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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    ‘Your wish is granted.’ 
 
    The woman in front of me, who wasn’t much younger than me, gave me a long look filled with distrust and scepticism. ‘Yeah, yeah.’ 
 
    I smiled at her. ‘It’s true. The job is going to be yours.’ 
 
    ‘They won’t hire me. No chance. Not after the way I fluffed that interview.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t worry about that.’ Although she really had messed up. Tripping over your own feet and crashing into a fire alarm so that it’s inadvertently set off and the entire building is evacuated in the middle of the most important negotiations the company has had in years is one thing; when the fire brigade arrives and you have a stand-up argument with one of the firefighters because he cheated on your best friend last week – well, that’s something else. Especially when that argument leads you to fling out your arm in a dramatic gesture and knock off the wig of the company director, who’s recently decided that being bald isn’t a fact he wishes to share with the world. Fortunately I’d waved my wand and used my magic to persuade him that he had a sense of humour. I was an unstoppable force of faery godmother magnificence. I tried to be anyway – and everyone loves a trier. 
 
    ‘Keep your phone handy,’ I advised. ‘They’ll be calling soon.’  
 
    I glanced towards the television and the flickering images of the grey-haired politician who was bemoaning the state of the national press. ‘We need to be able to trust journalism in this country!’ he railed. ‘Morgan Ferguson and that rag he calls the Daily Sentinel need to uphold truth instead of making up lies!’ 
 
    I picked up the remote control and muted it. The young woman smiled slightly. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I think Art Adwell is a wanker too. It’s his policies that have made it so difficult for me to find a decent job. Just because I can’t afford to be an unpaid intern shouldn’t mean I can’t get a shot at the career I want.’  
 
    ‘Well,’ I told her, ‘you’ll have that shot now. I promise.’ 
 
    Her hands twisted in her lap. ‘I know that I’ll be brilliant if I get the chance. But I need the chance first to prove what I can do. This is the job I’ve always wanted.’ 
 
    ‘I know exactly how you feel,’ I said. I tucked away my wand. ‘You’ll get the job, I promise you that. Whether you’re brilliant at it or not will be up to you.’  
 
    I stepped back. The atmosphere around me was already beginning to change, my surroundings blurring as the Metafora magic deemed that my work was done. Within moments I’d be transported back to the Office for Faery Godmothers. Memory magic meant that the woman would forget who I was and what I’d done for her as soon as I’d gone. There would be no thank-you cards or bouquets to tell me what a fabulous job I’d done. It was the way things went. I could live with it – mostly because I had indeed done a fabulous job and I didn’t need a box of chocolates to tell me that.  
 
    I smiled one last time and dipped into a curtsey. Her phone started to chime and I was tugged away.  
 
    Billy was waiting for me when I arrived back at the office, his weathered face set in a scowl. ‘You’ve been out visiting a client.’ 
 
    I beamed. ‘I have indeed. We have another satisfied customer and it’s all thanks to me. I made someone’s dreams come true.’ I sighed happily. ‘It’s the best feeling in the world.’ 
 
    His expression didn’t alter a jot. ‘You weren’t wearing your cloak. When you go out, you’re supposed to wear your pink cloak. It’s the rules.’ 
 
    I stuck out my tongue. Billy had carved out an essential position for himself. He didn’t have clients or grant wishes like us faery godmothers, and he lived in fear of having his office-dogsbody job snatched away from him. To avoid that happening, he’d made a point of memorising every archaic rule and regulation in the place and noting down when anyone made so much as the slightest infraction. As a result, not only did he know all the ins and outs of the faery godmother office but everyone treated him with absolute deference to avoid being called out for breaking petty rules. I’d worked out his game on my very first day.  
 
    ‘You don’t have to keep doing that,’ I told him. ‘Things are much more relaxed around here now.’ They weren’t, but we all pretended they were to make ourselves feel better. 
 
    He folded his arms. ‘The audit is starting tomorrow, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘The Devil’s Advocate is a teddy bear.’ Jasper’s dark, chiselled face flashed into my mind. I certainly wouldn’t say no to a cuddle from him. ‘The audit will be fine.’ 
 
    Billy snorted. ‘Tell that to everyone else around here. Do you know how many times I’ve been told to check the building’s systems? I spent all of last week making sure everything was fine and the Director still wants me to stay late tonight and re-check everything. This whole place is going mad.’ 
 
    I glanced round the open-plan office. Adeline was stalking between the cubicles, barking at anyone who had so much as a speck of dust visible on their desk. There were at least twice as many cheesy motivational posters adorning the walls as there had been last week. And my nostrils were tickling from the pervading scent of honeysuckle. Usually it was a pleasant smell but right now it was so overpowering that it was making me feel vaguely nauseous. It was so strong that it would probably drown out the reek of Rupert’s expensive aftershave. 
 
    I frowned. ‘I thought we were supposed to be working on ways to keep stress to a minimum.’ 
 
    Billy gave me a long look. ‘We are. That’s why you all have mandatory meditation in half an hour.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to write up my report! I don’t have time for meditation.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to make time. Everyone’s got to be there.’ 
 
    I registered the amused twinkle in his eyes. ‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Om.’ He brought his hands together as if in prayer. ‘Meditation is better than sneaking out to procure illegal drugs to deal with stress and getting yourself kidnapped by vengeful trolls.’ 
 
    I had my doubts about that. I tutted loudly to emphasise my feelings on the matter and stomped off to my desk. 
 
    Delilah, who used the cubicle next to me, was at her desk. When I plonked myself down, she leaned back in her chair. ‘You won’t believe what I’ve heard,’ she breathed. 
 
    The fastest way to extricate myself from this sort of conversation was to humour her. ‘Go on,’ I sighed, turning on my computer in an ill-fated bid to multitask. 
 
    ‘Lydia’s not returning to work,’ she said. ‘She’s decided that being ear-less and pinky-less is enough reason to request a disability pay out and leave the faery godmothers for good.’ 
 
    ‘She’s still got one ear,’ I pointed out. Bernard, the troll who had kidnapped her in a bid to sow terror and destroy the future for faery godmothers, had sliced off her left ear and chopped off both her little fingers before sending the gruesome appendages to us in neat boxes wrapped up with little bows. I didn’t blame Lydia for not returning. I gazed down at my own full array of fingers and felt a twinge of empathetic pain. I shook it off and typed in my password before bringing up a blank wish report onto my screen. 
 
    ‘The matter of her resignation is not the interesting part,’ she said. She lowered her voice. ‘She’s been seen having dinner with the Devil’s Advocate. Twice.’ 
 
    I froze. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Philippa saw them having a cosy little tête-a-tête on Saturday night at Patrek’s. And Matt in Accounting saw them last night walking down the street together.’ 
 
    I swallowed. It was just gossip; it didn’t mean anything. ‘He’s probably debriefing her on everything she learned about the trolls while she was their kidnap victim.’ 
 
    Delilah laughed. ‘Oh, I’m sure he was debriefing her. Just maybe not in the way that you think.’ 
 
    I started to type furiously. ‘I’m very busy. I’ve got to get this report finished before the meditation starts.’ I kept my eyes fixed firmly on the screen but I felt Delilah’s disappointed gaze on me for a few moments longer. Then she huffed and turned away to her own work while I stared at the misspelled gobbledegook I’d typed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Close your eyes.’ 
 
    Why should I care about what the Devil’s Advocate was doing with someone else? 
 
     ‘Relax your toes. And your ankles. Release the tension from your calves and then your knees.’ 
 
    It wasn’t as if Jasper had made me any promises. 
 
    ‘Feel the warmth spread upwards.’ 
 
    It wasn’t as if anything had really happened between us. 
 
    ‘Block out everything and focus on your heartbeat.’ 
 
    Apart from one steamy – albeit sort of faked – kiss. 
 
    ‘Listen to the sound it makes. Da-dum.’ 
 
    Apart from the flowers he’d sent me. 
 
    ‘Da-dum.’ 
 
    Apart from the way we’d bonded together as the perfect team. 
 
    ‘Da-dum.’ 
 
    Apart from the way I’d saved his ungrateful arse from becoming troll food. 
 
    ‘Breathe in and feel the air fill your lungs.’ 
 
    That was it. He was the high and mighty Devil’s Advocate and he’d needed me to rescue him. Now he felt pathetic. 
 
    ‘Breathe out.’ 
 
    Either that or he’d decided I wasn’t good enough for him. I wasn’t from the right sort of faery family. 
 
    ‘Breathe in once more.’ 
 
    Anyway, I was too good to waste my time pining after a man. Such shenanigans would only interfere with my bid to become the best faery godmother the world had ever seen. 
 
    ‘Picture yourself in your happy place.’ 
 
    His green eyes, darker-than-dark hair and fanny-fluttering good looks flashed irritatingly into my head. 
 
    ‘You’ve never felt more relaxed than this.’ 
 
    ‘Oh fuck off,’ I said aloud. 
 
    There was a sudden intake of breath from around the room. Uh-oh. I peeked open one eye and slowly sat up. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I was thinking of something else.’ 
 
    The look the instructor gave me was one of mild reproach. The look the Director gave me, from where she was viewing proceedings but not participating, was considerably stronger. ‘Saffron,’ she snapped. ‘My office. Now.’ 
 
    I grimaced then got to my feet and stepped over the supine bodies. All the other faery godmothers kept their eyes firmly shut but I saw more than one mouth twitch in amusement. At least I was providing the office with some entertainment, I thought sourly. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘What exactly is your problem, Saffron?’ the Director enquired. ‘Need I remind you that you are still on probation? We are taking considerable steps to improve the well-being of every faery in this office. You seem determined to thwart those steps at every opportunity.’ 
 
    That was a bit unfair. As far as I was concerned, my thwarting was at an absolute minimum. If I’d truly wanted to thwart things I would have thwarted them, but that was the exact opposite of what I wanted to do. I was still on shaky ground with the Director, however. I might no longer admire her in the way that I had when I’d first started this job, but I still wanted to impress her. I still wanted to be the best.  
 
    I had to choose my words carefully. ‘I didn’t mean for it to happen. I was just…’ Fuck a puck. I couldn’t tell her what I’d been thinking about. ‘I was just worrying about the trolls. They won’t stay hidden for long. They’ll be planning something else. We know that their goal is to see this office in ruins and to have the very idea of faery godmothers consigned to the history books. We need to do something to pre-empt the next strike before disaster ensues.’ 
 
    ‘So when you told the yoga faery, who we brought in at great expense, to fuck off it was because you could not find it in yourself to relax?’ 
 
    Damn it. ‘I didn’t tell the yoga faery to fuck off.’ 
 
    Her eyebrows rose upwards. ‘I was there. That’s certainly what it sounded like to me.’ 
 
    This wasn’t going well. ‘I said fuck off but I wasn’t saying it to the yoga faery. I wasn’t saying it to anyone.’ I grimaced, feeling my cheeks grow warmer. ‘Well, apart from the imaginary trolls in my head. I didn’t mean to say it aloud.’ 
 
    ‘Ri-ight,’ she said slowly. ‘Well, if the thought of the trolls bothers you that much, I can arrange for occupational health to have a chat with you. Some therapy might help.’  
 
    ‘I don’t need therapy.’ Not for this, anyway. 
 
    The Director regarded me for a moment. I set my chin. I refused to squirm. I forced my body to remain as still as possible and simply returned her gaze with what I hoped looked like calm confidence. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said eventually. ‘I don’t think you do.’ She tapped her pen on her desk. ‘You’ve done well recently with your clients. I’ve been reading your reports and, while some of your methods are unorthodox, you do have a knack for getting to the heart of what they really want and granting the wishes that they truly desire. It takes some faery godmothers years to learn that.’ Her mouth tightened. ‘Some never learn it.’ 
 
    I sat up a little straighter. Go me. ‘Uh, thank you. I am trying to be the best faery godmother that I can be.’ 
 
    ‘Mm.’ She tapped her desk some more. ‘I trust that you are more … settled than before and that you have better working relationships with your colleagues?’ 
 
    ‘Things are better, yes,’ I said. Not great. But better. 
 
    ‘And,’ she asked, ‘how do the others feel about the threat posed by the trolls? Are they as disturbed as you are?’ 
 
    Actually, I was of the opinion that most other faery godmothers were pretending the remaining trolls still didn’t exist. But that was the problem – it was how we got into this mess in the first place. Decades ago, a rogue faery godmother wish had inadvertently caused the death of the majority of trolls. The godmothers had covered it up and tried to forget about it. Unsurprisingly, the few surviving trolls weren’t impressed. 
 
    ‘I can’t speak for the other faery godmothers.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you can.’ 
 
    I sighed. Alright then. ‘I don’t think they are as concerned as they should be. Bernard died. Most faeries I’ve spoken to seem to think that’ll be the end of the matter.’ 
 
    ‘You disagree.’ It wasn’t a question. 
 
    ‘I do,’ I said quietly. I meant it, though. This wasn’t the last we’d hear from the trolls. Bernard had martyred himself but he wasn’t the trolls’ leader. Plus, the other trolls would blame us for messing with their kind. No doubt they were plotting another bloody revenge at this very moment – and because of Bernard’s very explosive death, they had even more reason to hate us. 
 
    The Director finally stopped tapping her pen and laid it down. ‘Unfortunately,’ she said, ‘I agree. I might not have spent much time as their captive – and I was unconscious for a great deal of it – but it is clear that their fervour is extreme. We must be on the offensive. Not the defensive.’ 
 
    Thank goodness she understood. She wasn’t so distracted by the audit that was starting the next day that she couldn’t see where the real problems for this office lay. Maybe now she’d do something about the trolls. For all that I’d used them as an excuse for my outburst, they did worry me. A lot. 
 
    ‘That is why,’ the Director continued, ‘I’m going to create a special task force to locate the trolls and find out what they’re planning next.’ 
 
    I nodded vigorously. ‘That’s an excellent idea. Your proactive approach is genuinely admirable.’ 
 
    She gave me a long look. ‘It’s not your first week any more,’ she said. ‘Stop brown-nosing. I think we have the measure of each other. We don’t need that kind of game playing.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Okay,’ I hedged. ‘For what it’s worth, I do think a task force is a good idea.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just as well.’ She paused. ‘Because you will be the one to head it.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    She didn’t miss a beat. ‘You can choose who you want to help you, but no more than ten hours a week is to be spent on this matter. Numerous faery factions are already out looking for the trolls and, quite frankly, they are far more likely to succeed than you. However, I have no desire for others to think we are sitting on our hands.’ She raised her shoulders in a shrug. ‘And you did manage to find the trolls last time so it’s possible you might be equally successful on a second occasion.’ 
 
    I was being damned with faint praise; it didn’t sound like the Director had much faith in my abilities. 
 
    ‘The trolls sent us this last week,’ she told me, passing over a piece of paper. ‘I suppose you should be aware of it.’ 
 
    ‘Wish list,’ I read aloud. I guessed at least one of the trolls had a sense of humour. ‘The Office of Faery Godmothers is to cease all operations immediately.’ Huh. It wasn’t much of a list. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ the Director said, ‘that will never happen. There will be a war before this office ever closes down.’ She smiled grimly. ‘I’ll see to that.’ She wagged her finger at me. ‘Thanks to the trolls’ efforts, we are still behind with our targets for the month. Your human clients are not to be ignored because of this task force, Saffron. And I should add that you are only fact-finding. In the unlikely event that you find the trolls and uncover their plans, you are not to engage with them. There are plenty of other faeries who are better equipped for that. All you have to do is to try and find the bastards.’ She spat out the last word. It wasn’t hard to guess how the Director felt about the trolls. 
 
    I squared my shoulders. ‘As we have the measure of each other, as you put it, are you doing this because you still want to get rid of me?’ I surprised myself by how relaxed I sounded. There was a faint flicker of approval in the Director’s steely gaze that emboldened me to carry on. ‘You clearly don’t think I’ll succeed. If I don’t find them, are you going to use my failure as a reason to sack me?’ 
 
    Her response was calm. ‘No. I meant what I said before: you do have some skills that are proving valuable.’ She tilted her head. ‘And although I honestly don’t expect results, I’m not setting you up to fail. I want the matter of these trolls resolved as much as you do. Without your efforts to bring Bernard to justice, things could have been far, far worse for us. You have a unique way of looking at matters which could be helpful.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful for this opportunity or to run screaming from the office while I still had the chance.  
 
    ‘You can decline,’ the Director said. ‘It will not reflect badly on you if you do.’ 
 
    Except it would. And if I were the faery who stopped the trolls in their tracks, it would do wonders for my burgeoning career. I had more faith in my abilities than the Director did. It didn’t appear there was any choice for me to make. 
 
    ‘I will do this,’ I said. ‘And I will try my best – although perhaps it would be better to wait until the audit is over.’ 
 
    ‘You will start tomorrow.’ She picked up her pen again, her signal that the meeting was over. 
 
    Fine. I inclined my head. ‘As you wish.’ Then I crossed my fingers. I hoped I wasn’t making a massive mistake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s fucking with you,’ Harry told me later that night over a pint. ‘And she’s definitely setting you up to fail.’ 
 
    I took a long swig of the amber goodness and sighed. ‘She might be. Though I believed her when she said otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you want to believe her.’ He shot me a snarky grin. ‘Wishing doesn’t make it true.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah. The trouble is that I have my own wish list, just like the trolls do. And there’s only one item on my list, too.’ 
 
    Harry grinned. I didn’t need to tell him what my wish was – he already knew. And if taking the lead on the task force would help me become the best faery godmother in the world, I would throw myself into it with as much gusto as I could.  
 
    At that moment music from the ancient jukebox in the corner filtered through the pub: Go West’s King of Wishful Thinking. My head snapped round. The barman was strolling behind the bar with his hands in his pockets and his lips pursed in an amused whistle. Everyone was a comedian. 
 
    ‘So,’ I said in an undertone to Harry, ‘word’s gotten around the faery world that I’m a godmother?’ 
 
    ‘Word’s gotten around that you might have saved all the godmothers. Keep this up, Saffron, and soon you’ll be fêted as a hero up and down the land. They’ll be raising glasses to you in every corner of the country. Your picture will be displayed in every—’ 
 
    ‘Enough already.’ 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. ‘Fame doesn’t grab you?’ 
 
    ‘You know it doesn’t. I want to be the best in the world at my job. I don’t care who else knows about it.’ And then, because I couldn’t help myself, I added, ‘I’m not the Devil’s Advocate. I don’t need everyone to know who I am or to cower in deference when I sweep past.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-oh.’ Harry leaned in. ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    I looked down. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ 
 
    Harry knew me better than that. ‘If you didn’t want to talk about it, you wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place. And why have you gone back to using his full title instead of his name? You’re one of the few faeries allowed to call him Jasper instead of the Devil’s Advocate.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t even know why that’s his title,’ I said. ‘He’s not a lawyer. And I haven’t ever met anyone who would call themselves a devil, not literally anyway. And, before you say anything, it’s not a pejorative title because he likes arguing against what the rest of us faeries are doing. He doesn’t merely argue, he investigates and he advises. He stalks around with those long legs and broad shoulders, tossing his shiny hair like he’s in some sort of shampoo advert. Then he flicks you one look with his emerald eyes and you…’  
 
    I glanced up and registered the expression on Harry’s face, something between stark terror, ground-swallowing embarrassment and unabashed amusement. ‘He’s behind me, isn’t he?’ 
 
    Harry grinned. 
 
    ‘Hello, Saffron.’  
 
    I turned slowly. Jasper looked neither entertained nor upset that I’d been talking about him; instead, his eyes were hooded and his jaw was set. It was as if he were deliberately trying to hide his thoughts from me. He did manage to loom over me most successfully, though. If there was one thing he was good at, it was looming. 
 
    Harry coughed. ‘I’m going to get in another round of drinks.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve barely touched that one,’ I pointed out.  
 
    He wagged his finger. ‘I’m obviously making an excuse to get away so that you two can have snuggly little chat. Don’t ruin the moment.’ And with that, he got to his feet and walked to the bar. 
 
    Jasper remained where he was. Eventually, growing tired of feeling like a bug under a microscope, I snapped at him, ‘Are you planning to sit down or is this merely an attempt to intimidate me?’ 
 
    A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. ‘I’m not sure it would be possible for me to intimidate you, Saffron.’ He sat on the stool that Harry had vacated and leaned back. He still looked guarded and I felt the awkward silence starting up again. 
 
    I began to babble to fill the air. ‘How are you feeling?’ I asked. ‘You’ve been let out of hospital, then. You were in quite a bad way after what happened with Bernard. I’m sure there must have been ill effects from that poison they attacked you with. Are there ill effects? I can’t believe that a troll was secretly running that café all along. I might have suspected if I’d known that trolls still existed. But I didn’t know what they looked like. I certainly didn’t know that they could use magic so easily without having to hold a wand at the same time. I know you can do that – I saw you do it. Is that because it comes in handy with audits? Is it a trick that comes with your job or could you always cast spells while wand-less?’ 
 
    Jasper leaned forward, steepling his fingers under his chin. ‘Which question would you like me to answer first?’ he asked softly. 
 
    I told myself to slow down and act like the calm, rational faery I knew I really was. Or had the potential to be. I took a deep breath. ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘All better,’ he answered. ‘Thanks to you. It took a week or so for the trolls’ poison to work its way out of my body, but there don’t appear to be any long-lasting ill effects. That’s just as well. I don’t want to delay the audit unless I have to.’ 
 
    ‘A delay might be a good thing,’ I said, folding my arms. ‘The faeries in our office have been through a great deal. I know there are a lot of problems and a lot of questions over what sort of things have gone on in the past, but I think the Director appreciates that. She’s instituting all sorts of great new initiatives. Today we had group meditation.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds horrific,’ Jasper murmured.  
 
    I sniffed and lied through my teeth. ‘I found it very relaxing.’  
 
    ‘Then I’m pleased,’ he said. ‘But the audit is definitely going ahead from tomorrow. A delay will only add to everyone’s stress. I appreciate that changes are being made but things need to alter at an institutional level. The Office of Faery Godmothers has been allowed to go unchecked for far too long.’ 
 
    ‘Whose fault is that?’ I sniped. ‘It should have been audited long before now.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t disagree with that,’ he returned mildly. ‘Sometimes the wheels of bureaucracy move far too slowly.’ He leaned forward and I caught a sudden whiff of deep cinnamon. ‘We suddenly seem to be at odds with each other, Saffron. Has something happened?’ 
 
    If I told him that I was acting like a sullen teenager because I was jealous that he might now be stepping out with another faery, I’d sound like an idiot. Hell, I was an idiot. I told myself to get a grip. 
 
    ‘The Director has asked me to head up a task force to investigate the trolls,’ I muttered. ‘As well as keeping up with my regular faery godmother duties. I’m not quite sure where to start or even why she’s asked me.’ 
 
    Jasper didn’t so much as blink. ‘She asked you because I recommended that she did.’ 
 
    I drew back, surprised. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because the only person I’ve seen with a drive and will to succeed that surpasses my own is you,’ he said simply. ‘What you lack in experience, you gain in determination.’ 
 
    I sternly berated myself for blushing. ‘I’m not sure I should be thanking you for that recommendation.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I understand that. And it’s quite possible that you won’t manage to uncover any new information.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed. Apparently the Director wasn’t the only person who didn’t think I’d find anything. 
 
    ‘No one is setting you up to fail, Saffron,’ he added. ‘If you don’t get anywhere, you won’t be blamed. I promise.’ 
 
    Well, there was no choice now, was there? I had to locate the trolls, put a stop to any further nefarious plans and be the hero the faery godmothers needed me to be. I bobbed my head resolutely. ‘I will find them,’ I said. ‘Just watch this space.’ 
 
    Jasper smiled and, for the briefest of moments, he looked like a different person. Softer, somehow. ‘If anyone is going to find out where the trolls are and what they’re up to, it’s you. We have to try. I’ll be on hand to help out as much as I can. Audit or no audit, I will be there as much as I can be.’ He licked his lips. ‘After all, I’m the Devil’s Advocate. A title which was originally given not because it entails the rather pointless task of arguing. Instead it involves seeking out devilish trouble before it begins, considering whether such trouble is justified and smoothing over the waters before any blood is shed as a result.’ 
 
    Ah. He’d overheard more of my whiny complaints than I’d realised. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ I asked. ‘To give me a stirring pep talk?’ 
 
    Jasper pulled back. ‘Actually no.’ He looked oddly uncomfortable. ‘I’m here to talk to you. I … want to talk to you.’ 
 
    All of a sudden my mouth felt dry. Any number of blithe quips ran through my head but, in the end, all I did was blink. 
 
    ‘It might surprise you,’ he continued, ‘but this kind of conversation isn’t easy for me. My job often precludes a social life. Other faeries are intimidated by my position. I don’t spend much time outside work with faeries such as yourself. ‘ 
 
    ‘You’ve been spending time with Lydia DuChamp,’ I blurted out before I could help myself. ‘She’s like me.’ Or she used to be anyway. 
 
    He shifted in his chair and avoided looking at me directly in the eye. ‘She’s nothing like you.’ 
 
    My eyes narrowed slightly. What was that supposed to mean? I wasn’t from a rich, reputable faery family like Lydia but, despite my earlier suspicions, I hadn’t really expected that my lower status would bother Jasper. Maybe I’d been wrong. 
 
    ‘Lydia has been through a tough time,’ Jasper said. ‘I’m supporting her. She had a traumatic ordeal with the trolls and she’s finding it hard to move on.’ 
 
    I had no doubt that she was. And I had no doubt that Jasper was indeed supporting her. Despite his steely exterior, he was that kind of guy. But there was more to this than he was telling me. I wasn’t completely stupid.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was beginning to get a very good idea why he’d really sought me out. ‘I’m sure,’ I said carefully, ‘that you’re helping her a great deal.’ 
 
    He shifted in his chair. ‘I would like to think so.’ He clasped his hands together in his lap and sighed heavily. ‘Saffron, I don’t have many friends—’ 
 
    ‘And,’ I interrupted, ignoring the brief stab of disappointment that attacked my chest, ‘despite the sexual tension between us as a result of our teaming up to beat Bernard, that’s what you think we should be.’ I nodded vigorously. ‘I totally agree. It wouldn’t be appropriate for things to go further when you’re about to conduct an audit of my office. We should both move past whatever we might have felt before. In fact,’ I added brightly, ‘I’ve already moved past it. It’ll be fun to count the Devil’s Advocate as one of my friends.’ 
 
    Jasper folded his arms. His expression was inscrutable. ‘Fun isn’t a word that’s normally associated with me.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s because most people don’t get to know you very well. They think that you’re the big, bad scary wolf when really you’re just the sweet guy next door.’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘The guy next door? That’s how you see me?’ 
 
    Hell no. Jasper was the mysterious man in the castle on the other side of the forest who invaded your dreams and your thoughts, and whose taut body you imagined sweaty and naked at the most inappropriate of times. I swallowed. Whoa. I really shouldn’t go there. He’d all but told me we should just be friends. I could do that. Of course I could. I wasn’t some nutty stalker. I didn’t lust after the man that much. Honest. 
 
    ‘Yep.’ I managed a smile. ‘I bet that if I ran out of sugar, you’d be the perfect person to lend me a cup.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have any sugar in my house. I don’t use it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because,’ I said with a straight face, ‘you’re already sweet enough.’ 
 
    ‘Sweet?’ 
 
    ‘You sent me a bunch of dandelions. That was super sweet.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ A muscle throbbed in his jaw. ‘And the kiss we shared in the park? Was that … sweet?’ 
 
    Fuck a puck. I couldn’t lie convincingly about that, I just didn’t have it in me. ‘No,’ I admitted. ‘It was steamy and sexy and it made my toes curl.’ 
 
    For the first time since we’d started down this line of questioning, a tiny smile curled the corners of Jasper’s mouth. ‘Of course it did.’ 
 
    I frowned. Hang on a minute. He was here to tell me that we should just be mates but he was still smugly satisfied that I’d confessed that he’d turned me on? Maybe he was more like other men than I’d realised. 
 
    ‘You do realise how arrogant that sounds, right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not arrogant if it’s true.’ He smiled wolfishly. ‘I’ve never had any complaints.’ 
 
    ‘It takes two to tango, buster. Our kiss was good because I was the other party. Funnily enough, I’ve never had any complaints either.’ 
 
    The smile snapped off his face. ‘You’ve had a lot of experience then.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently so have you.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ A series of conflicting emotions flitted across his green eyes. ‘I think,’ he said stiffly, ‘we are at cross-purposes here. I don’t want to argue with you, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘You want us to be friends.’ 
 
    A beat passed. When he spoke, his response was quiet. ‘I do.’ 
 
    I sniffed. That was that then. ‘It’s just as well that we both take our jobs seriously so that we can act like adults and ignore what happened between us. We won’t let it affect our work.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing really happened between us.’ 
 
    ‘I guess not.’ I scanned his face but he wasn’t giving much away. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘in the interests of friendship, can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    Jasper got to his feet. ‘No, I’d better go. I’ve still got a lot of preparation to do before the audit starts.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t wait,’ I said drily.  
 
    He frowned at me. ‘It’s a serious undertaking, Saffron.’ 
 
    As if I didn’t know that already. ‘You’d better get a good night’s sleep then,’ I said. And not, I added silently, spend the night having rampant, tumultuous sex with Lydia DuChamp. I held out my hand awkwardly. ‘Friends.’ 
 
    He hesitated a moment then took it, gripping harder than I’d expected. ‘Sure. Friends.’ He abruptly released my hand and walked away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    First thing the following morning I put on my best suit, the one that clung to my curves in all the right places. I wanted Jasper to see what he was missing. Then I took it off. I wasn’t going to dress up just for him. I no longer cared what he thought. Except it was important that he thought well of me professionally, so I should make an effort to look my best. I put the suit back on again. And took it off once more.  
 
    In the end I compromised by dressing in neither my best nor my worst work outfit and tried to stop thinking about it. I would concentrate all my efforts on my job. That would make me happy. Besides, I had a lot to do; I was a busy, important faery godmother – not to mention the troll task force leader. At this rate, I’d need to arrange my own theme tune. 
 
    I hopped off the bus at the end of the street and walked the last few hundred metres to the office. I made a deliberate point of strutting because it helped me feel more confident. If I could walk like I owned my life and was in full control of every little detail, maybe sooner or later it would be true. Unfortunately, I was so enamoured of my own swagger that I collided with a shuffling bloke who veered without warning into my path.  
 
    I blinked. ‘Sorry,’ I said. I immediately regretted the apology – I’d been the one maintaining a straight line. I gazed at him, registering his unkempt appearance and general air of dishevelment. My skin tingled oddly. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he muttered before continuing on his way. 
 
    I stared after him, something prickling at the back of my mind, then I shrugged. He probably reminded me of one of my old dope faery clients. He looked the type. I gave myself a shake and continued on my way. 
 
    The Office of Faery Godmothers was located in the middle of a street that was an odd mix of office buildings and residential dwellings. Truthfully, it wouldn’t have mattered if there were a great big flashing neon sign above the door; the magic surrounding the building meant that it barely pinged on the consciousness of any passing humans. It was safer that way. Faery godmothers were supposed to be incognito after all. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Mrs Jardine was already at the front desk by the time I strolled in the entrance. She was sitting bolt upright in her chair, without her usual glossy magazine in front of her. The reception area was always gleaming and fresh but today it looked even cleaner than usual. I felt guilty that I was daring to walk across the floor in case the soles of my shoes left a smudge. Clearly, all stops were going to be pulled out for Jasper’s imminent arrival.  
 
    I checked my watch. He’d be here soon and the last thing I wanted was to get trapped in the lift with him again. I picked up my pace.  
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I chirped. 
 
    ‘Good morning? What’s good about it?’ Mrs Jardine looked past me as if she expected Jasper to appear at any moment. Given that’s exactly what he’d done the first time I’d met him, I shouldn’t have been surprised if he’d materialised out of thin air. 
 
    I gave her a sympathetic glance. ‘The audit will be over before you know it. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘There’s everything to worry about. Why are you so late?’ 
 
    I checked my watch. It was barely gone seven. I was almost two whole hours early. 
 
    ‘Everyone else is here,’ she informed me. ‘Just because you’re on good relations with the Devil’s Advocate and you saved him from the trolls doesn’t mean that you can give the office a bad name.’ 
 
    Enough already. ‘First of all,’ I said, ‘my relations with him probably aren’t as good as you think they are. Second of all, I’m early. If everyone else wants to get here at the crack of the dawn that’s fine, but the audit is going to continue for four weeks. What we do now has to be sustainable for the whole of that period. I understand that we should all be on our best behaviour but if we want this office to truly be the best then we have to give him a true picture, not what we think it should be like for the short time that he’s here. Unless we present him with the truth, we’ll fail. Spectacularly.’ 
 
    Mrs Jardine looked at me like I was crazy. ‘The truth is a malleable thing. We have to show him our best truth. This office has been thought of as the best for generations. I will not be part of changing anyone’s mind on that matter. Neither should you be.’ 
 
    ‘Even if it’s not the best and should never have been thought of in that way?’ I enquired. Our reputation might be snow white but my recent experiences proved that reputations could be very deceptive. 
 
    Mrs Jardine’s face was turning a fascinating shade of red. ‘No matter what has happened in the past, faery godmothers are still the crème de la crème of all faeries!’ 
 
