleases me immensely.”

      I nodded, deciding not to tell her the only reason I didn’t have one was because I hadn’t got around to having one installed as of yet. I assumed that most of the guests who came to stay at Whittle Inn would expect to have TV, Wi-Fi and all the mod cons they were used to, set up in their bedrooms.

      Perdita walked into the centre of the bar and stood directly across from the large stone fireplace. I hadn’t had a fire laid in this room today, given how mild the weather had been of late. I wasn’t intending to work in here, so it seemed pointless heating the room for no reason.

      She lifted her arms, palms turned to the ceiling, and closed her eyes, breathing deeply.

      I watched her, then cast an uneasy eye at her dog. Chi meandered around the room sniffing everything. I hoped she didn’t intend to pee on any of my sanded woodwork.

      Finally, Perdita dropped her hands and opened her eyes. “I wanted to get some sense of the place. It’s an interesting building, it meanders all over the place.”

      “It’s a wonky inn.” I smiled. “It lists to one side, and then back again. It’s had wings and rooms built on over the years.”

      “Yes, it’s intriguing. It has multi-layered energy. Lots of history, and of course many memories here.”

      I waited. I didn’t want to prompt her. I knew Wizard Shadowmender would have been thorough. He wouldn’t have organised for Perdita to visit if he considered her to be a fake, but I didn’t intend to give her any leads.

      “And a surprising number of spirits.”

      There we had it. “Surprising?” I asked. “How many.”

      Perdita thought hard, her eyes darting around, possibly mapping the inn and its ghosts in her head. “More than have exposed themselves to you.” She smiled conspiratorially. No doubt she gathered I was feeling a little sceptical.

      “There’s a few there,” she nodded at the frosted glass door next to the bar, that opened on the rear of the inn. I walked over and pushed against the door. My father and Zephaniah were hiding in the passage, indisputably listening in. I spotted Ned floating rapidly away towards the kitchen.

      I shook my head at my father in exasperation. “Perdita, this is my dad, Erik Daemonne, and this is Zephaniah.”

      “Zephaniah Cooper? I am very pleased to meet you. I’m glad you found your way back from Ypres.” She nodded at my father, and he smirked at me. “And the young lady in the kitchen?” Perdita asked.

      “That will be Florence.”

      “And a much older woman in the room upstairs, just over there,” Perdita pointed into the corner of the ceiling, indicating where the owner’s quarters were.

      “Probably my great grandmother. She’s also called Alfhild Daemonne.”

      “But you have different middle names. Yours is Yasmin after your mother, and hers is Gwynfyre. You call her Gwyn.”

      “That’s right,” I agreed. Perdita certainly knew enough. I guessed some it might have come from Shadowmender, but I didn’t recall telling him—or anyone—about Zephaniah at all.

      “There are many who congregate in the attic. They like it up there. A few more in the bedrooms, and one or two in the grounds. There are some in the woods out the back.”

      I shuddered at the mention of ghosts in Speckled Wood. I hoped they were harmless. It was still my favourite place to walk, although I avoided the centre clearing where at all possible.

      Perdita frowned and swivelled her head, craning her neck at the ceiling. I watched her as she paced a few steps towards the front of the inn and pointed to the corner furthest away from the bar. “There’s a sorrowful spirit up there.” She cocked her head. “Why,” she said in surprise, “he is hiding.”

      “That’s why I asked you to come here,” I said. “I’d like you to help me help him.”
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        * * *

      

      I tried to entice Luppitt out of his wardrobe, but he refused point blank. I couldn’t force him. I explained that I had invited a ghost whisperer to the inn and that she would very much like to talk to him, but he huddled in the wardrobe, his chin on his knees and his eyes tightly closed and declined to engage with me.

      “Oh Luppitt,” I entreated. “You’re breaking my heart? I feel so sad for you.”

      I have to say that empathy is high on the list of attributes many witches have, and I found it problematic at times. It’s difficult feeling emotionally exhausted because of someone else’s pain. I sloped down the stairs alone, feeling thoroughly miserable, and joined Perdita and Chi in The Nook. I’d set the room up as a potential office space for them. Benches were arranged around the large rough table in here, and Chi had a cosy basket with a sheepskin rug underneath it, which Perdita had populated with numerous pink dog toys.

      On top of the table, Perdita had spread out some well-thumbed academic-looking text books, and several tattered notebooks along with some pens and a strange contraption that looked rather like a wooden box with an upside-down fish bowl in it, arranged on some sort of metallic base. It was hooked up to a bog-standard laptop, with a number of coloured wires sticking out it. Scrutinizing it more closely I spotted a charger that had been plugged into the wall, and attached to the wires in the gold fish bowl. When I reached out to touch it, Perdita slapped my hand, and I recoiled—in surprise more than pain.

      “That’s my electro-endoquaero. Fully patented. All my own design. It’s attached to my laptop, which I’ve programmed with my own coded software. At regular intervals, the electro-endoquaero will talk to the probes that I place in each room, as well as in the grounds and gardens outside. It helps me undertake a number of detailed research sweeps to see what is happening in the general vicinity, providing me with data that I compile, and this helps me analyse any given situation. I’m very proud of it, but naturally I can’t let all and sundry poke and prod it. It’s jolly precious. I’m sure you understand, Alfhild.”

      “What does—”

      “What does it do? Well it can give me a more accurate idea of how many ghosts you have in the inn, and their usual locations. If I leave it on overnight, tomorrow I’ll be able to give you a print-out of the trails and paths the ghosts take. Obviously, the longer you leave it running, and the more probes you have, the more accurate the data. We could set it up for a week or a month and that would give you a much clearer idea of what is happening here.”

      “I see,” I said. “For some reason I assumed a ghost whisperer would…well… whisper… or at least talk to ghosts.”

      “Oh I do all that too. I do everything. Where ghosts are concerned, I’m your woman.” She observed me critically for a moment. “Wizard Shadowmender told me that you’re a bit of a ghost whisperer yourself.”

      “To be honest I’d never really thought about it, but since coming to the inn it does appear as though I can commune with spirits.”

      “You see the lights and then you call them forward?” she asked, and I nodded. “You’re very attractive to our spirit friends. There’s certainly a large number following you around. Some I see you have acknowledged and some you haven’t.”

      I looked around me. The lights in my peripheral vision, like glowing balloons in a range of colours, were always with me. For years I had denied what they were, but recently I had begun to understand that here was a skill that I could no longer deny, and perhaps shouldn’t.

      I had been prompted to acknowledge several ghosts in the run-up to the Battle of Speckled Wood, and some of those had remained with me at the inn. Others had drifted away. New flecks of light took their place, and periodically when I was out and about I would see new colours, new flashes of bright light. I wanted to work with the ghosts more, understand what their needs and motivations were.

      I watched her tap a few buttons on her lap top and the machine whirred into life. Numbers flitted quickly across the screen.

      “Tell me, Perdita,” I asked, my eyes on the screen, watching green dots move around aimlessly. “What would I gain from knowing how many ghosts there are and what they’re doing?”

      Perdita looked amused. “That’s a good question, Alfhild. Probably nothing, if that’s not something you worry about. I mainly use this tracking technique for buildings riddled with spirits that the owner wants to eliminate.” She raised her eyebrows. “Do you want to get rid of all the spirit inhabitants here at Whittle Inn?” Perdita bent over her lap top and typed a few commands in before whacking the space bar. “Look, initial readings from the electro-endoquaero suggest there are thirty-six ghosts currently housed inside the inn. That would be a rough estimate based on this first reading. Some of those may be false.” She beckoned me over.

      Sure enough, I could see the figures she was pointing at, along with an approximate outline of the inn and all the rooms mapped out on it. “Thirty-six?” I repeated in disbelief. “I had no idea there were that many.”

      “That’s a minimum. It’s a lot for a building of this size that you intend to populate with human guests. I would assume you might like to eradicate a few of these spirits.”

      “Eradicate them?” Her choice of language unnerved me.

      “Yes. Obviously you know that if you want to get a ghost to move on, you can simply ask it to leave.”

      “Yes.” That was your basic Witch 101 after all.

      “And of course, many ghosts choose to do as they’re told. Some have been left behind, not realising they should pass over to the other side. Once you make a polite request they often see the error of their ways and skedaddle.” Perdita opened her notebook. I spotted lots of notes written in tiny, tidy purple ink, and numerous doodles of flowers and butterflies. “Then there are those who need a little more coercion, and you can use magick to do that.”

      Again, this was something I knew of in practice, but had never tried to do.

      “At the end of the scale you have exorcism. This tends to be carried out by extreme religious types and can be excessively violent when not conducted by a specialist. There is no coming back from an exorcism. Once the spirit is sent to the afterlife, they have to remain there forever.”

      “That’s very final.”

      “And it isn’t what all ghosts want. So it is our job,” she waggled a finger at me, “to ensure that all ghosts have the freedom to go where they wish if we’re intent on sending them away.”

      “Fair enough.” This did indeed sound the most respectful way to behave.

      Perdita checked her screen once more and recorded what she saw there.

      “Luppitt wouldn’t come down?” she asked when she had finished.

      “No—”

      “He’s extremely scared.”

      “Yes—”

      “Tell me about him.” Perdita threw herself down on a bench and put her feet up. I noticed she had changed into bright pink slipper mules, with furry uppers.

      I repeated all I knew about Luppitt, and for once Perdita listened without comment. Occasionally she made a note in her book, and at other times she doodled, but I sensed she was listening to what I had to say.

      When I had finished she nodded and lay her notebook down.

      “You’re doing all the right things,” she said. “The crux of this one is finding out how Luppitt died in the first place. That will lead you to who is responsible.”

      “Do you believe what Luppitt says about being killed over and over?” I asked. The idea pained me on his behalf, but so far nobody else believed it was a possibility.

      But Perdita wasn’t everyone else. “Oh of course I do.”

      “But how is that possible? You can’t kill something that is already dead. I get that you can banish a ghost, by asking it or telling it to move or … or by exorcism. But you can’t physically kill a ghost, can you?”

      “Well that’s where you’re muddling your physical with your metaphysical, clearly.” Perdita leaned over to stroke Chi absent-mindedly. “The key here is that you said—and I repeat— ‘you can’t physically kill a ghost’ and no you can’t. And I can’t. And Mr Kephisto can’t. And Wizard Shadowmender can’t. Why?” When I shook my head in confusion, she pointed at the dots on the screen, all thirty-six of them, some moving around the inn, some staying in one place.

      She reached over and with a few taps of the keys changed the screen to show two red dots along with all the green ones. “Those two red dots are us in this room. If the ghosts in this inn were conducting this experiment, what would they see?” Perdita clicked the space bar. All the green dots disappeared leaving just the two red dots. She hit it again and the green dots came back. The third time she hit it, she and I disappeared, and all of a sudden, I understood what she was trying to tell me.

      The ghosts existed on a separate plane to ours. They were able to have a presence in this world only because Perdita and I could see them. The clear majority of physical beings on the planet would not see the ghosts, because they refused to, did not believe, or were simply not attuned to the correct energy frequency. Similarly, the ghosts interacted with us because they could see us, and they believed we existed. Others would perhaps deny our existence and would never see us.

      The ghosts were on their own plane, as physical to each other as Perdita and I were.

      “You’re suggesting Luppitt can be killed by another ghost.”

      “Of course. And the thing is, Luppitt is dead. Every time he dies, he becomes the ghost of a ghost. There’s a chance that his memory is hazy, mostly because some of those ghosts have crossed right over. But enough of the original him remains and remembers.”

      A light went on in the recesses of my brain. She was right of course. Why had I not seen that?

      “And do they feel pain?” I asked.

      “Oh yes, I’m sure they do,” Perdita replied matter-of-factly and turned her attention back to her notebook.

      “Now tell me,” she said. “Were you wanting to weed out the ghosts you have here at Whittle Inn? If so how many? Because I’ll have to construct a timetable of just how we’re going to do that. You can tag along with me when I do it, if you wish. Then next time, you won’t need me to come and help you.”

      I watched the little green dots on the screen as the ghosts went about their business. I thought I knew which dots belonged to Florence, and made a guess that the two outside the inn were my father and Zephaniah. How would I feel if someone politely asked my father to move on? Or Gwyn?

      It made me uneasy.

      “I’ll give that some thought,” I said, and left Perdita to her research and tracking while I sought out Florence for a restorative cuppa and a bit of a girl chat.
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      “Do you mind being a ghost?” I asked Florence as I sat at the kitchen table and helped myself to one of her delicious currant buns. They weren’t quite cool enough. My mother would have told me I shouldn’t eat them because they would give me the belly ache.

      “Why gracious, Miss, what a strange question,” Florence said, up to her smouldering elbows in a bread dough mix.

      “I know,” I said, feeling oddly despondent. “I think it’s important for me to know that you are happy…being where you are. Happy with being a ghost.”

      Florence glanced at my face, and stopped what she was doing. “Oh bless you, Miss.” She blew her hair out of her eyes, and then dabbed at an itch on the end of her nose with the back of her wrist.

      “May I be honest?” she asked gravely.

      “Of course. Always.”

      She took a seat at the other side of the table and we studied each other before she piped up, “Of course I would rather not have died. I had a beau, you know? His name was Thomas Gilles. He worked in a butcher’s in Honiton, but he was born and brought up in Whittlecombe, and we had promised ourselves to each other when we were little more than children.” She gazed fondly into the distance, no doubt remembering the good times. I was glad she had those to hang onto.

      “We wanted to do it properly. Save up enough money so we could find a little cottage, only to rent mind, but something nice, you know?” She rubbed her hands together so that flakes of bread dough fell onto the table top. “I was 15 when your great, great grandfather hired me here. I started off in the kitchen, helping the cook. Lovely she was, Sally Crowley. Then the lady’s maid got in the family way and was given her marching orders, so they needed someone extra upstairs, and I started helping there. I became head housemaid when I was twenty. I was so proud. The money wasn’t bad really. I was saving up. And Thomas was saving up too. We had a good nest egg.”

      Heart-breaking. To think Florence had the love of her life, and one simple accident laying a fire in the main bar had caused her untimely demise before she could fulfil her dream.

      “Then he met someone else.”

      “Eh?” I was jarred back to reality by the sudden vitriol in her voice.

      “The dirty, two-timing rotten scoundrel was playing around behind my back with a floozy he met over the butcher’s counter.”

      I stared at her, stunned. I suppose I had imagined life was simpler back then. More idyllic somehow. Love was love and it lasted forever.

      “What did you do?” I asked, while imagining I’d have skinned him alive, no mistake.

      “Well I suppose it’s more what I would have done, really, because events overtook me rather quickly. It was precisely because I was distracted that morning—having not slept well—that I wasn’t paying attention to what I needed to be doing. I didn’t take enough care, and unfortunately the pay-off for that was that I somehow…caught fire.”

      I sat in stunned silence for a second. Then shook my head. “Florence! I’m so sorry that happened to you! That’s terrible.”

      “Yes.” She nodded, scraping her hands together some more as the dough dried on them. “Yes, it is terrible. No mistake. But to answer your question, I suppose the thing is, that once life is over, it’s over. I don’t really remember my death or the pain of it. I knew I was dead because I’d be meandering around the hall, attending to my business and lighting fires in the grates, straightening up the bedrooms, and all that and yet nobody really reacted to me. Nobody spoke to me. Or even looked at me. And then somebody else started doing all my jobs. She’d get very unnerved when I beat her to it.”

      Florence stifled a giggle. “She overreacted I think. Had a bit of a breakdown. But that’s when I finally got the message loud and clear that I wasn’t alive any more. For years I gave up doing my duties, and just hung around the hallways. It wasn’t until your great grandmother came to the house that everything changed. When she married Mr James, you know? The very first day she walked into the inn, she was just this sweet young bride, but she acknowledged me straight away.”

      “She did?” That might explain where my skills with ghosts originated.

      “Oh yes, and she was very kind. She suggested I carry on with my housemaid duties.”

      “Did she indeed?” So it appeared Gwyn had her own version of the Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew back in the day. She and I were very alike in many ways.

      “Yes.”

      “I wonder what happened to Thomas?” I asked, curious as to whether he had grieved for Florence after she had gone.

      “Oh I know exactly what happened to him.” Florence stood up and went back to her dough, pounding at it with a new ferocity.

      I waited, watching with amusement. Florence obviously still harboured feelings of bitterness.

      When she didn’t continue, I slumped dramatically over the kitchen table. “What? What happened to him? You have to tell me!”

      Florence tsk’d, her mouth a thin line of disapproval. “His little liaison with the tart in the butcher’s shop didn’t lead anywhere. He married Marjorie Denby, a shrewish Baptist from Plymouth, and lived a miserable life with her at Sparrow Cottage in the village.”

      “My Sparrow Cottage?” I asked. I owned a number of tied cottages in Whittlecombe.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a tiny one.” Even now, when most of the little cottages in Whittlecombe had been renovated and extended, it was a miniscule two-up and two-down terraced house, with a poky bathroom which had been tacked on downstairs in the 1950s as an afterthought.

      “They never had any children, and he was killed crossing the road in Honiton one day.” Florence sniffed. “I don’t care. He showed his true colours.”

      I nodded, thinking of Jed, sloshing tea around in my mug and niggling at my own emotional pain, the way you might scratch at a wound, just to check it was still there.

      “I’ve heard about your young man,” Florence said, and her voice was full of sympathy. Tears sprang unbidden into my eyes. Angrily I blinked them back.

      “It’s just one of those things, isn’t it?” I said, trying to pull myself together. “And I suppose he never really was my young man.”

      “Dastardly, the lot of them.” Florence punched the final life out of the bread and threw it back into the mixing bowl, covering it over with a damp tea towel and then picking the whole thing up. I knew she liked to leave the bread to prove in the boiler room where it was warm. The enormous—and ancient old boiler—had to be left running all the time but was the most efficient means of providing heating and hot water to all the guest bedrooms and bathrooms on demand.

      “You’re not wrong,” I said and smiled. It felt good to have a sister-in-arms, albeit a ghostly one.
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        * * *

      

      I returned to my office to send out email invitations to half a dozen chefs who had answered my advert, and whom I judged had the most going for them. I sent them all a map with directions on how to get to the inn and suggested they could stay over at the inn with me if they wished. Then I set about creating a list of questions I would ask, before creating a couple of taste tests for them to try in the kitchen. I hoped they would wow me with their culinary prowess.

      Once I had typed up my questions and plan for the interview day, I phoned Rhona down at the Whittle Inn convenience store and provided her with a long list of all the fresh ingredients I would need. She agreed to get Stan to deliver them for me on the morning of the interviews.

      I resurfaced mid-afternoon, boggle-eyed from cross referencing everything and making sure everyone had what they needed from me, in order to either attend the interview, or to ensure its smooth running.

      I clumped down the back stairs, those closest to the kitchen, stretching my shoulders, stiff and aching from where I had hunched over my computer for hours, and spotted Zephaniah with his head in the cupboard under the stairs. Curious, I went to see what he was up to.

      “I’m just fetching the ladders, Miss Alf,” he said. “Your father introduced us to the game of softball, and unfortunately in my enthusiasm, I seem to have lost the ball up a tree.”

      “I see.” I rolled my eyes. My father had an appetite for playing games outdoors. I remembered the endless games of softball, badminton and pétanque as a kid. Whenever we had a picnic or a summer outing somewhere, he would rope in as many people as he could and set up two teams. He was highly competitive too. He loved to win.

      “I hope you find the ball,” I said, walking away.

      “Oh well, no problem if we don’t. You father wants to play cricket tomorrow.”

      I turned back. “He’s a bad influence.” I was joking, but part of me was thinking about my idea for a Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew. I ought to put that into practice and soon. We needed to get Whittle Inn open.

      Zephaniah looked worried and I quickly changed my expression. “Oh, ignore me.” I waved him back to what he was doing. “I have a few ideas I need to run by you at some stage. Maybe tomorrow. After your game of cricket.”

      “Yes, Miss Alf.” Zephaniah pulled the ladders out from the cupboard.

      I stopped him before he could escape back into the garden. “Sorry Zephaniah. May I ask you a question?” I might as well take a poll of the ghosts around the inn. He looked at me expectantly. “Do you mind being a ghost? Are you happy?”

      Zephaniah looked as taken aback as Florence had been. “Well,” he started, “I think initially it was a shock to the system. Especially given the location. I really hadn’t planned on spending my days haunting a muddy battle field.”

      “Did you ever think about crossing over?” I asked.

      “Of course, but to be honest, Miss Alf, I never had the opportunity. No ceremony. Nobody found or claimed my body. It was simply churned into the soil, and as far as I know it’s there still.”

      “That’s terribly sad,” I said, moved to think of his body languishing in the Belgian earth, on a forgotten battlefield. “Would you like the opportunity to move on?”

      Zephaniah steadied the ladders with his one good hand, and looked at me, his soft eyes clear and intelligent, totally without guile. “For many, many decades I would have said yes, certainly. But since I arrived back here in Whittlecombe, since your great grandmother put me to work, no. I’m as happy now as I was when I was alive.”

      “Aww, that’s so good to hear, Zephaniah.” I put my hand on my chest. “Such a relief.”

      “You’re not planning on getting rid of us, are you, Miss Alf?” Zephaniah asked, his face creased with concern.

      I looked at him, guiltily glancing towards The Nook where Perdita was holed up with her electro-endoquaero. Zephaniah nodded. “We have all been wondering about that lady.”

      “She’s not here to evict any of you.” That much was true. Not that I could put my finger on why she was here anymore. I had hoped she would help me with my Luppitt problem, but now I no longer believed she would be of much use in that regard. All her excitement was targeted at the sheer volume of ghosts inhabiting the inn.

      “She wanders around, talking to all and sundry, making notes in her little book, and I must confess, Miss Alf, some of us are growing a little concerned.”

      “Please don’t be,” I sought to reassure Zephaniah, but my stomach twisted queasily. I was aware, as Perdita had said, that if there were too many ghosts at the inn, this might make it potentially off-putting for guests.

      “Very well, Miss Alf,” Zephaniah nodded, but I could hear the doubt in his tone. He hoisted the ladder easily with his one good arm and moved away in the direction of the bar.

      Then someone outside the inn screamed.
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      Unsure where the scream had originated, I stood stock still, listening. Perdita poked her head out of The Nook’s stable door, and peered at me through her thick glasses. I frowned and shrugged, but when the second scream followed the first, I had no choice but to take to my heels.

      I deduced the scream had originated at the front of the inn, so I dashed after Zephaniah, catching him up as he dropped the ladders on the drive. He had responded to the scream too and was running towards a large oak tree on the edge of the lawn and to the right of the drive. Breathless with fear, I ran after him, unsure what I would find.

      I skidded to a halt at the foot of the tree. A crowd of ghosts gathered there, including my father, Gwyn and Ned. They huddled together, peering up into the branches, and following their direction I gasped in horror. Luppitt was hanging from one of the larger branches, suspended by a rope wrapped around his neck in a noose, approximately twelve feet off the ground. He kicked at the air, clawing at his neck.

      “What on earth?” I cried, clasping my hands to my mouth. “Help him! Help him!”

      “We need a ladder,” my father said.

      “Zephaniah!” I called, “get yours!” And he was away, running like the wind, for the ladder he had dropped.

      “Luppitt!” I called up into the tree. “We’re coming. We’re going to help you!”

      Turning to my father, I asked, “He didn’t do this to himself, did he? Tell me he didn’t.”

      “I didn’t see anyone else, Alf. We were gathered over the other side of the garden. We’ve been trying to rescue a ball.”

      As Zephaniah came running back with the ladders, I grabbed them and set them up, leaning them against the massive trunk of the tree, and digging the feet into the earth, to prevent them wobbling. “You can’t go up there, Alf,” my father said.

      “Don’t be daft,” I responded and climbed the first few rungs. Who else would go up?

      “There’s no point Alfhild,” Gwyn called after me.

      As I clambered up another few feet I realised what she meant. I couldn’t touch Luppitt. I wouldn’t be able to free him. I couldn’t physically feel him. The only thing I could do was cut the rope and I didn’t have a knife on me.

      I jumped down in despair and watched as my father shimmied up the ladder in my stead. He carefully manoeuvred off the ladder and onto the branch that held Luppitt. Reaching down to the stricken Bard he grabbed him under the shoulders and then hoisted him several inches. Ned climbed up to help, reaching out from the ladder to grab Luppitt’s legs. Luppitt was struggling less now, the fight all but gone out of him. Ned took his weight and lifted him higher. Between them, he and my father were able to life Luppitt onto the branch and rested him there. Ned climbed down allowing me to go back up, and with clumsy shaking fingers I worked through the knots until the rope slackened.

      I moved back down the ladder and took my place as an onlooker once more. My father and Ned gently inched Luppitt down the ladder, where other calm and gentle hands received Luppitt and laid him on the ground. I stood behind them, watching them work on him, loosening his clothing, rubbing his arms and legs.

      For one horrible heart-stopping moment, I thought I was watching the demise of Luppitt for the umpteenth time, but finally he coughed and hacked, reaching for his throat. The others helped him into a sitting position. Florence ran up with a glass of water and a blanket, which Gwyn wrapped around him, supporting him while the housemaid coaxed the Bard to take gentle sips.

      “He had come outside for the first time,” my father was saying. “He was watching us play softball. I was trying to get him to join in, and I think he wanted to. Then the next thing I knew, he wasn’t with us. I assumed he had gone back inside.”

      My heart hammered in my chest as I pushed my way among the ghosts until I could kneel beside Luppitt and look him in the eye. “Are you going to be alright, Luppitt?” I asked, and he nodded and coughed some more.

      “What happened?” I hated to press him, but I needed to understand.

      “They came.” Luppitt wheezed with his words.

      “They?”

      “Two of them. Came for me.”

      “Who were they?” I asked, but Luppitt shook his head.

      “It’s true what he says,” Ned chimed in. “I saw movement over here and came to investigate. I was nearly too late.”

      “You saw the people who attacked Luppitt.”

      “I did. There were two of them, but I didn’t get a good look at them. By the time I realised what was going on it was too late.”

      I nodded, aghast.

      Luppitt had been telling the truth. Someone was out to kill him all over again, and now they had discovered him at Whittle Inn.

      I had to get to the bottom of this, whatever the cost.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, with Luppitt safely re-installed in his bedroom, I had a low volume conversation with Perdita in The Nook to discuss the best ways to protect him. Short of identifying the would-be killers, she seemed rather at a loss for ideas. She did however, suggest he never be left alone.

      This made a great deal of sense to me, and to that end, I moved my father, Zephaniah and Ned into the guest bedroom with Luppitt and instructed this unlikely trio to guard him with their very souls.

      As I left them there, I heard Luppitt outlining the myriad number of ways he had died in the past – those he could remember at any rate. Ned in particular, appeared spellbound by Luppitt’s stories, but I, not for the first time could only feel horror-struck.

      Death seemed intent on visiting Whittle Inn yet again.
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      I woke long before dawn.

      Having tossed and turned most of the night I had finally settled only when Mr Hoo arrived at my window sill. “What am I so afraid of?” I asked him, anxiety, like acid, gnawing away at my stomach lining.

      “Hoo oo,” he replied, “hoo-oooo.”

      “It feels like everything is against me,” I yawned, my skin itchy and my eyes dry. I turned the pillow over and lay back down, my cheek against the cool cotton.

      I watched as Mr Hoo plucked a few loose feathers from his chest with one deft movement, then hooted away softly to himself. I closed my eyes, and fell asleep listening to his gentle owl song, and slept deeply, without dreaming, for the first time in several months.

      I awoke, a little more refreshed, and feeling hungry. When I reached the kitchen, Florence seemed oddly jaded, more transparent than she generally was.

      “Have you checked on Luppitt?” she asked, when I commented.

      “Yes.” He was fine, although intent on remaining in the wardrobe for the foreseeable future. “My Dad is trying to lift his spirits, so to speak. Zephaniah is helping.”

      Florence managed a half-smile at my rubbish pun but perked up when I mentioned Zephaniah. “He’s been trying to dig a little deeper into Luppitt’s past, and I think he might be getting somewhere. I know the name of his brothers - Henry and William and his father was called John.”

      “Such noble names,” Florence said, then rushed on. “I think Zephaniah is such a useful fellow to have around, don’t you, Miss?”

      “I do,” I replied as Florence placed two rounds of toast and a jar of homemade marmalade in front of me. I watched her move around the kitchen, while she avoided my gaze. “Thanks,” I said.

      “It would be such a shame if he had to leave,” Florence continued. “We’d all miss him, wouldn’t we?”

      “We would.” I wondered where this was going. “No-one is leaving, Florence,” I started to say, just as Gwyn bustled in.

      “Quite right. No-one is going anywhere, Alfhild.” Gwyn fixed me with her beady black eyes. I sat a little straighter under her sharp gaze.

      “Grandmama—”

      “If you have decided no-one is leaving, perhaps it is time you told your… ‘ghost-whispering’ friend that you no longer require her assistance.”

      “Grandmama—”

      “Whittle Inn has always had ghosts, Alfhild, and no doubt one day, yours will haunt these corridors too.”

      Now there was a thought. “Grandmama—”

      “You’re going about your so-called improvements all the wrong way.”

      “Grandmama!” I slammed my hand down on the table. Florence jumped and Gwyn favoured me with her most disapproving glare.

      “I’m not sure where the rumour that I’m planning on culling ghosts came from—”

      “I think you’ll find you were overheard, my dear girl. That’s the thing about the inn, you’re never on your own. No matter where you are, what you’re doing, or who you’re with.”

      I blinked, taking that in. One of the ghosts had been eavesdropping on me. I suppose that served me right.

      I shook my head, “Grandmama. That wasn’t what was discussed. Well, it was discussed, but—” I stopped, regrouped, and tried to unravel the threads of confusion. “I have to get the inn back on its feet. I have to make it pay again.”

      “For shame, Alfhild. Don’t you see that this inn belongs to all its inhabitants, not just you. It’s not your inn, in the broadest sense of whatever that means. It’s not your property, or your inheritance. It’s not as simple as that. You are a custodian. You have a responsibility to the inn, and every being that inhabits it.”

      “I have to make some tough decisions.”

      “Maybe. But what you’re proposing is just not nice.”

      Exasperated, I dropped my knife on my plate. “Nice won’t run an inn, Grandmama.” I’d raised my voice and Gwyn took a step back, her mouth pursed tighter than ever. Florence scurried into the store room through the closed door.

      Silence.

      A deep silence that spread throughout the whole of the inn, as though every mouse under the floorboards, every bird in the thatch, every ghost in every shadowy corner, had stopped to listen to what I would say, and how my steely great grandmother would respond.

      “I am trying,” I said more quietly.

      “You’re not trying hard enough, Alfhild,” Gwyn responded, ice in her eyes. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you need to put that man out of your thoughts and knuckle down. Get this kitchen organised, painted and decorated. Get a chef in. What about other staff?”

      “I have some chefs coming for an interview,” I said meekly. I hadn’t even begun to consider what other positions needed filling around the inn. It didn’t seem worth worrying about given the current state of the place.

      “When are the chefs coming for interview?”

      “Thursday.”

      “That’s good. It gives you a few days to make some progress.” Gwyn’s voice softened. “I shall pop in to vet them too. It might be helpful if I give them some pointers on the menu we hope to offer our guests here at Whittle Inn”

      “Grandmama—” I didn’t think Gwyn’s presence would be a particularly good idea, and her ideas on dishes to serve might not suit the twenty-first century guests we would receive, but I protested to thin air. Gwyn had apparated out of the kitchen and gone to make someone else’s life a misery.

      Lucky them.

      I sat at the table, my head in my hands, confused and suddenly tired beyond words. Stress will do that to you.

      “I can’t have an inn full of ghosts if I want an inn full of guests,” I said, and rubbed my eyes, tired and sore.

      The sound of a mug being placed into position next to my plate of toast startled me. Florence had returned from where she’d been hiding out.

      I peeked up at her guiltily, and she returned my look with a warm one of her own. “Don’t worry, Miss,” she said, entirely without malice. “No-one here will hold it against you. You have to do what you have to do.”

      Her kindness tipped me over the edge. I burst into tears.
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        * * *

      

      I trooped up to my desk, where I spent a miserable few hours trying to work through some thoughts and plans for the inn. I still hadn’t decided on themes for each room. Once I had that sorted I could get to work on the design for each, order paint and paper, bed linen and accessories. The bills were starting to stack up for the work undertaken already, and in addition to the needs of the inn, I had to keep an eye out for work and maintenance required on the dozen tied cottages in the village as well as the convenience store and café. I had been sadly neglecting my Whittlecombe village responsibilities of late.

      Distant shouting from out the window drew me away from my desk at midday. The sun shone from an otherwise dark grey sky, brilliant sunshine, but the calm before the storm. It looked like it would tip down at any minute. I wasn’t too unhappy about that, certainly the grounds needed the rain. I assumed the cricketers below would be less happy.

      Zephaniah was bowling. Presumably he had left Ned upstairs with Luppitt as I couldn’t see him among the players. I watched Zephaniah skip down the dusty trail the players had flattened into the grass through use, before bowling a perfect ball, taking my father out leg-before-wicket.

      There were cries of merriment, drowning out my Dad’s protest. I noticed Florence on the side-lines. She jumped and clapped the loudest. She was obviously, as I’d already suspected, completely smitten with young Zephaniah.

      “Cute,” I said, to no-one in particular, absently wondering whether ghost couples produced ghost babies.

      What was I thinking? “Just say no to ghost babies,” I told myself in horror. The last thing I needed was an inn full of babies. How would any of the guests ever get any sleep? Momentarily I wondered whether I should discourage Florence and Zephaniah from getting too close, but the second I caught myself creating that thought, I slapped it down. Hard.

      No. I wouldn’t do that. I would not be that person that everybody seemed to think I was becoming. Some witchy-grinch-control-freak. That was not who I was.

      Nonetheless from the viewpoint of the office window, I examined the holes in the lawn, and knew it was more than time to start the Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew. I had to keep these ghosts occupied one way or another, or I wouldn’t have an inn to open ever, let alone anytime soon.

      It was time to put my ghosts to work.
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      “Kephisto!” Caius the crow called as I entered The Storykeeper, “Kephisto!”

      “Come all the way up to the roof, Alf,” Mr Kephisto called over the mezzanine barrier and waved, before disappearing through the door and up the stairs to his private quarters.

      I pushed the shop door closed, hearing the customary jangle of the bell, and trailed my way up to the top floor, my stomach rolling on the spongey stairs, never quite getting used to how unsafe they felt. I reached the top, slightly out of puff, and very relieved to see the habitual tray of tea and biscuits.

      “Ah, Alf,” Mr Kephisto said, sounding for all the world like he hadn’t summonsed me. “Always nice to see you.”

      “Do you have some news for me?” I asked, accepting his invitation to sit and help myself. This time I didn’t hold back when it came to dunking my biscuits.

      “I haven’t had a huge amount of luck tracking down Luppitt so far,” said Mr Kephisto, joining me at the table. He clutched a handful of books which he placed in front of us and started flicking through a thick green leather-bound volume, turning the pages as I’d seen him do before, without using his hands. The paper, stiff and thick and roughly finished, flipped quickly until he found what he was looking for. He handed the book to me and I read where he indicated.

      “It just mentions the Smeatharpe family,” I said. “They lived at Thorny Cross House in Hemyock, that’s north of here, isn’t it?” Mr Kephisto nodded and I carried on. “There were six of them, three girls. Well I didn’t know that. He’s mentioned Henry and William to Zephaniah, one of the other ghosts at the inn, but he hasn’t mentioned any sisters.”

      “They appear to have been younger than Luppitt by quite a few years, so perhaps he didn’t know them very well. Or wasn’t close to them, the way he would have been to his brothers?” Mr Kephisto shrugged. “Who can say. I’m not sure it’s relevant anyway.”

      “It also says he went into Baron von Saxe-Krumpke’s service in the year 1579. Well that gives us an accurate timeframe to work on.”

      “Exactly.” Mr Kephisto sounded triumphant. “So I started looking laterally, by searching for information relating to the Saxe-Krumpke family. I thought Luppitt might figure in their family history somewhere.”

      “And you found him?” I asked, excitement building at the thought that at last I might be a step closer to understanding what was going on with Luppitt Smeatharpe.

      “I most certainly did.” Mr Kephisto handed me a volume of similar size to the previous one, but with thinner pages, the paper marked by time, freckled with age spots. The Rise and Fall of the von Saxe-Krumpke Family – from Antiquity to the Modern Day.

      “I scanned through the first few chapters. It seems that the Krumpkes, as you might expect, originated in the Holy Roman Empire, Prussia to be exact, but they appear to have arrived over here during the reign of King John. They courted plenty of royal favour over the years and had estates in Worcestershire, Derbyshire and Somerset. It’s worth reading the whole chapter. Take your time.” He settled back with his cup and saucer, contemplating the biscuits.

      “I really shouldn’t,” he said, but reached for one anyway.

      Smiling, I looked down at the page and began to read.

      ‘Chapter Eight’, it read:
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        * * *

      

      Richard William von Saxe-Krumpke, 15th Baron Krumpke of Sudgeley, Somerset (c. 1548 – 20 March 1592) was the nephew on his mother’s side of the English queen Jane Seymour, the third wife of King Henry VIII and mother of King Edward VI. He was the husband of Mary nee Parry. He is probably best known for his cultural influence at the court of Queen Elizabeth I for a number of years in the late 1580s.

      Richard was the son of Baron John von Saxe-Krumpke and Dorothy Stafford. He grew up at Shiregate Hall, the von Saxe-Krumpke family home, in Somerset, a county in southwest England. The von Saxe-Krumpkes were a family of country gentry, with strong military connections. On his mother’s side, John von Saxe-Krumpke, like many holders of manorial rights, traced his ancestry to Norman origin, although his own grandfather’s background was Prussian – hence the military connections.

      To his contemporaries, Richard was reckless, a risk-taker, and a notable womaniser. He was known to be devoted to his children, although less so of his wife, Mary. Detailed records suggest numerous affairs.

      Sir Thomas Fitzwilliam, a lifelong friend of King Henry VIII, and neighbour of the Baron’s in Somerset described Richard von Saxe-Krumpke as "resilient, astute and generous ... ferocious of manner when the occasion warranted, but poetic of tongue and courtly in fashion, stately of person, and lyrical of voice. However, he was somewhat empty of matter, and occasionally lacking in morals."

      Richard von Saxe-Krumpke had ambitions, but was largely overlooked at court, until he caught the eye of Queen Elizabeth with his wit, poetry and songs. Unfortunately, it appeared that the Baron’s ambitions had gotten the better of him, as the poems and songs were actually written by his Bard, Luppitt Smeatharpe, whom it is rumoured, he kept as a virtual prisoner at his seat in Somerset.