    Mmm-hmm. It was pointless arguing with her. I gave a half shrug of vague compliance, pressed my thumbprint onto the sign-in sheet, added my name and headed to the lift. It was going to be a long month. 
 
    When I reached my floor, it was apparent that I really was the last person to arrive. Every other faery godmother was already at their desk with their heads down. An air of busy self-importance clung to each cubicle. Maybe I should have tried to get here even earlier; after all, I was still trying to make a good impression. Then I reminded myself that I didn’t need to arrive in the middle of the night in order to do all my work and do it well. In fact, a proper sleep would stand me in far better stead. I wanted to be the best – but I wasn’t going to kill myself in the process. 
 
    I dropped my bag beside my desk and said a quick hello to Delilah, who was dressed uncharacteristically in a black suit; she looked more like she was here for a funeral than for her job. Then I wandered towards the kitchenette to make myself a coffee. When I opened the cupboard to grab my mug, however, I realised that it was bare. 
 
    ‘What the…?’ 
 
    ‘Adeline has removed all the cups,’ Rupert drawled from the doorway. ‘She thinks that the odd cup of tea or coffee will make us all appear slackers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous.’ I needed caffeine to function and so did everyone else. I predicted there would be several blow ups before lunch.  
 
    ‘I’ve got some contraband Red Bull in my drawer,’ my sex-obsessed colleague told me with a wink. His eyes travelled up and down my body. ‘Or there are other ways I could give you the energy boost you need.’ 
 
    I dreaded to think what they were. ‘I appreciate the thought,’ I said stiffly. ‘But I’ll manage.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ He continued to smile at me. ‘You look beautiful today, Saffron.’ He nodded downwards. ‘And you have the best legs in this office.’ 
 
    I tapped my mouth thoughtfully. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘that sort of remark is clearly designed to make me feel uncomfortable.’ 
 
    He gave me a hurt, puppy-dog look. ‘I’m being nice,’ he protested. ‘It’s a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘It’s sleazy.’ I leaned back and spotted Billy walking across the other side of the office. ‘Hey!’ I shouted. ‘Bill! What’s the sexual harassment policy for this place?’ 
 
    Rupert began to splutter. ‘What are you doing? You can’t do that!’ 
 
    I folded my arms and regarded him calmly. ‘Of course I can. Or are you trying to intimidate me so I don’t stand up for myself?’ 
 
    Adeline appeared out of nowhere. That woman had a canny knack of showing up without warning whenever she was least wanted. ‘Saffron,’ she said. ‘A word?’ 
 
    I gave Rupert a small smile. ‘Of course, Adeline. But only if it means you’ll give me back my mug.’ 
 
    She glared at me and stalked away without answering. Clearly I was supposed to follow. I sighed and wandered after her, leaving Rupert to huff and puff behind my back. 
 
    Adeline’s office was far smaller than the Director’s and it had a somewhat spartan feel. I glanced round. It was the first time I’d been granted access, so I supposed I should feel special rather than be concerned that I was about to receive a stern bollocking for some as yet unnamed misdemeanour.  
 
    I wondered whether she’d removed all evidence of her personality from the room because of the audit or if it always looked this way. I hoped it was the latter. I didn’t want to think of Adeline changing her behaviour dramatically for no other reason than Jasper’s impending arrival. If the hard-as-nails Assistant Director felt she had to put on a show, there was no hope for the rest of us. 
 
    ‘I understand that you might feel you have special dispensation to act in any way that you please,’ she said icily. ‘But please remember that you are not the only faery in this office. We are all under considerable pressure to perform well, and there will be consequences if you upset the apple cart. Your loyalty should be to us.’ 
 
    I tilted my head. ‘My loyalty is always to this office,’ I said. ‘Regardless of the audit, I’m always going to do the very best that I can. Maybe you should work on getting everyone to relax and tell faeries like Rupert to wind in their necks rather than creating problems.’ 
 
    Adeline stared; belatedly it occurred to me that she might not my want my suggestions. ‘I know that Rupert can be annoying,’ she said, ‘but he comes from an important family and his place here is assured. There are some things we cannot change.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve already parked him in the Adventus room so he doesn’t cause problems for clients,’ I pointed out. ‘Maybe this sort of nepotism is the sort of thing the Devil’s Advocate is going to pick up on.’ 
 
    She stiffened in alarm. ‘Did he say that? Is that what he’s planning to focus on?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what he’s planning. I’m just stating a possibility.’ 
 
    ‘You are close to the Devil’s Advocate. He must have said something about where he will focus his energies in these first few days.’ 
 
    I took a step back. ‘I’m not close to him.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron…’ 
 
    I exhaled. ‘I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, Adeline. For what it’s worth, I think you usually do it very well. Right now, however, you’ve got everyone in here before the sun has risen. You’ve taken away the coffee and you’re adding to the overall stress. I have no idea what Jas— what the Devil’s Advocate is focusing on, but I do know that this office has suffered enough pressure recently. The way everyone is acting at the moment will only make that worse in the long run. And the Devil’s Advocate is not stupid. He will see through any attempts to playact in a heartbeat.’ 
 
    ‘I know everyone is still stressed,’ Adeline snapped. ‘Why do you think we had mandatory meditation yesterday?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘You do realise that forcing everyone to meditate is more likely to annoy them and cause more stress? You’re a faery godmother, Adeline. You’re better than this.’ 
 
    ‘We are faery godmothers,’ she whispered. 
 
    I nodded. ‘We are.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. We should all act normally.’ 
 
    ‘Not act normally,’ I said. ‘Be normal.’ 
 
    ‘Good point.’ She looked at me. ‘Thank you for your candour, Saffron. I should have known I could count on you.’ 
 
    Adeline had barely realised what she’d said but the implied compliment made my heart sing. I smiled to myself. Things were going to be alright after all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time the morning briefing rolled around, the office atmosphere felt far more relaxed. Much to everyone’s relief, Adeline had returned the mugs. A few ties had been loosened and there was the murmur of office chatter. Things weren’t quite as chilled as they could be but it was definitely an improvement.  
 
    I resisted the temptation to tell everyone that it was thanks to my intervention that we were all now feeling better but it was a close-run thing as we gathered in the centre of the room for the Director’s pronouncements. I reminded myself that no one liked a show-off.  
 
    Figgy and Alicia were in front of me. Even on a normal day they both gave off an immaculate, glamorous sheen. Today they were so primped and perfect that it almost hurt my eyes to look at them. 
 
    ‘I heard,’ Figgy said in an overly loud whisper, ‘that if we fail the audit we’ll all lose our jobs.’ 
 
    Alicia tossed her head, adding a mild snort for emphasis. ‘You may lose your job but I certainly won’t. No one would dare sack me. I’m a Beauchamp.’ 
 
    A few feet away, Angela from HR turned towards them. ‘The last time a department failed an audit it was the tooth faeries. Back in 1999.’ 
 
    ‘See?’ Alicia said. ‘The tooth faeries are still around. Their department is still going strong.’ 
 
    ‘Every single tooth faery was transferred within weeks of the audit results,’ Angela returned flatly. ‘Everything was overhauled.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that was because it needed to be overhauled,’ I said, ignoring the derisive looks from all three faeries at my audacity in joining in their conversation. ‘I’ve never heard any complaints about the tooth faeries. Perhaps that’s because they learned from their mistakes and are now better for it.’ 
 
     Angela’s lip curled. Despite everything I’d achieved in my short time here, she despised me. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard of the Salmores? Three members of their family were tooth faeries. Good ones, too.’ She glared at me. ‘We all know what happened to them.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t,’ I said in a raised voice. ‘But then I don’t listen to malicious gossip.’ 
 
    Angela shot me a nasty look and turned away. I nudged Delilah. ‘What happened to the Salmores?’ I asked in an undertone. 
 
    ‘Sewage faeries,’ she whispered. ‘It’s their job to keep the waterways underneath our feet clear from obstruction. Any time you hear about one of those vile fatberg things, it’s because the Salmores have messed up.’ 
 
    I made a face. Yuck. Still, it seemed like it was an important job. Sometimes the messiest jobs are the most vital for society. 
 
    ‘It’s busy work,’ Delilah added. ‘The humans are perfectly capable of seeing to the sewers themselves. The Salmores spend their days up to their elbows in shit and they don’t even have to be there. They keep doing it because they think they’ll be allowed back in as tooth faeries. That’s never going to happen. I guarantee it.’ 
 
    The Director cleared her throat and we all fell silent. ‘Good morning, everybody. I trust that you all slept well last night and that you’re ready for whatever today might bring. I know that many of you are worried about the audit but I must remind you that it is a marathon not a sprint.’ 
 
    From behind my back, Billy leaned in towards my ear. ‘She’s going to go for gold,’ he whispered, ‘and pack in as many idiotic management phrases as possible.’ 
 
    ‘It will be all hands on deck but I know that I can count on you. At the end of the day, this audit is going to be win-win. We will pull together as the team I know we are and the world will be reminded why we are the best that the faeries have to offer. All we have to do is to continue to keep our eye on the ball.’ 
 
    I only just managed to stifle a giggle and jabbed Billy with my elbow. He jabbed me in return. 
 
    The Director swept her gaze across us all. ‘The Devil’s Advocate will be here for four weeks, mostly observing but occasionally participating as well. The best thing to do is to simply act normally and be the wonderful faery godmothers that I know you are.  
 
    ‘It’s been a trying time for all of us recently. The heinous kidnappings and the evil trolls have put us under a great deal of strain. No one should be afraid, though. I have created a special task force which will track down the remaining trolls and bring them to justice. Our newest recruit, Saffron Sawyer,’ she nodded at me, ‘will lead the task force as she has already successfully encountered various trolls. She will be looking for some help over the next few weeks. I know that if she asks for your participation, you will rise to the challenge.’ 
 
    Every single head turned in my direction. I smiled and tried to appear both modest about my promotion and confident that I would succeed. Judging by the sneers on some faces and the genuine surprise on others, I wasn’t convinced that I managed it. 
 
    ‘Finally,’ the Director said, ‘I want you to remember that I have an open-door policy. If anything is worrying you, if you are feeling stressed or you need help, you can come to me at any time. The Devil’s Advocate will soon see that we are truly one big happy family.’ 
 
    Adeline waved frantically from the doorway of her office. The Director nodded and drew in a deep breath. ‘He’s here,’ she said. For the briefest moment, her eyes hardened as she looked at us for one last time. ‘Do not let me or the name of this good office down.’ 
 
    Like a choreographed dance group, we swivelled towards the lift at exactly the same time, our heads lifting as we watched the LED numbers ascend. I folded my arms, goose bumps rising across my bare arms. I was only nervous because I wanted us to do well. That was all. Then the lift reached our floor and the doors slid open. 
 
    Jasper stepped out, his expression dark and serious. If he was surprised that every single faery godmother was standing in front of him, he didn’t show it. He glanced at us, his eyes passing over me. He neither fidgeted nor smiled. Honestly, if his Devil’s Advocate gig ever went belly up, he should seriously consider becoming a living statue. He’d make a damn fortune. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Although I appreciate that the sentiment may not be returned, I am looking forward to spending time with you all. I understand that you may be nervous but please realise that this is not a witch hunt. This is an opportunity for each of you to showcase what you are doing. My role is simply to look for ways to improve what is already happening and to help you implement new techniques and ideas that will make things better for both you and your clients.’ 
 
    Billy leaned in towards my ear once again. ‘And,’ he whispered, ‘to shaft you all if you don’t do exactly as I tell you.’ I grimaced. 
 
    Jasper turned his head, his green-eyed gaze fixing on Billy. I might not have been able to see my rule-loving friend’s face but I felt him flinch. 
 
    ‘The best thing you can all do,’ Jasper said, ‘is to go about your jobs as normal. Return to your desks and get on with your work. At some point over the next month, when the time is right, I will speak to you individually and introduce myself properly. For now, I don’t want to get in your way.’  
 
    For the first time, he looked directly at me. ‘Rest assured that I take my role here as seriously as you take yours. I will make every effort to be both fair and balanced. I’m on your side.’ He looked away from me and gestured to indicate that we could leave.  
 
    No one moved. I almost laughed aloud. 
 
    The Director coughed awkwardly. ‘We are faery godmothers!’ she said, with somewhat less gusto than normal. 
 
    As one, we all recited back in unison, ‘We are faery godmothers! We are faery godmothers! We are faery godmothers!’ 
 
    Jasper turned to her, his expression baffled. ‘Is that supposed to mean something?’ he asked. 
 
    I smirked. Then I joined in with everyone else and strolled to my cubicle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I didn’t spend long at my desk. Despite my best efforts to stay calm, Jasper’s presence was making me antsy – and that was without the tense atmosphere caused by my colleagues’ nerves. In any case, I wouldn’t become the most brilliant faery godmother the world had ever seen by being a dab hand at record keeping.  
 
    After less than twenty minutes, I grabbed the file relating to my next client and headed out to meet her via the sparkly Metafora room. The transportation magic was available to all working faeries, regardless of which department they were in. It most definitely beat taking the bus. Hopefully the time I’d save would also allow me some space to focus on my new task force. 
 
    My client was a seventy-nine-year-old woman called Rose Blairmont who lived in the Lake District. I was aware that it was a rural location but nothing had prepared me for the sight that greeted me once the Metafora magic had worked its wonders and I found myself standing in front of her cottage.  
 
    There was a single-track lane. Apart from a ramshackle stone farmhouse further down the road that didn’t look as if it had been lived in since the nineteenth century, there were no other buildings nearby. Still, the landscape was stunning. The blue waters of Buttermere glimmered in the distance, their rippling colours incongruous against the many shades of green from the dark leaves on some of the trees to the lighter chartreuse of the nearby fields.  
 
    I inhaled the fresh air and admired the view. Despite the lonely setting and how difficult it must be to get a pint of milk, I could understand why someone would choose to live here. It was breathtaking. 
 
    Since starting this job, I’d quickly learned that the information in my clients’ files was next to useless. To discover anything that I could use in granting wishes, I had to spend time tracking and investigating. Unfortunately, hanging around Rose Blairmont’s house and following her when she eventually left it wouldn’t work here. It was far too rural. Unless I learned how to use my wand to disguise myself as a sheep, I would stand out like a sore thumb.  
 
    There was little choice but to knock on her door and face her. That wouldn’t be a problem. The memory magic, which worked automatically whenever I was on the clock, meant that she wouldn’t remember me from visit to visit so I could come and speak to her on any number of occasions to retrieve the information I needed. All the same, I reminded myself not to blurt out anything daft; I’d done that with my very first client when I’d granted his wish for a coffee before thinking about what I was doing.  
 
    I raised my hand and rapped sharply on her door. Nobody answered. I frowned and knocked harder. I knew she was in; the Metafora magic wouldn’t have transported me here if she were not. Maybe she was a late riser and was still in bed – or maybe she was an early riser and had already gone for a mid-morning nap. Either way, I wasn’t leaving before I’d spoken to her in person and got a good first impression of the lady. Once I had some basic details I could return to the office and do some further investigating from my desk. 
 
    When Rose still didn’t answer the door, I decided to save the skin on my knuckles from further abuse and go round to the other side of the cottage. I stepped through various thorny weeds, narrowly avoided squelching a few fat slugs and peered into the windows as I went. I couldn’t see any signs of life but the cottage’s interior looked well kept. It was tidy but had a lived-in appearance, helped by the fresh flowers I spied on one small table and the few opened letters I glimpsed on another.  
 
    Nibbling my bottom lip, I glanced round the corner to the back garden. Rose was a green-fingered lady. Some vines, unidentifiable to my untrained eye, had been tied up neatly against a bamboo trellis. In front of them was an array of different herbs, each one carefully labelled in spidery handwriting. Bright flowers, planted with care along the back wall, offered a stunning kaleidoscope of colour.  
 
    Like the landscape around it, the garden was beautiful. I reached across, my fingers brushing against a single delicate pink rose, a late survivor at the end of the season. That was when I heard a thump from indoors and straightened up. I moved to the back door. 
 
    ‘Rose?’ I called. ‘Rose Blairmont?’ 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I tried again. ‘Rose?’ Maybe she’d fallen and hurt herself. Seventy-nine wasn’t ancient in human terms but she might be fragile. I reached down and twisted the doorknob. It rattled but didn’t budge.  
 
    Despite the audit, I still had my targets to achieve. Throwing caution to the wind, I drew out my wand and spun it towards the door. There was an audible click. Satisfied, I nodded to myself and tried the doorknob again. This time it turned easily.  
 
    I opened the door a few inches and called once more. ‘Rose? Are you okay?’ 
 
    There was nothing but silence. This was growing stranger by the second. I pushed the door fully open and stepped into the warm kitchen. The pleasant smell of beeswax tickled my nostrils as I glanced around. A few dirty dishes lay in the old chipped sink by the garden window.  
 
    I edged over to the AGA and reached out to touch the striped mug that sat next to it. The half-drunk tea inside was still hot. Ah. She had probably panicked, thinking that I was some sort of crazed intruder. She wasn’t entirely wrong. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I said loudly. ‘My name is Saffron Sawyer. I’m with the police. I’m here to make sure you’re alright. There’s been a spate of burglaries in the area so we’re speaking to all our local residents to find out if they’ve been affected, or if they’ve noticed anything strange going on lately.’ I paused. ‘Hello? Are you there?’ 
 
    She still didn’t answer. Terrifying an elderly woman out of her wits wasn’t in my remit so I wouldn’t push it; it would be best to head to the nearest village and speak to the residents to see if I could glean any insights from them.  
 
    I started to back out. There was more than one way to skin a cat. 
 
    ‘I’m going to leave you now, Rose,’ I said. ‘I’ll pop by another time. You don’t have to worry.’ 
 
    I turned, just as a small white shape came barrelling towards me. I barely reacted in time, thrusting my wand forward and halting it in its tracks, holding it frozen in mid-pounce. I’d only had time to register that it was a Jack Russell terrier, its teeth bared and its dark eyes glistening pure hatred, when there was the unmistakable sound of a gun cocking.  
 
    I looked up slowly. There, standing in the doorway and brandishing a shotgun at me, was a white-haired woman wearing a pristine Barbour jacket, green wellies and a full face of make-up. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ she spat. ‘And what the ’ell have you done to my Pumpkin?’ 
 
    I raised my hand again to try the same wand trick on Rose. She immediately pulled the trigger on the shotgun. The bullet flew past my ear and took out her kitchen window. Clearly Rose Blairmont meant business. 
 
    ‘Drop the stick!’ she snarled. 
 
    I decided that playing along with her wishes would be the smart move. I could still conjure magic without using my wand, but it was much harder and it would leave me with a terrible headache. I was also liable to collapse in a useless heap. All of that was better than tempting fate, though. I let the wand drop from my fingers and fall to the kitchen flagstones with a clatter. 
 
    ‘My name is Saffron Sawyer,’ I said, as carefully and calmly as I could. ‘I’m with the police. I’m checking to see that you’re alright because there have been some burglaries recently. A few nearby houses have been ransacked. If you could just put the shotgun down then—’ 
 
    ‘You must think I was born yesterday! I’m seventy-nine, angel. Not seven. I know who you are.’ 
 
    No, she didn’t. ‘Oh yes?’ I asked anyway. ‘Who am I?’ 
 
    ‘You’re one of them.’ Her voice dripped with loathing. ‘You work for him. Don’t try to deny it.’ 
 
    Hmm. I had no idea how to play this. I could pretend to agree with her and find out as many details as I could – but I risked ending up with gut shot if I did that. Or I could disagree and try to find out what on earth was going on. But in that scenario, I also ran the risk of being shot. I didn’t recall anything from the faery godmothers’ manual about how to deal with this sort of situation. I’d simply have to wing it. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I said quietly. ‘Look at me.’ I splayed out my arms. ‘I’m not a threat to you. I promise you that.’ 
 
    She didn’t take her eyes off me. ‘What have you done to my dog? That ain’t natural! What did you do?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing!’ I gritted my teeth and waved off the magic. My head exploded with sudden pain as Pumpkin sprang towards my leg and sank his teeth in. I screeched. 
 
    ‘Pumpkin!’ Rose yelled. ‘Get off!’ 
 
    The animal released me immediately and backed away. He was still growling. I could feel warm blood trickling down my calf. Fuck a puck – this was not how my morning was supposed to go. 
 
    ‘I’m going to get my … stick,’ I said faintly, ‘and I’m going to leave.’ 
 
    Rose waved the gun. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You’re going to…’ She stopped in mid-sentence, her face twisting. ‘You didn’t come alone.’ 
 
    For a moment, I had no idea what she was talking about. Then I heard the engine outside just before it was turned off. Someone else had arrived. 
 
    ‘I’m alone!’ I protested. ‘I don’t know who’s out there!’ 
 
    ‘Say another word,’ Rose hissed, ‘and you’re a dead woman.’ 
 
    I snapped my mouth closed. She motioned towards me with the gun. Doing as she commanded, I bent down, wincing at the wound in my leg. Pumpkin didn’t take his eyes off me for a second. 
 
    There was a loud thump at the front door. ‘Rose!’ boomed a loud male voice. ‘We know you’re in there! This will go easier if you come out of your own accord.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know why you all seem to think I’m so stupid,’ Rose muttered. 
 
    ‘Don’t make this any harder than it has to be,’ the man shouted. ‘You’re too old to run. I’ll make it quick if you just come outside.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. ‘Is he here to kill you?’ I whispered, aghast. What the hell sort of situation had I walked into? 
 
    Rose rolled her eyes. ‘Well, he ain’t the fecking Avon Lady, is he?’ She gestured at her dog. ‘Pumpkin. Come here.’ 
 
    The Jack Russell growled at me one last time for effect then turned to his mistress and leapt into her arms. She held him with one hand and the shotgun with the other. Somehow I didn’t think this was her first time with the weapon. 
 
    ‘Into the corner,’ she ordered. ‘Now.’ 
 
    I did as she said. ‘Rose, if you could wait—’ 
 
    ‘Shut up.’ 
 
    Fair enough. I swallowed and nodded. Before I could work out what on earth I could do to prevent this bizarre situation from getting any worse, there was a loud crack and the sound of splintering wood.  
 
    Rose let out a cackle. ‘Steel reinforced door,’ she said. ‘He ain’t getting in that way.’ She strode towards the back door and reached for the handle.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a moving shape. I hissed as a gloved hand holding another damned gun appeared. I noted a balaclava-covered face and a pair of cold, dark eyes before I flung out my hands, using a burst of my own natural magic to send the intruder flying backwards. A moment later I was on my hands and knees and retching hard.  
 
    Half blind, my fingers fumbling for my wand. I’d only just managed to grab it when something grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and hauled me upwards. Rose’s bright-blue eyes stared into mine. ‘Pull yourself together! More of them will be on their way. We have to go now.’ 
 
    I was in no fit state to argue. I nodded weakly, flicking the wand towards myself for a magical boost to keep me upright. There was nothing safe about Rose but, in a choice between her and the man who’d attacked her cottage, I knew which one I felt better about. Less than five seconds later all three of us – woman, faery and dog –burst out of the back door and ran. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Rose seemed to know where she was going. I had little choice but to try and keep up, although it was genuinely galling that I had to struggle to maintain pace with a seventy-nine-year-old woman. Yes, the magic I’d been forced to conjure up without my wand had cost me, and Rose was breathing surprisingly hard even for her age, but I also sensed that she was holding back for my sake.  
 
    I felt incredibly queasy and I couldn’t shake off the fog of confusion. What on earth had happened in that cute little pensioner’s cottage? I’d spent years as a dope faery, I’d hung out with some dangerous characters and witnessed any number of dodgy drug deals, but I’d never experienced anything close to this. The fact that I was now running through a field to get away from a masked gunman didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    After a mile or two, I began to feel my equilibrium returning. ‘Where are we going?’ I gasped. ‘Do you have a destination in mind?’ 
 
    Rose didn’t deign to answer. Instead she picked up speed, veering off towards a small copse of trees. I gave up on the questions for now and followed. When I spotted the old Jeep sitting underneath a sprawling oak tree, relief overtook me – at least until coherent thought returned to the fore and I was struck by fearful clarity. 
 
    ‘You knew this was about to happen,’ I said. ‘You planned for this. That’s why this Jeep is here. That’s why your door is steel reinforced.’ 
 
    At first I thought that Rose wasn’t going to answer me. She appeared preoccupied with sweeping off the debris from the Jeep, occasionally pausing to gasp in a few breaths before continuing her work. Her cheeks were flushed and there was a sheen of sweat across her brow. The dash here had taxed her more than I’d realised.  
 
    Before I could express concern, she muttered without glancing up, ‘Do you know the worst thing about getting old?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Because it ain’t the fecking arthritis, although that’s bad enough. It ain’t that I can no longer wear a pair of stilettos or that I’m consigned to badly-knitted fecking cardigans. It ain’t even that each morning I’m that little bit closer to the grave. No.’ She shook her head. ‘The worst thing is that people constantly seem to think I’m stupid. That I’m doddery and hard of hearing and somehow mentally deficient.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t suggesting…’ 
 
    She sighed in exasperation. ‘Who are you really? You definitely ain’t with the local coppers, that’s for fecking sure.’ 
 
    I didn’t quite know how to answer. ‘Er, I’m not with that bloke who was trying to kill you.’ 
 
    She sighed again, more loudly. ‘See? You’re treating me like I have less than two brain cells to rub together. I know you’re not fecking with him. Do you think I’d have brought you out here with me if you were? One look at the expression on your face when he rocked up was enough to tell me you don’t know him. I can read people, darling. Ain’t no one in this world good enough at lying to fool me.’  
 
    She reached under the Jeep’s wheel arch and pulled out a set of keys before unlocking the door with a sharp click. Pumpkin immediately hopped onto the front seat, freeing up both of Rose’s hands so she could point the shotgun in my direction again. 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘You know I’m not with that man. You must also know I’m not a threat to you.’ 
 
    She raised the barrel an inch or two higher and squinted, preparing to aim. ‘Gimme the fecking truth.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t believe it.’ 
 
    Her expression didn’t change. ‘You don’t know that.’ 
 
    I did. Then I shrugged. In for a penny… ‘I’m your faery godmother.’ 
 
    She stared at me then she threw back her head and cackled. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it turns out one of is mentally deficient after all.’ 
 
    I’d learned a lot since my first client. The file I had on Rose hadn’t offered much information beyond her name, address, lack of existing family members and her date of birth. One thing it did tell me, however, was how her name had ended up on my list.  
 
    I tilted up my chin and met her gaze head on. ‘It’s true. About six weeks ago, on August 21st, you happened to pass a small café in Kendal. You went inside, bought yourself a cupcake and a candle, and wished yourself happy birthday. You must have made a wish at the same time,. I’m here to grant that wish.’ I pursed my lips. ‘Or an approximation thereof.’ I waved my wand in her direction. ‘This isn’t a stick. It’s a wand. A magical wand, to be precise.’ 
 
    I expected more maniacal laughter. Instead Rose gave me a thoughtful look. ‘You did something with your hands. Not just to my Pumpkin. You also did something that knocked the wanker at my house backwards. You’re a witch.’ 
 
    This was easier than I’d thought it would be. ‘I’m a faery,’ I corrected. ‘But yes, what I did back there was magic. It’s difficult for me to do much without my wand but if I concentrate, I can usually conjure up something. The reason I started throwing up is because I used magic without my wand.’ I sniffed pointedly. ‘If you hadn’t made me drop it before that man appeared, things would have been far easier for both of us.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit shit, ain’t it? Having to rely on a fecking stick? Is that why you didn’t kill him?’ 
 
    I regarded her calmly. ‘I didn’t kill him because I’m not a murderer.’ 
 
    Rose looked nonplussed. ‘But you’ll grant me a wish?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ she said, ‘I wish for everyone who is trying to kill me to die horribly within the next minute.’ 
 
    I frowned in irritation. ‘I can’t do that,’ I said. ‘I can’t grant those sorts of wishes. And that’s certainly not what you originally wished for.’ If it had been, her name would have been flagged up as someone wanting a blood wish. As a newbie, that sort of thing was far outside my current remit. 
 
    ‘So,’ Rose said, amused. ‘What did I wish for then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I have to find out what will make you happy and then I’ll grant that wish. Most of my clients aren’t sure what their deepest wish is. It’s my job to find that out before I wave my wand.’ 
 
    Rose gazed at me with implacable calm. ‘I’m seventy-nine years old and I’m perfectly capable of knowing my own mind. My deepest wish is for you to kill my fecking enemies.’ 
 
    I’d already told her that wasn’t possible so there was no point in continuing to argue with her about it. Anyway, something about the look in her eye told me that she didn’t really want me to kill her enemies. ‘You’re taking this incredibly well,’ I said instead. 
 
    ‘What?’ Her lip curled. ‘The fact that you’re a faery godmother or the fact that someone tried to slit my throat?’ 
 
    ‘Both, I guess.’ 
 
    She smiled faintly. ‘I’ve seen enough crap in my time to believe just about anything.’ She jerked the shotgun. ‘Not that I’m saying I believe you,’ she added. ‘Just that I’m reserving judgment.’ Her head lifted for a second and her brow furrowed. ‘We have to go. Even if that first one ain’t back on his feet yet, the others will be here soon. You can come with me.’ She jerked the gun again to remind me that she still had it. ‘For now, anyway.’ 
 
    To be honest, I’d have preferred to return to the office, strip naked, paint my skin with Sharpies and do the hula in front of my colleagues, the Director and Jasper. ‘Great,’ I said brightly. ‘Let’s do it.’  
 
    I walked round to the passenger door and opened it. Pumpkin raised his head and growled at me. ‘Shoo,’ I told him. ‘Into the back.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Rose commanded. ‘That’s his seat. You’re the one who’ll have to sit in the back.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘It’s covered in mud.’ At least I hoped it was mud. From where I was standing, the cracked leather seats appeared to have a covering of something that was both brown and crusty. 
 
    ‘Get in the back,’ she said, ‘or stay here. It’s up to you.’ 
 
    Unbelievable. I shook my head. Then I clambered onto the back seat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour or so later, after refusing point blank to answer any more questions or tell me anything else about what was going on, Rose’s Jeep trundled into Carlisle. Rather than head towards the city centre, she veered into a tidy-looking housing estate on the outskirts.  
 
    ‘Keep your eyes peeled,’ she instructed. ‘We need an older model that won’t be missed for a few days.’  
 
    Thoroughly confused, I squinted at her. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Things used to be so much easier,’ she said. ‘You could tell who was away on holiday by the newspapers on the front porch or the milk bottles piling up. These days it’s much more complicated.’ She turned right into a cul-de-sac while I continued to stare. ‘Ah-ha,’ she said with a satisfied smile. ‘It’s bin day. That’s what we need.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I still don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t the fecking brightest faery, are you? Just my luck. I get a faery godmother only to find out that she’s less use than a chocolate teapot.’ She began to enunciate her words. ‘It is bin day. All these houses have got their wheelie bins parked out on the street ready for collection. We need the house that hasn’t got a bin outside. They are the ones who will be away on holiday. That means that when we steal their car, they won’t miss it until they get back. It buys us more time.’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Steal a car?’ 
 
    Rose tutted. ‘This Jeep ain’t registered. We run the risk of getting pulled over by the coppers and entered into a database that will pinpoint our location to the bad guys. Assuming they didn’t see us driving away and aren’t hacking into ANPR as we speak.’ 
 
    ‘ANPR?’ I asked, feeling very stupid. 
 
    ‘Automatic number plate recognition,’ she snapped. 
 
    Oh. Unsurprisingly, that wasn’t something I’d ever had to worry about before. ‘We don’t have to steal a car,’ I pointed out. ‘We could hire one.’ 
 
    ‘For feck’s sake. You need ID to do that. And credit cards. We might as well just hand ourselves in now and prepare for imminent death.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure that I was particularly happy that Rose kept talking about us in the plural. I wasn’t the potential criminal on the run. ‘You need to fess up,’ I said sternly. ‘Who exactly is after you and why?’ 
 
    ‘There!’ she exclaimed. ‘That house there!’ She swung the car to the right, mounting the pavement and almost knocking over several saplings in the process. Then she jumped out with Pumpkin right behind her. The dratted Jack Russell was wagging his tail as if we were out for nothing more than fun walkies. 
 
    I unbuckled my seatbelt and squeezed through the gap to join her. She was already striding up the driveway towards the holidaymakers’ garage. ‘Rose!’ I yelled. ‘We are not stealing a damn car!’ 
 
    ‘Stop being so prissy. It’s not as difficult as you think.’ 
 
    I cursed. ‘My name isn’t on anyone’s database and I can use magic to hire a car and ensure that it’s not tracked. Honestly. It’s not that hard for someone with my skills.’ 
 
    She began tugging at the garage door in a bid to open it. ‘First of all, I’d have to believe that you can do magic and not just party tricks. Secondly, and more importantly, I’d have to believe that you’re good at it. I have seen no evidence of that as yet.’ 
 
    I spluttered. ‘I stopped that assassin guy from shooting you in the head! You saw me!’ 
 
    ‘For all I know, you got fecking lucky. And I’d have got myself out of there perfectly fine on my own.’  
 
    ‘I froze your dog in mid-air to stop him from attacking me!’ 
 
    ‘Pumpkin would never attack anyone,’ she returned, acting like she’d forgotten what had happened less than an hour or two ago. 
 
    The garage door gave way and rose upwards. 
 
    Fuck a puck. ‘Someone’s watching us from the house opposite,’ I said. ‘They’re probably already picking up the phone to call the police.’ 
 
    Rose whipped her head surprisingly fast. ‘What? Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘I saw the curtains twitch,’ I told her. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. ‘Are you saying that because you’re trying to stop me taking this car?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    She glared. ‘You are.’ 
 
    I threw up my hands. ‘I’m not!’ 
 
    Pumpkin let out a sudden high-pitched bark, jumping round and then dashing across the street. A man in a dressing gown was standing in his doorway watching us. He ignored Pumpkin and called over, ‘Can I help you folks?’ 
 
    ‘Told you,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘He can help us by putting on some fecking clothes,’ Rose said. ‘Who is still in a dressing gown at this time of day?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Maybe he works nights.’ 
 
    Pumpkin had reached the man’s slippered feet and was dancing around in front of them, loosing off a bark every few seconds. The man raised a foot, holding it in mid-air. ‘Call him off or I’ll kick him,’ he shouted. 
 
    ‘You kick my dog,’ Rose screamed furiously, ‘and I’ll yank your guts out through your belly button!’ She abandoned the garage and stormed across the street.  
 
    I passed a hand across my forehead. Nothing about this was going to end well. I rolled my eyes and jogged over to join her, drawing out my wand at the same time and giving it a quick flick. 
 
    ‘I will rip your hair out and—’ 
 
    ‘Good day, sir,’ I said, interrupting Rose and reaching down to grab Pumpkin. I thrust the dog into her arms and pasted on a smile. ‘My name is Saffron and this is Rose. Let me take up a moment of your time to tell you about the good work that the Jehovah’s Witnesses do in this area.’ 
 
    The man took a step back. ‘I’m not interested, thank you.’ He started to close the door.  
 
    ‘Would you like a copy of Watchtower to read at your pleasure?’ I called.  
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    Rose stared at me. Even Pumpkin appeared confused. ‘What exactly just happened?’ she asked. 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. ‘I used the magic you still don’t believe I have and still don’t think I have skill enough to wield appropriately. All I did was make him forget he’d seen us at his neighbour’s garage.’ 
 
    ‘You can do that?’ 
 
    ‘I just did.’ 
 
    Rose pursed her thin lips. She glanced round. ‘Impressive. Alright, Miss Faery Godmother. We’ll do things your way. You can hire a car in your name and do your thing to keep it quiet. If this is some kind of weird con, though, I’ll set Pumpkin on you.’ 
 
    The dog gazed at me with an evil glint in his eye. He was desperate to chomp some more on my tasty flesh. I knew it in the same way that I knew my own name was both beautifully alliterative and lyrically pleasing to the ear. 
 
    ‘It’s not a con,’ I answered shortly. ‘Start trusting me, Rose, and I will find you a proper way out of this.’ 
 
    She dipped her head, her white hair ruffling in the gentle breeze. ‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Lead the way.’ She paused. ‘What the ’ell kind of name is Saffron, though?’ 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It took far longer than I’d anticipated. It was almost four o’clock by the time we’d located a suitable car hire place, hidden the Jeep on a quiet side street and found a quiet hotel that met Rose’s demands.  
 
    ‘I need a room on the ground floor,’ she’d told me. ‘With a good view of the street outside and several potential escape routes.’ 
 
    ‘The man who is after you can’t possibly know that you’re in Carlisle.’ 
 
    ‘He’s in a position to know more than you think. And Carlisle is the nearest city to my house. It’s the logical destination and he’ll know that.’ 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I sighed, ‘you’re going to have to tell me what’s going on here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one with magic at your fingertips. You should be able to work it out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not omniscient.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the point of your magic stick if it can’t tell you what you need to know?’ 
 
    I didn’t manage to come up with a good answer to that. No matter what I said or how hard I tried, she refused to give me any more details about who was after her or why. In the end I gave up and told her that I’d be back the following day to help her out some more. She’d balked slightly at the revelation that I was leaving her on her own but had brazened it out by telling me in no uncertain terms that she was perfectly capable of coping without me.  
 
    In an ideal world, I’d have stayed with her. As soon as I left, she’d forget I’d ever existed and I’d have to begin this rigmarole all over again. Unfortunately, however, Rose wasn’t my only client – not to mention that I still had to do something about setting up my troll task force before everyone left the office for the day. I’d been gone for so long that people were probably starting to ask questions. It was rare to spend this long out with one client on the very first visit.  
 
    The best I could do for now was to set up a brief containment spell to keep Rose on the hotel premises unless her life was genuinely in danger. I added a flourish, creating a complicated alert system that would also tell me if anyone came to the hotel looking for her. Both were temporary measures but they were good enough for the time being. I wasn’t prepared to use my magic for anything else – not until I knew more about this strange old woman. For all I knew, she could be a stone-cold killer.  
 
    With a few wand twirls, I managed to stir the Metafora magic into action. I hadn’t had anything to eat since I’d left for work just after dawn and I was bloody starving. The staff canteen was already closed but I was hoping that Delilah might have a few tasty snacks lurking in her desk. Failing that, I reckoned I could always count on Billy to help me out. Audit or no audit, I couldn’t operate at full capacity on an empty stomach for much longer. Even the best faery godmothers needed refuelling. 
 
    The office was surprisingly quiet. Most of the others seemed to be out on client visits. That was unusual for this time of day but not unexpected, given what else was going on.  
 
    I ambled over to my desk, pausing at Delilah’s cubicle in search of food. Unfortunately all I could find was a single boiled sweet. I popped it into my mouth before nearly choking on it when Adeline bellowed at me from the other side of the room and I accidentally swallowed it whole. 
 
    ‘Saffron! Where have you been?’ 
 
     I coughed and turned in her direction. ‘Working,’ I said. ‘I was in the Lake District with a new client. I think I need some help with her because—’ 
 
    ‘There’s an important meeting going on in the rec room and your absence has been noted. You’re already ten minutes late.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t I miss it?’ I asked. ‘I have to…’ I didn’t finish my sentence; the expression on Adeline’s face was enough to make me falter. I cursed myself for not checking the calendar. The last thing I wanted was to gain a name for myself as the person who walked in late to meetings as if I didn’t care about everyone else’s time. I reminded myself that, despite everything else that was happening, my mission to become both indispensable and outstandingly dedicated to all things faery godmother was ongoing. 
 
    When I entered the rec room, every head turned in my direction and there were a few audible tuts. I coughed and mumbled an apology. Unfortunately it appeared that Angela was chairing the meeting. She shot me an icy stare. ‘Nice of you to join us, Saffron.’ 
 
    It was her tone that really irked me. I’d not been skiving off. Quite the contrary: I’d been out doing my damned job and almost getting myself killed in the process. I’d apologised once; that was quite enough.  
 
    I lifted my head and gave the HR manager my best smile. ‘That’s no problem, Angela. Thank you for inviting me to join you.’ 
 
    Her glare only intensified. ‘Try and be a good girl and avoid interrupting this vital meeting any longer than necessary. There’s a spare seat at the back.’ 
 
    There was indeed but, unfortunately for her, I’d already spotted a free spot up at the front. Most people don’t like being at the front but I relish it. I strolled up, sat down and folded my hands neatly in my lap.  
 
    ‘Please continue,’ I said, noting Jasper’s presence across the table. He was frowning darkly. There was no choice now; I had to push aside my concerns about Rose, my plans for the task force and all my other thoughts and concentrate on acting like the smartest person in this room. Jasper aside, I still had a lot of ground to make up if I was going to impress my colleagues. 
 
    ‘As I was saying,’ Angela said, resolutely turning her gaze away from me, ‘Human Resources in this office has long been a great tool designed to support you all in your careers and ensure that we all achieve the best results possible. After discussing the matter with the Devil’s Advocate and looking at how other HR teams run, we are now moving from a process-driven model to an insights-driven model. This will enhance the work that we do and remind you all that we are on your side.’ 
 
    Clearly, Angela could give the Director a run for her money in the gobbledegook stakes. I wanted to respond appropriately and show that I was taking her seriously, so I leaned back in my chair and gazed up at the ceiling to suggest that I was pondering her words deeply. I nodded a few times for extra effect. It would have worked better if my stomach hadn’t taken that moment to gurgle very loudly. Angela glared at me again, as if I’d deliberately told my tummy to rumble. I was quite sure that if Jasper hadn’t been present, she’d have reprimanded my bodily functions. 
 
     ‘Goodness me.’ I patted my belly and grimaced. ‘I do apologise. I’ve not had any lunch yet.’ 
 
    ‘This is exactly what I’m talking about,’ Angela said, folding her arms. ‘Recent events have proved that taking the time for self-care is vitally important. The revelation that Saffron has not given herself opportunity to eat lunch is an important insight that we can act upon.’ Her mouth curved up into a smile. ‘Fortunately, Saffron, I have the perfect solution. We are initiating a time-management course. You can be the very first name on the list.’ 
 
    Touché. If only I had the time to attend a time-management course. 
 
    ‘So what you’re saying, Angela,’ I said, ‘is that not only have you gained a new insight but you’re also acting on that insight within mere moments of learning it. That sort of spur-of-the-moment, knee-jerk reaction is something I can learn from. Thank you so much. That’s real vision you’re displaying.’ I pulled over a sheet of paper and a pen and wrote the word ‘vision’ then circled it several times.  
 
    I nudged Figgy, who was next to me. ‘Revolving vision,’ I told her. ‘Impressive, right?’ 
 
    Figgy nodded vigorously. ‘Wow, yes.’ She gazed wide-eyed at Angela. ‘Great work.’ 
 
    Jasper shifted in his chair. He couldn’t complain; he’d volunteered to sit in on this daft meeting after all. The rest of us had no choice. 
 
    Angela picked up the remote control in front of her before turning to the screen and switching it on. PowerPoint. Wonderful. I sat up straighter and did my best to show that this was the best thing that had happened to me all day. Unfortunately, apart from Adeline’s earlier compliment, it probably was.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thankfully Angela ignored further opportunities to throw the spotlight on me. All the same, I didn’t think I was the only one who was delighted when she finally rounded things up and brought the pointless meeting to a close.  
 
    As she turned to Jasper and immediately began discussing her other insight-driven ideas, I breathed out and made for the exit while I still had the chance. I might have made it if Alicia hadn’t stepped into my path. ‘Saffron,’ she said. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    I blinked, casting a wary glance at her and wondering if she was about to pull out a knife and stab me in the chest if I told her that I was well. ‘I’m fine,’ I said cautiously. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. ‘Fine. I don’t like you very much.’ 
 
    She scarcely paused for breath between sentences. ‘I’m aware of that,’ I said. It was hardly the epiphany of the century. 
 
    ‘But I think that’s a good thing.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ I had no idea where she was going with this. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you like me either,’ she continued. 
 
    Truthfully, I didn’t know her well enough to say either way. For all I knew, she rescued kittens on her days off and was a paragon of kindness. She was definitely a bully – but often bullies are victims themselves and simply need a little nudge to correct their misguided ways. ‘Well—’ I began. 
 
    ‘And yet,’ she interrupted, ‘we still worked well together when we stormed Bridge To Nowhere to rescue the kidnapped faeries and bring down Bernard.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t kill each other,’ I said. ‘And the mission was a success. So yeah, sure. We worked well together.’ I watched her carefully. It was obvious she was leading up to something.  
 
    Alicia smiled, a perfect dimple forming in her perfect skin on her perfect face. ‘Brilliant. I’m sure you’ll appreciate that it will be difficult for me to take orders from you but it’s a measure of how much I respect you that I’m willing to let my instinctive dislike of you pass.’ 
 
    Enough was enough. ‘Alicia, why don’t you spit out what you really want?’ 
 
    She acted as if she hadn’t heard me. ‘And I do respect you, Saffron. You work hard. You are dedicated to this office. That’s the sort of attitude I can get behind.’ 
 
    I wetted my lips. ‘Alicia, you’re going to have to help me out here. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘The task force, of course.’ She smiled once more. ‘We all know that war with the trolls is on the horizon. I don’t want to miss out. Put me on the task force.’ 
 
    Of all the things I’d been expecting her to say, this wasn’t one of them. ‘Why?’ I asked stupidly. 
 
    Alicia reached into her pocket and drew out a lollipop. Bizarrely, I thought she was about to offer it to me. Instead she unwrapped it and popped it deliberately into her mouth. Perhaps this was some sort of strange seduction. It made a sort of sense; Alicia had finally realised that I was on my way to the top and she was prepared to do anything to hitch herself to my rising star.  
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    ‘I want to work with you, Saffron. We can bring down the trolls together. There’s a lot I can learn from you and your winning ways.’ Her tone was sweet and lilting which, coupled with the manner in which she continued to smile at me, her head tilted to the side and her eyes wide, was incredibly off-putting. 
 
    I lowered my voice and took a leaf out of the Director’s playbook. ‘I don’t need my arse kissed, Alicia. Tell me the real reason you want onto the task force.’ 
 
    She took the lollipop out of her mouth, her eyes flickering. Then she shrugged. ‘The last thing this office needs,’ she told me, ‘is for the likes of you to be the hero yet again. I got very little credit for the Bridge To Nowhere business. You made sure that all the accolades went to you. You’re not the only talent around here, you know. If there’s going to be action, I want in on it.’ 
 
    ‘You want the glory, you mean.’ 
 
    She leaned forward. ‘In that regard, I’m not so very different from you. And you know I’m more than capable.’ 
 
    Unfortunately, she was right. Despite her often unpleasant attitude, Alicia knew how to wield a wand with both style and substance. Keep your enemies close… 
 
    ‘There’s no guarantee that the task force will get anywhere either with locating the trolls or stopping them from further terrorist activity,’ I pointed out. ‘If they act again before we manage to stop them, there won’t be even a smidgen of glory. We’ll be far more likely to find ourselves censured instead.’ 
 
    Her expression didn’t alter. ‘I’m not worried about that. You’ll get the blame if the task force fails.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘I imagine you’ll make sure of that.’ 
 
    She let out a small giggle. ‘You asked for the truth.’ 
 
    I watched her for another moment. ‘Thank you,’ I said eventually. ‘I did indeed ask for the truth. You provided it.’ 
 
    Alicia tossed her hair and started sucking on her lollipop again. ‘It’s better to be stabbed in the front than the back.’  
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that; frankly, I’d rather not be stabbed at all. The way things were going at the moment though, that was looking unlikely. 
 
    ‘So?’ she asked, tapping her foot, ‘when do we start?’ 
 
    I stood my ground. ‘I haven’t said that you’re in yet. If I decide that you are, you’ll be the first to know.’ 
 
    She dropped the sickly-sweet smile. ‘I’m the best choice.’ 
 
    ‘So you say. I’ll tell you if you’re in or not by the end of play tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘See that you do.’ She whirled past me and marched off. She really was determined to get in the last word.  
 
    ‘I will!’ I called after her. 
 
    ‘Good!’ she shot over her shoulder, picking up speed. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you…’ I faltered. Fuck a puck – she’d already gone. Score one to Alicia. I had to admire her self-belief. Perhaps she would be a good pick for the task force. I pursed my lips and started to move again. Alas, I didn’t get very far. 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Angela said coolly and with the same distinctly sarcastic flavour she’d employed earlier. ‘Thank you so much for taking the time to attend the meeting.’ 
 
    I could only imagine that she thought I’d missed her displeasure the first time round so she felt the need to express it again. I bobbed a curtsey. ‘You’re very welcome.’  
 
    My pleasant tone only served to annoy her further. ‘I think you should know that your failure in attitude and your unwillingness to be a team player have been noted. Maintaining office morale is part of my remit. I won’t have you bringing down everyone’s mood with your silly doodles and ridiculous comments. We should all be working together to keep spirits up. There is no “I” in team.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no “U” either,’ I said without thinking. 
 
    The temperature cooled even further. ‘No,’ she said. She folded her arms. ‘As you’re so quick to comment on other matters, perhaps you have some ideas about how we lowly Human Resources workers can improve the office for everyone.’ She raised her eyebrows, indicating that I had no business commenting on her ideas if I didn’t have some of my own. 
 
    I was about to tell her that she was doing a wonderful job and that I wouldn’t dream of interfering in her good work when Jasper murmured a polite apology and stepped past us. I stared after him, briefly noting the way his hair curled at the nape of his neck and brushed against the broad expanse of his shoulders. His expensive black suit was reminiscent of midnight in the deepest, darkest cave. Maybe dressing in sombre, depressing clothing was a prerequisite of his job. Maybe Lydia preferred him in black.  
 
    I glanced at Angela. She was also dressed in sober colours, which did little for her complexion. As someone who loved garish ornaments of all shapes and sizes, I’d have expected to see more colour in her day-to-day attire. Delilah also appeared to have dressed for a funeral today.  
 
    More colour would do all the faery godmothers the world of good. This was supposed to be a happy job; dark grey, dull black and blacker than black didn’t suit the granting of wishes or the changing of lives. No wonder the powers that be kept trying to push those daft cloaks on us all the time. Unbecoming as they were, at least they provided some colour. 
 
    ‘Rainbow Friday,’ I said suddenly. 
 
    Angela blinked at me. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Rainbow Friday,’ I repeated. ‘Every Friday, you nominate a colour of the rainbow and everyone in the office has to dress in that colour. It’ll raise everyone’s spirits and remind us all that we’re responsible for spreading joy across the country. So this week, everyone has to wear red. Next week, we all have to wear orange. And so on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a terrible idea,’ she sneered. 
 
    At least I’d tried. ‘Well, that’s all I’ve got. It’s probably for the best that I don’t work in HR.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ She grimaced. ‘Make sure you’re not late for the time-management training, Saffron,’ she snapped and spun away, leaving me to realise that yet again I’d failed to get in the last word. I would definitely have to try harder from now on. 
 
    As I walked to my desk, I ran the conversation again in my head. I imagined several scenarios where I obtained the upper hand. Imaginary Angela cooed at my magnificence and apologised for ever doubting me. I was just picturing her confronting the Director and demanding a pay rise for me when a strange sound lit through the air. Initially, it didn’t seem that bad but within a few seconds it was ear-piercingly shrill. My steps faltered.  
 
    Rupert whizzed past me. ‘Evacuate!’ he bellowed. ‘Everyone out now!’ 
 
    The others were already on their feet and heading for the stairwell. I scratched my head. ‘What is it? Why do we have to get out?’ 
 
    ‘Fire, of course!’ Figgy tossed out over her shoulder as she strode briskly ahead. 
 
    I frowned and looked around. There was no smoke, no rise in temperature, no flames. Then I caught sight of Jasper standing to one side and watching the evacuation. Oh – this was a test, then. I rolled my eyes and tutted. Yes, it was important to ensure that all our procedures were up to date and that everyone knew what to do in the event of an emergency but couldn’t this have waited? I wanted to get back to work. I didn’t want to spend up to an hour shivering outside.  
 
    I was tempted to ignore the evacuation order in favour of doing something more useful with my time but I felt his eyes land on me. I wasn’t going to be the faery who messed this up for everyone else so I sighed, headed for the door and joined the orderly queue. If this was a real fire, I thought, we’d all be sprinting out at warp speed and pushing each other out of the way. Team or no team, the will to survive was too strong to let us stand politely in line. 
 
    I was one of the last to exit the building. We mustered round the back and waited for the all clear. Billy marched up and down, a clipboard in his hands. His face was taut with anxiety. ‘Alphabetical order!’ he yelled. ‘You’re supposed to be in alphabetical order!’ 
 
    I shuffled into place. Anything for a quiet life.  
 
    ‘Fabulous,’ I heard one of the faery godmothers behind me say. ‘I do hope that we get some hunky fire faeries dropping by.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Fire faeries don’t waste their time showing up to drills.’  
 
    There was a crackle in the air. A split second later, dark smoke coalesced in front of us and five figures, dressed in the red hosiery of the fire faery department, suddenly appeared. Huh. They wasted no time in jogging round to the front of the building with dousing magic already sparking at their fingertips. 
 
    I looked round. Although the Director’s face was expressionless, she was standing ramrod straight with her arms folded. Adeline was facing the building, her gaze flitting from window to window.  
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek before abandoning my position in favour of sidling up to Jasper. I wasn’t afraid of him. No siree. Besides, we were friends. 
 
    ‘I thought this was a drill for the purposes of your audit,’ I said in a low voice. ‘But it’s not, is it?’ 
 
    ‘You should get back in line, Saffron,’ he said. 
 
    I didn’t give up that easily. ‘Come on, Jasper. Is this a drill?’ 
 
    For a moment he didn’t answer then he turned and gave me a long look. ‘Not as far as I’m aware,’ he said finally. He was holding himself stiffly. 
 
    ‘There were no signs of a fire.’ 
 
    Jasper’s eyes flickered. ‘It might be an electrical fault.’ 
 
    ‘You and I both know that the alarm system is magically rigged. There’s no such thing as an electrical fault, not where this building is concerned.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ he said with a trace of impatience, ‘it’s a magical fault.’ 
 
    ‘Ri—ight.’ I nodded to myself. Then I took off in the same direction as the fire faeries. 
 
    It took Jasper all of three seconds to catch up to me. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    I didn’t break my stride. ‘Taking a look.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron, let the fire faeries do their job. It’s what they’re trained for.’ 
 
    I ignored him and continued walking. 
 
    ‘You’re not invincible,’ he snapped. ‘You can’t stride into every danger zone and expect to come out unscathed. If there is a fire—’ 
 
    ‘There’s not. You know there’s not.’ I paused. ‘It’s not a fault either. I know how careful Billy has been over the last couple of weeks. He’s checked and re-checked every system. If there was anything wrong, he’d have found it. He wouldn’t risk something like this happening during your audit.’ 
 
    ‘You’re clutching at straws,’ Jasper said as we reached the front doors. ‘Just because you didn’t see a fire doesn’t mean there isn’t one. It’s a big building.’ 
 
    ‘Not that big.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron…’ 
 
    The doors opened and all five fire faeries trooped back out, putting a stop to our bickering. The nearest one swallowed at the sight of Jasper before drawing in a breath. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘The building is clear. There’s no fire anywhere.’ 
 
    I gave Jasper a triumphant look. ‘See?’ 
 
    ‘It must be a fault in the system,’ the faery continued.  
 
    I frowned.  
 
    ‘Thank you for your fast response,’ Jasper said. ‘You’ve done well.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noted the fire faeries puffing out their chests. They no longer interested me. I crouched down, my fingers reaching out to the smoky glass at the side of the door. In the corner, barely visible, was a small round hole. My body jerked when I touched it. I drew back with a hiss.  
 
    ‘Magic,’ I muttered. ‘Powerful magic.’ 
 
    Jasper knelt down next to me and examined the hole. He turned round and scanned the street. Nobody was there but it didn’t matter. We both knew what had happened: someone had sent a shot of magic into the office, which had cut through the glass and set off the alarms. There were no prizes for guessing who was responsible. 
 
    ‘Trolls,’ he said, gritting his teeth. 
 
    Yeah. A strange, brittle fear descended across my shoulder blades. It was clear that the elusive trolls hadn’t gone completely to ground and they were already putting their updated plans into action. The question was what plans. And why. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Wary of any booby traps, we moved slowly through the office. The Director, Adeline and Jasper scanned every nook and cranny for signs of troll intrusion but there was nothing. In my opinion, that was more worrying. The trolls were testing us and our systems for weaknesses and that didn’t bode well. My task force hadn’t been formed yet and we were already on a losing streak. 
 
    Delilah scooted her chair back a few inches and held a bag of crisps in my direction. ‘Want them?’ she asked. ‘They’re from my emergency supplies. Judging by the way your stomach was grumbling in that meeting, you need them more than I do.’ 
 
    Gratefully I reached for the crisps. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I appreciate it.’  
 
    Delilah didn’t let go of the bag. ‘I think you should invite me onto the task force,’ she said. ‘After all, I’m your office buddy. It’ll be easy for us to confer because we sit next to each other.’ 
 
    I pulled my hand away. ‘Are you trying to bribe me? Because I have to tell you, I prefer salt and vinegar to cheese and onion.’ 
 
    Delilah looked hurt. ‘I wouldn’t try and bribe you. If you don’t want the crisps all you have to do is say. I just thought I’d be a good addition to your team.’ 
 
    ‘It might be dangerous.’ 
 
    Her mouth turned down. ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘We might not succeed.’ 
 
    ‘I know that too.’ She sniffed. ‘But if it does, our names will go down in history. You know what happened to Marcia Colman after she negotiated with the marsh faeries and got them to help stop the Thames from flooding all the time.’ 
 
    I stared blankly. ‘Who’s Marcia Colman?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ She waved an airy hand. ‘What’s important is that you can count on me, Saffron. I’m a great team member and I have some good ideas about how to find the rest of the trolls.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to know. I haven’t decided who I’m going to invite onto the task force yet. I’ll let you know by tomorrow.’ I didn’t want to succumb to pressure from the trolls’ actions today and rush into something we might all regret. I had to have the right people by my side. This task force would succeed; we couldn’t afford failure. 
 
    Delilah visibly deflated. ‘Oh. Okay.’ She hesitated. Then she reached for her bag and delved into it. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Salt and vinegar.’ 
 
    I gave her a droll look – but I still took the crisps. 
 
    Five minutes later I had managed to focus on my work and was scrolling through various internet databases looking for details of mysterious organisations that might be connected to Rose Blairmont when Rupert appeared behind me. 
 
    ‘Sexy Saffron!’ he purred, putting his hand on my shoulder and squeezing it. ‘You look tense. Would you like a massage?’ 
 
    I jumped. ‘Take your hands off me.’ 
 
    He did as I asked. ‘As my lady desires.’ He crouched down beside me. ‘No hard feelings about earlier. I know you’re under a lot of stress.’ 
 
    I swivelled to face him. ‘I’ve not made any decisions about who I’m going to invite onto the task force. I’ll let everyone know tomorrow.’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘Equality in the workplace is important, Saffron,’ he said. ‘You can’t have all women on the team. It wouldn’t be fair.’ 
 
    I growled at him. ‘I’m busy. Piss off.’ 
 
    He stood up and backed away. ‘Whatever you wish. But keep an open mind when you decide. You don’t want to be accused of favouritism.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Heavens forbid.’ 
 
    As Rupert walked away to his desk, I caught sight of two more faery godmothers edging towards me. Good grief. Muttering to myself, I quickly stood up and stalked off in the opposite direction. There had to be a quieter place somewhere. It was well after five o’clock now – surely everyone would go home soon so I could finish my work in peace. 
 
    ‘Having fun?’ Billy enquired. Now that his work was no longer in question and the trolls were being blamed for the alarm going off, he was far more jolly and relaxed. I wished I was. 
 
    I tutted. ‘I suddenly seem to be the most popular person in the office. Every single faery wants to be on the damned troll task force.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘You have the Devil’s Advocate to thank for that.’ 
 
    I stiffened. Jasper was meddling? ‘Great. That’s all I need.’ 
 
    Billy shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t blame him too much. Figgy asked him over lunch if we were all going to lose our jobs if we failed the audit. He said that anyone seen to be pulling their weight and going the extra mile didn’t need to worry. I think everyone’s taken that to mean that if they join your search for the trolls, they’ll be seen to be doing enough. Especially after that fire alarm.’ He waited a beat before adding, ‘Which was not my fault.’ 
 
    ‘Comments like that from the Devil’s Advocate are not helpful.’ I grimaced. ‘And as I keep trying to remind everyone, we’re supposed to be cutting down on stress, not adding to it.’ Someone should tell the trolls that too. 
 
    Billy raised an eyebrow. ‘I can put you down for more meditation if you’re feeling the pressure.’ 
 
    I gave him a sideways glare. ‘Don’t you dare.’ 
 
    ‘Does this mean you’re not about to invite me onto the task force?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to be on the task force?’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘I could do with a little excitement beyond systems checking. Besides, I don’t think the Devil’s Advocate is too impressed with my encyclopaedic knowledge of faery rule-breaking. It’s quite possible that the Director will take this opportunity to rid herself of me. She’ll blame the audit instead of the fact that I know about the secret vodka stash in her left-hand drawer.’ 
 
    I stared at him. He laughed as if he were joking but I wasn’t sure that he was. ‘I’ve not made my mind up yet about who will be on the task force,’ I said for the millionth time. ‘I’ll let you know tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ He cocked his head. ‘I’m good at sensing magic, you know. I’m more sensitive to it than most other faeries. If you’d not spotted that magical hole in the front door then I would have.’ Billy wasn’t boasting, he was merely stating a fact.  
 
    I nodded approvingly. False modesty wasn’t helpful to me in the slightest. ‘In the meantime,’ I said, ‘is there anywhere round here I can get some work done without being interrupted again?’ 
 
    ‘You could try the old library. It’s almost never used these days. If anyone asks where you are, I’ll tell them you’ve gone out again.’ 
 
    ‘I’d appreciate that.’ 
 
    Billy chucked my arm. ‘I’m on your side. I have the potential to be an excellent troll hunter.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I sighed. I’d have to make a decision as quickly as possible. I couldn’t cope with much more of this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Putting my very real worries about the trolls to one side, I allowed myself thirty minutes to continue researching Rose. Even if her ultimate wish was to get the shady blokes who were trying to kill her off her back, I’d have to know more to ensure the wish was successful. That sort of scenario might involve a lot of people and it could have a lot of blowback. It was considerably more complicated than sending someone off to a ball with a pretty dress and daft shoes. Cinderella’s faery godmother didn’t know how easy she’d had it. 
 
    I continued to come up short, finding out little about Rose other than the fact that she’d spent more than thirty years working for the postal service. In the end I gave up. All I’d achieved was confirmation that I’d have to persuade her to tell me about the assassins. How I’d manage that, I had no idea. It was a measure of how discombobulated I was that tracking down a group of trolls who’d kept themselves hidden for the last few decades seemed easier. 
 
    I was scratching out various unworkable ideas onto the sheet of paper in front of me when I heard the library door open. Without turning my head, I called out, ‘If you’re here to ask if you can join the task force, you’ll have to prove yourself first by getting me something to eat.’ 
 
    There was a beat of silence then Jasper’s familiar voice filled the air. ‘It’s just as well I came prepared. Although I’m not here to join the task force. I’ll be satisfied as long as you keep me appraised of your findings and involve me when the trolls are located. They are clearly growing bolder. We have to remain on our toes.’ 
 
    I spun round, almost falling off my chair in the process. ‘What are you doing here?’ I demanded, as if he were an intruder who’d wandered in from the street.  
 
    I looked him up and down. He appeared as fresh and well turned out as he had that morning, his depressing black suit complementing his darker hair in a massively irritating manner. And that was nothing compared to the way his tie remained in a perfect Windsor knot. Then I realised he was holding a carrier bag from which emanated the most delicious smells of cardamom, cumin and curry. He really had come prepared. 
 
    Noting my hungry gaze, a faint smile crossed his face. ‘I thought you might need some sustenance. And it’s felt like things have been strained between us today.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. That was my fault – he’d done nothing wrong. I was the one who wanted more than his friendship and I couldn’t hold it against him if he didn’t feel the same way. ‘The audit is proving more stressful than I’d expected.’ 
 
    He kept his eyes on mine. ‘You seem to be having some trouble with the HR department as well.’ 
 
    I shrugged awkwardly. ‘Angela and I got off on the wrong foot from the beginning. We’ll work things out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you will.’ He cast a glance up and down my body. ‘You look nice today.’ 
 
    I laughed slightly. ‘If that’s intended to be a compliment, you’re going to have to try quite a bit harder.’ 
 
    He eyed me. ‘I don’t want to overstep the boundaries of our friendship.’ 
 
    ‘In that case,’ I told him, ‘you look nice too.’ 
 
    He seemed to relax. ‘I like your hair that way. Wild and untamed. It suits you.’ 
 
    Uh… ‘I’m not convinced that is a compliment but thank you. Your hair is,’ I searched for the right word that wouldn’t give away how desperately I’d like to run my hands through his dark mane, ‘neat.’ 
 
    Jasper raised an eyebrow. ‘Neat?’ 
 
    ‘Tidy.’ Fuck a puck but this was awkward. ‘And your suit is very … black.’ 
 
    He took a step towards me. ‘Hmmm. Your compliments could also do with some work.’ 
 
    Alright then. If this was the way we were going to play things, challenge accepted. ‘It moulds to your body very well. The colour matches your hair and makes your eyes pop. Right now, they’re so green that they remind me of weeds.’ 
 
    His mouth twitched. ‘Strong weeds?’ 
 
    ‘The strongest.’ 
 
    He allowed himself a real smile and bowed. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    I smiled back. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
 
    We both remained where we were, gazing at each other. The air in the library hadn’t seemed hot and stifling when I’d come in, but now it felt like I should open all the windows to try and get a cool breeze to soothe my clammy skin.  
 
    Jasper coughed and for one odd moment I was convinced that this where we would both throw caution to the wind and shag on top of the nearest desk. Unconsciously, I crossed my fingers before realising what I was doing. 
 