      When Luppitt eventually attended court with the von Saxe-Krumpke family, the deception was uncovered. Courtiers became suspicious that the Baron’s songs were not all his own work as he claimed. The Queen bade Smeatharpe attend her and perform a concert of his works to date.

      The Baron initially vigorously denied he had been performing works for the Queen that were not his own, which only made the Queen more furious. Richard was sent to the Tower of London to await trial for treason, at the Queen’s bequest in 1590, and died there in March 1592 after a long illness.
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        * * *

      

      “Whoa!” I exclaimed. “There he is. Our Bard. And according to this he was the reason for Richard von Saxe-Krumpke falling out of favour with Queen Elizabeth.”

      “You could see this as just desserts, perhaps? It sounds as though the von Saxe-Krumpkes were less than fair to poor Luppitt.”

      “Well, that’s true enough,” I replied, flicking through the earlier parts of the book, wondering if the family had always been a bit dog-eat-dog with the people who worked for them. “I suppose that historically many rich folk—lords and ladies and royalty and the like—were a bit cutthroat and devil-may-care about people lower down on the social scale than themselves, weren’t they? Reading between the lines here, poor old Luppitt probably had it tough.”

      “Which is not to say that the punishment fit the crime, by any means,” Mr Kephisto continued. “Isn’t that often the case? When you think of the similar punishments meted out to witches over the years.” He grimaced, and I shuddered, thinking of all those men and women who had been stoned to death, hung, drawn and quartered, drowned in local ponds and lakes, or burned at the stake or generally persecuted throughout the centuries, for simply being a little different to their neighbours.

      “It certainly did you no good to cross the Tudors, did it?” I thought of Henry VIII and his poor wives and their relatives, and the numerous people he’d put to death one way or another.

      “No, and perhaps we should be surprised that Queen Elizabeth spared the rest of Richard’s family and allowed the von Saxe-Krumpke line to go on.”

      I turned to the back of The Rise and Fall of the von Saxe-Krumpke Family – from Antiquity to the Modern Day. “Do they exist through to this day?”

      Mr Kephisto shook his head. “Difficult to say. This history was completed in 1888, and there isn’t a more up-to-date version. Many British families changed their name during the First World War if they had a surname that sounded even vaguely Germanic. You’d probably need a genealogist to trace the line through to present times. I expect the family exists in some form, somewhere.”

      I pondered on that. It wasn’t a lead that would take us anywhere. “But it isn’t someone alive we’re looking for anyway - so that won’t help us. Whomever it is that keeps going after Luppitt, it has to be a ghost.” I explained to the old wizard what I had gathered about ghosts killing ghosts from Perdita.

      “Is she proving useful?” Mr Kephisto asked. Perhaps he wanted me to review Perdita’s services, so he could update the information he held on her.

      “That’s difficult to say.” I frowned, and my expression told its own story.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “I’m…” How to explain it? “I suppose I’m feeling pressure, perhaps self-imposed, to reconsider how many ghosts one inn can handle. According to Perdita there are over thirty-six ghosts at the inn. Do you think that’s too many?”

      Mr Kephisto cocked his head with interest but didn’t respond. I knew what he was thinking. Only I could make that decision.

      “I could ask a few dozen to move on, and I know they would. But…It’s a tough call,” I tried to explain. “I have to consider my guests.”

      “Your guests are important. If that’s your primary consideration. Why is it such a difficult decision?”

      “Where would the ghosts go?” I asked softly. “They have chosen the inn for one reason or another. Some of them because they lived or worked there. Some because they have found their way there. I don’t know what right I have to move them on.” I closed the book and placed it on the table between us, reaching instead for my tea, and gathering my thoughts.

      “And that brings me back to Luppitt. I thought he was safe at the inn, but it turns out someone has found him. He was attacked just the other day, Mr Kephisto. Think what it must be like to be killed over and over again.”

      “He died again?”

      “Not this time, thank the goddess. But now I really understand what he’s going through.”

      I tapped the book. “Thinking about it, perhaps this gives us all the information we need. Consider those who may have held a grudge against Luppitt at the time. The Baron himself. His son. Maybe even Queen Elizabeth! Perhaps Luppitt was on her list of people who had wronged her, and she never managed to get vengeance.”

      “I can’t see her actually wielding a sword against anyone herself, though.” Mr Kephisto smiled.

      “No, nor hoisting him up into a tree. You’re right. But what is it she said? I have the body of a woman—”

      “I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a King of England too,” Mr Kephisto replied with a grand flourish.

      “Hmpf. There’s nothing weak and feeble about many of the women I know.”

      “Nor me, Alfhild! I’ve known large numbers of extraordinary women.” Mr Kephisto chuckled. “I think you’re on to something. Someone held a grudge against Luppitt in life, and they’re carrying that with them, even after death.”

      I replaced my cup and saucer on the table and made a move to stand. “I’m grateful to you for the information, Mr Kephisto. It’s not much but it’s certainly a start. Maybe I’ll try and track down Baron von Saxe-Krumpke’s family.” I paused. What was I thinking of? Surely, I had the wherewithal to do more than that? I was a ghost whisperer after all.

      “Pfft. Maybe I’ll track down the Baron himself.”
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      9 am.

      I stood nervously on the front step of the inn, having breakfasted, showered and tamed my wild mane of hair in preparation for the day ahead. I’d dressed, as I usually did, in black, but today I’d ensured I looked as smart as possible. There was no evidence of plaster dust or paint smears on my long skirt and button through blouse. I’d applied some make-up too, and hoped I looked sophisticated and experienced, as the owner of a soon-to-be top-class boutique-style inn really should.

      I’d set the Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew to work in earnest, and now every nook and cranny of Whittle Inn had been swept and dusted to my satisfaction, every work surface washed clean, and every tile in both the kitchens and bathrooms sparkled. The inn was a long way from being decorated and ready to open, but at least I could see the wood for the trees at last.

      All I needed now were the staff to help me raise my game, and that would start right now. I intended to have hired a chef by the end of the day.

      With six chefs to see it promised to a be a long and interesting Thursday. I clutched a clipboard nervously to my chest and checked my watch for the hundredth time in five minutes. This was the first time I’d put my wonky inn on show, and it felt strangely personal.

      As the first taxi rolled down the drive I swallowed nervously. A young man peered out at the inn and then at me. He said something to the driver who promptly sped up, scattering gravel and dust all over me. I coughed and waved the cloud of dust away, just in time to see the taxi disappearing back down the lane to Whittlecombe.

      My stomach lurched and then dropped. Was something wrong? What had I done? What had my inn done?

      I turned on my heel and headed into the kitchen for some of Florence’s restorative tea, before I could burst into tears and ruin my mascara.
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        * * *

      

      Checking my mobile, I found I would have at least one more no-show. Based in Manchester in the north west, he’d sent a text that was both short and sweet and explained he had changed his mind about venturing as far afield as Devon. I had the dull thud of a headache beginning, but suitably fortified with fresh tea and a pep talk from Florence, I returned to my place on the step and welcomed three of the remaining four applicants in quick succession: Martin Toynbee, a 42-year-old head chef from Bracknell in Reading; Georgie Bodega, a 36-year-old private cook from Essex, and David Hawkesworth, a 59-year-old sous chef from somewhere remote in Yorkshire.

      We waited a little while longer, making small talk in the main bar, but when it became apparent that applicant number six was never going to arrive I decided to give the ones I had succeeded in attracting, a guided tour of the inn. I started at the top, carefully neglecting to open the attic door, but showing them the bedroom I had put aside for the successful applicant. Situated under the eaves, it was a corner room, complete with a turret. Large enough for a bed and a small seating area, I thought it a lovely place to base oneself, but I noticed that my three potential employees grimaced a little. Perhaps it was the rough plastering on the wall, or the single glazed window.

      “It’s a very old inn,” I explained. “I still have quite a bit of work to do. You kind of have to learn to live with its eccentricities. It does have a lot of character though.”

      “There’s no denying that,” David replied, sitting down on the old bed and bouncing up and down on the mattress. He wasn’t a small man, at six foot one and around fifteen stone. The bed creaked alarmingly. Martin looked on, his face twisted with disapproval, whether at the room or David, I couldn’t tell and didn’t ask.

      “Er, I can replace the bed, that’s no problem,” I said and quickly led them down to the next floor and showed them the guest bedrooms, all much of a muchness really, and all awaiting decoration. The chefs nodded in unison, and on the whole tried to look polite and interested. I noticed Georgie rubbing her arms. She was obviously feeling the cold. The inn could be cold if you weren’t used to it, and so far I hadn’t turned the radiators on in most of the guest rooms.

      We skipped the last bedroom, but David paused outside and put his hand on the door knob.

      “Not that one,” I said quickly.

      “Oh I thought you said you didn’t have any guests at the moment?” David turned the handle.

      I leapt forward, intent on getting between the chef and the door to prevent him entering, but I misjudged my footing, and whacked my knee against the door frame instead. I watched in dismay as David led Martin and Georgie inside, hoping that Luppitt was safely hidden away.

      I caught a brief glimpse of Zephaniah, but he quickly slunk down behind the bed.

      David stood in the middle of the room. “Now this is a nice room,” he said. “Great views.”

      Is he anchoring for this room if he gets the job? I wondered. Impossible.

      “Yes. I think this will be a prized guest room,” I emphasized. “Nice and spacious.”

      “It’s absolutely freezing in here,” Georgie complained, and I swear her teeth chattered loud enough to hear.

      “It is,” Martin agreed. “Unnaturally so.”

      “Is the inn haunted?” David asked and guffawed loudly. For some reason I wanted to slap him on the top of his balding head.

      I tried to laugh the question off, but I could see that Martin and Georgie were curious to hear what I had to say.

      “Well, there have been some reports of ghostly happenings,” I said, and from his place behind the bed Zephaniah snorted.

      “I wouldn’t pay them much attention,” I said and indicated the door, to get them all out of the room before Zephaniah gave them the opportunity to cotton on to his existence and give the game away completely.

      “I’m very susceptible to supernatural happenings,” Georgie piped up, looking in the direction of Zephaniah’s sudden explosion of noise. “You can just tell this old place has plenty of spirit activity.”

      “Is that right?” I asked, shifting uncomfortably at the direction the conversation was suddenly heading, and hoping Zephaniah could feel me glaring at him.

      Martin was looking increasingly out of sorts. “I’m not used to old buildings,” he mumbled. “I’ve only really worked in modern builds.”

      “Well, this will be a wonderful new experience for you!” I trilled. “Come, come! Let me take you downstairs and show you the business end of the inn.” Before anyone could respond, I slammed the bedroom door behind me and headed the opposite way down the corridor to the back stairs. Pointing to a door at the end of the corridor I said, “That’s where my quarters are if you ever need me.” With that I rushed down the stairs, taking the last two in one go, wrenching my ankle in the process. I cried out in pain and Perdita came out of The Nook to see what all the commotion was about, Chi at her heels, barking in excitement.

      Nooooooooooo, I cried inwardly. I’d forgotten all about Perdita. I should have sent her off on a long walk in Speckled Wood with her dog.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, and Chi barked along musically.

      “Nothing, nothing,” I said with forced cheerfulness, resisting the urge to reach down and cradle my foot, now twinging in misery.

      “What a cute little dog!” Georgie gushed behind me and I rolled my eyes.

      “Oh hello.” Perdita beamed, as if only now spotting the three people who followed in my wake. “Are these your first guests, Alfhild?” she asked, shushing Chi. I glanced back in time to see David do a double-take as he observed Perdita’s halo of frizzy hair and thick glasses with bright pink rims, that matched her tights, but not her citrus orange coloured dress, or her neon yellow sandals.

      “Ah no, not really,” I scowled at her. “I’m interviewing for position of head chef today.” And these unfortunate three are all that remains of a not particularly strong field, I could have added. “We should get on.”

      “Ah of course, excellent.” Perdita didn’t wait for me to introduce her. “I’m Perdita Pugh. I’m only here temporarily, so I expect I’ll have left by the time you start.

      “What do you do here?” asked Georgie, pushing past me so she could pet Chi.

      Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it, I mentally begged Perdita.

      But of course, she did.

      “I’m a ghost whisperer.”

      “I knew it!” exploded Georgie and Martin turned a fetching shade of green.

      “Ghosts?” David asked.

      “I could sense something upstairs!” Georgie was triumphant. “In the last bedroom that we visited. The temperature had really dropped in that room. There was definitely something in there.”

      “Which room?” Perdita enquired, glancing at me. Gritting my teeth, I said nothing.

      Georgie spun around to get her bearings. “Oh let me see.” She pointed at far corner to the front of the inn.

      “I can check,” Perdita said and disappeared into The Nook to consult her electro-endoquaero. I wanted to put my head in my hands. David looked at me quizzically and I forced a smile. Everything is normal here. Nothing to see.

      “What do you have in there?” Georgie asked and made to go after Perdita.

      “All manner of—”

      “We really must get on,” I interjected. “I’m sure you understand Perdita.”

      Georgie looked disappointed and I smiled at her. “If we have time later, I’m sure Perdita will be happy to show you what she’s up to.” I glared at Perdita, but she was oblivious. I waved my hands in the direction of the kitchen, hoping and praying that Florence had taken herself off to the attic as I’d instructed. Short of manhandling the chefs, gesticulating wildly was all I could do. I tried to usher them through, but Georgie was dragging her heels.

      “Nice to have met you! Good luck!” sang Perdita. “And the answer to your question is fifty-six.”

      Everyone stood stock still.

      I laughed nervously into the sudden silence.

      “Approximately.” I tried humour to dispel the awkwardness.

      “No, no. That’s an exact figure. As it stands currently at any rate.” Perdita stood by her guns.

      Martin stepped down off the stairs. He looked like a man on the edge of some sort of breakdown. His hair stood on end and his lips were drawn back in fear. “Well I think I’ve seen all I need to. Thank you for the opportunity, Miss Daemonne.” He held a shaky hand out, but before I had a chance to take it, he bolted towards the frosted door that led into the bar and was gone.

      I stared after him in disbelief, then turned back to David and Georgie. Georgie smiled, a little timid and unsure how to proceed. David simply smirked.

      “What complete and utter batpoop,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      I wish I could say that the next few hours passed by without incident.

      I really do wish I could say that.

      And for part of the time that much would be true. To be fair, the kitchen, while fully fitted, and now deep cleaned, thanks to the Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew, was nonetheless still a little rough and ready. The whole room needed redecorating and tiling ideally, with more modern equipment. However, the ovens, hobs and existing machinery all worked well enough. I noted David twisting his nose up at some of the old gear, and he was particularly dismayed by the lack of a dishwasher.

      “I’m having one fitted,” I said. “Industrial standard.”

      “What’s been used in the past?” David asked. “I don’t see a space for one.”

      I thought back to the army of ghosts who had prepared the feast in the lead up to the Battle of Speckled Wood, and subsequently cleaned up, remarkable effectively. I decided not to mention them. “Elbow grease,” I offered instead.

      “Please come through,” I urged them as I stepped into the store rooms. “The cold store and pantry are through here. You can select your ingredients—I’ve bought in lots of fresh local produce because that’s what I intend we’ll be working with at the inn from now on—and then we’ll get right down to business. As I said in my letter, I’d like you to show me your best starter, main and dessert, as well as a plate of hors d'oeuvres, some scones—because that’s the local delicacy and everyone wants those—and either a cake or a tray of small cakes. Your choice.”

      I watched as Georgie and David picked through the ingredients I had on display.

      “It’s an impressive pantry,” David said, and I nodded, relieved that I finally had someone’s approval for something.

      “Thank you. We’ve—I’ve—done my best.”

      I left them to their selection. When they re-joined me in the kitchen, I showed them where they would find pots, pans, mixing bowls, crockery, cutlery and anything else they might possibly need. Then I made myself as inconspicuous as possible, sitting on the bench in the corner and keeping my nose in a book, and occasionally massaging my wrenched ankle.

      My mind whirled though.

      I already knew David probably wasn’t right for the inn. His tendency to sneer had me feeling a little inferior. That would never do in the long run.

      Georgie on the other hand had shown that she had an interest in ghosts. Perhaps she would be a better bet, and be able to cope with some of the inn’s odd inhabitants.

      I looked up, watching them as they moved around the kitchen. David worked with a confident assurance. Chopping, scraping, measuring and tasting. He had pans boiling on the hob faster than you could shake a stick, and his oven had been warming up since I’d left them to it.

      In contrast Georgie had only just turned the oven on and her workspace was a catastrophe. Flour had spilled across the counter, and sugar on the floor. Her feet were sticking to the slate tiles as she moved around. As I watched, she knocked over a jug of milk. I could almost hear Florence spinning in her grave.

      I quietly stood and limped into the boiler room to retrieve the dustpan and brush, and mop and bucket. It could just be nerves on Georgie’s part. I should be kind and allow her every opportunity to redeem herself.

      “Have you seen the mess?” Gwyn demanded, peering over my shoulder into the kitchen.

      I hurriedly shut the door. “Grandmama!” I hissed. “I thought you were going to stay away. I asked you to.”

      “I know you did. But this is my inn too, Alfhild. I want to see what’s going on.” She made to go through the door but I held my hands out.

      “Please don’t.”

      “Seriously Alfhild, are these two the best you could come up with?”

      “Look,” I whispered, “Admittedly I didn’t attract the highest grade of chef, but let’s give these two a chance. You never know. They could be just what the inn needs.”

      “Nobody needs that level of mess,” Gwyn insisted.

      “Poor Georgie. Perhaps she’s one of those creative types who works better in absolute chaos.”

      “Perhaps she’s a slob.”

      “Grandmama, that’s not nice.”

      “Nice won’t run an inn, Alfhild. Someone told me that once.”

      That someone would be me. I cursed her for remembering.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later and the kitchen had filled with a variety of scents.

      Among them were the smell of burnt cupcakes, overdone pastry and a dauphinois sauce that had been killed by a dozen cloves of garlic.

      “Good work,” I said, surveying the damage. Georgie had tried to disguise her cupcakes in a bizarrely-coloured green icing. I could see why she found Perdita so appealing. I plucked one of her hors d'oeuvres from a plate. Supposedly seared scallop in a fruit reduction, unfortunately the scallop had been fried to a crisp, and the fruit had been reduced to a single cherry. I bit into it, and almost broke my tooth on the stone.

      By contrast David served up a blue cheese canape, with a swirl of prosciutto decoration, wound round itself to resemble a rose. His starter was simple: kakori kebabs, served with mint chutney on a bed of leaves. He’d picked up the recipe while travelling in Lucknow he told me when I enthused about the blend of spices. Georgie’s plain tomato soup starter, while well cooked, looked positively pedestrian in comparison.

      I was about to tuck into David’s main; locally caught red mullet roasted with tarragon and pancetta, when I heard the distinct sound of sobbing.

      “Is someone crying?” enquired Georgie. “It sounds like a man.”

      Luppitt. I didn’t have time to rush up and find him. Wasn’t Zephaniah there?

      “Florence!” I called without thinking, intending to send her upstairs to enquire as to Zephaniah or my father’s whereabouts. She appeared suddenly in front of us, smoke rising from her clothes, her face covered in soot. Georgie shrieked and clutched at David, who stepped back and slipped on a puddle of cherry juice and fell backwards on his rump.

      He lay on the floor, staring up at Florence, his mouth opening and closing like a goldfish.

      “Oh,” I said. Because what else could I say?

      Upstairs, Luppitt’s crying became louder. I grimaced. “Would you go and see if Luppitt is okay?” I asked Florence in a low voice. “Maybe find out where my Dad is.”

      “Yes, Miss,” Florence bobbed a curtsey and disappeared.