    Jasper broke the spell by looking away. ‘I think you were right. It would never work romantically between us. We’re both too focused on our careers and I doubt we would actually be compatible – beyond the obvious. Ripping off each other’s clothes, exploring each other’s bodies, feeling your soft skin and the thrum of your heartbeat as I…’  
 
    He shook his head while my mouth dropped open and goose bumps rose up across my skin. ‘We’d get the initial lust out of our systems and then we’d be left with nothing but awkwardness and confusion. Ignoring the sexual tension between us is a far better idea. After all,’ he said without a trace of antagonism, ‘you’ve already suggested that you find me high-handed and arrogant. We should work instead on maintaining a professional yet cordial relationship in this office and being friends outside of it. There’s no point in over-complicating matters.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Unless you wish to discuss the matter further. I would like to give you that opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ Fuck a puck.  
 
    I squirmed. There was nothing I could say – there was no longer any discussion to be had. In little more than a few sentences, Jasper had made my heart race and taken the high ground all at the same time.  
 
    I reminded myself that my teenage years were far behind me and I had no excuse for acting like I was still in high school. Focus, Saffron. I tugged at my hair and looked away. ‘No discussion is necessary. You’re right,’ I told him. ‘Any lust I felt for you has already died a quick death. Besides, I’ve still got a lot to learn and I should be focusing on my job like you are.’ I swallowed. ‘There’s too much on the line for all of us. I can do professional. I am professional. I have a five-year plan to become the best damn faery godmother in the world. Romance doesn’t figure in it.’ 
 
    Jasper’s response was brisk. ‘Good. I’m glad we can agree on something.’ He held up the bag. ‘Now, you have to eat. Skipping lunch is a terrible idea. When I’m hungry I get grouchy, and I suspect you’re the same. I don’t know everything but I do know the best faery godmother in the world should never be grouchy.’ 
 
    I grimaced. I had overplayed myself in the meeting and had indeed been grouchy. Despite Angela’s antagonism towards me, I had to do more to move her to my side. I’d do better, I vowed.  
 
    ‘Bringing me food is thoughtful,’ I mumbled. 
 
    ‘I might be the Devil’s Advocate, Saffron,’ Jasper said, ‘but I’m also a nice guy.’ 
 
    I glanced up, catching an odd glitter to his green-eyed gaze. He masked it quickly. ‘On occasion.’ 
 
    I fidgeted. ‘In that case,’ I said, ‘can I make a gentle suggestion?’ 
 
    He stilled. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    I spoke cautiously. ‘Part of the reason that Bernard and the other trolls were so successful with their kidnapping plot was because some faery godmothers were stressed enough to be lured out on the promise of drugs that would make them feel better. I know that the audit will add to everyone’s stress, regardless of how you conduct it, but I think there are ways you can mitigate the pressure. Telling everyone that they won’t lose their jobs if they work super-hard isn’t one of those ways. They already work hard.’ 
 
    Jasper’s brow creased into a frown. ‘I said that to put their minds at ease.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I demurred, ‘it had the opposite effect. It’s only been one day and already we’re running ourselves into the ground. Check the time sheets if you don’t believe me.’ I tried to soften my voice. ‘I know the audit is important, and I know the results may well be devastating, but if you could lay off the pressure slightly I think it will help everyone. A happy workforce is a productive workforce.’ 
 
    He glanced at me. ‘I’m sure I read that very same phrase on a motivational poster in the men’s bathroom.’ 
 
    I winced. ‘I’m not trying to be cheesy or to spout meaningless jargon.’ 
 
    Jasper nodded. ‘I get it. I’ll take your constructive criticism on board. Thank you for your honesty.’ He closed the distance between us before passing me the bag of food. Our fingers briefly connected and I felt a shock of electricity. I stared at him but his expression was shuttered. ‘There,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave you to eat in peace and continue your work.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to eat with me?’ 
 
    ‘I have my own work to be getting on with.’ He paused. ‘Unless you need some help?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, I’m okay.’ I licked my lips. ‘I might need to run a few ideas by you later, though.’ 
 
    His mouth curved. ‘Adeline has set me up in one of the spare offices downstairs. Drop by whenever you need to.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Then, because I didn’t know what else to do, I dropped my nose into the bag and inhaled the heady scent of madras. When I looked up again, Jasper had gone.  
 
    Somewhat belatedly, it occurred to me that the only person around here who allowed me to get in the last word was Jasper – and he was the person with the least to prove. But curry or no curry, I’d well and truly blown my chances with him. I just wished that I could believe it was for the best. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    It turned out that I wasn’t the only person who could learn from their mistakes. When I shook off my umbrella and walked into the lobby the next morning, Mrs Jardine flashed me a genuine, wide-mouthed smile. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Saffron. How are you today?’ 
 
    Taken aback, I gave her a suspicious look. ‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘And what have you done with Mrs Jardine?’ 
 
    She continued to smile. ‘You always maintain an excellent sense of humour. Isn’t it a wonderful day today?’ 
 
    I frowned. I hadn’t been imagining the driving rain, had I? I glanced back, registering the streaks against the window. To be absolutely sure, I patted myself down and the palms of my hands became moist from the wet splatters the umbrella hadn’t protected me from. Maybe this Mrs Jardine was a troll. Maybe they could perform glamour magic with the same dexterity as Jasper and one of them was now posing as the Office for Faery Godmothers’ receptionist. I decided to test my theory. 
 
    ‘It’s great, Miranda,’ I said, daring to use her first name. ‘Simply gorgeous.’ 
 
    Her smile didn’t falter. I started to back up. This definitely wasn’t the irascible Mrs Jardine; she must be a troll in a receptionist’s clothing. This what the magical attack yesterday had been about – replacing our Mrs Jardine with an imposter. 
 
    ‘A bit of rain is fabulous for the plants,’ she burbled. ‘The farmers and the ducks will be incredibly happy. Not to mention the marsh faeries.’ 
 
    I reached into my pocket and drew out my wand, thrusting it towards her with the pointy end. ‘Who are you really?’ 
 
    The front door opened behind me and I heard the clickety-clack of heels.  
 
    ‘Is something wrong?’ Alicia asked. Figgy, who was right beside her, giggled nervously. 
 
    ‘Judge for yourself,’ I muttered. 
 
    Mrs Jardine continued to smile happily. Alicia’s forehead creased into a tiny frown. ‘What have you done?’ she asked me in an undertone. ‘Why does Miranda look so strange?’ 
 
    Figgy retreated a few steps and wrapped her arms around herself. ‘I don’t like it,’ she whispered. 
 
    Mrs Jardine tutted. ‘Surely you can’t think that something is wrong just because I’m in a good mood?’ 
 
    We exchanged glances. ‘When was the last time you were in this good a mood?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I’m always in a good mood!’ she protested. ‘Although I have to admit that the latest message from HR has helped.’ 
 
    ‘What message is that?’ I asked, still distracted by her bright smile. 
 
    ‘Rainbow Friday!’ she beamed. ‘Every Friday we’re going to dress in a different colour. This week is red. It will be amazing. Angela came up with it. I think it’s a fabulous way to bring us all together. That woman is a genius.’ 
 
    Suddenly Alicia looked interested. ‘I do have a wonderful new red dress that’s desperate for an outing. Well done, Angela,’ she murmured. 
 
    Figgy dropped her arms. ‘What a great idea! She’s so clever. This will be enormous fun.’ 
 
    I glowered.  
 
    Mrs Jardine beckoned us forward. ‘That’s not all. It gets even better! Come and have a look at this.’ 
 
    I raised my wand an inch higher. Rainbow Friday or not, the receptionist was still acting very oddly. I wasn’t the only one who thought so; Alicia stayed where she was, her feet firmly planted on the spot.  
 
    Figgy did as she was told, however, taking reluctant steps up to Mrs Jardine’s desk. She peered down, letting out an audible gasp when she saw what Mrs Jardine was pointing at. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    The receptionist nodded brightly. ‘It’s a scrap of indigo. The Devil’s Advocate told me it was from Hawaii.’ There was pride in her gaze. ‘That’s the Rainbow State, you know.’ 
 
    Alicia and I looked at each other then we edged up to the desk. There, encapsulated in a small glass globe, was a swirl of deepest indigo. Huh. 
 
    ‘It takes great skill to capture even the tiniest fragment of a rainbow,’ Mrs Jardine informed us. ‘This is very rare.’ 
 
    I stared at it before glancing at her shining face. ‘What else did the Devil’s Advocate say?’ 
 
    ‘That I do a fantastic job as gatekeeper for the godmothers.’ She sighed and cupped her face in her hands. ‘When you get past his intimidating nature, he’s really quite good looking, isn’t he?’ 
 
    I coughed. ‘If you like that sort of thing.’ 
 
    Alicia shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t say no. All that throbbing power…’ 
 
    ‘We should get upstairs,’ I broke in hastily. ‘We can’t stand around here chewing the fat all morning.’ 
 
    My occasional nemesis nudged me. ‘You should probably put your wand down first.’ 
 
    I realised I was still brandishing it in front of me and quickly dropped my hand before returning the wand to my pocket. I still felt suspicious. Hopefully, normal service would return shortly. Cheery smiles were one thing, but there was a lot to be said for the comfort of predictability. 
 
    When we finally made it to the office floor, it was clear that Mrs Jardine’s mood wasn’t the only anomaly. Adeline tripped by, humming to herself. She paused to inform us chirpily that the morning briefing was starting early and she made no mention of anything involving time-keeping.  
 
    I swivelled round slowly, sweeping my gaze across my co-workers. There was the buzz of pleasant chatter from every corner. In fact, the atmosphere across the vast room was considerably lighter than it had been the day before.  
 
    I barely had time to drop my bag at my desk. Delilah, who was already getting to her feet, raised a hand in greeting. ‘The Devil’s Advocate got some last night,’ she informed me. 
 
    Uh… ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only explanation,’ she said, without offering any sort of explanation herself. 
 
    We gathered in the centre of the room. The Director strode up to the front, a clipboard in hand. ‘Good morning all. I have been in a meeting this morning with the Devil’s Advocate and he has raised some concerns regarding the audit and our attitude towards it. As of tomorrow, no one will be allowed to enter this office before eight o’clock. There is no need to for anyone to arrive before that. While overtime might sometimes be necessary, it will be the exception rather than the norm. We do our clients a massive disservice if we are too exhausted to do our jobs properly. Part of the inspection will assess morale and team spirit. We should act appropriately and be happy.’ 
 
    ‘Whether we are or not,’ I heard Billy whisper next to my ear. 
 
    ‘Angela in HR is already three steps ahead of the rest of us. She has come up with the wonderful idea of Rainbow Fridays, about which you all will have received an email. We can all learn from her sort of clever initiative.’ 
 
    I sneaked a look over at Angela. She looked as pleased as punch at the vociferous praise. Of course she did. 
 
    The Director continued. ‘I understand that there are concerns about the trolls after yesterday’s events but I have complete faith in Saffron Sawyer. We will locate these slimy bastards before too long and put a stop to their nefarious activities. They will not bother us for much longer.’ 
 
    I forced a smile. I wished I could be sure of that. 
 
    ‘Work smarter, people!’ the Director declared. ‘Not harder! And remember, we are faery godmothers!’ 
 
    We all dutifully chorused back the words. Despite my concerns, I couldn’t help noticing that many of the godmothers around me did look more relaxed. I wondered how many of them had been the recipients of Jasper’s gifts and charming chats. Then I wondered if it I could take some of the credit for the improved atmosphere. After all, I’d been the one who’d told Jasper to lighten up; I’d been the one to come up with the daft Rainbow Friday idea. Perhaps I’d find a way to work both points into casual conversation with the Director so she could admire my brilliance. It seemed unlikely. 
 
    I turned my head and spotted the man himself leaning against a wall and watching the proceedings. Unlike yesterday, he wasn’t wearing a tie or a suit jacket. His white shirt was open at the neck, revealing a tiny expanse of smooth, tanned skin. When he caught me staring, he raised a hand in a mock salute. I gave him a cheesy thumbs-up in return. Jasper just grinned. 
 
    ‘I’ve got more salt-and-vinegar crisps,’ Delilah said. She swung her bag off her shoulder and opened it. I glanced inside. ‘Want some? You can have as many as you like.’ 
 
    Rupert bounced up. ‘Would you like a coffee, Saffron?’ he asked. ‘I can fetch you one now, if you like.’ 
 
    Mmm. It appeared that the current mood of sunny relaxation was only skin deep; they were all still worried enough about their futures to be desperate enough to join the troll hunt.  
 
    ‘I have to go out and visit a client,’ I said. ‘But I’ll sort out the task force deployment this afternoon. I promise.’ The sooner the better. This was all becoming far too unsettling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was halfway to the Metafora room when Angela cornered me. ‘Here,’ she said, thrusting a piece of paper in my direction. ‘Details of your time-management course. It starts today. Don’t be late.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do my best,’ I promised. 
 
    ‘You’ll do better than that. You seem to think you’re special because you rescued the kidnapped faery godmothers and stopped the trolls.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. ‘What I did was pretty special.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t mean you get to slack off while everyone else works their arses off.’ 
 
    I counted to ten in my head. ‘I might not have been here for very long but there’s been no evidence of slacking on my part that I’m aware of.’ I paused. ‘Nice idea you had there, by the way. You know, the one about Rainbow Friday.’ 
 
    Two high points of colour appeared on Angela’s cheeks. ‘You shouldn’t have tried to make a fool out of me in yesterday’s meeting,’ she hissed. ‘You’re not as clever as you think.’ 
 
    I sighed. Maybe I had pushed things too far yesterday – but I was actually quite clever. That’s what my mother kept telling me. ‘I think we got off on the wrong foot. Can we start over?’ 
 
    ‘Human Resources is a vital part of this organisation. We’re not here for your entertainment.’ 
 
    I met her eyes and decided to try and lighten the mood. ‘Did you ever wonder why it’s called Human Resources?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not human. Why isn’t it called Faery Resources?’ 
 
    Angela put her hands on her hips. ‘Now you’re being facetious.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a genuine question.’ 
 
    She glared at me. ‘You’re wasting my time and yours. This is why you need the time-management course! Stop bothering me with ridiculous nonsense.’ She stalked off with a defiant toss of her head.  
 
    I gazed after her. I ought to tell Jasper to drop in on HR before too long; they could definitely do with some of his devilish faery dust to improve their moods, even with Rainbow Friday on the horizon.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thankfully the Metafora magic deposited me directly outside the hotel room in Carlisle where I’d left Rose the day before. That meant my containment magic had held firm and kept her safely within the walls of the building. It wouldn’t help in terms of me granting her wish, but it would allow me the opportunity to find out what was going on. 
 
    I raised my fist to knock on the door but, before I could, there was the sound of skittering paws followed by several vicious barks on the other side. As if to remind me, the shallow wound in my leg began to throb again. Ah. Pumpkin. I’d forgotten about him.  
 
    The chain rattled and a moment later the door opened a fraction. Rose’s face peered out. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    I pasted on my best, most professional smile. ‘Good morning! My name is Saffron and I’m here to see if everything in your room meets your requirements.’ 
 
    ‘It ain’t the Ritz, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ I said pleasantly, ‘I can come in and see what else you need.’ 
 
    Rose’s glare intensified. ‘Towels. I need more towels.’ 
 
    I could only just hear her over Pumpkin’s protests. ‘I’ll rustle some up. Why don’t I come in and take away the dirty ones?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not coming in! You could be anyone!’ 
 
    I sighed to myself. This would be a lot easier if the memory magic could be switched off and Rose remembered that I’d been with her yesterday. I thought quickly. I needed some way to ingratiate myself with her again so that she opened up to me. Unfortunately, the only things I knew she liked were shotguns and angry dogs. 
 
    ‘I can change your bed,’ I suggested. 
 
    ‘My bed is fine,’ she snapped. ‘And I’m busy. Just get me the fecking towels I asked for.’ 
 
    ‘Our hotel offers many services,’ I said hastily before she shut the door in my face. ‘There must be something I can do to make your stay more comfortable.’ 
 
    From the look in her eyes she was about to refuse then a crafty expression crossed her face. ‘Many services?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ I paused. ‘Are you here for business or for pleasure? Perhaps we can sit down together and I can tell you about the best places to visit in Carlisle. Or I can arrange a personalised tour…’ I was grasping at straws. I knew it, Rose knew it and even bloody Pumpkin knew it. 
 
    ‘You can take the dog out for a piss. He’s been bursting for hours.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to talk to the damned dog, I wanted to talk to Rose. Before I could say or do anything, however, she was opening the door wider and thrusting him into my arms. His little body quivered. Any second now he was going to give my arm a bite to match my leg. 
 
    ‘Have fun,’ Rose said, her tone indicating that she knew this would be anything but. Then she shut the door, leaving Pumpkin and me in the corridor.  
 
    I supposed it was better than nothing. If I could get her dog to like me, maybe Rose would relax and give me something I could use. It was a long shot but at the moment I was willing to try anything. 
 
    ‘What do you say, Pumpkin?’ I asked. ‘Fancy some walkies?’ 
 
    He bared his teeth and growled in response. It was lucky for him that I was a dedicated faery godmother. All the same, I had the feeling that this was going to be a very long morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I took Pumpkin out to a dull patch of grass just beyond the hotel car park. Every few minutes he seemed to remember that he despised me and growled and snarled appropriately. Then he returned to liberally spraying everything in sight with urine.  
 
    A young family passed by. ‘What a cute dog!’ the mother exclaimed as her son toddled up to give Pumpkin a pat. 
 
    ‘Stay back. He’s vicious,’ I warned. 
 
    Her eyes widening in alarm, the woman reached for her son to pull him away just as Pumpkin threw himself forward. I fumbled for my wand, terrified that disaster was about to ensue and the kid would be mauled – but before my fingertips found what I was looking for, Pumpkin was slobbering over the boy with a protracted series of enthusiastic licks, his tail wagging with such vigour that it was a wonder it stayed attached to his body. 
 
    After the family had moved on, I crouched down. ‘If you can be nice to them,’ I asked plaintively, ‘why can’t you be nice to me? I’m here to help.’ 
 
    Pumpkin stared up at me with his large chocolate-brown eyes. A tiny growl emitted from his throat then he turned his back on me and started to squat. Fuck a puck. I didn’t have any poo bags. 
 
    Sighing, I cast around for something I could use as a substitute. Spotting a faded carrier bag caught round a lamppost, I bent down to pick it up. At that moment, a car pulled into the car park and two men got out. 
 
    ‘Why would the old woman come to this dump?’ one of them asked. 
 
    ‘Who the hell knows why she does anything? Let’s get in and get out before anyone raises the alarm.’ 
 
    A cold shiver ran down my spine. I wasn’t the only one. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Pumpkin with his hackles raised. From the way he was standing, he was about to launch himself at them.  
 
    I threw myself backwards and grabbed him. ‘Stop it,’ I hissed with some vague hope that he might understand me. ‘We can’t let them see us.’ 
 
    Pumpkin writhed and wriggled. There was no way I could continue holding onto him. I extricated one hand and reached for my wand, waving it towards the dog just in time. As soon as he stopped moving I breathed out and turned my attention back to the men. They were already entering the hotel. I had to get to Rose. And fast. 
 
    Rather than follow the men through the main doors, I took a shortcut. I was holding the now-silent Pumpkin under one arm and gripping my wand tightly with my other hand. It was just as well that Rose had requested a room on the ground floor. I’d have to cross my fingers and hope that it took her would-be assassins a little time to locate her room number. With luck, I’d get her out of there before they realised she’d gone. 
 
    I ran round the edge of the car park, veering right at the corner and leaping onto a grassy verge. Within moments I’d found a fire escape door that I knew would take me to within metres of her room. I jabbed my wand towards it and a small spurt of magic flowed forth. Unfortunately, the adrenalin building up in my system was having more of an effect than I’d realised; the door burst open with such force that it slammed against the wall with a loud bang and cracked the plaster. I couldn’t worry about the damage now. I had to get to Rose. 
 
    I sprinted through the door and down the corridor, skidding to a halt when I reached her room. I thumped on the door and shouted, ‘Rose! They’re here! We have to run!’ 
 
    There was no answer. I swallowed my rising fear and raised my wand again. Before I could use it to break open Rose’s door, however, the handle turned and she was standing right in front of me. She was barefoot and wearing nothing but a hotel dressing gown – and yet only yesterday she’d been extraordinarily sniffy about the man we’d seen in similar attire.  
 
    ‘Why the feck are you back here? My Pumpkin needs a proper walk!’ She waved her arm at me. ‘Go on. Feck off!’ 
 
    I put my foot in the door and grabbed her hand. ‘We have to go, Rose. Now.’ 
 
    She shook me off with surprising strength. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘There are men here,’ I said breathlessly. ‘I don’t know who they are but they’re looking for you. I think they have guns. We’ve got to leave.’ 
 
    Rose didn’t look surprised. ‘They’re here already?’ she asked. ‘That was quick.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘You knew they were coming?’ 
 
    She flattened her mouth into a semblance of a smile. ‘I invited them.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    Rose wagged her finger. ‘Don’t you go doing anything stupid like calling the coppers. Not yet. Just take my Pumpkin away from here. I’ll come and find you later – if I can.’ Her brow creased and her eyes dropped to the stuffed toy under my arm. ‘Where is my dog?’ 
 
    We had only a few seconds at best. I’d turn Rose into a cuddly toy as well if it meant I could keep her away from the goons that were after her. I gave up on conversation and grabbed her once again, keeping a tight grip on her arm. She wouldn’t shake me off this time. 
 
    ‘We are leaving.’ I hauled her out, all but dragging her down the corridor. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, you crazy bitch? Let me go!’ She raised her voice and began to scream. ‘Help! Fire! Help!’ 
 
    She was only going to draw the assassins’ attention with her caterwauling. Stuck between one stuffed Pumpkin and one shrieking pensioner, it wasn’t easy to angle my wand but I managed it. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘But needs must.’ 
 
    Almost immediately, Rose fell silent. I sneaked a swift look at her face. Her blue eyes were wide with growing panic but her mouth was firmly closed. Her magically enforced silence wouldn’t last long but it would serve for now. 
 
    She started to struggle more violently against my grip. Fortunately for me, her dressing gown was about three sizes too large and the loose material tangled against her bare legs and prevented her from getting very far. It was too difficult to continue dragging her, however. In the end, I gritted my teeth and shoved her over my shoulder in a fireman’s lift as we burst into the open air.  
 
    I jogged towards the car park, thanking my lucky stars that I’d had the foresight to keep the key to the rental car. I bundled Rose inside the vehicle, tossed Pumpkin into the back seat and started the engine. It was time to vamoose. 
 
    I’d barely put the car into gear when Rose decided that she hadn’t finished fighting. She lunged for the steering wheel, doing everything she could to wrestle it from me. As I tried to shove her back again without injuring her in the process, the two men appeared round the corner. One of them shouted and pointed in our direction and they both sprinted straight for us. 
 
    My stomach lurched. 
 
    ‘You fecking bitch!’ Rose hissed at me as the temporary magic I’d placed on her mouth wore off. ‘My gun is in the hotel room. I was ready for them and you’ve messed it all up.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I elbowed her out of the way one last time. ‘Stay in your seat or you’ll never see Pumpkin again.’ 
 
    She gasped. ‘You wouldn’t hurt my dog!’ 
 
    No, I wouldn’t but she didn’t need to know that. I reversed out, wheels skidding. In the rear-view mirror, I saw the taller of the two men raise a gun and aim. I swerved left. The windscreen on one of the nearby cars shattered as a bullet exploded into it. I ignored it, changed gears and accelerated out of the car park, gripping both the steering wheel and my wand.  
 
    ‘Where is my fecking dog, you eejit?’ Rose demanded as I sped away and turned the pretty Carlisle streets into a blur. 
 
    ‘Back seat.’ I gave a satisfied nod as I located the main road out of the city. 
 
    ‘I don’t who you really are,’ she spat, ‘but if you think I’m some stupid old woman who is willing to believe that the stuffed creature lying there is anything to do with my Pumpkin then…’ 
 
    I jerked the wand, transforming Pumpkin into his usual vexing self. He wasted no time in leaping up at my seat and clawing at my shoulder. ‘Call him off,’ I said through gritted teeth, ‘or I’ll change him back again.’ 
 
    I could feel Rose staring at me. ‘Are you some kind of witch?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I switched my wand to my right hand in case she made a grab for it. ‘Call. Him. Off.’ 
 
    ‘Pumpkin, down,’ she commanded. The little dog obeyed and planted all four paws down. He continued to growl but at least he was no longer trying to flay me alive. Small mercies. 
 
    I continued down the main road for a few minutes before making an executive decision to turn off into a quieter country lane. Rose huffed, seething beside me. If I’d been hoping that she’d take this opportunity to tell me what was going on, I was sadly mistaken. She pinned her mouth closed and folded her arms. She didn’t need to say anything; her glares spoke volumes. 
 
    Eventually locating a small layby, I pulled in and switched off the engine. I turned towards her. ‘It’s about time,’ I said, my voice tight and angry, ‘that you told me exactly what is going on.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ she returned, ‘I think you should tell me what’s going on.’ She banged her chest for emphasis. ‘Who the feck are you?’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘You won’t remember it but I was with you yesterday. At least one of those men came to your house. We escaped out the back and ran to some nearby woods where you had hidden a Jeep. Then we came to Carlisle.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have dementia! If you were there I’d remember! Besides,’ she snorted, ‘I don’t run away. I’m a fighter.’ 
 
    If there was one thing I’d learned about Rose Blairmont over the last day, it was that. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But I think my presence complicated matters and forced you to leave your house.’ I paused. ‘Which is a shame because it’s a really pretty cottage. Especially with all those fading roses climbing up the walls.’ 
 
    Her eyes spat fire. ‘You were not there.’ 
 
    ‘I was,’ I answered calmly. ‘The reason you don’t remember me is that I’m a faery. In fact, I’m a faery godmother. Your faery godmother. There is magic tied into me that means you don’t remember me from visit to visit.’ 
 
    Rose opened her mouth to continue arguing, then she glanced at Pumpkin who immediately switched his ongoing growl to a plaintive whine. ‘Either you temporarily turned my dog into a toy or I’m going crazy.’  
 
    ‘I only did that because Pumpkin saw those men and was on the verge of going hell for leather and attacking them.’ 
 
    ‘Good boy!’ Rose beamed. 
 
    ‘They would have killed him.’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘No one hurts my dog.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, ‘they would have. And I doubt they’d have shed a tear over it. Now tell me – who are they and why are they after you?’ 
 
    Rose tossed her head. ‘I ain’t telling you nuthing.’ Her eyes flickered towards the back mirror before sliding away again. 
 
    Suspicion flooded through me and I turned round to stare behind us. There was nothing there – yet. I did my best to squash the sudden flare of red-hot fury that zipped through me. ‘Hand it over, Rose.’ 
 
    She blinked innocently. ‘Hand what over?’ 
 
    ‘The mobile phone you’re hiding in your pocket,’ I said. ‘Give it to me.’ 
 
    Rose wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s mine. You can’t take it.’ 
 
    ‘I can do what the hell I want. You are putting my life at risk as well as your own.’ 
 
    She raised her shoulders. ‘I don’t care. I don’t know you from Adam.’ 
 
    Fine. ‘You’re also putting Pumpkin’s life at risk.’ Right on cue, the dog whined again. 
 
    Rose’s eyes shifted. ‘Feck you.’ She reached into the pocket of her dressing gown and pulled out the phone. 
 
    I grabbed it from her. ‘This is how you “invited” them?’ I asked. 
 
    She jerked her head. ‘You don’t even have to dial a number and speak to anyone these days. All you have to do is turn on your phone and half the world can find you if they want to.’ She lifted her eyes heavenward and sighed. ‘Isn’t technology amazing?’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ I said flatly.  
 
    I wound down the window and threw out the phone. Just then another car appeared at the top of the hill behind us. I twisted my wand, aiming it to the left of the hedge that lined the narrow road. There was the sound of splintering wood, followed by a loud creak; a moment later an oak tree crashed through the hedge and fell with a groan onto the road. That would slow those bastards down. 
 
    Rose gaped. ‘You really are a witch,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Faery godmother.’ I restarted the engine. ‘As I said.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Seven decades I’ve been alive, and I never could have conceived of such a thing. Why haven’t I heard about your existence before? Are you the only faery godmother in the world? Why come to me?’ 
 
    ‘Those are all valid questions,’ I said, ‘none of which I’m inclined to answer right at this moment.’ Especially as she wouldn’t remember any of the answers. 
 
    ‘Humph.’ Rose turned away. ‘So do I get a wish then?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ I smiled as I saw the car behind us come to an abrupt halt behind the fallen oak tree. Both men got out and I was pleased to note that there was considerable shaking of fists.  
 
    Rose wound down her window, stuck out her hand and flipped them her middle finger. 
 
    ‘I thought you wanted them to catch you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Only so I could kill them before they killed me,’ she answered matter-of-factly. ‘Something which your meddling has made considerably harder.’ She fiddled with the gold band around her middle finger. ‘Now, about that wish.’ 
 
    I pulled my attention away from the still-furious goons. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Rose smiled. ‘I wish for you to feck off and leave me in peace.’ 
 
    I shook my head, pressing my foot down on the accelerator. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’ 
 
    For an old woman, she managed an extraordinarily good example of a toddler’s pout. ‘But that’s my wish.’ 
 
    ‘Tough. My absence is not what your heart truly desires. I’m here to give you what you really want, Rose, whether you like it or not.’ 
 
    She set her chin at a mutinous angle. ‘There aren’t many people I despise,’ she said, ‘but you’re getting close to the top of my list.’ 
 
    Lucky old me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I was pretty certain that most other faery godmothers would have simply granted Rose her wish and promptly forgotten that she ever existed. It wouldn’t look good on a report but no one could argue that they hadn’t done what their client wanted. The trouble was that I wasn’t most faery godmothers. I didn’t merely want everyone to think that I was the best, I wanted to be the best. And that meant doing everything I could to help Rose out, even if she was a cantankerous old biddy with a snarling beast of a dog by her side. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ Rose asked me for the umpteenth time. She seemed to have perfected putting the exact amount of whine into her voice to create optimum annoyance levels. ‘You might be a faery godmother but you should know that elder abuse is a serious fecking issue. You can’t kidnap an old-age pensioner like me. I’m vulnerable.’ She gestured at herself. ‘I mean, look at me. I ain’t dressed for this. I’m wearing nothing more than a bathrobe!’ 
 
    ‘I’m taking you somewhere I can keep an eye on you.’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t gonna be your prisoner!’ Rose yelled. Her sudden change in volume stirred Pumpkin into another series of yips and barks.  
 
    I rubbed my forehead. I definitely had a headache coming on. ‘You’re not my prisoner,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Then let me go!’ 
 
    ‘Not until we’ve sorted out this whole mess. Together.’ 
 
    ‘So I am your fecking prisoner then!’ 
 
    I thought about that for a moment then I shrugged. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Alright. You’re my prisoner. Now do what I say and keep the noise down.’ 
 
    She harrumphed loudly and adjusted her dressing gown.  
 
    I sped up; the sooner we reached Colchester the better. The only good thing about all the hours I had to spend on the motorway instead of doing something more productive was that I had plenty of time to think and plan. Assuming that at some point Pumpkin and Rose were kind enough, or tired enough, to grant me some peace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After speeding most of the way, I finally reached my destination around mid-afternoon. Rose’s head was tilted back in the same position it had been for the last two hours. Her white, wispy curls were flat against her forehead and a trickle of drool snaked down from the corner of her mouth. Pumpkin hadn’t moved from his curled-up position on the back seat for some time but, thanks to his incessant snoring, I’d not been able to forget his presence.  
 
    My neck was stiff and sore and I was, to coin a phrase from a certain dark-haired Devil’s Advocate, very, very grouchy. It was just as well that I’d managed to call Vincent as I drove and that he was already waiting on his doorstep. 
 
    Leaving Rose and Pumpkin to slumber on for a few more moments, I unclipped my seatbelt and got out. Somehow, the ex-drug dealer looked far older than he had the last time I’d seen him, but at least he had some colour in his cheeks and his frame had filled out a little. Regular eating does that to a person. 
 
    ‘Miss Faery Godmother!’ he bellowed. I winced. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’d be better if you didn’t advertise what I am to the whole world,’ I told him. ‘Faery godmothers are supposed to be incognito. Just because I messed up last month, and the memory magic that makes other humans forget what I am didn’t work on you, doesn’t mean that you can shout out my existence to all your neighbours.’ 
 
    He waved a dismissive hand. ‘Pffffft. Even if any of my neighbours heard me, they wouldn’t believe it. And not because of what you are but because of what I am.’ He gave me a wide, yellow-toothed smile. ‘Now, tell more about this favour that I can do for you.’ 
 
    The obvious pleasure in his face was more than enough reason for me to frown at him. ‘While I appreciate your help in many ways and for many reasons, I’m not granting you a wish in return for this one favour, Vincent. I can give you money or help you out in some way, but you’ve already had one wish from me that you shouldn’t have received. You’re not getting another.’ 
 
    ‘Aw, Saffron.’ 
 
    I folded my arms. ‘I mean it. I appreciate your help but there is a limit.’ 
 
    Vincent fluttered his eyelashes. I suppose he thought it made him look adorable but unfortunately it gave him more of a serial-killer edge. ‘Even if my wish was to help someone else?’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘Nah. I want to know what this week’s lottery numbers will be.’ 
 
    ‘Not gonna happen.’ I dug into my pocket and pulled out some crumpled notes. ‘Eighty quid. Take it or leave it.’ 
 
    Vincent swiftly snatched the money out of my hand. ‘Cheers, love.’ Before he took my money, he should have asked me what I wanted him to do. It wouldn’t have taken him long to work out that I’d nabbed myself a fabulous bargain.  
 
    ‘You’re welcome. All you have to do is look after a sweet old lady and her cuddly pet pooch for a couple of days. She’s in a spot of danger and I need her kept safe and out of sight.’ 
 
    Vincent nodded. ‘I can do that. Except…’ 
 
    ‘Except what?’ 
 
    He pointed down the street. ‘Do you mean that old lady?’ he enquired. ‘The one that just got out of your car and is legging it that way?’ 
 
    Fuck a puck. I swung my head to the left and immediately spotted Rose about thirty metres away, her dressing gown flapping around her calves as she ran. I muttered a curse and pulled out my wand, twisting it in her direction with an irritated flourish. A moment later, the cotton belt around her waist came loose. She tripped on it, splaying out her arms as the pavement rushed up to meet her.  
 
    For a split second I was tempted to let her deal with the consequences but then I flicked my wand again and cushioned her fall. Pumpkin, who’d been cradled in her arms, squeezed out from underneath her and turned his rotund body towards me. 
 
    ‘Did that dog just give you a dirty look?’ Vincent enquired curiously. 
 
    ‘Nothing would surprise me any more.’ I rolled my eyes and stomped towards the hapless pair. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I said, ‘running away from me isn’t going to help matters. I’m here to help you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want your help.’ She was still lying face down on the pavement so her words were somewhat muffled. Pumpkin whined and nosed her arm before returning to glare ferociously at me. 
 
    ‘Your life is in danger, Rose. I can do something about that if you want me to.’  
 
    From her supine position, she huffed. ‘Because you’re my fecking faery godmother?’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘People like me don’t get faery godmothers. Life ain’t like that.’  
 
    ‘Life is like that.’ I reached down to help her to her feet. Pumpkin growled and bared his teeth, so I changed my mind and stepped away. ‘I can’t kill anyone for you, Rose, but I can get those assassins to stop harassing you if that’s what you want.’ 
 
    She sniffed and waved her arm. ‘Give me a hand.’ 
 
    I tried again. This time Pumpkin retreated and allowed me to pull her up. She brushed herself down and tightened the belt on her dressing gown.  
 
    ‘I don’t want them to back off,’ she said, avoiding my eyes. ‘I want them to come at me so I can kill them myself. I can take care of my own dirty work.’ She glanced over my shoulder. ‘Who’s that shifty-looking fella who’s staring at us?’ 
 
    ‘My … uh…’ I grimaced. Vincent wasn’t a friend, or a colleague. And he was definitely shifty looking. ‘My acquaintance,’ I finished feebly. ‘He’ll look after you until I return.’ 
 
    She snapped her head towards me. ‘Why? Where are you going?’ 
 
    I sighed. Much as my life would be easier if I could sort out Rose and her problems right now, I had other things I had to do. ‘I’ve got to get back to my office. Once I’ve gone, you won’t remember who I am and we’ll need to do this all over again next time I see you.’ I was hoping, however, that her subconscious would twinge just enough to tell her that she could start to trust me.  
 
    ‘I don’t like the look of him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not as dodgy as he appears.’ I was lying, of course.  
 
    It didn’t help when Vincent marched up, his arms swinging and a maniacal grin plastered all over his face. ‘Hello, dear,’ he cooed. ‘My name is Vincent and I’m going to look after you for a while.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a fecking child,’ Rose snapped. ‘You don’t have to talk to me like I’ve just managed to go pee-pee on my own for the first time.’ 
 
    Vincent’s smile only grew. ‘I like her,’ he beamed. 
 
    That was something, I supposed. ‘Try not to get her killed. I’ll be back tomorrow morning and we’ll sort this all out once and for all.’ I paused. ‘And try not to kill her yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron, darling, you don’t have to worry. We’ll get on like a house on fire.’ He hooked his arm round Rose’s. ‘Now tell me, dear. Do you have any children? Grandchildren? Valuable antiques that you’re looking to bequeath to someone in the near future?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I already knew this was a very bad idea but right now it was the best bad idea I could think of. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I felt grubby and tired when I walked through the Metafora room and into the office. What I wanted was at least five minutes’ peace and quiet with a hot cup of tea and something chocolatey. Unfortunately, it appeared that was the last thing I was going to get. 
 
    Angela, who must have been watching the door like a hawk for the moment I returned, sprang towards me and barred my path. ‘Where have you been?’ 
 
    ‘Working,’ I said tiredly. ‘I’ve been out with a client all day.’ 
 
    Her mouth puckered into a tight bud. ‘My office. Now.’ 
 
    I was tempted to refuse. Angela – and indeed anyone in the Human Resources office – was at the bottom of my list of things to care about. Then I caught sight of Jasper out of the corner of my eye; he was standing by my desk with his arms folded and the sort of look on his face that suggested he wanted serious words with me. I didn’t think I had the energy to play nice with him twice in one day, so I tilted up my chin and smiled at Angela instead. ‘Of course. Whatever you want.’ 
 
    She clicked her tongue, suggesting that my acquiescence didn’t please her in the slightest. She was probably hoping that I would refuse so she could mete out an appropriate punishment. But I was trying to get on with everyone in the office and I wouldn’t achieve the meteoric rise to the Director’s chair that I deserved unless I stayed on the good side of Human Resources, so I followed her in. 
 
    Angela sat down and beckoned and indicated that I should stand in front of her desk. I did as she bade then clasped my hands and did my best to appear meek and willing to improve whichever personality deficiencies she was hell-bent on pointing out. 
 
    ‘You were supposed to attend time-management training today, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t have time.’ 
 
    Angela’s eyes hardened. ‘Are you trying to be funny?’ 
 
    ‘It just comes naturally.’ The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I winced. ‘I mean no, Angela, I’m not trying to be funny. I have a particularly difficult client at the moment. I could do with some guidance to be honest. You see, there are some assa—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like being made a fool of!’ Angela hissed. ‘I put you on that course at great personal risk. The Devil’s Advocate heard me do it! He was in the fucking room! If you’re trying to make me look bad then congratulations! You’ve achieved your goal.’ Her bottom lip quivered and for one horrifying moment I thought she was going to cry. Somewhat belatedly, it occurred to me that my non-attendance at the training did indeed reflect badly on her. She was under as much pressure from Jasper’s audit as everyone else. Even more. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I began. 
 
    ‘Angela,’ one of her colleagues called. ‘Can you take a look at this for me for a moment?’ 
 
    A tiny vein throbbed in her forehead. ‘Wait here,’ she spat, heaving herself out of her chair before stamping over to the hapless faery who required her help. 
 
    I sighed. A couple of days earlier, I’d felt as if everything in the world was under my control but in the space of forty-eight hours it had all gone to pot. I was on a runaway horse, galloping wildly into chaos.  
 
    I dropped my shoulders and breathed in. I had to handle Angela more effectively. I didn’t want to antagonise her every time we spoke but somehow my mouth ran away with itself whenever she faced me and I ended up doing just that. I had to handle myself more effectively. 
 
    In a bid to distract myself, I focused on the objects on Angela’s desk. Her vast array of kitsch collectibles, which both baffled and amused me, was as garish as ever. I reached for a snow globe, unable to resist the temptation to shake it. I watched the white glitter float around what appeared to be a tiny facsimile of Buckingham Palace. I sighed then returned the globe to Angela’s desk and put my hands in my pockets. 
 
    ‘I’ll have you know,’ Billy said in my ear, making me jump like a skittish kitten, ‘that decorating your desk in this fashion is against the rules. So don’t go getting any ideas. You are permitted one small family photograph and that is it.’ 
 
    I turned to look at him. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have assumed that the grim sincerity on his round face was a dire warning. ‘Oh yeah?’ I smirked. ‘If it’s so against the rules, how come Angela gets away with it?’ 
 
    He leaned forward, shifting his weight onto the balls of his feet. ‘Because she’s the only faery in this office who’s scary and intimidating enough to get away with it. If I say anything to her, I’m afraid the look I get in return will scare all the hair off my head.’ 
 
    ‘You’re already as bald as a coot, Billy.’ 
 
    His face grew dramatically fearful. ‘And why do you think that is?’ 
 
    I grinned. Billy’s banter wouldn’t help me get Angela on side but it was an entertaining diversion. ‘While you’re here,’ I said, ‘I wanted to ask you what you know about memory magic.’ 
 
    His smile vanished. ‘Oh no. This isn’t about that human, is it? The one who remembers both who and what you are?’ He shook his head ominously. ‘It won’t go well for him if he’s causing problems. It won’t go well for you, either.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Vincent. And no, it’s nothing to do with him. It’s my current client.’ 
 
    Guarded and wary now, Billy folded his arms and straightened up slightly. ‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘You’re finding it difficult to work out what her wish is. You want to remove the memory magic so that she’ll remember who you are and it’ll be easier for you to grant her heart’s desire.’ 
 
    I beamed. ‘Yes! How did you know?’ 
 
    Billy sighed and tutted. ‘This is something every newbie goes through. They settle in and then they think that they can make their jobs more efficient if they fiddle with the system. I don’t know why I thought you’d be any different.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘But it would be more efficient! It’d make the whole process much easier.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron, did you ever try to put a stop to the memory magic when you were a dope faery?’ 
 
    I folded my arms. ‘No, but there was no need to in that job. In this one, if I could get my clients to remember me temporarily I could get them to trust me more and…’ 
 
    ‘And nothing.’ Billy’s voice was flat. ‘I know my focus on the rules is usually over-baked and ridiculous. You know my reasons for that. But you also have to appreciate that some rules should not be broken.’ 
 
    I’d found the opening I needed. ‘Should not be broken but could be broken?’ I pressed. 
 
    ‘Don’t go there, Saffron,’ he warned. ‘It’s not worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but…’  
 
    Billy’s head jerked up and he glanced over my shoulder. ‘She’s coming back. I’m out of here.’ He shuffled away quickly. I had the feeling that was less to do with his supposed fear of Angela and more to do with his desire to shut down our conversation.  
 
    I stared after him. I’d leave it for now but I wouldn’t forget about it. My suggestion about messing with memory magic wasn’t about being difficult or making trouble for anyone, it was about creating the optimal environment and situation for my clients. Just because faery godmothers had always done things in a certain way didn’t mean that was the right way. Change could be good. For all of us.  
 
    My eyes lost focus as I imagined the Director presenting me with an award for the most innovative and ground-breaking work. Until you came along, Saffron, she declared proudly in my head, we didn’t realise there could be another way to do things. You have shown us the light. Without your efforts, we would still be stuck in the Dark Ages and following the old ways. You are magnificent in every way. 
 
    ‘Where was I?’ Angela asked, marching back to her chair and sitting down again. She looked up at me. I hastily wiped the dreamy smile from my face and sobered up. ‘Oh yes. Your attitude. Your willingness to make everyone else in this office appear in as negative a light as possible.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m doing!’ I protested. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. ‘Rupert was in here earlier. He was very upset at something you’d said to Billy about him.’ 
 
    My heart sank into my boots. ‘Okay, but he deserved that.’ 
 
    ‘You have no idea of the sort of flack I will get if he complains to his father,’ she snapped. ‘The world does not revolve around you, Saffron.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘I will try harder, Angela.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better.’ She opened a drawer and rummaged around, eventually taking out a small white paper bag and reaching inside it for a boiled sweet. ‘I know that Rupert is an arse. Everyone knows that Rupert is an arse.’ She popped the sweet into her mouth. ‘But we’re stuck with him. You need to learn…’ Her eyes opened wide and she began to choke. 
 
    ‘Angela?’ I asked, alarmed. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer – and she definitely wasn’t alright. Her face was turning a worrying shade of puce and her hands were fluttering in alarm.  
 
    This I could deal with. Without hesitation, I leapt round to her side of the desk, hauled her flailing body up from her chair and wrapped my arms around her, ready to perform the Heimlich manoeuvre.  
 
    Angela elbowed me sharply in the ribs. ‘What are you doing?’ she cried. 
 
    ‘I…’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘I thought you were choking.’ 
 
    She glared at me. ‘I was choking, you idiot. I swallowed my sweet whole because of you.’ 
 
    I couldn’t quite see how that was my fault. All the same, I ventured a hesitant, ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    Angela snatched up the snow globe and caressed it lightly before returning it to her desk. ‘I am, now that my globe is back in its correct position.’ I stared; it couldn’t have been more than a centimetre out of place. ‘Don’t touch my things!’  
 
    ‘Uh … sorry.’ 
 
    She tutted. ‘Just go, Saffron. Go back to whatever you were doing. I will re-book you on the training. Next time, make sure you’re there.’ 
 
    I stayed where I was.  
 
    Angela glared at me. ‘I thought I told you to go.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. ‘Angela,’ I said, ‘have you heard about the task force I’m heading up?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Harry pushed another drink in my direction, his expression fascinated. ‘But why her? Of all the faery godmothers you could have chosen to work with, why choose the deranged HR woman?’ 
 
    I grinned. ‘There is method in my madness.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’ 
 
    I wagged my finger at him. ‘You’re not seeing what I’m seeing. First of all, Angela is ruthless. She stole my idea for Rainbow Fridays and took all the credit for it.’ 
 
    Harry slurped his beer. ‘You know that is a really stupid idea, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘The stupid ideas are the best ones,’ I said airily. ‘Dressing up is fun. Anyway, if we’re to stop the trolls from any further acts of violence, we have to be prepared to be conniving.’ I took a sip before continuing. ‘Secondly, Angela has an excellent eye for detail. That snow globe of hers was only a centimetre out of place and she still noticed that it had been moved. Finally, much as she despises me, she loves the Office of Faery Godmothers. She’ll do anything to see it succeed. She genuinely cares. And she’s not like most of the others. She sees the flaws and recognises them for what they are then she either uses them to her advantage or flat-out ignores them because they don’t fit her agenda. Frankly,’ I finished, ‘that’s why she doesn’t like me. I mess up her plans and I don’t let her use me. There’s a lot to be admired in that.’ 
 
    ‘Some task force. You and one other person? You’re not going to get very far.’ 
 
    I didn’t let Harry’s pessimism affect me. ‘Oh ye of little faith. I’ve got lots of the others working for me too. Rupert is scouring the Adventus room, focusing on all the wishes from around the time that things went wrong for the trolls. He’s looking for anything that mention them in any way.’ 
 
    Harry snorted. ‘Sounds like busy work to me.’ 
 
    My smile broadened. ‘Busy work at which Rupert is excellent.’  
 
    ‘Is that it?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ I reached one hand round and patted myself ostentatiously on the back. ‘I’ve involved everyone I possibly could. Anyone who wants to be on the task force is on the task force. Delilah has the best ear for gossip of anyone I’ve ever met. She’s hitting the streets and listening for anything that might hint at the trolls’ whereabouts. If there are any whispers out there to be heard, she’s the one who will hear them. Then there’s Alicia. She’s got to be one of the most potentially vicious faeries I’ve ever met.’ I shook my head. ‘Honestly, she missed her calling. She should have been a ninja with the way she can sneak up on people and stab them in the back.’ 
 
    Harry leaned forward. ‘So what’s she doing?’ 
 
    ‘Attack training.’ I nodded smugly. ‘Looking for the best ways for us to attack trolls and defend ourselves against them.’ 
 
    ‘What about Billy?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t he want to be involved too?’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ I glanced round, taking care that we weren’t overheard. ‘You can’t tell anyone else about this,’ I said. 
 
    ‘You can trust me.’ 
 
    ‘I mean it, Harry. No one can know.’ 
 
    He clasped his hand to his heart in mock offence. ‘Saffron. Whatever you tell me, I will take to the grave. Leprechaun’s honour.’ 
 
    ‘You hate leprechauns.’ 
 
    His eyes flashed. ‘Thieving wee bastards,’ he grunted. ‘They’re supposed to guard the damn gold at the end of my rainbows, not help themselves to it whenever they feel like it.’ 
 
    ‘Harry,’ I reminded him, ‘half your family are leprechauns.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘That’s why I can count myself among them and despise them at the same time. You’ve met my cousins. You know what I’m talking about.’ He smirked. ‘In any case, I won’t tell anyone. What have you got Billy doing?’ 
 
    I leaned forward. ‘He’s searching through the archaic rule books. Not just the ones for faery godmothers but for all faeries. He’s looking for something that might help me get the trolls off the hook for what happened with the kidnappings.’ 
 
    Harry’s mouth dropped open. ‘Off the hook?’ 
 
    ‘Shhhh,’ I hissed. ‘Keep your damn voice down!’ 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Harry said, his expression pained, although he at least spoke more quietly, ‘the trolls abducted five faeries. Seven, if you include the Director and the Devil’s Advocate. They maimed them for life and they would have done far worse if you hadn’t stopped them. They’re plotting to bring all the faery godmothers down, for goodness’ sake. They’re evil.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ I replied quietly, ‘evil depends which side of the fence you’re sitting on.’ 
 
    ‘Saff…’ 
 
    I held up my hands. ‘I’m not condoning what happened last month. Those kidnappings were brutal and despicable acts. But not only were they orchestrated by one troll who is no longer with us, they occurred because of what we did to them. The trolls were decimated because of us, Harry. It’s the faery godmothers’ fault that their entire race is virtually extinct.’ 
 
    ‘You told me that was an accident.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘And I believe it was. But if most of us faeries were killed in one fell swoop, wouldn’t you want to see the culprits punished?’ 
 
    Harry shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with my argument. ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But what you’re talking about was an accident and it’s ancient history. We weren’t alive when the trolls were almost all wiped out! It’s not our fault it happened. Hell, until last month we didn’t even know that it had happened!’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘because at the time the faery godmothers covered it up. They did that because they knew what they’d done was shameful, wrong and, quite frankly, utterly horrific. Don’t forget,’ I added, ‘that you only know about it because I told you. Even now we’re still covering up what happened.’ 
 
    He sighed heavily, conceding the point but not quite giving in. ‘What about what the trolls did yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘No one was hurt,’ I pointed out. ‘We merely evacuated the building for a short while. That was all about making us more nervous. They want us to think that they have all the power.’ 
 
    Harry shook his head in dismay. ‘And what if they do have all the power? They have to be stopped somehow, Saffron. Are you suggesting that the trolls should be allowed to retaliate? That we should let them continue to terrorise the faery godmothers until your entire office is closed down for good?  
 
    ‘Of course I’m not saying that.’ I tried to find the right words to explain. ‘But what’s the end game here, Harry? Do we kill all the remaining trolls so there’s no longer a threat? Complete the genocide that we started, whether accidentally or otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘No, but…’ 
 
    ‘But what? Either we find a way to bring the remaining trolls onto our side, see things from their point of view and prevent any further atrocities from happening, or sooner or later there won’t be a choice and we’ll have to kill them all. Otherwise it will never stop. The only way forward is to broker some kind of lasting peace, one where we atone for the past and they do too. An eye for an eye is never going to do anything other than make us all blind.’ 
 
    Harry folded his arms, shadowing his emotions in an uncharacteristic fashion. I watched him nervously; for the first time since I’d known him, I was unsure about what he was thinking. Then he raised his eyes to mine. ‘I take back what I said last time,’ he said finally. ‘You’re not being set up to fail. You’re absolutely the best person who could be in charge of this task force.’ 
 
    I breathed out, relieved that he could acknowledge my viewpoint. If I couldn’t convince my best friend to see things from the trolls’ perspective, I wouldn’t be able to convince anyone else.  
 
    ‘Unfortunately,’ I said in a half-whisper, ‘persuading the trolls to stop their vendetta won’t be easy. It might not even be possible. We have to try, though – it’s the only way we’ll survive this. If Billy can find some old rules that will help me to appeal to the trolls’ better nature, everyone might walk away from this situation with some degree of satisfaction. I don’t have a plan yet. I need to focus on finding the trolls and stopping them from doing anything else that will turn us faeries against them. I’m making all this shit up as I go along.’ 
 
    Harry flashed me a quick smile. ‘Honestly, Saff? If anyone can do this, you can.’ He clinked his glass against mine.  
 
    I took a sip and matched his smile but I saw the shadows on my old friend’s face. Despite his words of encouragement, I knew that deep down he didn’t think I had a cat in hell’s chance of succeeding. Unfortunately, I secretly agreed with him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Troll task force or no troll task force, I still had my other faery godmother duties to contend with. The next morning, I set my alarm for ridiculous o’clock and stumbled out of bed with protesting limbs and bleary eyes. I didn’t feel awake enough to waste time worrying about my wardrobe; I simply pulled on the first clothes I yanked out of my chest of drawers, downed a strong cup of coffee and headed straight out to check on Rose and Vincent before I made an appearance in the office.  
 
    Now that the old woman was in Colchester, I didn’t have to use the Metafora magic to transport myself to her. As long as she and Vincent hadn’t killed each other, I could congratulate myself on such excellent forethought. 
 
    The streets were quiet, with only the odd early morning jogger and street cleaner to be seen. While I doubted that Vincent was a particularly early riser, I reckoned that Rose probably got up at the crack of dawn. It was with this thought in mind that I knocked confidently on Vincent’s door before the local postman would have left the sorting office. When the door opened after mere seconds, I knew my instincts had been bang on. 
 
    Vincent didn’t look like he’d slept at all. Wearing a threadbare dressing gown in a most unusual shade of pink, he blinked at me. ‘Thank fuck you’re here,’ he said, his face looking unusually fearful. ‘I can’t do this. I can’t take it any more. That old woman is bloody nuts and I want her out of my house.’ 
 
    ‘Vincent!’ I heard Rose bark from further inside. ‘Who is that? What do they want?’ 
 
    He flinched. ‘Honestly,’ he muttered, ‘I thought my mother was a scary woman. She’s got nothing on this old bird.’ 
 
    There was the sound of another door opening. A moment later, Pumpkin’s plump white body barrelled towards us. I leapt back, unwilling to sacrifice more of my flesh to the dog’s sharp teeth, but he came to a skidding halt by Vincent’s feet. His little body quivered with unspent ferocity but, thankfully for now, he chose to stay back. 
 
    Rose shuffled towards us. She’d clearly been helping herself to Vincent’s wardrobe; instead of the hotel bathrobe from yesterday, she was now dressed in a pair of overly large jeans and a T-shirt that advised me to ‘Keep calm and roll my own’. 
 
    ‘Vincent!’ she snapped. ‘This is not the time to be accepting lady callers! We haven’t started cleaning the kitchen yet. And if you think I’m going to scour that disgusting floor of yours while you shag the brains out of this,’ she looked me up and down with disdain, ‘person, then you can think again.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody ’ell,’ he groaned. ‘You told me that there was nothing wrong with your memory. This is Saffron. She was here yesterday. She brought you here yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve never seen her before in my life. I’m hardly likely to forget someone with hair like that, am I? I thought things were bad enough in the seventies and eighties but I’ve never seen a perm as bad as that one.’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. Yes, my curls might be described as bushy and unkempt but they were wholly natural. ‘Nice to see you again, Rose.’ 
 
    ‘How the feck do you know my name?’ She swung towards Vincent. ‘Did you tell her about me?’ She looked me up and down and I knew instantly that she was checking me for the tell-tale bulge of a gun. Something had shifted imperceptibly in her body language. There was no doubt about it; Rose was still on full alert for her would-be assassins. 
 
    Vincent ran a hand through his greasy hair. ‘I don’t understand. She hasn’t had any other memory problems.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not her fault,’ I explained. ‘There’s magic surrounding me when I’m working. That means my clients forget me as soon as I’ve gone.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘I remembered you.’ 
 
    ‘You were never officially a client.’ Explaining that it was my mistake in the first place that meant Vincent would always remember me was too complicated, so I gave him an explanation that would please him. Given Rose’s current circumstances, I needed to keep on his good side. ‘You’re special.’ 
 
    Vincent’s cheeks turned pink enough to match the colour of his robe. ‘Well,’ he coughed, ‘we know that already.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t fecking know it,’ Rose snapped. She continued to glare at me. ‘Who are you really?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Saffron.’ I paused. ‘Your faery godmother.’ 
 
    ‘Faery what?’ 
 
    Vincent looked at me. ‘Doesn’t this get tiresome?’ 
 
    ‘And then some,’ I muttered. ‘Can we get in off the street and I’ll explain everything to Rose again indoors?’ 
 
    He swept out a sloppy bow. ‘After you.’ 
 
    Pumpkin nipped at my ankles as I walked down the corridor. There was a strong smell of disinfectant, which I was certain was down to Rose’s efforts rather than Vincent’s.  
 
    I veered left into a small living room. The wallpaper was old and faded and some of the furniture had seen better days but it was surprisingly comfy, with some interesting artwork on the walls. I admired a seascape and was raising an enquiring eyebrow at Vincent when I noted that the signature at the bottom was his. He shrugged awkwardly and mumbled something about tea before leaving me alone with Rose and Pumpkin. 
 
    ‘You’re one of his customers, ain’t you?’ Rose sneered. ‘He told me he didn’t deal drugs any more but once a fecker always a fecker.’ 
 
    ‘No, Rose,’ I said. ‘I really am your faery godmother. You might not remember but we’ve met twice already. I came to your cottage. So did some armed men who were looking to put a bullet through your brain. We travelled here together to avoid them.’ I continued in the same breath, hoping that a quiet bluff would help me find out what was going on. ‘You’ve told me all about them and why they’re after you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?’ she smiled sardonically. ‘The only reason you’d know about them is if you’re one of them yourself.’ 
 
    Without warning, she sprang towards me. For some reason I thought she was going to attack my left-hand side. I spun right to avoid her and ended up with her at my back and her hands wrapped round my throat, squeezing tightly. It happened so quickly that I was left blinking in confusion. Not to mention pain. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I croaked, ‘this isn’t helpful.’ 
 
    Hearing the scuffle, Vincent popped his head round the door, his eyes widening when he registered the situation. ‘Er…’ 
 
    ‘You sold me out, you wanker!’ Rose shrieked. ‘That didn’t take long, did it? I cleaned your bloody loo and then you sold me out!’ 
 
    He scratched his head. ‘You’re the faery,’ he said to me. ‘You need to deal with this.’ He backed out, the prospect of a fight between two women apparently too much for him, even if one of those women was an old-age pensioner who was on the verge of throttling me. 
 
    ‘The human body is a complex thing,’ Rose snarled in my ear, ‘but it has its weak points. If I squeeze right here, the flow of blood to your brain will cease and you’ll fall unconscious. If I keep it up for more than a few minutes, you’ll end up brain damaged.’ 
 
    I wasn’t human but I still had the same physical frailties that Rose was talking about. What would render a human unconscious would do exactly the same to a faery. A stray thought wandered into my mind: had a client ever killed their own faery godmother? Or would I be the unlucky first? 
 
    Dropping my hands I reached for my wand, which was currently nestled in one of my pockets. My fingers curled round its wooden tip and I managed to jiggle it just as my vision started to blur. Rose let out a sharp cry and released me. 
 
    I stumbled forward, narrowly avoiding Pumpkin, and turned round to face her. ‘Rose,’ I gasped, ‘I am not your enemy. I’m here to help you.’ 
 
    She rubbed the side of her head, slightly stunned. ‘What did you do to me?’ 
 
    I grimaced. ‘I might ask you the same question.’ 
 
    ‘I used the natural laws of biology. You did something completely fecking unnatural.’ She gazed at me with wary suspicion. ‘You ain’t right.’ She took a step forward, wavering on her feet.  
 
    I reached for her, suddenly worried. The burst of magic I’d sent in her direction had been uncontrolled and borne out of panic. I bit my lip. Now I was wondering whether any faery godmothers had ever killed their clients. 
 
    I helped her into the nearest chair. Pumpkin launched himself onto her lap and licked her with frantic desperation. Rose was looking paler by the second. The dog whined and licked her some more. I took a deep breath and reached for her hands as her eyes rolled back into her head and her body went limp. Fuck a puck. 
 
    Faery first aid was all well and good, but I couldn’t simply wave my wand again and make Rose feel better. I had to know exactly what was wrong with her so that I sent my magic to the right place and for the right reasons. Technically, I shouldn’t have used my power to help her like that but, as I’d sent her into this state, I reckoned I could get away with it.  
 
    Her breath was coming in short gasps and I could see her pulse fluttering in her neck. I blotted out the sounds of Pumpkin and the clatter of dishes from Vincent’s kitchen and twirled my wand anti-clockwise. Almost immediately the magic did its job and my ears were filled with the irregular sound of Rose’s heartbeat. It was far too fast. 
 
    Swallowing hard, and aware that my palms were slick with sweat making it hard to grip the wand so tightly, I told myself to calm down. I couldn’t release another burst of uncontrolled magic. If I did, it might kill her outright.  
 
    Apparently I wasn’t the only one who sensed this. Pumpkin stopped licking and turned his head towards me, baring his teeth and growling. There was more menace reflected in his dark eyes than I’d seen before. He was blaming me for Rose’s plight. Unfortunately, he might well be right. I had no more time to waste. 
 
    Flicking the edge of my wand, I sent a mild jolt of magic towards Rose’s chest. I closed my eyes and concentrated, listening hard. What I’d effectively done was use magic in the same way that a doctor might use beta blockers. My way was far faster, however, and Rose’s heart began to slow, returning to a more regular – and more normal – rate. 
 
    Pumpkin sensed the change straight away. He abandoned his attack stance and focused back on Rose, his body seeming to relax as she started to come round. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered and she stirred. ‘Wh … what happened?’ 
 
    ‘You blacked out,’ I said. 
 
    Rose raised her hand to her heart. ‘My pills,’ she whispered to herself. 
 
    I stiffened. ‘What pills?’ 
 
    There was a beat of silence before she answered. She moved her hand up to her forehead. ‘Paracetamol,’ she told me. ‘I’ve got a headache.’ 
 
    At that moment Vincent bustled in holding two mugs. He glanced at us both, relaxing when he saw that we were no longer literally at each other’s throats. 
 
    ‘Tea?’ he asked brightly. 
 
    I nodded just as my phone rang. I took it out and glanced at the screen. It was the office. Of course it bloody was.  
 
    I held it to my ear. ‘This isn’t a good time.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron, you’re late. You need to haul ass and get here.’ 
 
    Adeline. I gritted my teeth. ‘I’m with a client. I can’t leave her.’ 
 
    ‘You need to be here for morning briefing. Whatever’s going on with your client can wait.’ 
 
    I didn’t think a heart attack could wait. I looked at Rose. Colour was returning to her cheeks and her breathing had normalised. She was no longer in any immediate danger but that didn’t mean I could waltz out of here. 
 
    ‘Instead of tea,’ I said to Vincent, ‘I think we should go with Rose to casualty and get her checked out.’ 
 
    ‘Feck off,’ Rose spat. ‘I ain’t going to no hospital.’ 
 
    ‘Just for a check-up.’ I tried to smile reassuringly. ‘It won’t take long.’ 
 
    She pushed herself up before moving Pumpkin to one side and clambering unsteadily to her feet to glare at me face to face. ‘No doctors. Whoever the feck you are, you can’t make me go to a doctor. I’m fine.’ She whirled round on her toes. ‘See?’ 
 
    Adeline’s voice was continuing to echo tinnily from the phone. ‘You have to be here, Saffron. It’s non-negotiable. The Devil’s Advocate has already registered your absence. How long will it take you to get here?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever that woman is,’ Rose said to Vincent, her voice quavering only slightly, ‘get her the feck out of here.’ 
 
    Vincent swallowed and looked at me. ‘Maybe you should leave,’ he said. ‘You can come back and try again later. I’ll keep an eye on her. Don’t worry. She’s annoying as hell but I’m not in the business of letting little old ladies die on me. Not in my own house, anyway. If I think she needs to go to casualty, I’ll make sure she goes.’ He paused before adding gruffly, ‘She’s not that terrifying really. Secretly I like her a little bit.’ 
 
    There was an honest earnestness in the ex-drug dealer’s eyes that I didn’t think I’d seen before. I noted the faint stain of embarrassment on his cheeks and smiled slightly. I reckoned he was telling the truth and he liked Rose rather a lot. ‘It’s not even been a day,’ I said, ‘and she already seems to trust you.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on the same wavelength,’ he grinned. 
 
    ‘I am still here you know!’ Rose snapped. ‘You don’t have to talk about me like I’m dead!’ She glared. ‘Go on, missy. Get the feck out of here!’ 
 
    Even without Adeline’s order, leaving seemed the best option. ‘Let me know if you take her to the hospital,’ I said to Vincent. ‘Otherwise don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a couple of hours at the latest.’ 
 
    Rose was getting more agitated, a state which wouldn’t do anything for her heart. ‘Get the feck out! And don’t you bloody dare come back!’ 
 