      Georgie cried out again, this time more weakly, and I imagined she was about to go into a swoon. “Was that a ghost?” she asked. “A real live ghost?”

      “Not a live one,” I tried to joke. “By necessity, ghosts are dead.”

      I held out a hand to help David to his feet, just as my father appeared.

      “Sorry, Alf, I seem to have run out of petrol for the lawnmower, and there’s no more in the shed.” He took in the two strangers. “Oh, I’m sorry. Interviews. Yes. You said stay away, didn’t you? I do apologise!” And with that he disappeared.

      Georgie backed up against the far wall, looking around with a mixture of disbelief and apprehension.

      I hauled David to his feet and he snatched his hand away from mine. “This is preposterous,” he yelped. “Is this a joke? What kind of a show are you putting on here?”

      “Oh you’re such a boor, young man!” Gwyn—appearing behind him—was quick to point out his most obvious personality defect in her icy tone. He jumped a mile, shrieking even louder than Georgie had. Upstairs Luppitt was bawling his eyes out.

      I admitted defeat, and held my mobile aloft. “Would you both like to share a cab back to the station?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      Huddled on the kitchen bench, I mournfully plucked at the remains of the mullet. It tasted delicious.

      “I’m sorry you guys can’t share this,” I said, but didn’t mean. I wasn’t remotely apologetic. Florence offered a watery smile. At least she had the decency to look regretful. Not so, Gwyn.

      “They weren’t the kind that we need here at the inn,” she declared, as opinionated as ever.

      I started on David’s strawberry ganache-covered white chocolate cake, digging my fork in and taking great chunks of sponge to chew. Totally unladylike, but boy it felt good. I knew it would annoy Gwyn too, and when she frowned at me, I shrugged like I didn’t care.

      “But we’re now chef-less,” I reminded her. “Back to square one. I’ll have to re-run the advert and go through this whole rigmarole again.”

      “No, you won’t.” Gwyn sniffed. “You’ve had your turn. Leave it to me. I’ll find exactly the chef we need.”
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      Drizzle began to fall as I joined the queue outside one of London’s most famous buildings, and I feared an attack of frizzy hair. Progress was slow, and I was tempted to cast a little ‘get-on-with-it’ spell to speed up the process of ticket checking, but decided it might rebound on me in ways I didn’t like. Instead, I craned my neck up to have a look at the towers in front of me. Countless tiny ghost lights shone through the glass of the narrow windows in the White Tower, and I could easily imagine numerous lonely faces, held against their will, gazing down at the river behind me, longing for a freedom they would never again have experienced.

      Despite living in and around London for twelve years before inheriting the inn, this was one place I’d never been. Her Majesty's Royal Palace and Fortress of the Tower of London, otherwise known as the Tower of London, is situated on the north bank of the Thames in London. Actually a complex of several structures rather than a single tower, the buildings are set within defensive walls and surrounded by a moat. The site, so imposing—and positively exuding history from every brick and window—is well known around the world for having served as a prison, but has also been a royal palace. At different times it has housed an armoury, a treasury, a menagerie, the Royal Mint, and the Crown Jewels alongside its prisoners. I skimmed through the guide book, but for the most part I wasn’t interested in any of that. I had a mission. I needed to find the Baron.

      At last I handed my ticket over and waited to gain entrance to the grounds alongside dozens of excitable squabbling children, all clutching clipboards, and obviously on a school trip.

      Set free from the queue I wandered onto Tower Green with relief. A mock scaffold had been set up to demonstrate to visitors how the scene might have looked back in the middle ages, when numerous high-ranking members of society had been executed, including Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard and poor Lady Jane Grey.

      Without really focusing, I spotted translucent lights drifting around the area everywhere. It is difficult for me to explain exactly what and how I do it, but in a nutshell, I simply acknowledge the lights and allow them to manifest themselves into spirits. Once that has happened I can interact with them the way anyone would with another being, but of course I can’t touch them or feel them.

      I watched as the lights wove in and out of the people strolling around the grounds, and dancing among the children who chased each other and generally made a nuisance of themselves until their teachers called them to order. Reaching out with my mind and heart, I sensed a great sadness, along with some confusion and pain. I pulled myself back. I didn’t want to empathise with the misery of any more ghosts. It would be a disaster to head back to Whittle Inn with another half dozen in tow. And royal ghosts to boot? Can you imagine how demanding a royal ghost would be?

      I’d never cope.

      No. I needed to stick to my game plan and simply search out Baron von Saxe Krumpke, assuming he hadn’t already crossed over of course.

      The information I’d read in Mr Kephisto’s book had suggested the Baron had been kept in the Darden Tower, later known as the Bloody Tower, and not the infamous White Tower as one might have assumed. The White Tower had been reserved at the time for higher ranking members of the royal hierarchy, and the apartments had been sumptuous and luxurious in comparison to general prison conditions. Of course, the end result would be the same. If you didn’t warrant a royal pardon, it would quite literally be ‘off with your head’ at dawn one morning.

      I shuddered, imagining living in one of the apartments, listening to the scaffold being constructed, and knowing what that would mean when the sun rose.

      One of the Yeoman guards bid me a cheerful good morning and dispelled my gloom as he allowed me access into the Bloody Tower. I paused in the vestibule to take my bearings. I had no knowledge of exactly where the Baron had been incarcerated, so it would be a matter of moving from room to room. I checked my guidebook for the layout and decided to start in the lower chamber.

      The building was old, built after the Norman conquest. Predating my inn by three hundred years or so, there were some similarities. The walls were thick, solid stone and whitewashed. The windows were narrow, the tiny diamond panes that made up each one, mottled, allowing little light in. Even to me, it felt chilly on a damp and overcast English day.

      Again, I spotted the little travelling lights I had come to recognise as ghosts. Rather than ignore them I would now have to begin acknowledging each ghost, to get a feel for who they were, so that I could find the right one. This was going to take me some time and I wasn’t alone. Other visitors drifted in and out of the room, reading the information on the display boards and examining the exhibits. There was no sense of urgency among them. They had the whole day to browse. It was different for me. The exhibits I was looking for were of the spirit kind. I needed to take care not to draw too much unwarranted attention to myself.

      One of the lights seemed bigger, brighter and more persistent than the others. It bobbed around trying to catch my attention, so I allowed him to come forth. He apparated beside me, a larger than life, cheerful chap with a full beard, his head covered by a big squishy hat, so distinctive of the Beefeaters, or Yeoman Warders, and a uniform of dark blue with smart red trimmings similar to the Yeoman who’d let me in. He’d been a guard here at the tower and could have only recently died, that would explain the vibrancy of his light.

      “Greetings!” he announced. “Welcome to the Bloody Tower.”

      “Thank you,” I said, glancing around me to see if anyone else was watching or listening in, but the only person in the room with me was a young woman wearing earphones and listening to her own music.

      “You used to work here?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “Yes. I served with the Royal Navy, man and boy, and when I retired, I applied to come here. Twenty-five years in the navy, followed by twenty-two here. And I loved every minute of both. There’s nothing I don’t know about the buildings and the people and the items that have inhabited them.”

      It had to be my lucky day.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “William Briggs. You can call me Bill. Or Briggsy. It’s a pleasure to meet someone I can talk to.”

      I nodded, glancing back at the young woman who was taking an unsuccessful photo of an exhibit in a cabinet, struggling because of the glare bouncing back off the glass. “I suppose you don’t get many people who can see you.”

      “More than you would think. Most of them catch a glimpse and then shake it off. Would you like me to give you a guided tour?”

      “Kind of. I’m looking for something very specific. Well, actually, someone.”

      Bill stroked his beard, listening attentively. “I’m your man.”

      “His name was Baron Richard von Saxe-Krumpke. The information I have suggests that he was incarcerated in the Tower of London somewhere, and probably this very tower.”

      To my relief Bill Briggsy beamed, his teeth gleaming white through the thick bristle on his chin.

      “Is he here?” I asked, delighted. I hadn’t imagined it would be this easy.

      “He’s upstairs. Come on, I’ll show you. I don’t think any of our ghosts have ever had any visitors before.
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        * * *

      

      The newly refurbished Upper Chamber of the Bloody Tower had been given over to a display about the young Edward V and his brother, Richard. Supposedly sent to the Tower for their own safety by their uncle Richard, Duke of Gloucester. The young princes subsequently disappeared, after their Uncle had been declared Lord Protector in 1483. He then went on to become King Richard III in Edward’s stead, and the bodies of the two princes were never found. They quickly became known as the Princes in the Tower. It was a sobering exhibition. I examined the ghostly lights carefully but couldn’t sense the two young boys. I wondered what had happened to them.

      “They’re not here,” Bill said observing me as I looked around.

      “Which is not to say they never were, I suppose.”

      “That’s right. Just that they may have crossed over.”

      Bill led me to the very back corner of the building, where the light would have been most muted on a day like today, had there not been a full array of carefully angled electric lamps illuminating the display boards. It was difficult to envisage how the room would have looked back in the Baron’s day, but I imagined scuffed old floorboards, and a ceiling stained by soot from the fire, and the tallow burned off by candles. Perhaps there would have been religious symbols on the wall, Protestant at this time of course, facilitating the Baron’s repentance. He would have borne all this at the Queen’s leisure.

      Which by all accounts she had had plenty of.

      I spotted the Baron’s light before Bill even indicated it, a murky yellow sphere, somewhat sickly looking, perhaps half the size of a soccer ball. Glancing behind me to check we were unobserved, I called the Baron forth.

      Richard von Saxe-Krumpke was rather as I’d imagined him. A tall imposing figure, lean with a long thin face, a receding chin and a hooked nose. His pale blue eyes were too close together, giving him the look of a vulture or other vicious bird of prey. I imagined that to poor sensitive Luppitt as a teenage boy, the Baron had been an intimidating figure.

      Now, although he glared at me, I sensed that the man standing in front of me was a shadow of whom he had been before. The long years of captivity and his fall from grace as a royal favourite had taken their toll. He turned to peer more closely at my face and I noticed the shackles on his ankles. Had he been kept in chains all this time? My stomach flipped with distaste. For how long, I wondered.

      “Baron?” Bill was saying, his voice full of cheer. “It’s your lucky day. You’ve a visitor.” He turned to me and winked. “I’ll be right outside if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Briggsy.” I watched him go. No-one else was in the room so I needed to seize this opportunity to talk to the Baron alone.

      “Baron,” I started, “my name is Alfhild Daemonne and I’ve come from…somewhere in Devon.” I decided to withhold specifics. While it seemed certain that whomever was after Luppitt had already located us, I didn’t feel the need to broadcast it any further.

      The Baron’s eyes sparkled at the mention of Devon. “Ah. A truly glorious area, although not quite as magical as my county of Somerset.” He set thin lips into what I decided was his impression of a smile. “I must confess,” he continued, “I am surprised to find you calling upon me. It’s been a long time, a very long time, since my last visitor.”

      Centuries, I assumed.

      “I need to speak to you about a friend.”

      “I can’t imagine why you would assume we have a friend in common.” There was an unattractive sneer to the man’s voice that set my teeth on edge, but to be fair he also seemed genuinely puzzled.

      “I know we do, however,” I replied. “His name is Luppitt Smeatharpe.”

      The transformation in the Baron’s features was instantaneous. He flew at me snarling and spitting with anger. I took several rapid steps backwards, pleased after all, that he was shackled. “You would dare mention that…that creature’s name in my presence. Smeatharpe is no friend of mine. What think you?”

      I held my hands up in appeasement, while my scalp prickled with indignation.

      “Please calm down, Baron. Let’s not make this difficult. I’m more than willing to listen to your side of the story. I just—”

      “He ruined everything for me.”

      “Things haven’t exactly gone well for him, either.”

      “That’s no fault of mine. I haven’t seen him since that final day at the Queen’s court when he made a complete fool of me.”

      I frowned. If this was true then I was barking up the wrong tree here, and this trip to London had been a waste of time. I softened my voice and relaxed my body posture, trying not to appear defensive. “Baron, why don’t you simply start at the beginning?”
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        * * *

      

      As the Baron began to recount his tale, I found myself in the court of Elizabeth the First. A sumptuous place of extravagance in terms of costume, furniture and architecture, but also a centre of political and religious intrigue. On the whole, her subjects found her strong and just, although she wasn’t averse to ordering the torture and death of anyone who crossed her. Rather like the Queen of Hearts in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

      Elizabeth was fond of amusements, and championed many poets, musicians, playwrights and actors, among them William Shakespeare, the Bard of Avon. “And that’s where it all went wrong,” lamented the Baron.

      “How so?”

      “Do you not see? In order for the lower ranks of the nobility to curry favour with the Queen it became necessary to stand out at court, as a wonderful politician, or someone with far-reaching contacts, or even as a great wit, or a talented singer or musician. Well, I was none of those things, and the family connections the Saxe-Krumpkes had enjoyed on the continent had long since dissipated. I found myself overlooked for titles and honours.”

      “So you wanted to stand out?”

      “Indeed. And one day I recognised one way of doing just that. I’d employed the young Smeatharpe boy as a favour to his father, and I imagined he would work for me under the guise of clerk or some such, perhaps with my treasury.”

      This much I knew. I nodded impatiently.

      “I stumbled upon him in the garden one day, entertaining my children.” His face changed, became somehow lighter, as he recalled his offspring. “Ah my darlings,” he said fondly. “Katherine, Mary and Cecil. He was singing songs to them, and reciting rhymes. They clapped their little hands and made him repeat these tunes over and over. Eventually I halted the horseplay for I had need of him in the house, but ever after my children begged me to allow him to attend them in their leisure.”

      The Baron sighed. “I quizzed him about this talent of his, and he confessed that he wrote the ditties himself. That’s when I thought I would present them to the Queen next time I saw her at court.”

      “I’m sure you rewarded Luppitt handsomely for his efforts,” I said, already knowing that wouldn’t be the case.

      “Yes,” simpered the Baron, avoiding my glare. “Well. I did mean to.”

      “So you didn’t? That’s bad form. There are laws against that kind of theft these days you know.”

      The Baron shook his shackles. “How do you think I ended in these?”

      “Right. What happened?”

      “We didn’t call it theft. Luppitt was in my employ. What was his, was mine.”

      “Kind of ye olde-worlde intellectual property rights, I guess?”

      The Baron looked confused and I flapped my hands at him. “Go on.”

      “I presented Her Glorious Majesty with the first poem, and she reacted much as my children had. Clapped her hands in delight and bid me repeat it again. And again. Then I sent her a manuscript copy and she was much pleased. Demanded another one.”

      “You had Luppitt write more?”

      The Baron nodded. “He had a good stock of them.”

      “And you never told the Queen they were written by Luppitt?”

      The Baron sighed deeply. “It became difficult. It was apparent after the first occasion that the Queen thought the poetry was mine. How was I to disillusion her of that notion?”

      “Better early than never, surely?” I scratched my head.

      “Only a foolish girl who had never met the Queen would think such a thing,” the Baron snapped, a touch of his temper resurfacing.

      “What happened? She must have found out.” I indicated the shackles and he grimaced.

      “I became such a favourite for a few short years that my person was called to many a banquet. On occasion my family would travel to court with me. You must understand, exposure to the Queen of any kind was an absolute privilege. One such day, when I had my family with me, the Queen called on my eldest daughter, Katherine to attend her person, and…unfortunately when Katherine was asked about her father’s talents as a Bard, Katherine became confused and…”

      “She spilt the beans,” I said. Then assuming the Baron wouldn’t know the phrase, added, “Let the cat out of the bag?” He still looked blank. “Told the Queen the truth?”

      He nodded.

      “Ouch.”

      “Indeed.” The Baron nodded solemnly. “I can tell you that the Queen’s fury knew no bounds. I honestly never meant to mislead her gracious majesty, but I found myself in a situation over which I had no control.” The Baron looked genuinely fearful.

      “It could have been laughed off,” I said. “Really it was just a misunderstanding and I can see how you ended up going through with it all for so long. But poor Luppitt. You exploited his talents for your own end.”

      The Baron shrugged. “Surely that’s the reason one retains talent in one’s household.” He sniffed. “Do you really think the Queen’s esteemed royal father wrote Greensleeves?”

      “Everyone says he did.”

      “Forsooth. I am in the company of a greater fool than the Bard of Somerset.”

      “The Bard of Somerset?”

      “That’s what we called the Smeatharpe boy.”

      I rubbed my forehead wearily. People had come into the Chamber and regarded me, lodged behind one of the display boards, talking to myself, with curiosity.

      “Listen.” I lowered my voice. “Have you been sending people after Luppitt? Other ghosts?”

      “Sending anyone after him? I don’t even know where he is.” The Baron sounded genuinely confused. “Why would I send anyone after him?”

      “To harm him.”

      The Baron looked at me askance, most taken aback by the insinuation.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I have to ask.”

      The Baron had the grace to look shame-faced for a moment. “I’ll admit I didn’t treat him well in life. And I’ve been angry, so, so angry. In all the years I was held here waiting for my gracious Queen to forgive my trespasses, I bore him ill will, it’s true.” He lifted a finger to his eye, and dabbed at the moisture there. “But…what good has it done me? I have languished here, and neither hatred nor love has made one iota of difference to my condition.”

      The Baron’s long face grew longer still and he sniffed. “Besides he was good to my children. Always. I loved them so. I only saw them once after being moved here. My lands were confiscated with the exception of the estate in Somerset and my wife struggled to travel to the capital to bring the children. She never came. She never brought them. It was probably for the best.”

      “You haven’t seen them since you died? Even their spirits haven’t tracked you down?”

      “I believe they all chose to pass over when the time came. And after I died, I hope they chose to move on with their lives.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. He’d had a rum do, all things considered, simply because he had pandered to the Virgin Queen’s vanity.

      “You don’t know what happened to Luppitt then?”

      The Baron shook his head. “Not even the vaguest of notions. I should imagine he took off. The Queen did not appreciate being made to look a fool. If I’d been Luppitt, I’d have fled across the Channel.”
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        * * *

      

      Except Luppitt lacked the family contacts abroad that the Baron had enjoyed. He was from lowly stock. Where would he have gone? Would he even have known where to go? And how would he have managed to travel to France? If only my Bard of Somerset could remember a few more details.

      Stumped, I exited the Bloody Tower, pleased to escape the oppressive atmosphere, to find a bench to collapse on. I’d forgotten all about Bill Briggs, but he appeared alongside me as I gulped in fresh air.

      “Everything alright?” he asked.

      “Thanks for your help, Briggsy.” I fished a bottle of water from my rucksack.

      “Did you find out everything you needed to?”

      I exhaled. “That’s difficult to say. I did, and I didn’t.” I glanced around at the White Tower behind me. “I don’t suppose the ghost of Queen Elizabeth the First haunts the Tower does it?”

      “No lass, no. Her mother does. Queen Anne is over there.” He pointed to the area slightly to the right of the scaffold.

      “Anne Boleyn,” I said in wonder. One of my favourite historical figures.

      “Now there was a tale of love and lust and ambition that came to an abrupt and sorry end.” Bill sounded like he was about to launch into full tour guide mode.

      “Where did Elizabeth die?” I hurriedly asked.

      “Ah, Good Queen Bess. I believe she expired at Richmond Palace.”
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      Except Richmond Palace no longer existed.

      I stood outside The Gatehouse, one of the few remaining buildings contemporary to the Palace, and itself rather diminutive, and peered through the arch with dismay. Of the old building there was no sign.

      “Drat,” I said, slumping against the wall. “All this way. For nothing.”