    I turned towards the door. I knew when I was onto a losing streak. I shot Vincent a meaningful look and he nodded. Then I beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I sprinted all the way back to the Office of Faery Godmothers, arriving less than twenty minutes later with sweat dripping down my face. I burst through the glass doors, causing Mrs Jardine in her usual spot behind the receptionist’s desk to look up sharply. ‘You’re late, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘I was with a client,’ I said, out of breath and panting. 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘You’re supposed to check in with us first. What are you doing out with a client this early in the morning?’ 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to answer her. At that very moment, the lift dinged open and Jasper strode out, his hands in his pockets. His head swung sharply towards me then his green eyes seemed to soften. ‘You weren’t at the morning briefing,’ he said quietly. 
 
    ‘Good morning to you too,’ I muttered as a sweat droplet found its way down my forehead and into my eye, making it sting. I blinked furiously.  
 
    Jasper was by my side in a second. ‘Are you alright?’ he asked. ‘You don’t look very well.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ I rubbed at my eye and squinted up at him. ‘And technically I’m not late at all. I’ve been with a client.’ 
 
    His brow furrowed. ‘But you’ve not been in to use the Metafora room today and you don’t currently have any clients who live nearby.’ 
 
    For a moment I forgot that I was a hot, sweaty, gasping mess and stared at him in surprise. Did he know all that because he didn’t trust me? Or because he’d been concerned about where I was? ‘You’ve been checking up on me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the Devil’s Advocate,’ he said stiffly. ‘I’m conducting a vital audit into everything that happens in this office. Of course I’ve been checking up on you. It’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not the only faery godmother who works here,’ I pointed out. ‘Have you memorised everyone’s clients?’ The tone of my voice was somewhat sharper than I’d intended; instead of cheekily playful, I sounded irritable and snarky. My shoulders dropped. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I didn’t mean that to come across the way it did. I’m having a stressful morning.’ 
 
    Jasper’s expression didn’t change. ‘I can see that.’ He reached into his pocket and drew out a pristine white handkerchief. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘You look like you could do with this.’ 
 
    I took it from him, starting slightly at the faint pressure from his fingers as he passed it over, and wiped my brow. ‘Thanks.’ I offered it back to him but he shook his head. 
 
    ‘Keep it.’ 
 
    We both stood for a moment, neither of us speaking. Eventually I bit my lip, briefly noting the way that Jasper’s gaze dropped to my mouth. ‘I should go,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Sure.’ He didn’t move, still effectively barring my path. ‘You didn’t drop by my office last night to talk through your ideas for the trolls. How is the task force set-up going?’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ I nodded. ‘Good. Fabulous.’ Jasper raised an eyebrow. I shrugged. ‘Well, we’ve made a start anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm. And have you considered what the end goal is? Did the Director give you any guidance?’ His eyes bored into me. 
 
    Aware of Mrs Jardine watching us with interest, not to mention Harry’s reaction to my plans when I’d told him last night, I chose my words carefully. ‘Just that our aim is to locate the trolls and find out what they’re up to.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ He watched me for another moment. ‘Come and find me later and we can discuss it. I’ll be in my office for the most of the day.’ 
 
    Confine myself in a small room with Jasper and explain to him why I thought we should cut the trolls some slack? I could hardly wait. ‘I’ll do that,’ I said. ‘If I find the time.’ 
 
    Something sparked in Jasper’s expression. ‘I can order in more curry, if you like. We can talk about the best plan of action. And if you do find any trolls, make sure you don’t approach them yourself. I’ll make the initial overtures.’ 
 
    He still didn’t trust me to manage the trolls on my own. Good to know, I thought sourly. ‘As the Devil’s Advocate commands,’ I said aloud. 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Saffron…’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for the curry last night. It was delicious. You don’t need to order any more for me, though. I can get something from the canteen before it closes.’ I managed a smile. Go me. ‘And thank you for the handkerchief too.’ I nodded briskly. ‘I’d better get upstairs before Adeline freaks out completely.’ 
 
    Jasper stepped to the side. ‘Have a good day,’ he murmured. 
 
    I looked down. ‘You too.’  
 
    I sighed as he walked away. What the hell was wrong with me? Talking to the Director didn’t make me feel this uncomfortable. And I’d felt the sting of romantic rejection before and coped admirably, so it couldn’t be that. I reminded myself that Jasper was the Devil’s Advocate and was only doing his job while I was still a newbie faery godmother making shit up as I went along. I shook my head. The sooner this audit was over the better.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deciding that the only way to pre-empt a dressing down from Adeline was to confront her, I made a beeline for her little office as soon as I stepped out of the lift. She was arm-deep in a pile of reports, huffing away to herself as she ticked off various items, but she beckoned me in regardless. 
 
    ‘I understand that you’re unhappy that I wasn’t at the briefing,’ I said, ‘but I was with a client. There was something of an … emergency.’ 
 
    ‘How could you be with a client?’ Adeline asked. ‘You didn’t use the Metafora room and none of your clients live in Colchester. The nearest one you have at the moment is in Manchester.’ I stared at her and she shrugged, although there was a sharp look in her eyes. ‘I would add that it was the Devil’s Advocate who pointed that out to me. He’s keeping close tabs on you, Saffron. I hope that’s not because you’ve been giving him any cause for concern.’  
 
    At first I was surprisingly relieved that any gossip about my relationship with Jasper – or lack of one – hadn’t reached her ears. Then I felt a ripple of irritation. Neither did I want to look bad. I would still be here long after Jasper had gone, and I had a reputation to develop if I was going to continue down my path to success.  
 
    ‘It’s because I’m taking on the troll task force as well,’ I said hastily. ‘He’s aware that I have a lot on my plate and obviously wants to stay appraised of what I’m up to. We can’t forget the trolls.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed we cannot.’ She tapped her fingernails on her desk. ‘We cannot be late, either. I expect to see you at every morning briefing from now on. Consider yourself chastened.’ 
 
    I bowed my head. ‘It won’t happen again.’ 
 
    For one hopeful moment, I thought she was going to let me leave and get back to work. Instead she indicated the chair in front of her. Reluctantly, I sat myself down.  
 
    ‘Tell me what the problem is with this client and why they are suddenly in Colchester.’ 
 
    I drew in a breath. Thank goodness: I could do with some advice. ‘She’s an old woman. I think she might be sick. There are some assassins after her so I’ve taken her from her home and put her with Vincent, the human drug dealer who knows that faery godmothers exist. He’s looking after her. I’m trying to get her to tell me what she wants to wish for, but it’s easier said than done. Yesterday she reckoned that she was my prisoner. The day before, she nearly shot my head off with a gun. Today I think she came close to a heart attack. I need some help because—’ 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Adeline said faintly, ‘please be quiet.’ 
 
     ‘Huh?’ 
 
    She stared at me, her face pale. ‘An old woman who is your client tried to shoot you. She has assassins. You made her your prisoner. She had a heart attack.’ 
 
    ‘Almost had a heart attack. I think she’s alright now.’ 
 
    Adeline shook her head in dismay. ‘Do not tell me any more.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Plausible deniability, Saffron.’ She waved her hands in the air. ‘If the Devil’s Advocate comes to talk to me again about your clients, the last thing I want is to tell him what you just told me. I will pretend I never heard any of that. Remember that we’re in the business of helping humans. Not killing them. Or imprisoning them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m helping her!’ I protested. ‘Or at least I’m trying to. It’s easier said than done because she doesn’t give much away.’ 
 
    Adeline’s gaze hardened. ‘Do not say another word. I don’t want to know. Sort out this client as quickly as possible and we will say no more on the matter. And if the Devil’s Advocate enquires, make something up. We can’t have him thinking that we’re hooligans.’ She looked at me. ‘Even if you are.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to lie to him?’ 
 
    ‘I want you to avoid telling him that you’ve abducted a little old lady and given her a heart attack. And as for the fact that you’ve contacted that human drug dealer again, the one who knows that we exist because of your actions…’ Her voice trailed off. ‘No. Don’t speak to me about this again. Don’t speak to anyone about it again. And don’t mention this client or anything about her to me again.’ She tutted. ‘No one else gets themselves into these sort of situations. Or,’ she added, ‘if they do, they’re too sensible to tell me about it.’ She looked at me. ‘Go on, Saffron. Shoo.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ 
 
    ‘Shoo!’ 
 
    I sighed and did as she ordered. It appeared that, at least as far as Rose was concerned, I was on my own. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walked slowly to my cubicle, my mind chewing over everything as I tried to think of the best way to proceed. Delilah was on the phone but she gave me a wide-mouthed grin and a thumbs-up before covering the mouthpiece. ‘Who were you shagging last night?’ 
 
    I blinked. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘There has to be a good reason why you’re late. Go on. Tell me who it was.’ 
 
    I pointed at her phone and mimed zipping up my mouth. Delilah pouted but I pretended not to notice. I sat down and turned on my computer. Two minutes later, using the faery godmothers’ computer-based work-around, I’d accessed the main records for Cumberland Infirmary, the closest hospital to Rose’s home. 
 
    Delilah put her phone down and leaned across. ‘You don’t have be tight lipped with me, you know. Now that we’re friends and I’m effectively working for you because you’re leading up the troll task force, you must know that you can trust me. I’ll keep your secrets. What were you up to last night?’ 
 
    Distracted, I scarcely glanced at her. ‘You can’t tell anyone,’ I said. 
 
    ‘I won’t,’ she breathed. 
 
    ‘I mean it, Delilah.’ 
 
    ‘I promise!’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Okay. I was late this morning and missed briefing not because I was in bed but because I was at the doctor’s.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Delilah gasped. ‘Are you sick? What’s wrong?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Not that sort of doctor.’ I motioned towards my nose. Then my breasts. It was exactly the sort of lie that would happily preoccupy her for days. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. ‘You’re having work done?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a faery godmother now, Delilah. The rest of you are all so glamorous that I need to do something to fit in.’ 
 
    ‘But you look great!’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t tell a soul,’ she promised. ‘And you should know that the scruffy look is all the rage these days, Saffron. I saw someone with that exact same haircut at the weekend. She was really cute, too. Only about six years old and with chocolate smeared all over her face and…’ 
 
    Okay, enough of that. I zoned out Delilah and brought up Rose’s personal medical file. It didn’t take long to find the information I needed. The pertinent details weren’t hard to find: Rose’s liver was on its way out and she had chronic heart failure. Even with a complicated cocktail of strong medication, none of which I’d seen Rose take because she’d probably had to abandon it back at her cottage, she had barely months to live. What had happened this morning with her heart was my fault in more ways than one. My shoulders sank. Fuck a puck.  
 
    Wringing my hands in dismay would only get me so far. I allowed myself a moment of despair then shook it off. Rose didn’t wallow in misery; neither would I.  
 
    I sucked on my bottom lip for a moment before pulling open my bottom drawer and heaving out the massive tome entitled Rules and Regulations for Faery Godmothers and Fathers. Edition 119. Yes, I’d read through it several times already but the damned thing was five inches thick and there was only so much information I could retain without going completely crazy. 
 
    I flipped to the index, using my finger to scan down the list until I found the section I needed. I had to be sure about this before I made any sort of plan for how to proceed. I made a mental note of the page I required and then turned to the relevant section. 
 
    The magic permitted to all faery godmothers includes the ability 
 
     to heal minor illnesses. However, it must be noted that no faery 
 
    godmother or godfather is allowed to wield the power of life and 
 
     death over themselves, clients or persons indicated by clients in 
 
    the course of granting any wishes. In the event of a naturally 
 
    occurring terminal illness, faery godmothers are not permitted to  
 
    act, other than to ease pain and soften the passage. The natural  
 
    order – and indeed Mother Nature herself – are most definitely 
 
    not to be usurped. Any faery godmother or godfather who grants 
 
    such a wish to either prolong life or to halt it will be terminated 
 
    for cause and brought before the Court to answer for their actions. 
 
    Well, that was unequivocally that then. Not that Rose had asked me to cure her or that I disagreed with the rule. Even I could see that extending human life could lead to all sorts of unpleasant scenarios.  
 
    I frowned. Rose hadn’t implied that she was ill on any of the three occasions that we’d met. Not deliberately, anyway. Obviously I couldn’t be sure, but I didn’t think that she wished for her health to be improved; she was too pragmatic and straightforward to mess around with avoiding the inevitability of death. She’d wished for something, however. And I suspected she still was wishing.  
 
    I cracked my knuckles and got to my feet before striding over to Billy’s desk. Unfortunately his seat was empty. I swivelled round, wondering who else I could speak to. I needed someone who could give me the answer I required.  
 
    I didn’t want to make a big deal about it. Under other circumstances, I’d have gone to Adeline but she’d made it clear that I wasn’t to broach the subject of Rose with her again. She probably wouldn’t take kindly to my suggestion that I experiment with breaking the rules, regardless of the extenuating circumstances.  
 
    There was one other person here who might have the information I needed. I steeled myself. In the pursuit of creating wish fulfilment, nothing would stand in my way. Not even my own bruised ego. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The door to Jasper’s temporary office was ajar. I hesitated for a moment, rapped sharply on it then entered without waiting any further.  
 
    He leaned back in his chair as I walked in and raised a dark eyebrow. ‘Saffron,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon. Have you already made progress in locating the trolls?’ 
 
    I kept my gaze steady and resisted the temptation to fiddle with my cuffs. ‘No,’ I answered. ‘I’m going to touch base with everyone in the task force in an hour or so. This is regarding a … different matter.’ 
 
    A gleam of light sparked in his green eyes. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘It’s to do with one of my clients.’ 
 
    His expression immediately shuttered and I felt an odd twist inside me. What else did he think I might have approached him for? ‘I’m not sure I’m the best person to help. Perhaps you should try Adeline.’ 
 
    ‘Er … she’s busy.’ Sort of. She’d made it clear that I wasn’t to discuss Rose with Jasper. I wasn’t discussing Rose, though. Not really. This was all about faery modus operandi. It was Jasper’s bread and butter.  
 
    He watched me for a moment. ‘Would you like to take a seat?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said. I didn’t want to make myself comfortable. Anyway, this wouldn’t take long. I inhaled, absorbed a deep gulp of oxygen into my lungs and got to the point. ‘You remember what happened with Vincent? The human who knows that I’m a faery godmother?’ 
 
    Jasper steepled his fingers. ‘You’re referring to the fact that you circumvented the memory magic by introducing yourself to him as a faery when you weren’t working and were therefore unprotected.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I nodded. 
 
    ‘I’m not likely to forget.’ Jasper paused. ‘Neither is he, more’s the pity.’ 
 
    ‘He’s kept his mouth shut,’ I protested. Sort of. ‘He’s not a bad guy.’ 
 
    ‘Aside from being a drug dealer, you mean.’ 
 
    I coughed. ‘Reformed drug dealer. Thanks to me.’ I bit my lip. ‘I mean us.’ 
 
    Jasper inclined his head but I could tell that he was wary about where I was going with this. ‘If this is where you tell me that he’s about to blackmail you into granting him more wishes…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I shook my head vehemently. ‘It’s nothing like that. It’s just that I have another client whose time is limited. It’s quite difficult to get her to open up to me and it doesn’t help that every time I see her, she doesn’t remember who I am. I have to begin from scratch.’ 
 
    Jasper’s jaw tightened. ‘You’re hardly unique in that. Every faery godmother has the same issue.’ 
 
    Perhaps. But not every faery godmother had elderly clients who were being hunted by both humans and their own health. Rose’s time was running out and unless she told me what she wanted before too long, she’d be six feet under before I could do anything. I wouldn’t let a simple thing like death prevent me from doing my job. 
 
    ‘The memory magic is there for a reason, Saffron,’ Jasper said gently. ‘I appreciate that it can be frustrating but it’s a necessary evil. Faeries need these sort of safeguards.’ 
 
    I persisted. ‘Yes, but there must be a way to temporarily turn off the memory magic. If Vincent Hamilton can remember me, there must be a way to get my client to remember me too. There are exceptions to every rule. She isn’t like other clients. If I can get her to remember who I am from visit to visit then I can get her to trust me. And if she trusts me, I might be able to grant her wish before she dies.’ 
 
    ‘I’m assuming that you’re talking about the client who you were with first thing this morning. The one who is now in Colchester.’ He stretched across his desk and picked up a manila folder. I spotted my name on the front of it and swallowed. Jasper flipped it open and glanced at my assigned list. ‘It’s clearly a woman. Michaela Spring? Patricia Jones? Rose Blairmont? Which one is it?’ 
 
    Adeline would have kittens if I told him. ‘Her name isn’t important,’ I said hastily. ‘I only want to know if it’s possible to block the memory magic. It would only be for a short while.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not possible. The health and safety rules regarding humans are sacrosanct.’ He raised his head and looked at me. ‘And if she is dying, we all know what her wish will be. We’re not in the business of messing with the natural order, Saffron. She’s dying and you have to let her die. Anything else and…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to grant any life extension wishes, Jasper.’ 
 
    His jaw tightened. ‘I certainly hope not.’ He folded his arms. ‘The memory magic cannot be put on pause.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. From the way Billy had spoken, I was sure that wasn’t true. It wasn’t a ploy I’d seek to use with every client, but I was convinced that halting the memory magic would allow me to help Rose more appropriately before either she killed me or dropped dead herself.  
 
    Where there was a will, there was a way. Just because Jasper wasn’t willing to tell me what that way was didn’t mean I couldn’t seek it out by other means. If I could have told him the full story, I was sure he’d agree I was doing the right thing.  
 
    ‘That’s all I needed to know,’ I said, as if his tight-lipped answer wasn’t a problem in the slightest. ‘Thank you for your time.’ 
 
    His mouth flickered into a small smile. ‘I’m here to help.’ His eyes travelled across my face. ‘I’m pleased that you felt you could come ask me for advice,’ he said quietly. ‘And, as far as the trolls go, I do trust you to lead the task force. I would never have recommended you otherwise. But I want to make sure that you’re not about to get hurt in the process or do anything foolhardy without back-up. If we’ve learned anything, it’s that trolls are both dangerous and unpredictable.’ 
 
    I tilted my head and examined him. ‘Can you read minds?’ I blurted out. ‘You often seem to know exactly what I’m thinking.’ 
 
    Jasper let out a brief, humourless chuckle. ‘Saffron, the last thing I’m capable of is knowing what you’re thinking. You’re surprisingly good at guarding your thoughts.’ 
 
    He stood up and walked round his desk, stopping less than a foot from me. His expression was intent and purposeful and, for reasons that didn’t take a genius to work out, I shivered.  
 
    ‘You see?’ he murmured. ‘This is working out well. We’re maintaining a cordial, friendly relationship. This is much better than the alternative where we let our mutual lust get the better of us. I’m sure there will still be some awkward moments between us but we’re both adults. We’ll get past them.’ His eyes crinkled as he smiled. I couldn’t help noting, however, that he was taking care not to touch me despite his proximity. 
 
    The expanse of brown skin at his neck was tantalisingly smooth in comparison to the line of stubble round his jaw. Man. 
 
    ‘We will,’ I said brightly. ‘Go us! Thanks for your help, Jasper. I’d better get to work. I won’t interrupt you again.’ 
 
    ‘Come back and interrupt me this afternoon,’ he said. ‘You promised to keep me informed about your progress with the trolls.’ 
 
    If I’d actually made any progress. I nodded anyway. ‘Yep. See you later.’ 
 
    I escaped into the relative safety of the main office. I knew my cheeks were flushed and my pulse was raised. Fuck a puck. Jasper had moved on while I could barely hold it together in his presence. Focus on your job, Saffron. That was what was important. Rose needed me – and no matter what Jasper had said, I was still convinced there was a way to put a temporary stop to the memory magic. I just had to find it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Billy still wasn’t at his desk so I made a beeline for the Adventus room. Technically I wasn’t allowed inside but I reckoned that in my position as task force leader I could get away with it.  
 
    I strode up to the door and yelled through it. ‘Hey Rupert! It’s Saffron. I need to talk to you!’ 
 
    There was no answer. I pursed my lips and considered. I knew from recent experience that Rupert enjoyed selective hearing but I was pretty sure I could get his attention if I used the right words. 
 
    I cleared my throat and raised my voice, hoping that it would carry through the door. ‘Hey!’ I yelled again. ‘Sexy Rupert!’ 
 
    With any luck that would be enough. I couldn’t bring myself to go any further. When there was a thump, the door opened and Rupert grinned out at me, I knew I’d succeeded. I didn’t feel proud of myself but needs must. 
 
    ‘Hi, darling,’ he drawled. ‘I knew you’d come to your senses sooner or later.’ He raised one hand to the door frame, leaning against it to give me the very best view of his toned muscles. ‘When you invited me onto the task force, I knew that your moans about harassment were only because you were playing hard to get.’  
 
    His manicured eyebrows waggled upwards and he lowered his voice to what I supposed was meant to be a sex-imbued husk. ‘I should tell you that I do enjoy a bit of a chase.’ He added a leer for good effect. ‘But it’s better when the girl is doing the chasing.’ 
 
    I gave him a blank look. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    Rupert offered me a self-satisfied grin. ‘You called for me,’ he purred. ‘And you called me sexy.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t.’ I did my best example of baffled faery and frowned. ‘Why would I do that?’ 
 
    Rupert’s smile dropped. ‘You did. I heard you.’ 
 
    I waved a hand in the air, indicating that he was so wrong it wasn’t worth arguing about. ‘Whatever you say. Anyway, I’m here because I wanted to remind that we’re having our first task force meeting at eleven. I’ve booked the largest meeting room.’ 
 
    Fortunately he seemed more confused than offended. He stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around before drawing it out to examine the clump of earwax he’d retrieved. He gave me an arch smirk. ‘I’ll be there.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like a heads-up on what you’ve discovered first,’ I said briskly. ‘Can I come in?’ 
 
    ‘You want to be alone with me.’ 
 
    Oh for goodness’ sake. ‘I…’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to go somewhere else. I got into a lot of trouble the last time I let you in here. The Adventus room is the beating heart of this office. It’s supposed to be carefully guarded, with only a minimum of intrusion allowed.’ 
 
    ‘Pffft! I’m leading a task force now, Rupe. That gives me special dispensation.’ I stepped back. I couldn’t be arsed to argue – there were other ways to get the answer I needed.  
 
    I dropped my bid to enter the Adventus room in favour of getting Rupert to give me the information I needed. ‘It’s your choice. We can stay here if you prefer. Tell me what you’ve discovered instead. I’d hate to get you into trouble with Adeline.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed. Rupert was never the brightest but he wasn’t completely naïve. ‘You tried to get me into trouble with her just yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you deserved it.’ I grimaced. I was allowing the conversation to run away with me. ‘But you’re on my task force now, so we can let bygones be bygones. What have you found?’ 
 
    He dropped his posing and pouted. ‘Not much,’ he said, his mouth turning down. ‘And before you say anything, I’ve been searching all morning. The only reference to trolls I could find in the past wish reports was someone who wanted her husband transformed into one because he’d had an affair. From what I could see, the affair was her fault anyway. She was only giving him sex a few times a week and a man has needs.’ He bared his teeth. ‘You know?’ 
 
    ‘No, Rupert. I don’t know.’ I wasn’t in the least bit surprised that he’d not found anything. As Harry had surmised, what Rupert was doing was little more than busy work. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be useful. The fact that he’d been trying to find out proved that he cared about this Office and what the trolls were trying to achieve as much as the rest of us did.  
 
    ‘Do you think,’ I hedged, ‘that the reason there’s no information about the trolls in any of the Adventus reports is because memory magic prevents it?’ 
 
    Rupert frowned. ‘But memory magic has nothing to do with trolls. It doesn’t affect them. It’s only for humans.’ 
 
    I pretended he hadn’t spoken. ‘If only there was a way to put some kind of temporary halt to the memory magic,’ I mused. ‘Then we’d have the chance to quiz past clients and find out if they know anything about the little bastards.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like gingko biloba?’ 
 
    I cocked my head. Ha. I knew there was something. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Rupert’s expression was blank. ‘Fucked if I know but I’ve seen it used in some of the older reports. Some faery godmothers gave it to their more difficult clients when they needed them to remember certain things. It’s not been used for decades – I think it was banned.’ He reached out and patted me on the head. ‘It wouldn’t do us any good, Saffron. We can’t give it to every past client on the off-chance they might have spoken to a troll. We don’t have the time or the man-power. It would be like finding a haystack full of needles.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Or even a needle in a haystack.’ 
 
    Now Rupert looked even more confused. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    It was better to put an end to this chat while I still had the chance. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘thanks for trying, Rupert. I’ll see you later at the meeting.’ 
 
    He winked. ‘Will do. And Saffron?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I know you called me sexy. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.’ He smiled. ‘I think you’re sexy too. Plus, I quite like that you’re having surgery done. It’s important for women to take care of their appearance.’ He gestured towards my chest. ‘When they’re done, will they still feel natural? Because I can check for you if you’re not sure…’ 
 
    ‘Bye, Rupert.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    If I was fast and efficient, I knew I’d manage to get what I needed for Rose and return in time for my troll task force meeting. I might even manage a bit of a nosey round Rose’s home; it was not beyond the realms of possibility that she’d left some clues lying around that would help both of us. All I had to do was adjust the magic in the Metafora room so that I was transported back to Rose’s cottage instead of to Rose herself. I’d let myself in, find the pills and medicine that would help her heart and prevent any more near-death episodes and get them to Vincent, along with some gingko biloba. Then it would be job done.  
 
    If altering the memory magic for Rose worked out well, I’d use the evidence to petition the Director to let us alter it more often on a case-by-case basis. If it didn’t work out, no one needed to know. I decided that it would be better to seek forgiveness for my actions rather than ask for permission. No one ever changed the world without being a little bit daring. 
 
    It was an overcast, grey day but the absence of dappled golden sunshine didn’t detract from the prettiness of Rose’s little home. If anything, it made the colour of the climbing roses stand out more against the whitewashed exterior walls. It must have been a wrench for her to abandon this place. My mouth tightened and I made a silent promise that I’d do everything I could to allow her to return and see out her final days in peace. 
 
    I headed round to the garden, intending to use her back door to gain access as I had the last time. The sight that greeted me made me gasp. The beautiful garden had been all but destroyed. The plants had been ripped up by their roots in what could only be an act of petty hatred. Large boot marks were visible everywhere. There was more mud than greenery.  
 
    I straightened my spine and glared, as if angry looks alone would return the garden to its former glory. When that didn’t work, I drew out my wand. I wasn’t having this. Such destruction served no one.  
 
    Half-closing my eyes, I visualised the garden as it was before. My stomach tightened and I felt the power surge through my veins, amplified by the wand. Plumes of magic burst forth, serving not only to repair the damage to Rose’s garden but also to invigorate me. After all, I was giving back life.  
 
    No wonder it was forbidden to alter the lifespans of humans; it wasn’t just that you’d be fucking with nature – the heady adrenaline rush of power would probably be too much for even the strongest of us faeries to handle.  
 
    Goosebumps rose up across my skin and my body rippled with delicious shivers. I’d never felt like this before – the exhilaration was indescribable. As I gave energy to the earth, the earth gave energy back to me. By the time I was done, I was panting and flushed. Someone should bottle this feeling, I thought dizzily. They’d make a fortune. 
 
    The garden wasn’t quite as breath-taking as it had been before, but it wasn’t far off. I gazed around proudly, noting the odd flourishes caused by my magic, from the vibrant and unusual shade of the lupins in the corner to the bushes of heavily blooming roses. The earthy aroma rising from the leafy herbs was delicious. I grinned. Even an accomplished marsh faery would be impressed by my efforts. 
 
    Satisfied, I turned on my heel and examined the broken door. Although Rose hadn’t locked it when we’d sprinted away from here, the man who’d come to kill her had still kicked it in. I could see his boot print. It was a good thing that Rose didn’t have any close neighbours; I suspected that anyone who had interrupted the assassin’s vicious attack would have found themselves in his firing line. Literally. It also meant that the police hadn’t been involved yet, which made my situation considerably less complicated. There were fewer moving parts to consider. 
 
    Avoiding the shards of broken glass, I squeezed in through the gap in the door and looked around the kitchen. The place had been ransacked. Broken and smashed crockery littered the tiled floor and the contents of every cupboard appeared to have been displaced. It was like a tornado had ripped through the room. I put my hands on my hips and surveyed the damage. It didn’t seem that the killer had been looking for something – it was too haphazard and brutal. To be honest, the state of the room looked more like the result of a giant-sized tantrum. 
 
    Despite what I’d achieved with the garden, I wasn’t Mary Poppins. To sort out this place, even with magic, would take more time and effort than I could afford. My fingers itched to put everything right but I contented myself with flicking my wand to fix the door and return it to its original state. It would keep out any wannabe burglars or nosy wild animals. I could come back later and sort out the rest. 
 
    I figured that Rose, like most people, probably kept her medication in her bathroom cabinet. I picked my way across the kitchen floor and through to the hallway, noting that the living room to the left appeared to be in the same state as the kitchen. There was a narrow set of stairs to the right.  
 
    Before I could place a foot on the bottom step, there was a loud creak from somewhere above my head. I froze. I’d made the dangerous assumption that I was alone in here. All of a sudden, I was no longer sure that was the case. 
 
    There was another creak. Then another. I swallowed. That wasn’t the floorboards of an old house groaning to themselves. Someone was definitely up there. A moment later, when the gruff but distinct words floated down, I realised I was wrong. That was two someones. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing here. We’re wasting our time.’ 
 
    ‘Boss told us to check out every corner so we’re gonna check out every corner. Unless you want to be the one to tell him you gave up halfway through.’ 
 
    There was the sound of splintering wood, presumably as one of them broke another piece of furniture. ‘She ain’t stupid. There won’t be any evidence.’ 
 
    ‘We have to be sure.’ 
 
    I debated my options. Although my instincts were telling me to cut and run as fast as my little legs would carry me, I knew that this opportunity was golden. Clearly whoever was upstairs had something to do with Rose’s assassins. I might just get lucky and overhear the reasons why they were after her.  
 
    My magic would only take me so far and I didn’t want to risk being discovered. I could easily whisk myself away using Metafora magic. What was faster though – a speeding bullet or a magical transport system? Unfortunately I strongly suspected that it was the former. Hanging around here was very risky indeed. 
 
    The sound of footsteps made up my mind. I wasn’t about to zip away unless I really had to. What I learned here could help Rose – and that was priceless. I did the only thing I could and hastily dived towards the tiny door set underneath the staircase, using my wand to open it and mask its sound. I tucked myself inside behind an ancient vacuum cleaner and a stack of old cardboard boxes and held my breath. 
 
    Whoever was out there didn’t care about the noise they were making. They clumped down the stairs, causing dust to sift out from above my head. My nose began to tickle and I clamped a hand over it. This wasn’t the time to have a sneezing fit. 
 
    ‘She’s nothing more than a little old lady. She’ll be dead before too long without our help.’  
 
    I grimaced. The speaker was definitely male. He spoke with a faint twang – American, perhaps.  
 
    ‘That’s exactly why we need to find her and deal with her ourselves,’ his buddy replied. He sounded English. ‘She’s got nothing to lose any more. Anyway, it’s her own fault. She’s the one who approached Ferguson. Little old lady or not, she brought this shit down on her own head. And don’t underestimate her either. She might have spent the better part of the last decade playing with knitting needles and jigsaw puzzles but in her heyday she was more lethal than the rest of us put together.’ 
 
    There was a snort. ‘You mean she could kill me with her thumbs? As if.’ 
 
    ‘Two words for you. Swan Lake.’ 
 
    I might not have understood the reference but the other man certainly did. ‘Her? You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    The response was flat. ‘It’s true. Ask the boss if you don’t believe me.’ There was a pause. ‘There he is now, back to pick us up.’ 
 
    I tilted my head and listened harder, catching the sound of a car engine before it was turned off. No wonder there hadn’t been any vehicles outside: the two men had been dropped off here, probably to avoid raising the suspicion of any locals who might drive by and wonder why there was a strange car parked outside old Rose Blairmont’s cottage. The plot was definitely thickening. 
 
    I heard another door opening and a deeper voice without an accent. It sounded vaguely familiar, but for the life of me I couldn’t work out why. ‘Well? Have you found anything?’ 
 
    ‘There’s an old computer upstairs. It looks like it’s been wiped clean but we’ve taken the hard drive. Your boffins might be able to find something on it.’ 
 
    ‘Some jewellery too,’ the other gruff voice added. ‘I found a diamond necklace that looks genuine. Must be worth a fortune.’ 
 
    There was a growl. ‘I’m not interested in baubles.’ 
 
    The first man leapt back in, clearly keen to impress his employer. ‘We’ve got a whole bunch of pills. All sorts of things. She won’t last very long without them.’ 
 
    The boss sighed. ‘Unless she manages to find a doctor. They do exist in other parts of the country, you know. Still, we might be able to do something with that. If we get lucky.’ He cursed. ‘She couldn’t have got away alone. What about the mysterious person who must have helped her escape and who doesn’t show up on any of the CCTV footage? Any clues about them?’ 
 
    I tensed. That was me – he was talking about me. There would be nothing to find. Common sense would dictate that I existed, but memory magic would wipe away all other traces of me. No wonder Billy and Jasper were so keen that I didn’t mess with it; if I did, my life might very well be in danger. It might still be.  
 
    To my ears, my breathing sounded incredibly loud. I tightened my grip on my wand. I might need to bring the Metafora magic to me at any moment and I had to be ready. 
 
    ‘What’s that out there?’ the man asked. ‘Boleyn said he wrecked the garden. It doesn’t look very wrecked to me.’ 
 
    My eyes widened. Fuck a puck. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ came the immediate answer. ‘We walked in that way. It was a mudbath. Boleyn did what he said. It was…’ There was a long pause. ‘Huh. It didn’t look like that before.’ 
 
    I could have smacked myself. The anomaly of the garden’s sudden regrowth would befuddle all three of the men for as long as I remained in the house. Once I’d gone, the magic meant that they wouldn’t register that it was different. I had to get out of here right now. 
 
    ‘And this cupboard? What’s in here?’ the boss asked. 
 
    Alrighty. I twirled the wand, invoking the Metafora magic that would return me to the safety of the office. I’d risked enough. It was time to get myself home.  
 
    ‘We’ve not checked in there yet.’ 
 
    Come on, magic. Do your stuff. 
 
    ‘I told you to check every fucking corner.’ 
 
    I twirled the wand again. It wasn’t working. Why wasn’t it working? 
 
    ‘Go on, then. Open it up. We can’t leave any stone unturned – or any door unopened.’ 
 
    Work! Fucking magic! Work! I waved the wand more furiously, swishing it from side to side in case vigour could make it do what I needed it to do.  
 
    The cupboard door opened and I instinctively hunched, blinking against the rush of light. There was an explosion of noise and further cursing then, as my vision adjusted, I registered the black muzzle of the gun and the shocked, furious, scarred face staring at me. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck out of there.’ 
 
    I jiggled my wand. It still didn’t do anything. 
 
    ‘I said,’ the scarred man repeated, ‘get out of there before I blow your brains out.’ 
 
    Continuing to hold the wand, although I might as well have shoved it up my left nostril for all the good it was doing me, I held up my hands. ‘Don’t shoot me,’ I squeaked. ‘Please don’t shoot me!’ 
 
    He raised the gun an inch higher. I ceased my feeble protests and did as he ordered, knocking over the boxes and the vacuum cleaner in the process. When I emerged from the cupboard and stood up, I gazed at the three men who were staring at me.  
 
    I was startled when I recognised the shorter one, his neatly-combed grey hair and his immaculate suit marking him out as the politician I knew him to be. He’d been on my client’s television screen only a few days ago. The flicker of his eyes told me he had noted my reaction and I damned myself for being a transparent fool. 
 
    ‘You know who I am.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I whipped my head from side to side in denial. ‘I’ve never seen you before in my life.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you have.’ He took a step towards me, reaching out his hand and tilting up my chin. ‘You can tell the truth. It’s quite alright. No one here will hurt you.’ 
 
    The gun in the other bloke’s hand belied that.  
 
    I stalled – I had to garner myself some more time. I had to find a way out of this. ‘You’re Art Adwell,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen you on television. You’re a politician and I’m pretty sure that politicians always lie.’ 
 
    My gamble paid off, Art Adwell threw back his head and laughed rather than immediately ordering his man to put a bullet through my eye. ‘Not this one.’ 
 
    ‘Can I have your autograph?’ I asked. Maybe if played the part of a complete idiot, he’d think I wasn’t a threat. 
 
    Adwell stopped laughing and flashed me a practised smile. ‘Well, sure,’ he drawled. He didn’t take his eyes off me as he spoke to the third man. ‘Get me a piece of paper and a pen.’ 
 
    ‘Boss…’ 
 
    Adwell didn’t bother repeating himself, he just waited. His goon took the hint and walked off into the small living room. 
 
    ‘So,’ Adwell said to me, ‘what’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ I whispered.  
 
    ‘And what are you doing here, Saffron?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Mrs Blairmont’s cleaner. I come every week.’ I tried to look frightened. It wasn’t hard. ‘I thought there’d been a break-in. I would have called the police but I left my phone at home.’ 
 
    Adwell continued to smile; he was the personification of charming, lethal grace. ‘But there’s no other car outside. How did you get here, Saffron?’ 
 
    Fuck a puck. ‘Er … I walked. It’s only a mile or two from my house.’ I pointed vaguely towards the back. ‘My boyfriend is going to pick me up, though. He’ll be here very soon.’ 
 
    ‘Good for him,’ Adwell murmured. 
 
    The man reappeared and held out a scrap of paper and a pen. ‘It’s all I could find.’ 
 
    Adwell took them from him, scrawled his name and handed the paper to me. I swallowed and reached out with my free hand but, as soon as my fingers curled round it, Adwell snapped his own hand forward and encircled my wrist in a fleshy manacle. His smile grew altogether nastier. ‘Where is Rose?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘I don’t know!’ I pulled, trying to get free, but he only tightened his grip. 
 
    ‘Come on, Saffron. If you tell me where she is everything will be alright. I promised I wouldn’t hurt you – but I might have to hurt your boyfriend when he shows up. If he shows up, that is.’ 
 
    ‘You’re hurting me!’ I protested. 
 
    Adwell squeezed some more and I gasped in pain. ‘It’s little more than a caress,’ he said. ‘Don’t be such a baby.’ He tutted. ‘Honestly, the youth of today.’ 
 
    Tears sprang to my eyes. ‘Please let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Just tell me where Rose is.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I swear I don’t know.’ 
 
    Adwell stared at me. ‘You were wrong before,’ he said. ‘Not all politicians lie.’ He smiled. ‘But I’m not all politicians.’ He looked at his goons. ‘This one has nothing to tell us but she can identify me. Shoot her.’ He released his grip on me and started to turn away. 
 
    I jerked my wand in an involuntary response. As I did so, I felt the tug. It was working; the Metafora magic was back. I felt the whoosh at the same moment as the man in front of me began to pull the trigger. Well, I thought dully, that answered my question. When it came to a speeding bullet versus Metafora magic, the magic won. But only just. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    At first the familiar sparkly walls of the Metafora room were scant comfort. A sharp pain attacked my chest, as if I had indeed been shot.  
 
    I gasped for breath, my lungs heaving, and I doubled over as bile rose in my throat. I hadn’t seen my life flash in front of my eyes – which was probably a good thing – but I’d been sure that my moments were numbered. I’d been a cat’s whisker away from death. Actual pulse-swallowing, life-halting, end-of-Saffron’s-world death. But I’d lived to tell the tale.  
 
    When the nausea and pain passed, I straightened up slowly with a goofy grin on my face. My hands might still be shaking but I suddenly felt that I could do anything. 
 
    The Metafora door opened and Figgy gazed in, her expression brightening when she caught sight of me. ‘Oh good! It’s working again then! That’s ahead of schedule. Those faery boffins know what they’re doing.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ If they knew what they were doing, I wouldn’t have almost died. 
 
    She blinked, her long curly lashes emphasising her confused expression. ‘The maintenance stuff.’ She gestured around the small room. ‘You know, to make sure everything is in tip-top shape and the Metafora magic is in perfect working order.’ She let out a small giggle. ‘Can you imagine if one of us got into trouble and the magic stalled so we were trapped?’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘Yes. I can actually imagine that.’ I paused. ‘This … maintenance was scheduled?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Figgy bobbed her head, her shiny hair bouncing in the glow of the Metafora light. ‘It’s been on the calendar for weeks. And the Director reminded us all in morning briefing.’ 
 
    Unbelievable. The one and only time I’d missed the morning meeting appeared to be the one and only time that important information was doled out. I rolled my eyes. It didn’t matter. I’d cheated death and I still felt super-duper awesome about that. 
 
    I walked out so that Figgy could come in and make her own preparations to head out to her client. ‘Saffron!’ she called. ‘You dropped this.’ 
 
    I turned round and saw that she was holding the scrap of paper with Adwell’s autograph on it. I took it. This was proof that the politician was involved in some very shady dealings. Proof of sorts, anyway.  
 
    I smoothed it out and mulled over what I’d learned. The fact that Art Adwell’s greasy fingers were all over the plot to assassinate Rose was surprisingly exciting. I’d stumbled into some sort of real-life human conspiracy. Given the troubles we’d had with the trolls, it was heartening to know that the humans had their own issues too.  
 
    I fantasised briefly about setting the trolls onto Adwell and vice-versa while I sat back with some popcorn. Then I reminded myself that this wasn’t a game and real lives were at stake. Speaking of which, I had a task force to inspire. It was time to haul ass and find out what information, if any, the others had uncovered. I shoved the paper into my back pocket and got a move on. 
 
    ‘You can’t have a meeting in here,’ Philippa told me when I strode up to the open doorway of my meeting room. Her arms were folded and her foot was tapping. ‘I booked this room months ago.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t have. The slot was free. I double-checked.’ 
 
    ‘Then there was some kind of mistake. Anyway, I get priority because I’ve been here for longer.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘No, I get priority because this is for the troll task force.’ 
 
    Philippa rolled her eyes. ‘Who cares about the trolls? Their leader is dead. We already beat them. They won’t come back.’ 
 
    They bloody would. I stepped towards her. ‘We don’t know how many trolls there are or what they are planning next. And it wasn’t their leader who died. Regardless, they’re not going to forget about what we did to them all those years ago.’ 
 
    ‘We’re faery godmothers.’ Philippa tossed her head and the tip of her long, glossy ponytail slapped me in the face. ‘They’ll never beat us.’ 
 
    I had serious doubts about that. From what I’d learned, the trolls were cannier and stronger than we’d given them credit for. They’d managed to hide their existence for decades; even now that we knew they were out there and gunning for us, we still couldn’t find any trace of them.  
 
    Trying to persuade the likes of Philippa that we faery godmothers were neither infallible nor unbeatable was a pointless task. Right now, I couldn’t even persuade her that I needed this damned room more than she did.  
 
    Fortunately I had Alicia on my side for once – temporarily, anyway. She breezed past the pair of us and settled down on the chair at the head of the table.  
 
    Philippa looked from her to me and back again. ‘Fine,’ she muttered. ‘If you want the room that badly you can have it.’ She stalked off. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Saffron,’ Alicia tittered. ‘I didn’t mean to sit in your spot.’  
 
    ‘You can sit wherever you want, Alicia. I don’t need a seating plan to know that I’m in charge of this task force.’ 
 
    Alicia’s smile vanished. I reminded myself that I needed to keep her on side and that snarky side comments wouldn’t help. 
 
    ‘What I mean is,’ I said, ‘that I think this task force is beyond such petty issues. We have far more important things to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say,’ Billy grumped. ‘What’s this about you having a nose job?’ 
 
    I glanced at Delilah, who was looking pointedly in the other direction. ‘Never mind that,’ I said, trying not grin. Given that Billy had been out of the office all morning, Delilah had done really well in getting the information around. ‘Let’s get this meeting started. I don’t want to take up a lot of your time. I know you all still have clients to deal with as well as the trolls.’ 
 
    Alicia snorted. ‘I’ve got a bloke who is adamant that he wants nothing more than for his penis to be extended by five inches. It’s the fifth client this year who’s wished for the same thing.’ She tutted.  
 
    ‘I’m perfectly happy with my dick,’ Rupert declared. ‘It’s more than big enough to get the job done.’ 
 
    I sent up a silent prayer that he wasn’t about to whip it out to show us. Or offer a demonstration of how he ‘got the job done’.  
 
    ‘Right!’ I interrupted hastily. ‘What have we got? Let’s start with you, Delilah. What have you heard on the streets? There must be some whispers out there about where the trolls are hiding.’ 
 
    She frowned, clearly unhappy. ‘Not that I’ve heard. I’ll keep trying, of course, but if anyone knows where they are they’re not saying.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘Okay. I’ve already spoken to Rupert and…’ 
 
    ‘And,’ he continued for me, ‘I’ve found nothing helpful in any of the old Adventus records. Even before most of the trolls were killed they kept out of our way.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ I looked at Alicia. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘in the event that we do find the trolls, what have you discovered that will help us fight them?’ 
 
    Alicia pulled out a tube of lip gloss and delicately applied it to her mouth before answering. ‘Their magic is stronger than ours. They don’t have to use wands to create powerful spells. In a one-on-one fight, troll to faery, the faery is bound to lose. We have a chance if we have the numbers, but if they take us by surprise…’ She raised her shoulders. ‘It’ll be adios godmother faeries.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘So effectively we have nothing. We don’t how many trolls there are. We don’t know where the trolls are. We have no idea what the trolls might be planning. We are completely clueless and completely fucked.’ I fiddled with a button on my cuff. I hadn’t expected this to be easy but I’d expected at least one of us to come up with something.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Billy but he made a face at me in return. We were all coming up empty handed. This was shit. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Angela said, ‘I think I might have something.’ 
 
    We all turned towards her. I wasn’t the only faery with hope flaring in my heart. Alicia leaned forward, clasping her hands under her chin. Delilah’s eyes widened, Billy began to jiggle slightly in his chair and Rupert scratched his balls, which I supposed counted for excitement in his world. 
 
    Basking in the glow of our rapt attention, and all without the aid of a PowerPoint presentation, Angela smiled. ‘The Human Resources office is at the front of the building. We have a direct view of the street outside. It occurred to me that there was a good chance the trolls were still keeping tabs on us. After all, they’re bound to be worried about what we’re up to and whether we’re getting close to them. And they must have been watching us for a long time. The faery godmothers who were kidnapped were lured out. The only way that would work is if the trolls had watchers on this building.’ 
 
    That was a very good point. I congratulated myself on having had the foresight to bring Angela into the team rather than focusing on the fact that I should have thought about troll spies hanging around outside myself. ‘So,’ I asked, my fingers curling in anticipation, ‘have you seen any trolls outside the window? Watching us?’ 
 
    Alicia shuddered. ‘Ugh. That’s so creepy.’ 
 
    ‘The bastard that I noticed this morning is definitely creepy,’ Angela said. ‘He has to be a troll. For one thing, he hardly has any neck to speak of.’ She hunched her shoulders to show us what she meant. ‘His skin is covered in acne and he has a look in his eyes that shows he’s some sort of psychopath.’ 
 
    I frowned at her. ‘I thought you were watching him from the window on this side of the street. How could you see what his eyes were like from there?’ 
 
    ‘I have excellent eyesight,’ she replied primly, folding her hands neatly in her lap. 
 
    Rupert sniffed. ‘And a pair of binoculars in your top drawer.’ 
 
    Billy’s grin told me that Rupert was right. 
 
    ‘Binoculars?’ I asked faintly. 
 
    ‘She uses them to ogle the bloke who works in the office across the street.’ Rupert’s lips flattened into a sneer.  
 
    Delilah grinned brightly. ‘The one you’ve been stalking?’ 
 
    To my surprise, Angela’s cheeks turned pink. ‘We all need a little distraction from time to time. And it’s not stalking if you never manage to bump into them in person or find out any details about them. I’ve looked up the address where he works. There’s no company listed there that I can see.’ 
 
    ‘See,’ Delilah murmured. ‘Stalking.’ 
 
    Rupert snorted. ‘This man is supposed to be good looking. I don’t see it myself.’ 
 
    Angela blushed harder. It was fascinating. ‘He is very good looking,’ she said, as if that should make a difference. ‘Unbelievably good looking. He might even give the Devil’s Advocate a run for his money.’ 
 
    Alicia scoffed. ‘You mean he’s intimidating and stares at you like you’ve spent your morning drowning puppies?’ 
 
    I looked at her in astonishment. ‘Jasper’s not like that.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she said sarcastically, ‘he’s just a big fluffy cuddle-monster under all those hard edges.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s arrogant and high-handed but he’s also—’ I began, before noticing Billy smirking at me in amusement. ‘Never mind.’ I coughed. ‘Let’s focus on the man Angela has spotted. Is there anything other than his appearance that suggests he’s a troll?’ 
 
    ‘He looks like a troll,’ she said. ‘In your report, you said that they had a strange quality about them. That when you were up close, something about them didn’t sit right. Well, that’s definitely true of this guy. And his behaviour is highly suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘It’s easier if I show you.’ She pushed back her chair and got to her feet. ‘Come with me.’ 
 
    We all exchanged glances then did as she said. Angela trotted out of the room, humming to herself while we all followed like the Pied Piper and his rats. I spotted Jasper standing in the doorway of his office watching us. The way he was looking at us was reminiscent of a hard-eyed, ‘you killed my puppy’ stare. I flashed him a smile but he didn’t relax. If anything, he appeared more stern. 
 
    Shrugging, I followed the others into the HR office. Angela paused at her desk, taking out what was indeed a set of binoculars from her top drawer, and walked to the window. The other HR workers watched her with a mixture of derision and envy. She raised the binoculars then smacked her lips. ‘He’s still there,’ she declared. ‘He’s still doing it.’ 
 
    I reached across and took the binoculars from her. Peering through them, I squinted to see what she was talking about. I swung slowly to the left, pulling back with an involuntary gasp when the man she’d described turned his head and looked directly at me from an open window.  
 
    I recognised him: he was the man I’d bumped into in the street the other day. The one who’d made my skin shiver. 
 
    ‘See?’ Angela said triumphantly. ‘There’s supposed to be magic across this place that prevents humans from registering that the building exists but all morning he’s been looking this way. For all we know, he could have been watching us like that for weeks. Months even.’ 
 
    Billy straightened his shoulders. ‘Then let’s go there. Right now. Let’s confront him and find out what his deal is.’ 
 
    I smoothed my hands down my skirt and tried not to get too excited that we were onto something. ‘No.’ I shook my head; talking to the man in person was a very bad idea. I’d already had one dodgy experience today from blithely wandering into a building while woefully under-prepared. That wasn’t going to happen again. ‘We need to tread very carefully. If he is spying on us, we don’t want him to know that we’re onto him. Remember our remit is to find the trolls and discover what they’re planning next, not to make any moves that might blow up in our faces.’ 
 
    ‘Or,’ Alicia muttered, ‘blow us up. Don’t forget what Bernard did when he set off those bombs.’ 
 
    The others suddenly paled. ‘So what do we do?’ Delilah asked. 
 
    ‘We act normally,’ I said. ‘Angela, you can keep an eye on him from your desk. Let us know if he leaves, or if you see anyone else coming and going. Billy, you’re sensitive to magic. Go out for lunch and walk casually past that building. See what you can pick up. I’ll speak to the Devil’s Advocate and find some way to gain entrance to it. When it’s dark I’ll sneak in alone and see what I can find. There might be some incriminating notes or equipment lying around. We need to know what we’re dealing with before we make a move against this man.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sneaking in there,’ Delilah said, ‘then I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Billy said. 
 
    Alicia nodded. ‘And me.’ 
 
    Rupert shrugged. ‘I guess that means me too.’ 
 
    ‘No. We need to be sneaky and quiet. The fewer people, the less chance there is that we get caught.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    I glared at Billy. I wasn’t going to brook any argument. ‘I’m going in alone,’ I said. ‘And that’s the end of it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t go alone. I’ll come with you.’ 
 
    I folded my arms and frowned at Jasper. ‘No, you won’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I will.’ 
 
    ‘No, you bloody won’t. We don’t know for sure who that guy is and I’m perfectly capable of managing a tiny incursion like this on my own. He’s probably a normal bloke who has no idea that faeries or trolls even exist.’ 
 
    ‘You saw him watching this building.’ 
 
    I did, and I’d felt something akin to magic emanating off his body, but I wasn’t completely sure he was anything other than human. Not yet. ‘That doesn’t make him a troll, even with the magic that makes humans avoid this place. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.’ 
 
    Jasper regarded me implacably. ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But if he is a troll you’re putting yourself in grave danger. He might not be the only one in there. In fact, that building might be teeming with trolls. You won’t know until you get in there.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not planning to take them on single-handed,’ I said irritably. ‘All I’m doing is looking for confirmation that there is a troll – or trolls – in there. This is a covert fact-finding operation, not a suicide mission.’ 
 
    He didn’t even twitch. ‘It doesn’t matter. You’re not going in there without me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you have an audit to deal with?’ 
 
    ‘It’s coming along swimmingly. I can easily afford to take a few hours out.’ Jasper paused and dropped his voice. ‘Or are you afraid to be alone with me?’ He started to toy with the mug in front of him, his long fingers lightly caressing its rim. ‘We’re supposed to be friends but maybe you think that, given what’s already happened between us, you won’t be able to control yourself around me.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I stared at him. ‘Of course that’s not it! And I’d like to remind you that nothing has happened between us.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ He continued to play with the edge of the mug. ‘I shouldn’t bring it up again but there was that kiss in the park.’ 
 
    ‘We both know that was a mistake,’ I said stiffly. ‘And anyway, it was a faked kiss.’ 
 
    I registered the fleeting amusement in his expression and my eyes narrowed. Honestly, what was he up to? He was the one who’d put a stop to our supposed relationship. Why did he insist on referring to the frisson between us? A cloud of suspicion formed in my mind but he changed the subject before my thoughts could coalesce.  
 
    ‘Regardless,’ he said. ‘We’ll go in together. My magic is stronger than yours. If this is indeed a troll, you’ll require proper back-up.’ 
 
    I sniffed. ‘I think you’ll remember that last time it was you who needed the back-up. Not me.’ 
 
    Jasper’s jaw tightened. ‘That’s because the trolls are strong. They’ve been hiding away for decades, generations, and concentrating on only one thing – revenge on the faery godmothers for what they did. We can’t underestimate them. Ever.’ 
 
    His tone was sombre enough for me to drop my protests. ‘If they are in that building,’ I said, ‘and if we do find them, then what next? I could argue that their plans for revenge are justified. Most of their race was wiped out because of what the faery godmothers did.’ 
 
    Jasper held my gaze. ‘There are five faery godmothers who might argue that the remaining trolls deserve the severest punishment.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been speaking to Lydia DuChamps,’ I replied. ‘A lot. She’s one of those five faeries. Is that what she wants? To see every single troll in this country hung, drawn and quartered?’ 
 
    ‘Even the most bloodthirsty faery wouldn’t want that. We’re not living in the Middle Ages.’ 
 
    He was deflecting – and we both knew it. ‘It was a figure of speech,’ I said, ‘as you are fully aware.’ 
 
    Jasper sighed and ran a hand through his ink-dark hair. ‘From what little I learned during my brief time as their prisoner, the trolls won’t stop until the Office of Faery Godmothers is destroyed. I get the feeling that they’re incredibly single-minded. They’ve waited a long time for their revenge and nothing is going to get in their way.’ 
 
    ‘Surely we could come to some sort of arrangement that would suit everyone,’ I said quietly. ‘Appropriate punishment for those involved in the kidnappings, and reparations from us for what happened to their kind all those years ago.’ 
 
    Something subtle shifted in Jasper’s body language and he seemed to relax. ‘That would be the rational response,’ he agreed, almost smiling. ‘But I think we both know that it’s difficult to think logically where emotions are involved.’ 
 
    I examined his face and thought about his words. ‘That’s why you were spending time with Lydia,’ I said, suddenly understanding. ‘If the trolls’ victims can request a form of leniency, then the rest of us will find it much harder to argue for a more severe punishment.’ I stared at him. There wasn’t anything going on between Jasper and Lydia at all. I’d got it completely wrong. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me that beforehand?’ 
 
    He licked his lips. ‘I couldn’t be sure how you’d feel about it. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, it’s that you can be incredibly focused when you want something to happen. You might have wanted the trolls to die for what they did, rather than understand that the inadvertent pain and suffering caused by this office should also be taken into account.’ 
 
    ‘If you couldn’t be sure how I felt, why did you recommend that I lead up the task force?’ A shiver of cold hurt rippled through me. ‘It wasn’t just because of my determination and will to succeed,’ I said stiffly as I slowly worked it out. ‘It’s because you thought that you’d be in a position to control me. That you could stop me from going all gung-ho and destroying the trolls in my own act of vengeance if I thought that was required.’ 
 
    For a long moment, Jasper didn’t speak. When he did, both his tone and his expression were apologetic. ‘I’m sorry. That thought did cross my mind. I’m convinced that our focus has to be on preventing further atrocities, not creating an opportunity for worse things to happen. I didn’t know if you’d feel that way too. Communication, at least as far as you’re concerned, has not been my strong suit so far. I should have discussed this with you far sooner.’ 
 
    ‘And,’ I added, ‘you should have realised that I’m capable of empathy with the trolls. I don’t agree with what they’ve done, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see things from their point of view.’ I hesitated. ‘I should have granted you the same courtesy. We’re both to blame here.’ I laughed without humour. ‘We definitely wouldn’t make a very good couple. We can’t even talk to each other properly.’ 
 
    The tiniest frown marred Jasper’s forehead. ‘Mmm.’ 
 
    Feeling suddenly awkward, I shifted my weight. ‘Anyway,’ I said, focusing on the main topic at hand, ‘if you’re going to insist on joining me and we’re both sneaking into this building on a troll hunt, we should wait until it’s dark. If we said around ten o’clock? Does that suit you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine.’ Jasper raised his eyebrows. ‘What about the other matter – your client who’s dying? Have you managed to resolve that situation?’ 
 
    Uh-oh. ‘Very nearly,’ I said with a false note of cheeriness. ‘If my client could remember anything about me, she’d be thrilled with my progress so far. I’m sure in next to no time I’ll grant her wish and move on to my other clients.’ 
 
    Jasper rubbed his chin. ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    I got to my feet. ‘I do say so. In fact, speaking of that client, I should get back to her while I have the chance.’ 
 
    ‘I hope it goes well.’ 
 
    I nodded, making for the door. ‘Me too!’ I chirped. 
 
    ‘If she hurts you again,’ Jasper murmured, ‘you can always pass her along to another faery godmother.’ 
 
    I started. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Your wrist. You’ve been holding it strangely ever since you walked in here. It’s obviously been hurt.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I fumbled awkwardly with my response. ‘My client didn’t do that.’ 
 
    Jasper eyed me coolly. ‘Then who did?’ 
 
    ‘It was just an accident.’ I looked away. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘If you insist,’ he said. Then he added more quietly, ‘Unfortunately, communication isn’t your strong suit either.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I sent a quick missive to the others informing them that Jasper and I would infiltrate the building opposite as soon as night fell, then I used a flicker of magic to heal the worst of the damage to my wrist. The ugliest of the bruises remained but at least it no longer hurt quite so much. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Adeline watching me. I squared my shoulders and walked over to talk to her. 
 
    ‘The Director would like to know how you’re getting on with the trolls,’ she said. ‘Has there been any progress?’  
 
    I outlined what Angela had discovered, enjoying Adeline’s reaction of pleased surprise. 
 
    ‘That’s good work. As soon as you confirm that there are trolls in there, pull back and inform us immediately. We will take matters from there.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ I said, as casually as possible, ‘I think the Devil’s Advocate is going to take charge of the situation.’ 
 
    Her smile turned into a frown. ‘He should be concentrating on the audit.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps what happens to the trolls is part of the audit,’ I told her. ‘After all, it does appear that their fate and that of this office are closely tied together.’ 
 
    Adeline’s eyebrows snapped together. ‘They kidnapped our people. They chopped off their fingers! And at least one ear! We cannot allow that sort of action to go unpunished.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it won’t be,’ I said quietly. ‘But we can’t deny the role of this office in making the trolls what they are today.’ 
 
    She didn’t appear impressed. ‘We can’t be blamed for an accident that happened decades ago. Those kidnappings happened last month!’ 
 
    I bit my lip but I wasn’t going to keep my mouth shut, not when it came to this. ‘I wasn’t aware there was a statute of limitations on genocide.’ 
 
    ‘It was hardly genocide, Saffron! It was a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure the trolls see it that way,’ I said, treading carefully. ‘Especially given that we covered it up and all but forget they’d ever existed.’ 
 
    She opened her mouth to continue arguing then she closed it again. ‘Damn it,’ she muttered. ‘What a mess.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah.’ I sighed. ‘We have to find them and talk to them before anyone does anything that we’ll all regret.’ 
 
    Her shoulders dropped. ‘Fine. What about the other matter? That client of yours that you came to see me about.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. ‘I thought you wanted plausible deniability as far as she was concerned.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ She waited. 
 
    Ah. ‘But you don’t want it to seem like you aren’t paying attention to what I’m up to, either. Middle management is a complicated line to walk.’ 
 
    For a brief moment, her expression altered and she showed a surprisingly vulnerable edge. Then she shook herself. ‘Yes, it is,’ she said. ‘Give me the bare bones without the damning details and I’ll see if I can help in any way.’ 
 
    I thought about it. ‘Well,’ I said finally, ‘I think I’ve discovered who her assassins are. Have you heard of Art Adwell?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t he some sort of politician?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. He wants my client dead because, as far as I can tell, she has information on him that he doesn’t want anyone else to find out.’ 
 
    Adeline wrinkled her nose. ‘So it’s easy. Grant her a wish and cause him to forget about her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s already dying, though,’ I said. ‘I don’t think she cares that he wants her dead.’ 
 
    ‘Well she should,’ Adeline snapped. ‘You’re hardly doing a bad thing by looking out for her interests and preventing some sleazy politician from killing her. Wave your wand and be done with it. Not every client knows what they want, Saffron. Sometimes you have to make the big decisions for them.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm.’ That was the easy way out, though. I wanted to make sure I was doing the best job by Rose that I could.  
 
    ‘Don’t mmm me,’ Adeline warned. ‘Just sort this out and move on.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Adeline.’ I doffed an imaginary cap before hesitating. 
 
    She sighed. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Does Swan Lake mean anything to you?’ I asked. 
 
    Adeline looked confused. ‘Other than the ballet?’ 
 
    Figgy exited the Metafora room and wandered past us. ‘Oh, I love the ballet,’ she breathed. She tucked away her wand which, I noted, had a lovely little red bow wrapped around its tip, and gave us a pirouette. ‘Swan Lake was always my favourite when I was a little kid. At least it was until that woman died by falling over the balcony at the Royal Albert Hall at the exact same time as Siegfried and Odette did. Even now I can’t watch it without hearing her scream.’ Her bottom lip jutted out. ‘She ruined it for me. These days I stick to the Nutcracker and Giselle. Swans give me creeps.’ 
 
    I froze. ‘Who died?’ 
 
    ‘Siegfried and Odette. They’re the heroes, Saffron. I know you’ve probably never been to the ballet because of where you come from…’ 
 
    ‘Not them,’ I hissed. ‘I’m not interested in fictional characters. The woman who fell over the balcony. The real woman. Who was that?’ 
 
    Figgy frowned. ‘I don’t know. Some daft politician. She screamed really loudly. And she almost took out an usher when she landed.’ She clicked her teeth to suggest that the dead woman should have been far more careful. 
 
    Adeline looked at me. ‘I’m not quite sure what’s going on here but it appears you’ve got some more work to do, Saffron.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. So it did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I stared at my computer screen, cold cup of coffee in hand. The incident Figgy had outlined had indeed actually happened.  
 
    Sixteen years earlier, during a performance of Swan Lake, an up-and-coming female politician called Sophia Twist had toppled over the balcony as the ballet was reaching its climax. There was even video footage; one of the other audience members had been filming the stage from the back row.  
 
    The glare of the lights made it difficult to see exactly what happened but the scuffle of dark shadows followed by the loud scream suggested that it hadn’t been an accident. Neither had it been badly-timed suicide. Despite the scuffle, when the police had questioned everyone and found no obvious suspects, Twist’s death was eventually ruled as misadventure. Given what I’d overheard at Rose’s cottage, I found that incredibly hard to believe. 
 
    Putting my deep sense of foreboding to one side, I tried to be both pragmatic and unemotional. I’d told Jasper not to jump to conclusions; until I had evidence to prove otherwise, I was going to try and do the same.  
 
    I plugged in a search for Sophia Twist and scanned through the information that came up. She’d been unusually young for someone in her position, elected to be Member of Parliament for a small constituency in the Home Counties which technically no longer existed since it had been amalgamated with another one. Twist’s majority had been small but the work she’d done after she was voted in had received acclaim, even from her detractors. She’d kept the local hospital open despite severe cutbacks, and she’d fought to have a man repatriated from South East Asia after he’d landed in jail there on dubious charges. She’d also been on some mind-numbingly boring parliamentary select committee looking into ways to improve the railways. As far as I could tell, she was remarkably uncontroversial. 
 
    I gazed at the photos of her. She’d been a striking woman; her chestnut hair was always tied neatly into a tight bun and she usually wore tailored beige suits. Beige wasn’t a colour that I’d normally associate with brilliance but it had suited Twist’s dark complexion and caused her to stand out in photographs – even photographs where she was competing for attention with larger personalities such as Art Adwell. There were several pictures of them together, often with his arm round her shoulders. In more than one of the obituaries she was described as his protégée rather than as a powerful woman in her own right.  
 
    I chewed on my bottom lip then printed out all the photos before lining them up in date order on my desk. The first picture was from the day after her election; the last was from the week before her death. 
 
    Delilah poked her head round the cubicle wall, her curiosity getting the better of her. ‘What are you up to? Is this to do with the trolls?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘I think it’s to do with one of my clients. It’s … complicated.’ I glanced from photo to photo. Art Adwell’s expression was virtually identical in every single one. He had the practised smile of a shark. Sophia Twist was smiling in each photograph too, but there were subtle differences.  
 
    I grabbed the first one and the last one and held them up to Delilah. ‘The woman,’ I said. ‘In the beige suit. Does she look different to you?’ 
 