      I caught sight of a coloured light floating around in some bushes. Bill had recommended a ghost by the name of Samuel Beere, to answer any questions I had. Samuel had been a member of the Queen’s private guard at Richmond Palace at the time of Elizabeth’s death, and apparently haunted The Gatehouse. I acknowledged the light’s presence. A man in armour appeared before me, long straggly hair poking out beneath the helmet, and a vicious looking spear in his hand. “Hello,” I said, peering at him hopefully. “Samuel Beere?”

      “Greetings, madam.” He looked me up and down.

      “Greetings. I’m Alfhild Daemonne. An acquaintance of yours from the Tower of London suggested I track you down here.” I pointed through the arch, looking disappointed. “But there’s nothing to see.”

      “The Gatehouse, The Wardrobe, and Trumpeters' House are the only three buildings that survive, madam.”

      “What happened to the rest of the Royal estate?” I asked. “I assumed it was still here.”

      “No, no. I’m afraid the raw materials were sold off. The stone was especially valuable, I understand.”

      I couldn’t believe it. “Who did that?”

      “Oliver Cromwell, madam.”

      “Ah, of course.” It made sense. The land and buildings had been worth far more to the infant parliament than the monarchy and figureheads of old, so set in their ways, and the palaces of splendour they had inhabited.

      I sighed. “I was trying to track down the ghost of Queen Elizabeth. Any ideas?”

      “It is said she wanders around the site on the anniversary of her death—that’s the 24th of March every year.”

      “March?” I repeated, groaning inwardly. Here we were in early September. I had a long time to wait if I wanted to try and ask the Queen any questions. Assuming the rumours were true, and she could be reached on that date in any case. “I see.”

      “May I help you with anything else?”

      “I doubt it,” I said. “It was a long shot in the first place. I’ve been trying to find out who would send a ghost to kill a friend of mine. It just seemed logical to me that the Queen might have done.”

      Samuel regarded me with some suspicion. “You’re suggesting that the Queen might have turned her hands to nefarious purposes. I sincerely doubt that.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering if he was for real. “You really can’t deny that Elizabeth wished harm on others, surely? What about Baron von Saxe-Krumpke? He was held at the Bloody Tower and left to languish there until his death.”

      “The good Queen may simply have forgotten his existence,” Samuel replied stoutly. “Think of all the affairs of state she had to turn her attention to on a daily basis. Misbehaving courtiers would not have been high priority.”

      He had a point.

      “Do you think that if she felt someone had wronged her she would let them get away with it?” I asked.

      “Probably not. But I imagine she would give the job to a trusted confidante and he would allocate a number of his own henchmen to take care of the little problem. The Queen would not have been accountable. Ever.”

      “Of course not. I should have thought of that.”

      “It’s entirely possible that whichever of her lords she chose to entrust the job to, he would have told her it had been successfully concluded one way or the other. You wouldn’t have wanted to curry disfavour with the Queen. Not in her later years, that was for certain.”

      Here I was, back at square one.
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        * * *

      

      Later I lay on my bed in a national chain hotel, feeling a little like Goldilocks.

      The bed was a good size, with clean white bedding, slightly grey from frequent washes. The mattress was neither too hard not too soft, but just right. The room’s colour scheme—white, grey and maroon—was inoffensive. The room had fair dimensions. Tomorrow they would offer me a large breakfast that covered all bases, English, Continental, American, and everything in between no doubt.

      The art on the wall took the form of generic photos – sunset over the Thames, dawn over the Golden Gate Bridge, winter in New York, spring in Paris. Innocuous, inoffensive, bland.

      It bored me.

      The customer service was good, professional, and cheerful enough without being overtly warm or particularly friendly. It made me self-conscious of the transience of my stay. I was part of a machine. The hotel existed for profit, and they serviced me and moved me on, without so much as a by-your-leave.

      The whole day had left me feeling melancholy. More aware of the brevity of life.

      Bill Briggs seemed to be a happy ghost, doing in death what he had so enjoyed in life. Perhaps that was true of Samuel Beere too. Queen’s guard in life, and custodian of her reputation in death. That seemed fair enough.

      But the Baron? He remained as tortured now as he had in the last few years of his life, incarcerated for upsetting an absolute monarch on a day when she was perhaps menopausal. He’d languished in the Bloody Tower at Her Majesty’s Pleasure and been forgotten by everyone including his family.

      I recollected how moved he had been reminiscing about his young children, and how he had appreciated Luppitt’s efforts to keep them entertained. He had seemed genuinely remorseful about what had happened within the limits of his own historic and cultural frames of reference.

      They were different times, and the Baron didn’t strike me as an overtly evil man. He had paid a heavy price.

      My thoughts turned to my own ghosts. I thought of them playing cricket and softball with my father, and digging holes in my lawn. I thought of Florence, mopping up spilled cherry juice and sugar, or laying fires in the bedrooms before everyone else was awake. And I thought of Gwyn and her fierce pride. Haughty, obstinate, but proud, and passionate about the inn.

      Lying there, my feet aching in a way feet only can after a day on a tourist trail, attempting to summon the energy to go and find something to eat, I reflected on the day, and the fact that this hotel was everything I didn’t want my wonky inn to be.

      The guests of Whittle Inn needed to know that they were part of something special. Part of a great history dating back over five centuries. Part of something that mattered, and as long as there was breath in my body, always would.

      My ghosts were as big a part of the inn’s history as the original features of the building itself. I’d be a fool to let them go.

      And if I wasn’t going to let them go, I needed to rethink the clientele I was targeting – because if my potential guests were anything like Martin, Georgie and David, I’d be in big trouble.
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        * * *

      

      I’d fully intended to catch an early train back to Devon the next morning. Instead I took a detour and returned to the Tower of London and paid for another ticket.

      Bill Briggs was surprised but pleased to see me again. This time I dallied, listening to some of his tales, and letting him tell me more about Anne Boleyn. We strolled around Tower Green and he pointed out exactly where she’d stood, and where her head had fallen. He told me some horror stories about other executions too, that I of course, lapped up.

      Then we watched the ravens in companionable silence before I went in search of the Baron.

      I had one more question for the Baron.

      Just one.

      “Would you like to cross over, Baron? May I ask you to move on?”

      When his eyes filled with grateful tears, I gave him a little magickal push, and released him from centuries of hell, sending him home and leaving one less ghost in the Bloody Tower.
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      The taxi dropped me in the drive of Whittle Inn and I paused there, staring up at the lopsided edifice with great fondness. It seemed impossible to believe that the inn had been mine for such a few short months. And to think that I had almost considered selling it. In the distance, I could see my father making an attempt to repair the holes in the lawn, too busy to notice my arrival. I’d catch up with him later.

      I breathed the good clean air, deeply filling my lungs and thereby eradicating the pollutants from the capital. I wanted to go inside and throw myself into a deep bath and commune with Mr Hoo, while scrubbing the toxins from my skin. The only thing I’d appreciated in London, was the ease of getting around. Rural East Devon was a nightmare when it came to trains and buses and the like. I needed transport. Jed’s van would do. I really had to get myself organised, sign up for a refresher’s driving course and book my test.

      I practically skipped into the inn and deposited my bag on the floor. To my surprise I found Zephaniah wielding a paintbrush around the skirting boards, while Ned niftily employed a plastering trowel and attacked an area nearest the fireplace that had been badly marked when we knocked the partition down. The ceiling had been painted and the floor sanded. Incredible. I’d only been gone a few days. The Wonky Inn Clean-up Crew had been hard at work in my absence.

      “We took what you said to heart,” Zephaniah told me. “We want to help you achieve your dream and make this happen for you. I hope you’re pleased, Miss Alf.?

      “Oh, I really am!” I felt overcome. The wooden serving bar had been polished to a high sheen, all Florence’s doing, no doubt. The glass behind it had been thoroughly cleaned and now sparkled in the light. After a few coats of paint on the walls, all I would need to do would be to add optics, glasses, tankards, a till, slice a lemon and a lime, and the bar would be ready. I cast a quick eye on the pile of chairs and tables in the corner. I would need to take a closer look at those and see what could be done with them, perhaps apply gloss paint or chalk paint, or re-varnish them. Then add a few pictures to the wall and Kaboom!

      “By the way, Miss,” Zephaniah continued, “Mr Kephisto is waiting for you upstairs. Would you like me to carry your bag up?”

      I made a mental note that I was going to need a porter.

      “No thanks, Zephaniah. I’ll manage,” I smiled. “I’d hate to interrupt you when you’re doing such exemplary work.” I giggled happily, grabbed my bag, and trotted up the stairs.

      Mr Kephisto had made himself comfortable in my office, sitting in a scruffy armchair next to my desk, Mr Hoo on his perch next to the old wizard. Mr Kephisto ceased scratching Mr Hoo’s chest, and stood to greet me as I entered. I gave him a hug and shouted for Florence, although given the speed at which she appeared, she had probably been hanging around. She smiled happily, pleased to see me.

      “Welcome home, Miss. Tea and cake?”

      “That would be wonderful. Thanks, Florence.”

      I threw myself into a chair as the maid disappeared, reflecting on the warm feelings inside me, surrounded by people from the past and the present who had come to mean so much to me in such a short time.

      “Have you had a successful few days?” Mr Kephisto asked, his eyes twinkling at me. “You seem unusually content.”

      “I’m so glad to be home,” I replied, stretching luxuriously, feeling the tension in my neck and shoulders ebbing away. “You know, I lived in London for twelve years, but I would never go back. Not now.”

      “London’s loss is Devon’s gain.”

      “I’d forgotten how hectic and fast-paced the world can be. How anonymous you are when you’re there. Just one face among many.” I thought of all the ghosts I had been aware of, at the Tower of London and at the site of Richmond Palace. How few there had been in my hotel, and yet how many ghostly lights I’d become conscious of while walking along the Embankment outside my hotel at night.

      “I’ve never been,” Mr Kephisto admitted.

      “You’ve never been to London?” I asked incredulous. “Not even to Celestial Street?”

      “No.”

      “Or to visit Wizard Shadowmender?”

      “No need. He always comes to me.”

      “Wow. How old are you?” He’d had a long enough life to visit at least once I thought. How old could he be? In his seventies I decided.

      “Old. Very old.” Mr Kephisto grinned at my rude question, his face mischievous. “Older than you think.” There was a story there, and I wanted to know more, but we were interrupted by Florence arriving with a tray.

      I thanked her. “Have you seen Grandmama?” I asked her. Gwyn’s absence was notable.

      Florence looked evasive. “She said something about finding a chef, Miss Alf.”

      “Oh.” I tutted. The woman was driven.

      And determined to do a better job than me. Well good luck to her.

      Florence disappeared back to the kitchen and Mr Kephisto leaned forward to grab a fruit bun. “Mmm.”

      “Where were we?” I asked.

      “Did you manage to find out anything about Luppitt?”

      “Not as much as I wanted. I did succeed in tracking down Baron von Saxe-Krumpke. Poor man. Living with all that anger and hatred for so long.” Mr Kephisto peered over his glasses with new interest. He would want to write this up of course and store it among his records. I told him everything that had passed between us.

      “He didn’t treat Luppitt fairly,” I said, “but even so his punishment was overly harsh.”

      “In those days, you displeased the monarch at your peril,” Mr Kephisto mused.

      “So it seems.” I slurped at my tea, far better than anything I’d drunk in the past few days. Florence made the best tea I’d ever tasted. I’d have to give her a job for life. “I then managed to speak to a Queen’s guard at the site of Richmond Palace. Although he was very loyal to the Queen, I have a feeling he was telling me the truth. It seems unlikely she would hold a grudge against Luppitt that carried over from life into death.”

      “Hmm,” Mr Kephisto mused. “Whom do we think does carry all that anger?”

      “I suppose it could be the Baron’s son, but I have no information on him, or what happened to him. Does your book say anything?” I remembered The Rise and Fall of the von Saxe-Krumpke Family – from Antiquity to the Modern Day.

      “I’ll have a read of the next chapter,” Mr Kephisto nodded. “I’ll let you know.”

      “When I spoke to the Baron he did say he thought all of his family had chosen to pass on, so the likelihood is, it isn’t his son behind this.”

      “Then we may be way off the mark. What if this all hinges on what happened after the Baron was arrested and Luppitt took off? If only we knew what he did next.”

      “That’s the thing. I was thinking about this on the train home,” I said, excitement building inside me. The more I thought about it, the more my gut said I was progressing along the right lines. “The Baron referred to Luppitt as the ‘Bard of Somerset’. We know that he was highly skilled—in rhyme, poetry, singing, playing music. He entertained the Baron’s children. He wrote ditties and songs that the Queen loved, even though the Baron presented them as his own.” I munched on a fruit bun in silence, allowing Mr Kephisto to consider that.

      Waving my bun in the direction of Luppitt’s room, I continued, “He had to make a living. He couldn’t turn to his family. He probably had little in the way of savings, if anything at all. He would have turned to what he knew—music and singing and acting maybe. Perhaps he joined a troop of actors or singers. He was known as the Bard of Somerset. He may have stayed in that area. Perhaps he headed north towards Gloucester or Worcester, or perhaps he came south into Devon or Cornwall.”

      “Your father found him at a crossroads near Exeter.”

      “Gallows Cross. Exactly.”

      “So you’re right, he must have been based around here for at least part of the time. It would have been the perfect lifestyle. Always on the move. He’d have kept one step ahead of whomever was looking for him, whether that was one of the Queen’s men or not.”

      We stared at each other and I knew Mr Kephisto agreed with me. Luppitt had to have supported himself doing what he loved best. “How do I find out more?” I asked. “Will any of your archives tell you.”

      “They may do,” Mr Kephisto said, thinking rapidly, “but I already know for a fact that at that time there were troops of actors and companies of musicians of the kind of which you speak. They did the rounds, often staying at inns such as this…”

      “I wonder if they stayed here? The inn would have been new back then.”

      “There might be traces, I imagine…?”

      “Traces?” I frowned. “Like ghost lights?”

      Mr Kephisto nodded. I racked my memory trying to think of all the ghosts who inhabited the inn, many of whom I knew by sight, although a few were a little more secretive, or their ghost lights shone a little duller and they weren’t easy to locate. Not for me, operating purely on instinct most of the time anyhow.

      But I knew a woman who would be able to track them down easily, didn’t I?
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      Perdita glanced up briefly as I entered The Nook. She was sifting through a pile of charts on her desk, marking one or two with felt tip pen. The electro-endoquaero was working overtime, beeping and blipping, and the printer was spewing out reams of paper.

      Chi who had made herself a bed on top of a huge pile of waste paper, looked up and yawned at me. I was obviously disturbing her rest. I stroked her head.

      “How’s it going?” I asked Perdita who had turned her attention back to her charts.

      “Grand. Grand. There is some absolutely fascinating data here, Alf. I’ve managed to put together various information sheets for you, covering every single ghost you have on the property. In the end I think I’ve found 63, possibly 64 spirits. Around a dozen of these leave very faint traces, and another seven have wide trails that cover far reaching distances, so they’re actually only here for part of the time.”

      “Trails? What do you mean?”

      “As I’ve told you before. The electro-endoquaero picks up the spirit’s movement and can map where they go and when. I’m particularly interested in patterns. So what I’m seeing from the data I’ve gathered over the past few weeks is that you have a number of house ghosts—or inn ghosts if you prefer—who have free rein of the house and gardens. One or two stay in one room or another. Others live purely in the grounds or the wood. And I have managed to trace seven who leave the inn and go into the village or even beyond.”

      That piqued my interest. “What a coincidence.”

      “How so?” Perdita hardly looked up from her paperwork.

      “It’s Luppitt,” I said. “I have a theory.”

      “Oh I love theories.” Perdita favoured me with another quick glance and this time I saw a spark of interest in her eyes.

      “That’s good.” I drew up a chair. “I’m hoping you can help me. I want to find out if any of our ghosts were ever a musician, a poet, or singer, or an actor, way back at the end of the sixteenth century. My theory is they might have known or worked with Luppitt.”

      “Do you think this could be the one trying to harm him?” Perdita asked, excitement lifting her voice to a higher pitch than normal.

      “I really don’t know,” I said. “But even if it isn’t them, they might know more about what happened to him.”

      Perdita nodded and searched among her data sheets until she had extracted half a dozen or so. She scanned them and discarded five quite quickly, leaving herself with two. She laid them on the table in front of us. Each sheet was awash with green numbers, most of them pale, but some of them emboldened.

      Pointing—with an impressively manicured fuchsia-pink nail—Perdita traced a line for me. At first, I couldn’t see what she was showing me, but when she instructed me to squint, I could pick out the faintest of trails among the numbers. The numbers seemed to represent the topography of the landscape, and while meaningless to me, they obviously meant something to Perdita.

      “Now these two are unusual,” Perdita offered. “These are the most wide-ranging trails I’ve found at the inn. This one,” she pointed to the data sheet on the left, “spends a lot of time in the woods, and in the grounds, but occasionally goes off, and I lose trace of him.”

      “Down to the village?” I asked.

      “No. Much further afield that that. Off my charts. Out of the county. Perhaps much further afield.” She pointed to the sheet on the right. “This one travels a lot too, but mainly around south and east Devon, south Somerset and Dorset. Occasionally over the bridge and into Cornwall.”

      “Are either of them old enough to be the ghost I’m looking for?”

      “It’s impossible to tell just using my equipment. That’s where the ghost whispering comes in handy.” Perdita smiled with glee. I knew she was hoping I’d invite her along to talk to the ghosts.

      “I see.” That was a shame, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. “Do you think these would be worth talking to?”

      “If you can track them down, yes.”

      “Any idea where they are?” I peered over her shoulder at the electro-endoquaero hoping it would offer some illumination.

      “As luck would have it, not too far away.” Perdita pulled the machine towards herself and tapped a few buttons, illuminating one dot. “This first one is very close by…this is the inn, and the boundary is here…do you see?” she indicated the lined on the screen.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      “So the first one is in the garden.”

      “Great. And the second one?”

      “Slightly trickier.” She entered a few details on her keyboard, hit enter and waited. “Oh not too bad. This one is on the move and following a trail I’ve noticed him take before. Last night he was…” She examined the sheet with all the green numbers. “…In a place called Abbotts Cromleigh? Yes. And tonight, he will be… here.”

      I examined the map. The numbers ended abruptly. “That’s the sea,” Perdita said helpfully. “Tonight, he’ll be in Durscombe. Do you know it?”

      “It’s a seaside town, not too far away. We used to go there when I was a kid.”

      Perdita nodded happily as though she had solved everything.

      “Let’s go and find the ghost in the garden, shall we?” I suggested, and Perdita, happy to be included, grinned as though I had made her year.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Arthur Grubbe, a skinny and miserable looking specimen of a spirit if ever I saw one, perched in a tree and stared down at me suspiciously. “What do you want?” he barked. Chi, at Perdita’s feet, barked right back, as if to say ‘mind your manners’.

      “I just want to ask a few questions,” I said mildly, and Perdita, beside me nodded in encouragement.

      “Maybe I don’t want to answer them.” He spat at the ground and drew his dry lips back. I noticed he was missing most of his front teeth, and the ones that were in place were black with decay. He cut an odd figure; his clothes badly soiled, his hair long and greasy. I’d have put him into his sixties by his appearance and sallow, wrinkled skin, but the depth of colour to his hair suggested he was younger than that.

      So far he had given me his name and that was about all.

      “I can assure you you’re not in any trouble,” I called up, and his eyes narrowed.

      “Tha’s what they always says,” he drawled.

      “I mean it. Look, I won’t take up much of your time and then you can come into the inn if you want.” I indicated the building behind us.

      He flicked a glance at the inn and then back down at me. “I’s not allowed near there. The gentleman said.”

      I wondered which gentleman he was referring to. It could have been anyone who’d run the inn over the last four or five hundred years.

      “There’s no gentleman at the inn anymore. Not alive at any rate. And no dead gentlemen that would wish you harm. It’s my inn now. And if I say you can come in then that’s the end of it,” I spoke firmly, and held my hand out to him as though he could take it and I would help him down from the tree.

      But at last, he did jump down of his own accord.

      He was a small man, maybe about five foot four. He examined both Perdita and myself close up, and then nodded as though he was satisfied we wouldn’t hurt him.

      “So what can I do for yous ladies?” he asked and took off his hat.

      “Do you know Luppitt Smeatharpe?” I decided I might as well come straight out with it.

      “I knows he’s here. Everyone knows that.”

      The world’s worst kept secret, I thought. Not surprising given the hullabaloo Luppitt was fond of making.

      “Did you know him in life?” I continued.

      “Not in so many words.” Arthur ducked his head and I noticed he had a nervous twitch.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, I got around a bit, and he got around a bit.”

      I was none the wiser.

      “But not together?” suggested Perdita.

      “Precisely.” Arthur grinned at Perdita, a swagger in his voice now, while I struggled to hide my repulsion at the black cavern of his mouth. “Tha’s precisely it, my lovely.”

      “And when you were ‘getting around’, what exactly were you doing?” I asked, and Arthur ducked his head once more, shifty in the extreme.

      “Bit o’this, bit o’that. You know.”

      “Poaching?” Perdita guessed.

      “A man’s gotta eat.”

      “That was a hanging offence,” I said, not meaning to judge, but thinking of the poor wretches I had come across in the Tower over the previous few days.

      “Only if you got yourself caught,” Arthur glared at me. I could see he was suspicious of my motives once more.

      “I’m glad you never did.” I hurriedly tried to smooth things over. Arthur sniffed. “And what about Luppitt?” I asked, “presumably he wasn’t a poacher? Was he?”

      “Naaaaaaaaaaah!” Arthur laughed for an age, low and raspy, cackling like a drain until he finished up wheezing. “He belonged to this band of wandering minstrels and players. They used to perform all over. I’d see them in a few places from time to time, especially market towns and the like. I tended to stay in the woods, out of the way of folk, where I wouldn’t be seen, like. But these minstrels, they needed to be where they could be seen and heard, so they could make money. They were right in the thick of it. Always.” Arthur twisted his hat in his hands. “I never really had much to do with them except one winter, a bad winter—my last one—when I was really down on my luck, and this one player—he had a lute he did—he bought me a pie and a draught of ale.”

      “That was kind,” I said.

      “It was. He was the leader of them I think.”

      “Can you remember his name?” I asked.

      Arthur shook his head, his eyes cunning. “Nah. But as a group, they was known as the Devonshire Fellows. A playing company we called ‘em.”

      “Did this playing company ever play here at the inn?” I asked and Arthur shook his head.

      “They may have done, but I never saw them. This place wasn’t well established back then. The village here was just a few houses, but the forest? That was magnificent. It stretched on and on. Plenty of game. One of my favourites.”

      “Thanks for the information,” I said.

      “You’re welcome, ladies,” he replied and leered a little at Perdita. Chi growled at him.

      “Remember, Arthur, you’re welcome at the inn any time.”

      “That’s kind of you, Miss,” Arthur said, placing his hat firmly on his head, “but I lived my life outdoors and I died outdoors, so I guess this is where I’ll stay.”

      I smiled. It seemed reasonable. “Well say hello the next time you’re passing,” I replied and led Perdita back to the inn.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to get to Durscombe then,” I said doubtfully.

      “It doesn’t appear to be far away.” Perdita peered down at her number map.

      “It’s not. As the crow flies. But there is no public transport that will get us there. We’ll have to hire a taxi.”

      “Let’s drive,” Perdita said.

      “I don’t have a car.”

      “There’s a van parked at the side of the inn,” Perdita pointed out.

      “Oh that.”

      “It looks as though it’s in decent enough condition.”

      “It goes,” I said. “Or it did, a few weeks ago.”

      “There we are then.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have a license. Not a full one.”

      Perdita reached for her handbag and pulled out her purse. Riffling though it she found a small credit card sized photo ID. “Well I do.”

      I perked up. “That’s great. You’re happy to drive it?”

      “Oh I’m not going to drive it.” She pursed her lips prissily, as though she wouldn’t be seen dead in charge of such a scruffy vehicle. “The law says that a provisional licence holder can drive as long as a full licence holder is in the car with them.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You want me to drive? I can’t. I haven’t been on the road for years.”

      “You said you moved it a few weeks ago.”

      “Around the corner!”

      “Good enough.” Perdita smiled. “Chi and I will grab our jackets.”
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        * * *

      

      Talk about a baptism by fire.

      My heart was in my mouth. Starting the van and getting it into second gear was the hardest thing. Oh, and remembering to put it back into first when I slowed to a stop at the bottom of the drive to check for traffic.

      Fortunately for me, the lanes were quiet, which gave me a little time to gain in confidence and think, ‘yes I can do this’. Until I met a car coming the other way and went into instant panic mode. The lanes were narrow and the passing places were few. I found myself in the hedge a few times. Perdita with Chi burrowed into her chest, hid her eyes.

      “You know you could drive instead of me,” I yelped, but Perdita merely waved me forwards and held onto the little dog for dear life, cringing every time I ran a little too close to something sharp, pointy or hard at the side of the lane.

      “Oh well,” I said, after one particularly scratchy encounter with some overgrown bramble. “Not my van, not my problem.”

      In some ways, I’d struck upon the perfect revenge. As the roads widened and we pootled along at 28 mph in a 40 zone, heading for the coastal road, I laughed with delight, struck by the humour of the situation. I’d probably end up destroying Jed’s van during this outing and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.

      Well, wherever he was, he didn’t need it anymore, did he?

      It was easier once we made it onto a decent road. Perdita sat quietly alongside me, humming to Chi and sporadically watching things that nobody else could see. On one or two occasions she drew her breath in sharply when I steered too close to the kerb or wandered over the central white line—when the road was wide enough to have one of those—but mostly she kept her thoughts to herself. Chi yelped too, when I hit a kerb at one stage, but my performance improved along the route, and I began to remember the rhythm of driving, the way the engine purred, recalling when to change up and when to change down. After fifteen minutes or so of constant slowing and speeding up, I even began to get the hang of shifting the gears, and the vehicle didn’t judder and jump so much.

      We arrived into Durscombe just after six. A few people walked along the prom, watching the light on the cliffs as the sun began to set. The sea was tranquil, encroaching on the pebbled land calmly with a gentle shushing sound. The peaceful scene set the tone for the entire town. Durscombe appeared sleepy. A place where nothing bad could ever happen.

      The car parks in town were largely empty, which meant I wouldn’t have an issue trying to insert the van between two other cars in a narrow parking space. I pulled up and as Perdita, Chi and I exited, I admired the job I’d done. Not too bad at all.

      With relief, I hauled myself out if the van and held onto the door, taking deep breaths of sea air as Perdita consulted her map, and my knees stopped shaking. “Not far at all,” she said and led me down a narrow alley, where a thatched building was tucked away behind the car park. It had a pretty beer garden that opened out at the front, overlooking the prom and the beach beyond.

      “The Blue Bell Inn,” I read the pub sign swinging above the entrance, “purveyor of fine ales, spirits and good food since 1492. That’s a good age. It must have been a fisherman’s pub I suppose.”

      “Plenty of activity in here,” Perdita said as I followed her in to the dark interior, and I knew she meant of the ghost kind. The blackened wood and low ceilings, combined with the whitewashed walls, reminded me of Whittle Inn. Brasses had been nailed to the wooden beams, and pewter tankards hung at the bar. That was the look I intended to emulate. Traditional. Cosy. Very ‘ye-olde-worlde’ charm.

      “Good evening ladies,” boomed a rotund gentleman at the bar. “What can I get for you?”

      I glanced at Perdita. “I’ll get these. What would you like?” She opted for a Blood on the Streets and I grimaced inwardly as the bartender created the monstrosity from whisky, dry orange Curacao, soda water and grenadine on crushed ice. As tempted as I was to request a double brandy to calm my nerves after my first drive out in years, I figured I’d play it safe and ordered a fruit juice instead.

      After I’d paid, I picked the drinks up and went in search of Perdita. The Blue Bell was a warren of rooms, some large like the front bar and some smaller, reminding me of The Nook and The Snug in my own inn. I found her in the largest backroom, where a fire burned in the grate despite the clement weather. One other couple were ensconced at a table here, the woman studying her phone, the man reading a newspaper. They ignored us as we slipped onto a wooden bench against the back wall, Chi slinking between Perdita’s feet and settling there.

      “Look,” she said, but I’d already spotted the ghost lights she indicated. There were five of them, all roughly the same size, but slightly different colours. I set Perdita’s drink down and then with a nod from her, quickly acknowledged the lights, and called the spirits to me.

      Bingo!

      The spirits that appeared in front of us wore clothes reminiscent of Luppitt’s garb, with the enormous ruffled collar, and the material of the jackets slashed to show the garment underneath, skin tight trousers and wooden soled ankle boots. Two of the musicians played fiddles, one a lute and one a recorder. The other played a variety of percussive devices which appeared to be home made.

      As they became less translucent I found I could hear the music, light and happy, with a beat you could tap your foot along to. The musicians had set up in the corner of the room to play to the gathered clientele, but of course the modern-day audience didn’t know they were there and couldn’t hear them.

      As they came to the end of their current piece, Perdita and I applauded. The couple at the other table glanced across at us, slightly bewildered by our sudden activity. I smiled at them but otherwise paid them no mind.

      The musicians looked our way and bowed, so I beckoned them over. Only one came, the others started up another cheerful tune without him. This man, the lute player, appeared to be slightly older than the others, silvery at the hairline, and slightly crinkled around the eyes and jowls. He was a cheerful fellow with a ready smile.

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said. “I’m Alfhild Daemonne and this is Perdita Pugh. We’d like a word with you, if that’s alright.”

      The man indicated the band behind him, “We only get paid while we’re playing,” he explained.

      “I promise, I won’t take up too much of your time.”

      He nodded and took a seat. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted the other couple glancing over at me and watching me as I spoke to apparently thin air.

      “I’m Robert Wait, a member of the Devonshire Fellows. Players, musicians, poets and singers. At your service, dear ladies. Now, how may I be of assistance?”

      “Does the name Luppitt Smeatharpe mean anything to you?” I asked, fully prepared to hear him say no. Until now, all the roads I had travelled had led me precisely nowhere. I couldn’t quite believe my ears when his eyebrows shot up and he gaped at me in surprise.

      “Dear Luppitt? Why yes! Yes! You know of his whereabouts?”

      “I do,” I said, slightly cagey, aware as always that I needed to protect Luppitt for his own good.

      Robert stood and waved at the other musicians and they observed him with confusion. Gradually, one by one, they all stopped playing until only the recorder player, with his eyes closed and oblivious of anything going on around him, played on, the notes carrying sweetly in the evening air.

      “Fellows!” Robert called, “this lady claims to know Luppitt and his location. What think ye?” The fiddle player slapped the recorder player on the arm and the musicians exchanged glances.

      The fraction of a moment’s silence was shattered by the fiddler’s jubilant shriek. “Haha!” he yelled across the room at us. “At last!”

      The percussionist, a small balding man, dropped his instruments with a loud clatter and bounded over to our table. His upturned face shone with joy and he clasped his hands together in excitement. “We’ve found him! We’ve found him! You have no idea. We searched long and hard all these years, knowing he was out there somewhere. Can you take us to him? Please? Will you?”
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      If the journey into Durscombe had been fraught, it paled in comparison to the journey home. Following introductions—Robert’s brother William was the long-haired fiddle player, Napier Harrow the percussionist, John Bond the second fiddle, and Stephen Arcott playing the recorder among other wind instruments—I led everyone to the van. Perdita sat in the front alongside me, this time hanging onto the door with Chi curled in her lap, and the wandering spirit minstrels took their places among Jed’s tools in the back. Motorised locomotion was a novelty to them, as it was in some regards for me, and I’m pretty sure if they hadn’t already been translucent, the minstrels would have been as pale as ghosts.

      The lanes were bendy, winding around the steep hills, coiling and uncoiling like a snake. I tried to drive smoothly but it had grown dark while we’d been in The Blue Bell Inn and every oncoming vehicle blinded me into a full stop. Cue plenty of stalling and grinding through the gears. I drove with a churning stomach, cursing the fruit juice inside me, and vowing never to sit in a driver’s seat again in my life.

      The thirteen miles took forty minutes, but finally, and with a huge amount of relief from all parties, the van rolled onto the gravel drive and I parked up alongside the inn. I twisted the ignition off with force, but resisted the urge to throw the van’s keys deep into the undergrowth, never to be found again.

      We piled out, all of us looking a little green around the gills, my limbs trembling. But this was my inn and I was in charge and I needed to appear confident. I rolled my shoulders back and forced myself to look calm.

      Ushering everyone inside, I switched on a few lights in the bar. The plastering had been completed but while it went through the process of setting, this meant the room felt cold. I couldn’t light a fire in here while the paint was drying so needed somewhere else to take the musicians. Perdita and Chi rushed away in the direction of The Nook or the kitchen, and I decided the rest of us would go up to my rooms.

      As if by magic Florence appeared and deftly lit the fire in my room. “Would you like anything else?” she asked.

      “Brandy,” I said, still in recovery from the journey. “Make it a large one, please.”

      The musicians huddled together as a group, until I bid them make themselves comfortable. “Welcome to Whittle Inn,” I told them. “You’re very welcome here, any time. Have you been here before?”

      The musicians conferred between themselves and Robert, who appeared to be the natural leader shook his head. “No, my lady. We knew of it, and I think we would have played here eventually had we been welcome, and had events not transpired the way they eventually did.”

      Napier, the small balding percussionist shook his head sadly. “The loss of Luppitt was a terrible blow to the Devonshire Fellows. He was our star, our main attraction.”

      “And our brother,” William the long-haired fiddle player added, and everyone nodded in agreement.

      “He’s here?” Robert asked.

      “Yes.”

      Florence appeared with my brandy and I knocked it back, grimacing as it burned its way down my throat. “Would you mind bringing the bottle?” I asked her, and she raised her eyebrows but disappeared again.

      “He is here,” I continued, “but he’s suffering severe trauma. Someone, somewhere has it in for him, and…”

      “They keep killing him,” Robert finished for me.

      I did a double take. “How do you know that?”

      “We are a travelling band, a fraternity of musicians. We vowed to stay together even after death. One by one we left life behind but we all met up to play again, as the Devonshire Fellows, brothers for all eternity.”

      “We witnessed his death, over and over, until one day he didn’t return,” Napier filled in, his voice full of horror.

      “Wait,” I instructed, my mind a maelstrom of emotions. Here we were at last, so close to the truth. “I need Luppitt to hear this whole story. I’ll have to entice him out of his hiding place. He’s been deeply distressed, and he trusts no-one. His memory has been affected as well—by the events either in his lifetime or after it.”

      The musicians looked solemn. “All I know is that he’s a heartbroken ghost in need of some love. You can help him,” I told them. “Let me go and get him.” I stood to leave, but as I opened the door, I swivelled back to them. “Please, will you play? Play loudly and merrily as you were doing when Perdita and I found you in the Blue Bell Inn, and I will see if I can coax him out of his safe place.”

      Robert nodded, and the fellows set up their instruments. I walked down the corridor listening to the fiddle sawing through a few scales as William tuned it, and then the inn bounced with a new energy as the group launched into a spirited Elizabethan dance, Napier’s drum keeping them in time.

      As I opened the bedroom door where Luppitt remained in hiding, I glimpsed numerous spirits appearing around me, oozing out of the walls, and slipping through the other bedroom doors on this floor, all heading for my suite of rooms, intent on a free concert. Zephaniah, sprawled on the bed in Luppitt’s room, evidently on guard duty, jumped up as I entered.

      I eased the wardrobe door open and gazed inside. Luppitt peered up at me from his scrunched-up crouched position, as always, his eyes full of tears. But this time he cocked his head, like a sweet puppy, when he heard the music for the first time.

      “I have a surprise for you, Luppitt,” I said, keeping my voice low and gentle. “Won’t you come and see?”

      “Is it safe?” he whispered.

      “I can’t lie,” I replied. “I can’t say for sure that you’ll be entirely safe. I certainly hope so. But believe me, we’re all here with you.” I held out my hand, wishing I could physically take his, and watched him as he uncurled himself and slowly exited the wardrobe. He stood beside Zephaniah, a foot shorter than the tall Great War ghost, both of them listening to the music with rapt attention.

      “Come on,” I said. “Follow me.” We joined the queue of spirits waiting to get into my rooms at the end of the corridor, then pushed through them—easier for me than Luppitt and Zephaniah.

      I watched Luppitt as he made it into the room and caught site of the musicians. Watching him was a joy. The cloak that had been covering his face was lifted, his eyes transformed from dark and scared to bright and shining. A great weight lifted from his shoulders and he opened his mouth and raised his hands as though to embrace his brothers from a distance. He fell to his knees, tears coursing down his cheeks once more. This time though, I could see they were tears of genuine joy and happiness. The music was interrupted, and then I lost sight of Luppitt as he was mobbed by the Devonshire Fellows.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me all,” I said a little later when calm had been restored, and tears dried. The brandy lent me a warm buzz, a feeling of contentment, and I wanted to hear the whole of Luppitt’s story.

      Luppitt thought hard, rubbing the side of his head as I’d often seen him do, but this time, he could begin to recall his story, and he told it, faltering every now and again, and looking to his brothers for support.

      “I was called to the Court. I gave the performance of my life and it was magnificent, but the Queen was furious,” Luppitt began. “It had all been a terrible mistake. An error of judgement on the Baron’s part to fool her into thinking he wrote the songs and poems. He’d demanded the poems of me, and the songs, and the witty verse, and I had obliged him. How could I not? He was my master.” Luppitt shook his head.

      “I could not deny him. I was afraid to. And then when we had done it the first time, and the Queen demanded more, how could we refuse her without giving away the deception?”

      “An impossible situation.” William Wait nodded.

      “We’d surely all have acted in the same way,” Napier said.

      “The Baron was arrested, dragged away. I watched from a hiding place in his rooms. Her men did not find me. I heard rumours that the Queen was sending men after me, but I didn’t know whether that was true or not. All I knew was that I had to get away. I borrowed a horse from the Baron’s stable, which in itself was risky, for I might have been hung as a horse thief as much as a swindler, but I rode hard, and I made it to the Saxe-Krumpke seat in Somerset and left the exhausted horse in the stable there in the dead of night.”

      “Stealthy,” approved Robert, and the other Fellows nodded their agreement.

      “Honest,” whispered Napier, his face shining proudly, like a father to his son.

      “I considered going back to my own family, but I’d had nothing to do with them in nearly ten years and besides, if I was the person hunting me, that’s exactly where I would have looked first.”

      “Clever thinking, that,” interjected Robert again, and this time even I joined in with the nodding. It was infectious.

      “I kept walking. I journeyed past my old house while my father and sisters slept inside, and then I kept on going until I crossed into Devon, and I walked some more. All I had with me were the clothes on my back, a small bundle of belongings, and my beloved lute.”

      Napier scuttled backwards to where the Fellows had deposited their possessions when they first entered the room. He carefully extracted one of the instruments and brought it forward holding it up, offering it in reverence, to Luppitt.

      Luppitt reached over and gently took the instrument, light coloured wood shining in the firelight. “Can it be?” he breathed.

      “It is,” Napier returned. “We’ve carried it with us through all of time.”

      Luppitt strummed the strings, and in that one reverberating note, I heard the beauty of sound that only a true magickal and musical genius can conjure. He picked a few more notes and then a chord, then placed it lovingly in his lap.

      “Then I met these wonderful musicians and we began to travel around. It was difficult at first.”

      Robert carried on, explaining to me, “You have to remember that these were the years of plague, and many people were suspicious of travellers and strangers, so we tended to stay for a while with a community, and ingratiate ourselves with the locals, play at taverns and inns for a week or more at a time, and then move to the next one. We mainly stayed put in Devon, occasionally venturing across into one of the neighbouring counties if we were asked to.”

      “I was always worried my past was going to catch up with me,” Luppitt said.

      “And then one dreadful day, it did,” Napier mourned.

      “We were attacked outside Exeter,” William said in indignation.

      “Only two men, but they were well-armed,” Robert added. “We tried to fight them off, but before we could do so, they struck a fatal blow to the side of Luppitt’s head with a huge hammer. We tried to save him, but he died in my arms.”

      “We had made our vows though,” William said. “We knew we would be reunited in death.”

      “And we were,” Luppitt carried on. “As the years passed, they met up with me as we travelled the circuit around Devon as we always had, playing where we always did.”

      “But countless number of times, every time we reached the outskirts of Exeter, we would be set upon by a pair of scoundrels, and we’d have to watch Luppitt die all over again.” Napier’s face had filled with woe.

      “So we altered where we’d go and when,” Robert carried on, “but it made no difference. They started to find us wherever we were, although the means by which they killed Luppitt varied.”

      “Drowning, hanging, burning, crushing, beating, shooting, you name it…” Napier grimaced.

      “They must have been ghosts too?” I asked, and Luppitt nodded.

      “Yes. The first time, when they killed me, they were mortal themselves. I believe good Robert here drew the blood of one of them.”

      Robert nodded, his face fierce. “I’d do it again if I could.”

      “But after that, there was a gap of a few years before they came after me again.”

      “They hadn’t passed completely over, perhaps because you hadn’t,” I suggested.

      “I couldn’t,” Luppitt said and softly strummed the lute in his lap.

      “Because of your vows.” I understood. “And they’ve been trying to kill you over and over ever since. We have to call them off. I wonder who could have sent these men?”

      “Oh we know who sent them alright,” Robert said, and I could hear the anger in his voice.

      “Who?”

      “Baron Cecil von Saxe-Krumpke.”

      “The Baron’s son?” It couldn’t be so.

      “The same.”

      “How do you know that?” As much as I loved these guys, I was unwilling to jump to conclusions if the evidence was unsubstantiated.

      “Because as they struck the fatal blow against Luppitt, when he was already lying on the ground unable to defend himself, they told him they were doing it in his name.” Robert said. I looked around at the rest of the Devonshire Fellows and they all nodded, faces grim. “Baron Cecil von Saxe-Krumpke sends his regards and hopes you rot in hell for what you did to his noble father, are the exact words the rogue used.”

      That appeared pretty conclusive to me.

      “So now that we know,” said Luppitt, his face shining with hope. “We can call them off, can’t we? Maybe talk to the Baron’s son? You can do that, my lady?”

      “No, I can’t,” I said, the realisation punching me in the stomach where brandy was fighting the fruit juice I’d drunk earlier. “I can’t … because according to his father, Baron Richard, Baron Cecil passed completely over when he died. I can’t reach him in the beyond.”

      “But if the hoodlums he hired received orders and have been carrying them out ever since…” Robert said.

      “Then they’re stuck in a loop and will continue to do it forever,” I finished.

      Luppitt wasn’t safe yet.
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      The Devonshire Fellows, complete with Luppitt played long into the night to the delight of all the ghosts in the inn, including Gwyn, who tapped her feet and jigged along with the rest of us.

      When I finally turfed everyone out of my rooms, insomnia kept me company for the rest of the night. When dawn broke over the horizon, bright and fiery and promising another fine and mild day for the time of year, I dragged myself out of bed to find breakfast.

      “Morning, Miss,” Florence said when I joined her in the kitchen. “You look a little peaky.”

      “Probably the brandy,” I muttered, my voice deeper than it normally was. I thought I saw Florence hide a smile.

      I forced myself to eat some toast and drank two mugs full of coffee, before meandering out into the bar area. Perdita and Chi were gathering their belongings together by the front door.

      I frowned in confusion, concerned it had been my driving that was sending Perdita running for cover, but I needn’t have worried. She beamed her big smile at me and led me into The Nook.

      “I’ve completed all my research and collated it all here for you in these folders.” Perdita ran a bright red nail across four files, each in a different primary colour. “Everything you need is in here somewhere, and I’ve taken the liberty to index everything.” She flipped one folder to show me. “As I explained yesterday, there’s data for every one of the ghosts – including their trails, and anything else we know about them. Some you know a great deal about – such as your father for example, or Florence or your great grandmother, and others you know nothing of. It’s entirely up to you what you do with the data. Add to it. Use it. Track the ghosts down and ask them to leave. Whatever.” She closed the folder and placed it neatly on the desk.

      “I’ve also taken the liberty of summarising some interesting information that may be of use to you. My research can’t really uncover the age of the ghost, as I’ve said. That involves actually challenging them.”

      “That’s the ghost whispering bit.”

      “Indeed. If you want to know who they are, where they’ve come from and why they’re at the inn, then you’ll need to have a chat.”

      “Okay.”

      “As we’ve seen, some of the trails are wide ranging, Arthur Grubbe’s is a case in point, and your father’s is another example. Other ghosts tend remain in a single room, like Luppitt in the bedroom, or a few in the attic.”

      “Right.”

      “Most of the ghosts inhabit the house or gardens. A few in the woods, and one, sometimes two in an outbuilding.” Perdita selected the yellow folder. “See this?” Perdita ran her finger down one page, and I could see how the numbers grouped together—forming circles in the shape of trees. She flipped the page and I vaguely recognised a trail across the grounds towards a large shed in the back garden, where the ride on lawnmower was kept, with an adjoining wood and coal store.

      “There are a couple of ghosts who come and go in that area, and one who is there often. Interesting because he wasn’t there when I first began to take readings, see…” She showed me the earliest versions of the data. “There was no ghost habitually in situ at that time. And…” She followed a line of numbers in orange, frowning. “This is a complete disparity in the reading. At some stage there was a visitor to the inn, who went out to this area. It’s not you, because you’re tracked in red, and it’s not me, because I’m tracked in purple.”

      “Oh,” I said thoughtfully, but not particularly worried because I often received deliveries. It might have been someone dropping off wood direct to the store, but it would be worth having a look at later, in case it was anything to do with Luppitt’s situation. “I’ll check that out,” I said. “Thanks. You’ve done a huge amount of work.”

      “Oh it’s been my absolute pleasure. If you ever need any help chatting with your ghosts, or you want some extra assistance moving them on, do let me know.”

      “I will,” I said and walked Perdita and Chi out to the front of the inn where a large taxi was waiting for her. I helped gather all her things, including the precious electro-endoquaero, and the taxi driver, with a valiant effort, stowed everything away safely, while I hugged first Perdita and then Chi.

      I waved as the taxi ambled gently down the drive, but once it had disappeared from view, I sighed with relief.

      Perdita had gone, and I could let go of the ridiculous pressure I’d put myself under.

      I didn’t intend to move any of my ghosts on. I had made my decision; the ghosts of wonky inn were here to stay.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later I took a picnic lunch and headed into Speckled Wood for a walk, intending to stroll the whole length of my land to the boundary with the forest beyond and then return. I needed some thinking time, but more than that I needed to clear my foggy head. I hoped Florence would hide the brandy bottle for the foreseeable future.

      The air did me the world of good. I took long strides, climbed up banks in double time, and jumped across ditches and roots, trying to raise my heartbeat and stretch at the same time, enjoying the opportunity to exercise in the fresh air. The season was on the turn, and the first golden and red leaves were dropping silently to the ground, but even so, it felt as though there was hardly a hint of breeze, the air was still warm, and winter seemed a long way away.

      Arriving at the clearing in the middle of the wood, I made myself comfortable on one of the benches there and pulled out one of Florence’s freshly made pasties. Wrapped in foil, it still had some warmth, and I tucked in with gusto, the juices dribbling down my chin in my haste to cram it in. I washed it down with a bottle of water, saving just enough to clean my fingers, then surveyed the slice of Victoria sponge she had packed and decided to let that one wait until the return journey.

      I wondered how Gwyn was getting on with finding me a chef. Apart from the previous evening, she had been conspicuous by her absence of late, which I found suspicious. It probably meant she was up to no good. Meanwhile Florence was doing a grand job. The housemaid was actually a talented baker. She would miss the kitchen if she was replaced. Maybe she could help out from time to time. The chef would need a day off here and there, presumably.

      It was becoming essential to hire other members of staff. Just a few weeks ago I had assumed they would all need to be human, but over the past few days I had realised that I had practically everyone I required on site already. Zephaniah, Ned and Florence. Grandmama and my father—when he was around—would pull their weight too. I had no doubt that I could ask almost any of the ghosts for assistance and they would oblige. The Wonky Inn Ghostly Clean-up Crew had worked a treat after all.

      Knowing that I fully intended to keep the ghosts in situ finally cemented my ideas for the inn. I had always wanted to differentiate Whittle Inn from The Hay Loft, the other inn in Whittlecombe, and now I knew exactly how. An inn full of ghosts wouldn’t appeal to everyone, but there wasn’t a witch alive (or dead) who could care less about spirits in the walls, inhabiting the bathrooms or hiding out in the attic.

      But not just my own kind. No. Far better than that.

      Whittle Inn would become the destination of choice for all manner of supernatural creatures, mortal, immortal, magickal, folkloric and Fae, along with all their friends and sympathisers.

      It would be weird, it would be wonderful, and I would have a blast.
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        * * *

      

      With my mind made up, and my imagination running riot as I considered exactly how to go about theming the bedrooms and dressing the inn, I turned for home, but stopped in my tracks when I spotted Mr Hoo soaring under the canopy of leaves and heading directly for me.

      “Hoo. Hoo. Hoo-oooo.” He seemed frantic, alighting on to a nearby branch and flapping his wings. His head wobbling side to side in owl-y discontent.

      “What’s up?” I asked as my mobile began to ring.

      “Wait a second, Mr Hoo. Let me get this.”

      I fished my mobile from my back pocket. Mr Kephisto’s name appeared on the screen. I could hear Caius in the background, cawing in agitation.

      “Mr Kephisto? What’s up?” My heart sped up, and the headache I thought had abated, thumped once more in my temples.

      “Alf, thank goodness. I’ve been trying you for the past hour.”

      “I’m in the wood. I probably don’t have much of a signal.”

      “Okay, then I’ll make this quick.” His voice started to break up and I caught the tail end of the sentence. “…Dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? What is? Hello?” I called into the handset, frantically twisting about to find the signal, while Mr Hoo hooted noisily next to me. I held my hand out to calm him. “Can you repeat what you said? I missed it.”

      Mr Kephisto’s voice faded in and out. “You need to get back to the inn, Alf. Your great grandmother has sent word to Wizard Shadowmender, and he to me. There’s a priest heading your way. He might have arrived already.”

      “A priest?” I asked. “I don’t understand.” I had no need of a priest. I had no grudge against other religions, but I practised my own spiritualism. Mr Kephisto quickly put me straight.

      “He’s there to exorcise the inn, Alf. You need to run!”
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      “Sweet belladonna,” I muttered, stuffing my phone into my pocket and trotting along the path. “An exorcism? Who? Who would a priest want to exorcise?” I shook my head, the full horror sinking in. What if he wanted to exorcise all the ghosts in the inn?

      Every single one of them. The Devonshire Fellows. Florence. Zephaniah. Gwyn. My father…

      “No!”

      The urgency hit me in the chest like a sledgehammer. I sped up, pelting down the trail, and now the afternoon didn’t seem so benign after all. Hidden dangers lurked in the shadowy undergrowth, branches reached out and snagged my hair, or whipped against my face. I yanked myself free time and time again, my breathing laboured, my lungs straining for oxygen.

      “How is this possible?” I panted, addressing nobody in particular. “And who sent this?” Who could have alerted the priest to the ghosts at the inn and why would they do that? What went on at the inn was nobody’s business but mine. More to the point so few people knew about the ghosts…

      It could only be someone with a grudge against me or the inn.

      Jed.

      Always my first thought. I knew him as a traitor. The one who had hurt me so badly. Anger flared inside me as I ran. I should have finished him off when I had the chance.

      Why hadn’t I?

      Because I was weak and in love. Well more fool me.

      I thundered down the trail between the trees, my knees pumping, my heart beating hard, reaching the clearing and haring through it, glad that the weather had been so dry—meaning the ground was firm instead of slippery underfoot and the going was fast. I wheezed hard, but I didn’t let up.

      At last the inn came into sight through the trees. I ran across the back garden, taking in the shed and wood store. I could see a light in there, even on a lovely day like today. That seemed odd, but I had no time to check. I kept running until I slammed against the back door and threw it open, and collapsed into the inn.

      I stood in the doorway, my hands on my knees, doubled over and trying to catch my breath. A strange keening noise reverberated around the inn. It unnerved me. Looking up I noticed Florence, her hands clasped over her ears, cowering beside the oven.

      “Florence?” I called to her. “Are you alright?”

      “Make it stop, oh make it stop, Miss! I don’t want to go!”

      As I watched, she seemed to become more translucent, a wisp of her usual self, the smoke from her clothes curling upwards, the smell of scorched fabric less obvious than normal.

      “Hold on, Florence, hold on,” I begged, and took to my heels again, racing through the kitchen, down the corridor and bursting into the bar.

      I came face to face with a man I vaguely recognised, but my attention was stolen by the priest in full regalia, holding a crucifix aloft in one hand, while carrying holy water in a vial in the other. He was intoning Latin phrases that I didn’t immediately understand, but I knew they would do my ghosts more harm than good. The eerie sound of ghosts calling, keening and crying reverberated around the inn, sending my blood racing with fear through my veins, and squeezing my stomach in abject terror.

      I didn’t think twice. I rammed into the priest as hard as I could, knocking him backwards towards the door, spilling the holy water down his smock. “What are you doing here?” I demanded. “Get out! Both of you!”

      I struggled with the priest, grappling at his robes. Taken by surprise and obviously not used to physical contact, he gave a lot of ground quite quickly. I flung myself at him as hard as I could once again, trying to throw him bodily out of the inn before he could do any more damage with his ignorant words. But then someone smacked me sharply on the side of the head and I tumbled to the floor, blinking in pain.

      Rolling onto my back, scared for my own life yet still furious, I took a good look at the man in front of me. This time I recognised him. One of the chefs. The one who had reacted so badly to the ghosts on the day of the interview. Martin Toynbee.

      Brandishing the large paintbrush he had attacked me with, he came at me again and I responded instinctively, “Abiciendi!” I shot my hand out in his direction and the paintbrush twisted in his hand and shot away from him. He looked after it and then at me.

      The malevolence in his eyes scared me. “Why did you have to interfere?” he spat at me, then turned back to the priest. “Pay no mind, Father. Continue!”

      The priest began pulling himself together and collecting the items he needed. The vial of water had spilled on the floor next to me, but a few drops remained in the bottle. I couldn’t let him use those on my friends. I slammed my hand down on top of it, breaking the glass.

      “Witchcraft!” The priest shouted and held his crucifix in my face.

      “Yes,” I said, knocking his hand away, and scrabbling to get up. “And you’re trespassing in my inn. You are not welcome here.”

      Martin rushed forward, knocking my feet from under me, so that I fell again. This time when I tried to stand, he physically held me down, grabbing my arm at the wrist and elbow, and twisting it behind my back. I shrieked in pain.

      The priest looked from me to Martin, uncertain how to proceed. “Continue, Father. We came here to do a job. We have to exorcise the inn and rid it of all the ghosts.”

      “But you don’t have my permission.” I ground my words through gritted teeth as Martin put pressure on my shoulder. “This is my inn. Get out!”

      Martin twisted my arm at the wrist, while pushing down on my shoulder. “You’re going to break my arm!” I screamed.

      “You don’t need her permission, Father,” Martin sneered, like the weasel he was. “The whole place is riddled with demonic and supernatural activity. We must take steps to rid ourselves of this plague.”

      “But it’s my inn! My choice!” I cried again.

      The priest lifted his crucifix and started speaking once more, “Most glorious Prince of the Heavenly Armies, Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in our battle against principalities and powers, against the rulers of this world of darkness…”

      I thought of Florence in the kitchen, imagined her fading away, her trace disappearing. And what of my father? I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again.

      I couldn’t help myself. I screamed in agony, both physical and emotional. As I did so, a flash of bright light blinded me and Martin loosened his grip. I wriggled around cradling my twisted arm, and spied Mr Kephisto standing in the doorway, his hands held out in front of him, his eyes sparking with fury.

      “Unhand her, sir,” he was saying. “Is that any way to treat a lady?”

      In front of us, Martin danced and jiggled, held in the invisible electrical current Mr Kephisto had thrown. I scrabbled clumsily to my feet, and gently lay my good hand on Mr Kephisto’s arm and nodded. He dropped his hands. Martin dropped to the floor, the forcefield fading away, and lay there whimpering like a puppy who needed its mother.

      The priest stared from me to Mr Kephisto and then to Martin shuddering and crying on the floor. I thought he would make a run for it, but Mr Kephisto shut the door firmly behind himself and indicated the frosted glass door next to the bar.

      “I took the liberty of calling the police to report your intruders, Alf. In the meantime, let’s be civil and have some tea, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      We entered the kitchen together, the motley bunch of panting and bedraggled enemies that we were. To my relief Florence was still with us, still visible. I quickly shooed her out with a warning look and put the kettle on the hob myself. My left arm throbbed unnaturally, and I held it to my chest, feeling nauseous with the pain.

      I rounded on Martin. “What on earth is this about? What do you have against ghosts?”

      He scowled at me, refusing to talk. Mr Kephisto, indicated that both Martin and the priest should take a seat at the kitchen table.

      “Who is this man?” Mr Kephisto asked me.

      “His name is Martin Toynbee. He applied for a position as chef here at the inn, after I advertised online.”

      “Toynbee?” Mr Kephisto’s brow creased. “Why that’s interesting.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “After our little chat I began reading the rest of The Rise and Fall of the von Saxe-Krumpke Family – from Antiquity to the Modern Day, and then I did some more research based on my findings. And do you know what I found out?” He didn’t wait for me to respond. “Following the disgrace brought on the family by Richard, the von Saxe-Krumpkes lived for several centuries hiding in shame. It seems the royals have long memories. Given the amount of anti-German sentiment throughout a large part of the world during the First World War, the British Royal family changed their own surname from the German Saxe-Coburg and Gotha to the properly English sounding Windsor. The von Saxe-Krumpkes followed suit. And they chose the surname Toynbee.”

      I stared in astonishment at Martin. “Is that a coincidence?” I asked him.

      “No,” the man admitted, his face petulant. “I don’t have anything specifically against ghosts per se. Just one ghost. I’m the last of the von Saxe-Krumpkes, and I promised my own father—as he did his father before him, right back through five hundred years of our family history—to exact revenge on Smeatharpe and his family and anyone connected with him. In life and in death.”

      He glared at me. “The Smeatharpe family were forced into penury several centuries ago, and have died out. And many, many years ago, my ancestor thought he had it all sorted when we abandoned Luppitt himself at Gallows Cross. His ghost should have been lost and haunted the crossroads forever more. But then he was rescued—by your interfering father—and brought here. That left it up to me to finish him off once and for all.”

      “But how did you know he was here?” I asked. Someone had to have given the game away.

      Martin sat back smugly on the bench and leered at me. “Your problem is you’re far too trusting. I told you I don’t have anything against ghosts per se. We’ve had a pair of our own ghosts working with our family forever. The same men that dealt with Luppitt in the first place. They’ve been in our employ ever since, in a manner of speaking.” He folded his arms, simultaneously defiant and smug.

      “You know the Baron wished no harm against Luppitt?” I asked. “This whole thing is a mistake. The Baron only ever wanted to see his family again.”

      “He may not have wished harm to Smeatharpe, but his son Cecil was furious. Cecil’s inheritance amounted to a rundown estate in Somerset and very little else. All of his lands and his gold were confiscated by the Queen. He was an angry man.”

      “But he died and passed on. All that happened in Cecil’s lifetime should have been forgotten,” I reiterated. “It was done and dusted.”

      “The von Saxe-Krumpkes have long memories. They don’t forget. It was easy enough to send our own ghosts out looking for the blasted minstrel. They’re wanderers themselves, used to combing the West Country. It’s what they did in life. So we did send them, over and over again. Then as luck would have it, one of ours found Luppitt right here at the inn.”

      There was a traitor in my midst. One of the ghosts I had welcomed to the inn. That hurt.

      Behind me the kettle began to whistle, and I turned to attend to it, wracking my brain to think through all the ghosts I was aware of. Which one might be colluding with Martin?

      And where would such a ghost be hiding? In plain sight? Or somewhere I wouldn’t think to check very often. I remembered the light I had seen in the garden store as I ran past it not thirty minutes before. That would be a good place to hang out.

      Then I recalled Perdita’s data, and the folders she had left me, and the visitation of a human to the garden store out the back of the inn. What day had that been? Would Perdita’s records tell me that?

      “Take over tea making duties,” I instructed Mr Kephisto and dashed out of the kitchen to The Nook where I found Perdita’s files just as she had left them. I flicked through the yellow folder and yes, there was a date appended to the various results. The human had indeed visited the garden shed on the day of the interviews. It didn’t prove it was Martin, but it did seem most likely. I remembered the way he had shot out of the inn after we had spoken to the ghosts on the stairs. He had arrived by taxi and would have had to call another one to take him back to the railway station, or at the very least walk down into the village. It was perfectly possible he had doubled-back and visited the inhabitant of the shed.

      It also meant that the ghost I was looking for was most likely to be hiding out there.

      I flipped the folder shut and marched back into the kitchen, my arm pulsing and throbbing the whole time. The police would be here soon. They could take care of Martin.

      “Father,” I said to the priest. “Please could you come with me?”

      I marched out the back door, determined to finish this once and for all.

      Whittle Inn and I had had our fill of traitors.
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        * * *

      

      The garden store was itself an old building, but in good repair. Walking in, with the priest trailing uncertainly behind me, the familiar scents of coal, turps, petrol, engine grease and damp wood wafted around me.

      Behind me the priest gasped when he caught sight of the two figures lolling at the rear of the building, half-hidden in the shadows.

      Arthur Grubbe lay sprawled on the wood pile. He didn’t seem surprised to see me. He eyed me, and then the priest, without malice. Beside him, a sallow faced man, with a large-build, a shorn head, and small pox scars all over his face, sat cross legged on the dusty floor, picking at his toe nails.

      “The game’s up, chaps,” I said.

      “I guess it is,” Arthur said slowly. “They’ve found us out, Mouse,” he addressed the other man. “Got it all figured out now, have you?” he asked me, his tone suggesting it had taken me too long. He didn’t appear the slightest bit bothered.

      He was right though. I should have guessed when Perdita and I spoke to him in the garden.

      “Apparently so,” I replied, anger bubbling just below the surface, while my arm throbbed. “You know what’s truly heart-breaking?” I asked Arthur, while his companion, Mouse, ignored me completely. “You told me that the leader of the Devonshire Fellows bought you a pie and a tankard of ale.”

      Arthur shrugged and nodded.

      “But then you still attacked them.”

      “It was a job. We were paid to do the job…and paid well. A man’s gotta eat.”

      “As you said.” I envisaged the scenario all those years ago, the Devonshire Fellows happily singing and playing, and Robert sharing their relative good fortune with two itinerants he believed were down on their luck, before one of them attacked Luppitt.

      Poor Luppitt. From a pie and a pint and a carefree existence to death in a few short minutes.

      “Did you even know Luppitt? Did you have anything against him personally?”

      The other ghost suddenly clambered to his feet. He was tall and heavy, particularly muscular in the upper shoulders. He hefted a heavy hammer in one hand and advanced on me, his eyes full of malice. I knew he couldn’t hurt me but for a while there, I was taken in. I stepped back in alarm, catching my breath, treading on the priest’s foot, who yelped in pain.

      “Stay back,” I ordered Mouse.

      He grunted and leaned into me, drawing his lips back from his teeth. My toes curled in distaste, and I pulled my head away. They were in as bad a state as Arthur’s. Thank goodness I couldn’t smell him. He lifted his hammer. “It’s never personal,” he snarled, twirling it to the side of my head, and my stomach lurched.

      “Mouse,” Arthur spoke softly to the man, who glared at me, his eyes inches from mine, ignoring the slighter ghost behind him. Arthur raised his voice. “Mouse, you daft half-wit! Get back. We’re finished here.”

      “Yes, you are,” I said, gathering myself “That’s exactly what you are.” Turning to the priest I said, “You’re welcome to complete your exorcism here. These ghosts are not wanted at Whittle Inn.”

      “Wait!” Arthur demanded, but I turned on my heel. “Alfhild,” the weasel called after me, his high-itched wheedling voice grating on me. “Oh, Alfhild?”

      The pale faced priest lifted his crucifix and began to utter his prayers and benedictions. I walked out of the store, closing the door firmly behind me, ignoring Arthur Grubbe. This fuelled his mounting anger, and I heard his voice alter from conniving sneer to foul mouthed diatribe. His fury followed me all the way to the back door of the inn. I blocked my ears to him even as he screamed after me, “You’ll never get rid of us that easily.”

      I rushed into the kitchen, feeling shaky and unnerved and more than a little battered, slamming the back door far harder than I’d intended to. DS George Gilchrist, glaring down at Martin and scribbling in his notepad, looked up in surprise. His face lit up when he saw me. I leant back against the door jamb, watching him from what seemed a long way away. The detective’s smile was replaced by a look of concern.

      “Are you alright, Ms Daemonne?” he asked, but his voice had to travel a great distance as my vision greyed out at the edges.

      “I think my arm may be broken,” I said, and slipped towards the floor as Gilchrist rushed across the room to catch me.
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      “It was kind of you to bring me home,” I said to George Gilchrist as he grabbed my bag from the back seat and helped me out of his car. My arm wasn’t broken fortunately, but I had torn ligaments in my shoulder, and some severe bruising. The hospital had released me with painkillers, a sling, and a follow up appointment in ten days.

      Martin Toynbee had been charged with trespass and actual bodily harm. George had advised me to get a restraining order against him too. “The man is clearly unhinged,” he’d said.

      He walked me into the kitchen. I looked around anxiously to make sure none of the ghosts were in view.  Mr Kephisto had waited to ensure I was in good hands and then returned to The Storykeeper in Abbotts Cromleigh. I’d promised to call him if I needed anything.

      In the meantime, George seemed intent on ensuring I was comfortable. I helped him locate tea bags and the teapot and a tin of Florence’s latest batch of fairy cakes.

      “You bake?” he asked, surveying the prettily iced fancies.

      “Mmm, not exactly,” I said, “but I know a woman who does.”

      We settled down at the table and I let George play mother. A newspaper had been left there by someone or other, a section highlighted. George pulled it closer to himself so he could read it. “Wanted,” he read aloud, “experienced chef for remote Devon inn, opening this Autumn. Hey, is that you? That’s great news. Are you planning to open soon?”

      “Yes,” I said, frowning down at the newspaper. Was this Gwyn’s advert?

      “If you would relish the opportunity to make a delicious difference to our local Devon cuisine, and you have a flair for the extraordinary, our vacancy at Whittle Inn may be the icing on the cake. Haha! That’s very good,” George continued. “Did you write that?”

      “I may have done…” I said. It sounded familiar, but I knew for certain I hadn’t advertised in any newspaper. How old-fashioned.

      “Must be able to think on their feet and be prepared for all eventualities, and have an appreciation of spiritual matters.” George glanced up at me, slightly perplexed. “Flexible hours required as many of our guests only come out at night.” He looked stumped. “What?”

      My eyes widened. Grandmama! I reached across the table and plucked the newspaper out of his grasp. Flipping to the front I realised it was a copy of The Celestine Times. Gwyn had placed her advert for a chef with them. It made perfect sense, but did she really have to leave her copy lying around?

      I scanned the rest of the article.
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      “Oh no,” I said and hurriedly stuffed the newspaper under the table.

      “Is there something you’re not telling me,” George asked, and although I affected a look of total innocence, much to his amusement, I’m fairly sure he wasn’t taken in.

      He cocked an eyebrow at me and waited. This detective was a patient man.

      “Ah. Okay,” I replied. “This could take some explaining.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        Jeannie Wycherley

        East Devon, UK

        28th November 2018
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        Fancy a Wonky Inn story with added bite? The series continues in:

      

        

      
        Wonky Inn Book 3 – Weird Wedding at Wonky Inn

      

        

      
        Whittlecombe.

      

        

      
        A charming and peaceful village in the south west of England. All thatched cottages and winding country lanes, triangle sandwiches and cream teas.

        Picture postcard perfection in fact.

        But people are dropping like flies.

      

        

      
        Wonkiest witch, Alfhild Daemonne, is just about to host the vampire wedding of the century at Whittle Inn.

        Coincidence?

      

        

      
        Are Alf’s fangtastic guests to blame? Or could bitter arch rivals ‘The Mori’ be making a move on Alf and her wonky inn once more?

      

        

      
        Read the latest of Alf’s adventures, Weird Wedding at Wonky Inn, right here!
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        Fearful Fortunes and Terrible Tarot: Wonky Inn Book 4

      

        

      
        There’s a psychic fayre heading to Whittlecombe.

      

        

      
        Alf, the witch, didn’t see it coming … perhaps she should have done.

      

        

      
        Whittle Inn is up and running and gaining in popularity. Proud owner Alfhild Daemonne can afford to relax, can’t she?

      

        

      
        Apparently not.

      

        

      
        When her neighbouring inn decides to host the south west region’s largest ever Psychic and Holistic Convention, you’d think that would allow Alf the opportunity to make lots of new friends. Think of it! Dozens and dozens of fortune tellers, mediums, diviners, psychics, rune-tellers, witch doctors, and even a voodoo priestess from New Orleans – all gathered together in one big field.

      

        

      
        Not so.

      

        

      
        Alf is banned from attending the Fayre and looks set to miss out - until Wizard Shadowmender sends her on an undercover operation that is.

      

        

      
        In the meantime, someone is sending Alf death threats and many of her friends in the village of Whittlecombe are subject to fearful fortune tellings and terrible tarot readings at the Fayre.

      

        

      
        It appears that dark forces are gathering in Whittlecombe.

        Will Alf make it to her 31st birthday?

        And just who is it that wishes her harm?

      

        

      
        Find out when you read Wonky Inn Book 4 today.
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        Add some magickal sparkle to your Christmas with a Christmas Wonky Novella

      

        

      
        The Witch Who Killed Christmas

      

        

      
        It’s an ill wind that blows no good...

      

        

      
        An unexpected snowmageddon threatens to derail Christmas at Alfhild Daemonne’s inn.

      

        

      
        She’s hosting her first festive celebration, so she’s understandably disappointed when guests begin cancelling bookings, thanks to the abnormal wintery conditions in the south west of England.

      

        

      
        When Alf receives information that there may be an ulterior reason for the weather anomaly, she journeys deep into the forest in search of a witch with an attitude problem.

      

        

      
        Can Alf save Christmas at Wonky Inn? Or will one mean old witch kill Christmas for everyone?

      

        

      
        The Witch Who Killed Christmas can be read as a standalone or as part of the Wonky Inn series.
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        The story begins…

      

        

      
        The Wonkiest Witch: Wonky Inn Book 1

      

        

      
        Alfhild Daemonne has inherited an inn.
        and a dead body.

      

        

      
        
        Estranged from her witch mother, and having committed to little in her thirty years, Alf surprises herself when she decides to start a new life. 

      

        

      
        
        She heads deep into the English countryside intent on making a success of the once popular inn. However, discovering the murder throws her a curve ball. Especially when she suspects dark magick. 

      

        

      
        
        Additionally, a less than warm welcome from several locals, persuades her that a variety of folk – of both the mortal and magickal persuasions – have it in for her.

      

        

      
        
        The dilapidated inn presents a huge challenge for Alf. Uncertain who to trust, she considers calling time on the venture. 

      

        

      
        
        Should she pack her bags and head back to London?
        Don’t be daft.

      

        

      
        
        Alf’s magickal powers may be as wonky as the inn, but she’s dead set on finding the murderer. 

      

        

      
        
        Once a witch always a witch, and this one is fighting back.
        A clean and cozy witch mystery.

      

        

      
        
        Take the opportunity to immerse yourself in this fantastic new witch mystery series, from the author of the award-winning novel, Crone.

      

        

      
        Grab Book 1 of the Wonky Inn series, The Wonkiest Witch, right here
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        If you have enjoyed reading The Witch Who Killed Christmas, please consider leaving me a review.

      

        

      
        Reviews help to spread the word about my writing, which takes me a step closer to my dream of writing full time.

      

        

      
        If you are kind enough to leave a review, please also consider joining my Author Street Team on Facebook – Jeannie Wycherley’s Fiendish Street Team. Do let me know you left a review when you apply because it’s a closed group. You can find my fiendish team here

      

        

      
        You’ll have the chance to Beta read and get your hands on advanced review eBook copies from time to time. I also appreciate your input when I need some help with covers, blurbs etc.

      

        

      
        Or sign up for my newsletter here to keep up to date with what I’m doing next!
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        This has to be, from a writing perspective, one of my favourite stories ever. It completely stole my heart. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it.

      

        

      
        Huge thanks as always to my sensational street team. You’re the best!

      

        

      
        A shoutout to my ARC readers over on Booksprout who have been so effusive and supportive as regards the Wonky Inn Books. I have been completely taken aback by the love I’ve had for Alf and her friends.

      

        

      
        Special thanks to JC Clarke of The Graphics Shed for her phenomenal covers, and to Anna Bloom once more, for her sensible suggestions and common-sense approach, her passion and her belief.

      

        

      
        To my husband John for his love and support, and my friends, real and virtual, who cheer me on when the going gets tough.

        Finally, most importantly, thanks to you, the reader. I love bringing you my stories, reading your reviews, and receiving your feedback. You complete my circle.

      

        

      
        Much love ♥

        Jeannie Wycherley

        Devon, UK

        28th November 2018
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        The Municipality of Lost Souls by Jeannie Wycherley

        Described as a cross between Daphne Du Maurier’s Jamaica Inn, and TV’s The Walking Dead, but with ghosts instead of zombies, The Municipality of Lost Souls tells the story of Amelia Fliss and her cousin Agatha Wick.

      

        

      
        In the otherwise quiet municipality of Durscombe, the inhabitants of the small seaside town harbour a deadly secret.

      

        

      
        Amelia Fliss, wife of a wealthy merchant, is the lone voice who speaks out against the deadly practice of the wrecking and plundering of ships on the rocks in Lyme bay, but no-one appears to be listening to her.

      

        

      
        As evil and malcontent spread like cholera throughout the community, and the locals point fingers and vow to take vengeance against outsiders, the dead take it upon themselves to end a barbaric tradition the living seem to lack the will to stop.

      

        

      
        Set in Devon in the UK during the 1860s, The Municipality of Lost Souls is a Victorian Gothic ghost story, with characters who will leave their mark on you forever.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed Beyond the Veil, you really don’t want to miss this novel.

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter or join my Facebook group today.
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        Please consider leaving a review?

        If you have enjoyed reading The Wonkiest Witch: Wonky Inn Book 1, please consider leaving me a review.

      

        

      
        Reviews help to spread the word about my writing, which takes me a step closer to my dream of writing full time.

      

        

      
        If you are kind enough to leave a review, please also consider joining my Author Street Team on Facebook – Jeannie Wycherley’s Fiendish Street Team. Do let me know you left a review when you apply because it’s a closed group.

      

        

      
        You can find my fiendish team at

        www.facebook.com/groups/JeannieWycherleysFiends

      

        

      
        You’ll have the chance to Beta read and get your hands on advanced review eBook copies from time to time. I also appreciate your input when I need some help with covers, blurbs etc.

      

      

      
        
        Follow Jeannie Wycherley

      

        

      
        Find out more at on the website

        www.jeanniewycherley.co.uk

      

        

      
        You can tweet Jeannie

        twitter.com/Thecushionlady

      

        

      
        Or visit her on Facebook for her fiction

        www.facebook.com/jeanniewycherley

      

        

      
        Sign up for Jeannie’s newsletter

        http://eepurl.com/cN3Q6L
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        The Wonkiest Witch: Wonky Inn Book 1

        The Ghosts of Wonky Inn: Wonky Inn Book 2

        Weird Wedding: Wonky Inn Book 3

        Fearful Fortunes and Terrible Tarot: Wonky Inn Book 4 Due for release 31st January 2019

      

        

      
        The Mystery of the Marsh Malaise: Wonky Inn Book 5 Due for release 28th February 2019

      

        

      
        The Witch Who Killed Christmas: Wonky Inn Christmas Special

      

        

      
        Also by Jeannie Wycherley

        Beyond the Veil (2018)

        Crone (2017)

        A Concerto for the Dead and Dying (short story, 2018)

        Deadly Encounters: A collection of short stories (2017)

        Keepers of the Flame: A love story (Novella, 2018)

      

        

      
        Non Fiction

        Losing my best Friend: Thoughtful support for those affected by dog bereavement or pet loss (2017)
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WANTED:
Experienced chef for remote Devon inn, opening this Autumn!

If you would relish the opportunity to make a delicious difference to
our local Devon cuisine, and you have a flair for the extraordinary, our
vacancy at Whittle Inn may be the icing on the cake.

Must be able to think on their feet and be prepared for all
eventualities, and have an appreciation of spiritual matters. Flexible

hours required as many of our guests only come out at night.

Recipe/spell books available in our well-stocked pantry. An interest in

medicinal herbs will be considered an advantage.

Raw ingredients provided, imagination and ingenuity required.

To apply, send CV to Alfhild Gwynfyre Daemonne via osmosis, bat,

pigeon post, owl, telegraph, headless horseman or Bakelite telephone.
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WANTED:
Experienced chef for remote Devon inn, opening this Autumn!
If you would relish the opportunity to make a delicious difference to
our local Devon cuisine, and you have a flair for the extraordinary, our
vacancy at Whittle Inn may be the icing on the cake of your glorious

career.

We're seeking an energetic forward-thinking connoisseur to take over

the management of food hospitality in our historic venue.

Must like draughty old inns and unexpected visitors.

Apply in the first instance to Alfhild Daemonne with CV and salary

details.






images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