    Delilah frowned and looked at both. ‘She’s relaxed in that one,’ she said, pointing at the first picture. ‘And clearly fucking that guy.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ 
 
    She grinned. ‘I can always tell.’ 
 
    ‘Delilah…’ 
 
    ‘She’s leaning into him with a familiarity that only comes post-coitus.’ 
 
    I stared at her and her smile grew. ‘It’s how I know that you and the Devil’s Advocate haven’t done it, despite the rumours to the contrary.’ She buffed her fingernails on her blouse. ‘I’m something of an expert on body language. I persuaded Adeline to let me go on a training course last year. Do you know that when someone pulls their earlobe it generally indicates indecisiveness?’ 
 
    ‘You learn something every day.’ I looked down and wondered how much of myself I was giving away. ‘Is understanding body language helpful?’ I asked. ‘With faery godmother work, I mean.’ 
 
    Delilah snorted. ‘Hell no. But it’s great for ferreting out the more interesting goings-on in this office.’ She waggled her eyebrows with delight. ‘There’s a lot I can tell you about the relationships around here.’  
 
    ‘Uh-huh,’ I said faintly, hoping that she wouldn’t. ‘What can you see in this last photo? How does she feel here?’ 
 
    ‘She hates him.’ 
 
    I gave it a closer look. ‘Because she’s leaning away from him?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ Delilah pointed. ‘And because her fist is clenched.’ 
 
    I examined the picture more carefully. Only one of Sophia’s hands was visible but it was indeed curled into a tight fist. Interesting. ‘Thanks,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘No problem.’ Delilah beamed and turned away. I made a mental note to stop fidgeting in her presence. Or moving. Or doing anything at all that might give away any clues about what I was thinking. It was just too damned creepy.  
 
    I opened up the video footage and watched a BBC news reporter outside the Royal Albert Hall as he soberly stated that Sophia Twist had tragically died. Once I was sure about what I’d seen, I turned off my computer and got to my feet. It was time to confront Rose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Art Adwell and his gun-wielding goons, I’d not managed to get my grubby little fingers on Rose’s medication. Right now I didn’t particularly care. The state of Rose’s heart wasn’t troubling me as much as it had done before my trip to her cottage. Learning that your client is probably a stone-cold killer is certainly one way to reduce sympathy.  
 
    When the Metafora magic transported me directly outside Vincent’s little terraced house, I didn’t raise my fist to knock on the door. Instead I glanced up and down the street and made a beeline for the small row of shops at the far end. With any luck, I’d still be able to find what I needed. 
 
    I strode past the newsagents with its wire-mesh door and home-made posters detailing the ever-optimistic search for lost cats and cleaning jobs, then I passed the Indian takeaway whose wafting aroma of curry reminded me of Jasper. I crossed the street to where, thankfully, there was a little pharmacy.  
 
    The bell above the door jangled as I entered but the white-coated woman behind the desk barely looked up. I scanned the shelves, located what I needed and took it up to the counter to pay. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ drawled a familiar voice behind me. ‘Fancy meeting you here. Are you picking up your methadone scrip?’ 
 
    The pharmacist’s head jerked up, her eyes narrowing at me, while I turned and glared at Vincent. ‘I might ask you the same question,’ I sniffed. I glanced behind him. ‘Where’s Rose?’ 
 
    He waved a dismissive hand. ‘Back at the house. And before you start,’ he added, pre-empting my irritation, ‘she’s got a cup of tea and is watching Homes Under The Hammer. That little old lady is perfectly safe and isn’t going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that.’ After all, he’d seen evidence of Rose attempting to run away. 
 
    Vincent reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. ‘I locked her in,’ he said simply. 
 
    I turned back to the pharmacist, whose expression was now considerably grimmer. ‘My mother,’ I lied unnecessarily. ‘She has dementia. She has a bad habit of wandering the streets unless we keep her locked in.’ I didn’t know why I was bothering to make up an excuse because I was working and covered by the memory magic. The pharmacist wouldn’t remember a damned thing as soon as I stepped out of her little shop. 
 
    She was only slightly mollified by my explanation but, when she glanced down at the bottle I was holding in my hands, she seemed to soften. ‘That won’t help her dementia, you know. The scientific studies around ginkgo biloba have proved inconclusive. You’re better off taking your mother to a real doctor.’ 
 
    I coughed. ‘I thought it would be a worth a try. It won’t do any harm, will it?’ 
 
    She pursed her thin lips. ‘I suppose not.’ 
 
    I paid her then wandered outside to wait for Vincent. I dreaded to think what he was getting from the pharmacist. Viagra, probably. I gave a delicate shudder. 
 
    ‘How is she doing?’ I asked gruffly, when he came out and joined me. 
 
    ‘Better,’ he said. ‘She’s not moved much but she’s not died either.’ He bared his teeth at me in a grin. ‘I’d count that as a win.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ I nodded as we started back down the street towards his house. ‘Has she opened up to you at all? About anything?’ 
 
    ‘She told me that shortbread was for losers and that if biscuits don’t have chocolate on them they don’t count,’ he said. He pointed at the bottle. ‘Will that help with the memory magic thing?’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ I muttered grimly. ‘Rose and I need to have a serious chat and I’m done with all the prevarication.’ 
 
    Vincent blinked. ‘Prevari – what?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play dumb,’ I told him. ‘It doesn’t suit you.’ 
 
    He smirked. ‘But I like it when people underestimate me. It makes it easier to manipulate them.’ 
 
    ‘There’s an old-age pensioner in your house who thinks the exact same thing,’ I said. ‘And she’s far better at manipulation than you are.’ 
 
    He winked. ‘Why do you think I like her so much?’ 
 
    I tutted then held back as we reached his front door and he put the key in the lock, wiggling it until there was a click. ‘Honey!’ he yelled as the door opened. ‘I’m home!’ 
 
    I was pleased to see that Rose looked far healthier than she had this morning . She sniffed in acknowledgment as Vincent entered the room. When I followed him and she caught sight of me, she threw a mug at my head with such swift fluidity that I only just managed to duck in time. I still ended up splattered with lukewarm tea. 
 
    ‘Who the feck are you?’ she screeched. 
 
    Vincent sighed. ‘Rose,’ he said, ‘this is Saffron. You’ve met her before. She brought you here. You saw her this morning when she put you into cardiac arrest.’ 
 
    I glared at the ex-drug dealer. ‘That’s not helpful.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the truth, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t stupid!’ Rose yelled. ‘Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m a fecking idiot! You’ll be old one day and then you’ll see what it’s like!’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Get this woman out of here. I don’t know who she is and I don’t want to know.’ 
 
    ‘As Rose has managed to destroy her cup of tea,’ I said, ‘I’m going to put the kettle on and make another one.’ I looked round, suddenly nervous. ‘Where’s Pumpkin?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know about my Pumpkin?’ Rose snapped, as the dog’s questing nose appeared from underneath a cushion. He fixed his beady eyes on me but, for once, seemed to decide that I wasn’t worth the effort. I almost smiled. Maybe I was getting somewhere after all. 
 
    I bent down and picked up the shards from the smashed mug. ‘I’ll go sort that tea,’ I said quickly and vamoosed into the kitchen before Pumpkin changed his mind or Rose decided to lob something at me that was altogether more lethal. 
 
    When I returned, she had settled back in her chair again. Pumpkin was on her lap. He lifted one eyelid as I entered but otherwise didn’t react. Yep. Definite progress. Maybe memory magic didn’t work on animals.  
 
    Even Rose appeared more relaxed. Clearly Vincent had some sort of magic touch – either that or Homes Under The Hammer was such compelling television that my presence no longer mattered. 
 
    ‘Here,’ I said, holding the steaming cup towards Rose, ‘drink this.’ 
 
    ‘Not a fecking chance,’ she growled. Okay. Not quite so relaxed then. ‘For all I know, you’re trying to poison me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘I promise.’ To add weight to my words, I took a sip of the tea. The gingko biloba gave it a bitter aftertaste but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. ‘Now you have it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve just drunk from my cup,’ Rose said. ‘That’s unhygienic. There’s no knowing what I’ll catch. I ain’t going to fecking drink from it now, am I?’ 
 
    I’d ram the stuff down her throat if I had to. ‘Drink,’ I said. I forced a smile. ‘It will make you feel better.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, Rose,’ Vincent urged. ‘It’ll do you some good.’ 
 
    Grumbling, Rose took the cup, clutching it with both hands. To avoid appearing too eager and once again discouraging her from drinking the damned tea, I sat down in the chair opposite and gazed at the television screen. There was a young couple engaged in the strenuous activity of taking down a wall with a sledgehammer. It looked like excellent therapy. I watched for a few moments, listening to the sound of Rose slurping.  
 
    ‘Tastes funny,’ she muttered. I glanced over. She glared at me. ‘Are you sure this ain’t poisoned?’ 
 
    ‘It must be because of your pills, Rose,’ Vincent said soothingly. ‘They’re bound to make it taste odd.’ 
 
    ‘Stupid fecking things,’ she muttered. ‘They’ll be the death of me. And I don’t want to die doped up to my eyeballs. I want to be clear-headed and fighting, not doddery and weak.’ 
 
    My head turned slowly towards Vincent. ‘Her pills?’ I asked. My voice sounded squeaky and high-pitched. He looked at me in surprise. 
 
    ‘Yeah. She left them behind in her old place so I got a new prescription. I put the order in this morning. They had half of them in stock but I had to pick up the remainder after they’d been ordered in. Why else do you think I was at the pharmacist?’ 
 
    Oh no. Dread tingled at my spine. I stared at Rose and the tiny smile playing around her thin lips. ‘You idiot,’ I breathed. 
 
    Vincent looked hurt. ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘All of us.’ I leapt to my feet. ‘We need to get out of here. Now.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Because I’d heard Art Adwell say that he might be able to use Rose’s medication to track her down. He was a highly-placed politician; he could probably get his filthy mitts into just about any damned database he wanted to. Judging by the expression on Rose’s face, she knew it too. 
 
    ‘You might be desperate to confront him,’ I snapped at her, my fury rising, ‘but that doesn’t mean you have the right to put the rest of us at risk.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the feck you’re talking about,’ she said, indicating with her hands and a complete lack of subtlety that I was off my rocker. 
 
    ‘Was it her name on the prescription?’ I demanded of Vincent. 
 
    ‘Yes, but…’ 
 
    ‘Then,’ I said, ‘we are leaving. Come on.’ 
 
    Pumpkin yipped a warning bark to tell me that I’d better calm down and stop disturbing his mistress. I gave him a long look, telling him that I’d transform him into a stuffed toy again if he didn’t restrain himself. He subsided long enough for me to scoop him up and thrust him into Vincent’s arms. Then I hauled Rose up to her feet. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, you feckwit? Get your hands off me!’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ I snapped. I glanced down at her cup. She’d drunk more than half of the contents. That would have to do. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘Vincent darling,’ Rose quavered, ‘what’s happening? Why is this strange woman acting like this? I’ve not done anything wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Drop the act,’ I said, pulling her to the front door and opening it so I could peer out. The only passer-by was a jogger, whose red cheeks and glazed eyes filled with pained exertion discounted him as a suspect. 
 
    ‘Whose address was on the prescription?’ I asked, turning to Vincent. ‘Was it this one?’ 
 
    He was standing behind us, Pumpkin in his arms and a befuddled look on his face. ‘No. It was Rose’s address. I told them she was visiting on holiday for a few days.’ 
 
    I exhaled. That was something. If Art Adwell was indeed keeping tabs on Rose’s medical records, he would have the name of the pharmacist but nothing else. He’d have an idea of the area but not the exact location. That gave us time. 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Vincent said plaintively, ‘are you going to tell me what’s going on?’ 
 
    I went to the pavement, pulling a protesting Rose with me. ‘There’s no time. Do you have a car?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He stepped out behind us.  
 
    Pumpkin was starting to whine, making Rose frown excessively. ‘I insist that you let me go immediately!’ She raised her voice. ‘Help! Fire! Help!’ 
 
    ‘Shut up!’ I hissed. I pointed down the street, away from the pharmacy. ‘That way,’ I said decisively. ‘We’ll catch a bus or something.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron…’ Vincent began. Then his voice faltered.  
 
    I glanced back and saw him staring at the opposite end of the street. A black saloon car had pulled up outside the pharmacy and three men were getting out of it. I recognised two of them. Fuck a puck. 
 
    ‘They’re here for Rose,’ he whispered. ‘Am I right?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not wrong.’ 
 
    Rose opened her mouth again and I knew she was about to holler at them. Honestly, the damn woman had a death wish. I clamped my hand over her mouth to stop her from giving us away. 
 
    ‘Garages,’ Vincent said, finally recognising the danger. ‘Turn left at the end of the street.’ 
 
    I was already moving that way. ‘I thought you said you didn’t have a car.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. I’ve got a motorbike though.’ 
 
    Good enough. I set my jaw just as there was a loud shout behind us. ‘Oi! Stop!’ 
 
    They’d seen us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Wasting no more time I spun, grabbed Rose’s waist and hoisted her into a fireman’s lift. Then I started running as fast as I possibly could. With only Pumpkin to worry about, Vincent hauled ass and quickly overtook me. There was a sharp crack and a cloud of dust appeared from the wall on the right-hand side. 
 
    ‘They’re shooting!’ Vincent yelled. ‘They’re fucking shooting at us!’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I yelled back. ‘Just bloody run!’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one with magic, faery. Do something! Stop them!’ 
 
    I pelted forward, my head down. Rose had started to caterwaul loudly. ‘Let me go! I’ll deal with those bastards myself!’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. ‘What do you want me to do, Vincent? I can’t kill them.’ 
 
    ‘Turn them into fucking frogs or something!’ he shouted. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and kept running. As if transformation magic like that was an easy thing when you were carrying a protesting pensioner and trying to run for your life. All the same, I used my free hand to pull out my wand and hold it in front of me. I’d have to think of something if we didn’t get to that motorbike soon. 
 
    We veered round the corner. I could see the small row of garages that Vincent had been talking about. Flicking my wand, I sent out enough magic to make each garage door rise up. They creaked and groaned but they did as I needed. Ahead of me, Vincent sprinted past the first two doors and ducked into the third one. Panting, I came up behind him with Rose. He was already on the bike and heaving it out. 
 
    ‘Let me at ’em!’ Rose screamed. ‘I’ll show them!’ 
 
    ‘Shut. Up.’ I lowered her and all but forced her onto the back of the motorbike then took Pumpkin from Vincent and thrust the little dog into her arms. ‘Hold onto your damned dog,’ I told her, before getting on behind her. My arse only just fit but I wasn’t budging.  
 
    I reached round and grabbed onto Vincent’s biceps, creating a barrier that would prevent Rose from doing anything stupid like leaping off. My wand remained clutched awkwardly in my fingers. ‘Start the engine!’ I shouted. ‘Let’s get out of here!’ 
 
    The first of the three men rounded the corner. Vincent thumbed the starter button and I tensed, preparing to hang on for dear life. The engine spluttered for a second or two before dying again. 
 
    ‘Vincent…’ 
 
    ‘I know!’ he shouted. ‘I’m trying!’ 
 
    The other two men appeared just as the first one reached for his gun and raised it. It was the scarred bastard from the cottage. He squinted and prepared to shoot. 
 
    I twisted my fingers, concentrating on my wand. I managed to angle it correctly and a wave of magic bounced through the air. The ground beneath them shook, knocking the scarred man and one of his buddies off their feet. The tremors reverberated in our direction, jolting the bike as Vincent attempted to start the engine yet again. 
 
    The third man was reaching inside his leather jacket. I twisted my wand, this time aiming for the motorbike. The right magical boost would have us speeding away in seconds. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get it pointed in the right direction. I muttered out a curse. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I said in her ear, ‘if you get off this bike, I swear I will turn both you and your dog into garden gnomes.’ I pushed myself off and pointed the wand at the bike again. ‘I’ll see you at the place we first met,’ I said to Vincent. ‘If I’m not there by six o’clock then I’ve not made it.’ 
 
    ‘Saffron!’ Vincent shrieked, his features strained with fear. 
 
    I flicked the wand. This time the motorbike’s rusty old engine started with a purr. ‘Go!’ I yelled.  
 
    I turned towards the three men. I was pissed off now and I wasn’t about to run away from them a second time. Instead I was going to put them out of action for as long as I possibly could. 
 
    I heard the motorbike rev and skid away. I smiled. ‘Come on, you bastards,’ I whispered. This would be a piece of faery cake. 
 
    I switched my wand from one hand to the other in a deft movement that I liked to think was threatening. 
 
    ‘Wotcha planning to do with that, girly?’ the scarred man sneered, not a flicker of recognition on his face. ‘Jab me with it? Poke my eye out?’ 
 
    I smiled then twisted my wrist, aiming at the loose gravel on the ground. ‘Actually that’s not a bad idea.’ Several of the small sharp stones flew upwards at such velocity and with such force that the scarred man didn’t even have time to raise his hands to shield his face. I wasn’t a complete monster: I only directed them towards one of his eyes, rather than both. 
 
    He screamed in agony, his legs giving way as he dropped to his knees. ‘She’s blinded me! That bitch has blinded me!’ 
 
    His two companions were warier now – and less willing to waste time on me. ‘Finish her and get after the old woman,’ the nearest one snarled. 
 
    The other man reached behind his back, sliding out the gun he’d stuck in his waistband where no doubt its muzzle had been nestling between his arse cheeks. I wasn’t sure that was entirely sanitary. I made a face and flicked my wand again, heating the metal of the gun to an unbearably hot temperature.  
 
    ‘Fuuuuuuuuuck!’ He dropped the gun and stared in horror at his hand. Ugly red blisters were already forming on his skin. He stared at them and then at me. ‘Who are you? What did you do?’ 
 
    The last man was white-faced now. Yeah. They were finally starting to get it. You should never, ever mess with a faery godmother. 
 
    He held up his hands, palms facing outwards. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘You can go. We won’t stop you.’ 
 
    He had that right. It had been easier than I’d thought it would be. And rather fun. Maybe Rose wasn’t such a bad client after all. Except then the man’s eyes flicked to something behind me. My stomach dropped and I started to turn but it was already too late.  
 
    Something hard came down on the back of my head. I had just enough time to feel a burst of pain before the world slid sideways and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out for but it was long enough for Art Adwell’s goons to drag me back to Vincent’s house. When my eyes fluttered open and I woozily looked around, I realised I was in the same chair that Rose had been sitting in earlier. Disconcertingly, Homes Under The Hammer was still on the television. 
 
    ‘I do like daytime television, don’t you?’ Art Adwell drawled. ‘Of course, I don’t get much time to enjoy it these days but when I do get the chance I find that it gives me an interesting glimpse into the lives of ordinary people.’  
 
    He knelt down so his face was level with mine and gave me a brilliant, polished smile. I had the bizarre thought that he was angling for my vote. Then he backhanded me, his palm cracking across my cheek. 
 
    I gasped, tears forming in my eyes. My fingers fumbled for my wand but there was no sign of it. I blinked and looked at Art Adwell again. He was twirling it in one hand like some kind of majorette.  
 
    ‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ he enquired. He swished it one way then another before pointing it in my direction and jabbing it towards me. ‘Abracadabra!’ 
 
    I flinched, more out of the proximity of the wand’s pointy end to my eye than out of fear that Adwell would conjure up anything. He wasn’t a faery and he wasn’t magical. The wand wouldn’t work for him any more than it would for Pumpkin. 
 
    ‘My men tell me that you used this to perform feats of magic.’ Adwell pursed his lips. ‘I don’t believe in magic so I don’t believe my men. They are prone to flights of fancy, especially when they’re bested by a small woman with ridiculous poodle hair. It’s not the eighties any more, you know.’ He snickered. Ha bloody ha. From somewhere over in the corner, his men dutifully laughed. 
 
    ‘You’ve got them well trained,’ I croaked. 
 
    Adwell grinned. ‘They know their place.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Some people still have to learn theirs.’ 
 
    I licked my lips. There were several ways out of this situation; all I had to do was choose the best one. I wasn’t scared – not yet, anyway. Unfortunately, Adwell seemed to recognise this. ‘Go on then,’ I said. ‘What’s my place?’ 
 
    Adwell continued to regard me with amusement. ‘I’m not sure yet but I’ll tell you as soon as I know. So,’ he said, in the same breath, ‘what is your connection with Rose Blairmont?’ 
 
    I could have lied but there didn’t seem much point. ‘I’m her faery godmother.’ 
 
    At least he didn’t laugh. ‘She’s a bit old to be Cinderella, isn’t she?’ 
 
     ‘Every time.’ I sighed. ‘Every time I mention to a human that I’m their faery godmother, they bring up Cinderella as if she’s the be all and end all of wish recipients.’ I shook my head. ‘You really have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Go on then. Enlighten me.’ 
 
    I shifted in my chair, aware that my limbs still felt sluggish and heavy. I didn’t want to practise any wand-less magic until I absolutely had to. Unlike Jasper, it was incredibly difficult for me and for most other faeries to wield any sort of magic without the aid of a wand. I could do it but there were often severe physical consequences. Given that I was already weakened, I had to be careful and choose my moment.  
 
    ‘There’s no point,’ I said, answering him for now. ‘You won’t remember this conversation.’ 
 
    There was a snort of derision from the corner. Adwell ignored it. ‘And why is that?’ he asked, acting like he was nothing more than mildly curious. 
 
    ‘There’s magic bound up in my being that means you’ll forget all about me before too long. You won’t even remember that I exist.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit.’ 
 
    It was my turn to smile. ‘It’s true. I’m officially working right now. And when I’m officially working, I’m covered by memory magic. Call it a kind of insurance against discovery.’ My smile grew. ‘We’ve already met once today, up north in Rose’s cottage.’ I sent him an enquiring glance. ‘How did you get here so quickly?’ 
 
    ‘Helicopter,’ Adwell returned, without missing a beat. It actually seemed that he believed all that I was telling him. That was unusual. ‘After we torched the cottage and watched it burn to the ground. You?’ 
 
    ‘Magic,’ I replied, wincing at the thought of Rose’s home being destroyed. 
 
    The politician watched me for a moment. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ one of his goons said, ‘she’s obviously nuts. Can’t we just kill her and be done with it?’ 
 
    ‘You already tried that,’ Adwell said absently. ‘It didn’t work.’ 
 
    I wondered if he thought I was immortal as well as magical. Impervious to bullets. And pain. Then I remembered that he’d managed to knock me out so he was well aware that I wasn’t invincible. The throbbing ache in the back of my head reminded me of that very fact too.  
 
    I stared at Adwell as he stared at me. What did he want? I had the uneasy feeling that he was looking for more from me than information about Rose’s whereabouts. 
 
    He straightened up and started to wander around the room. ‘It’s not the most salubrious of surroundings, is it? Do you live here?’ he asked me. ‘With Vincent…’ 
 
    ‘Hamilton,’ one of the other men supplied helpfully. 
 
    Adwell nodded. ‘Ah yes. Hamilton. You know, we’ve not had much chance to investigate him yet but you should be aware that he has several convictions for possession. He was banged up for dealing drugs as well. I’m not sure he’s the sort of company you should be keeping.’ He paused. ‘What is your name, anyway?’ 
 
    It made no difference to me if he knew it or not. ‘Saffron,’ I said. ‘Saffron Sawyer.’ 
 
    He scratched his chin. ‘Are your parents hippies?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ I smiled helpfully. ‘Faeries. And I don’t know Vincent all that well. But I’ve learned over the years that you shouldn’t judge someone by how they make a living. After all,’ I continued, ‘you’re supposed to be an upstanding member of parliament and look at you.’ 
 
    One of his men hissed but Adwell just laughed. He was enjoying himself far too much, I decided. Perhaps he was some kind of psychopath. It wouldn’t surprise me. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ he said. ‘Indeed.’ He picked up an old book, its pages curling at the corners, and flipped through it before tossing it down again. ‘And you say you make your living as a faery godmother.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ I lifted up my chin. ‘I’m very good at it. In fact, I’m probably the best there is. Don’t tell anyone else, though – my work colleagues do tend to be a bit jealous.’ 
 
    ‘Work colleagues who don’t recognise another’s brilliance can be irritating, can’t they? I know what that’s like.’ He met my eyes. ‘I think we’re kindred spirits, you and I.’ 
 
    I doubted that very much. ‘Well,’ I said, making an effort to get to my feet. ‘It’s time I should be going. I have various appointments to keep and I do hate being late. I’ve already been lined up for time-management training as it is.’ 
 
    Adwell blinked. ‘You have training?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to keep on top of my game, Art!’ I said cheerily. ‘Nice meeting you again.’ I looked at him hopefully. ‘Could I perhaps have my wand back?’ 
 
    One of the men from the corner moved, placing a heavy hand on my shoulder and forcing me back down into the chair. 
 
    ‘Careful, Henry,’ Adwell murmured. ‘We don’t want to bruise her.’ 
 
    Considering that it had been probably been Adwell who’d thumped me on the back of my head, and it had definitely been him who’d slapped me hard across the face, that was a daft statement. He seemed to realise it because he smirked at me and lowered his voice, keen to make me think that he was letting me in on a special secret. ‘Do what I say,’ he said, ‘don’t do what I do. That’s what makes me so brilliant.’ 
 
    ‘Good for you,’ I muttered, leaning back. I hadn’t really expected him to let me waltz out without a backwards glance but my little stint on my feet had given me the opportunity to assess the current state of both my health and energy. Apart from a slight rush of blood to my head that made me dizzy, I was feeling better than I’d expected. Another few minutes of quiet recuperation and I reckoned I’d be strong enough to make my move and get the hell out of here. 
 
    ‘So,’ Adwell said in a light chatty tone that was far more intimidating than guttural, threatening snarls could ever be, ‘what does being a faery godmother entail? Are you helping Rose to find her Prince Charming? Because I’ve got to tell you, I think the time for that has passed.’ He crouched down again. ‘Unless,’ he mused, ‘you can reverse the aging process.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not allowed to mess with Mother Nature,’ I said stiffly. It bothered me that Adwell’s expensive aftershave smelled good; by rights, the aroma wafting from him should have been akin to the reek of cat sick. ‘We can’t heal life-threatening injuries or diseases, nor can we create or prolong life. We can help with gaining access to proper medical treatment, though.’ 
 
    Adwell rocked back on his heels as he mulled this over. ‘So you can’t cure Rose.’ It wasn’t a question. ‘She’s still dying.’ He smiled happily. Yep, he was definitely a psychopath. ‘That’s good to know. But if you’re aren’t helping her with her health, what are you helping her with? Please don’t tell me you’re assisting her in her quest to bring me down. I’m beginning to like you, Saffron. I don’t want to make an enemy of you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I told him honestly. ‘I’m still trying to work out what Rose is wishing for.’ 
 
    ‘Are you?’ He appeared fascinated. ‘And how many wishes does she get? Why her?’ 
 
    Bloody hell. So many questions. I’d just about had enough of playing nice and I was starting to feel a lot stronger. It was time to plan my exit. ‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘you should tell me what your interest in Rose is.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a cold-blooded assassin who’s far more dangerous than she looks,’ Adwell answered without missing a beat. ‘You should be careful around her. Frankly,’ he added darkly, ‘the likes of her don’t deserve any sort of wishes or magic or faery godmothers.’ 
 
    I swallowed. ‘Could I…?’ I licked my lips. ‘Could I perhaps have a drink of water?’ 
 
    ‘Aw.’ Art Adwell gave me a solicitous smile. He reached behind him to the small coffee table and picked up the mug of gingko biloba infused tea that Rose had abandoned earlier. ‘Here you go,’ he said. ‘Drink this.’ 
 
    ‘I’d prefer water.’ 
 
    Adwell shrugged and gave the cup a sniff. ‘This is just tea. It’ll do you good. It’s a bit cold now but we don’t want to rummage through Mr Hamilton’s cupboards looking for a glass, do we, boys? The man’s a drug dealer. Anything could be lurking in there.’ 
 
    ‘Reformed drug dealer,’ I said through gritted teeth. I held out my hand for the cup. It was better than nothing, I supposed.  
 
    The politician didn’t notice. ‘I could do with a drink myself,’ he said. ‘Interrogations do have that effect on me. If you don’t want this, I’ll have it.’ He sniffed at the tea again and raised it to his mouth. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ I squeaked. 
 
    Adwell looked at me. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘That cup,’ I said. ‘It’s…’ Fuck a puck. Think, Saffron. ‘It’s poisoned!’ 
 
    ‘Really? How very curious. Such a shame I don’t believe you.’ He tilted his head back, drained it then smacked his lips. ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘It does have a strange aftertaste.’ 
 
    The scarred man, whose right eye was still looking watery and red, stepped into my line of vision. ‘Boss,’ he asked urgently, ‘are you feeling alright?’ 
 
    Adwell took a moment to consider before answering. ‘Perfectly fine.’ His eyes returned to me, boring into my soul. ‘What was really in that cup?’ 
 
    Panic started to claw at my throat. Maybe it wouldn’t work. I didn’t have any evidence that gingko biloba prevented memory magic from doing its stuff; besides, Adwell hadn’t drunk that much of it. I stared at him, frantically scanning his face. I knew there wouldn’t be anything to see, not yet. But that didn’t stop me looking. 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Adwell said, his voice hardening. ‘What was in that cup?’ 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. My mouth worked but no words came out. I shook my head violently from side to side. What if it did affect him? What if he remembered who I was after this? Art Adwell wasn’t Vincent and he wasn’t Rose, he was a dangerous man who could use the information that faery godmothers existed for some very nefarious ends.  
 
    I thought quickly. ‘I was lying,’ I said hastily. ‘I’m sorry. It’s a terrible habit of mine. Whenever I’m put under pressure, lies pour out of my mouth. I can’t help it. I’m not a faery godmother.’ I forced a laugh. ‘That’s ridiculous. Faery godmothers don’t exist! What I did earlier in the street, that was just sleight of hand. I’m really … uh … I’m really an assassin. Like you said Rose was. I wanted to kill her myself but your men got in the way.’ I was beginning to babble and I knew it but I couldn’t help myself. ‘I’m a stone-cold killer,’ I declared loudly. ‘And a fabricator of crazy stories too.’ 
 
    Adwell reached into his pocket and took out a stick of chewing gum. Very deliberately, he unwrapped it and popped it in his mouth. ‘An assassin, you say?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ I nodded and held up my hands. ‘These fingers are stained with the blood of a hundred men.’ 
 
    The scarred man frowned and squinted. ‘I don’t see any blood.’ 
 
    ‘Metaphorical blood, you plank,’ I muttered. I tried to dissemble. What had just happened could be very, very bad. Life-alteringly bad. I had to use my wits. Against this lot, that shouldn’t be that hard. I hoped. 
 
    For the briefest heartbeat, I let my eyes flicker towards the empty cup. I didn’t smile exactly but I let my expression alter for a moment. When I glanced back at Adwell, I knew he’d caught it and so had his men.  
 
    One of them cleared his throat. ‘Boss,’ he said carefully, ‘don’t women often use poison?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t say that I didn’t warn you,’ I whispered. 
 
    The room burst into action. All three men rushed to Adwell’s side as he spat out the gum then thrust a finger down his throat in a bid to make himself sick. The scarred man thumped him on his back; that wouldn’t help but I supposed it made him feel useful. I watched the four of them. Come on, damn you. Vomit. Vomit it all up. 
 
    Adwell retched again but it wasn’t working. His finger wasn’t doing the trick. He had to ram it down further and he couldn’t manage that on his own.  
 
    I steeled myself, drawing on all my reserves. I’d wanted to use my inherent magic to save myself; by making Art Adwell throw up, I’d still be doing that. 
 
    Concentrating hard, I sent out a jolt of magic towards his stomach. His body lurched, his eyes widened, then he doubled over and started to regurgitate the contents of his stomach. As his men watched him, I wasted no more time and made for the living-room door. It was the only chance I had to get out of there and I had to make the most of it. 
 
    I wrenched the door open as the scarred man noticed and lunged for me. I slammed back my elbow and it connected with his upper midsection. He groaned and I ran. I pelted down the short corridor then yanked open the front door.  
 
    A fist flew at my head, knocking me sideways. I coiled up another burst of desperate magic that sent my assailant flying backwards, then I was out in the fresh air and doing my best to sprint. They’d catch up with me in seconds so I did the only thing I could and threw myself into the path of the one and only car driving down Vincent’s street.  
 
    The driver slammed on the brakes and leapt out, a horrified expression on her face. ‘You idiot!’ she shrieked. ‘You ran out in front of me! I’ve got a dashcam, you know! I’ve filmed all of this!’ 
 
    I smiled. Sometimes you can’t beat technology. It wouldn’t work – but Adwell didn’t know that. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I gasped. ‘I wasn’t paying attention. It’s my fault, not yours.’ I groaned in affected pain and she sprang to my side. ‘Ohhhhh.’ I clutched my stomach. ‘Hospital,’ I waved at her weakly. ‘Please get me to the hospital.’ 
 
    She helped me up, her body trembling with adrenaline, and with her assistance I stumbled towards her car. When I glanced round, only one man remained on the pavement watching us. The others had sensibly stayed inside after the poor driver mentioned her camera.  
 
    Adwell’s henchman folded his arms and glared at me. I blinked weakly and managed to clip on my seatbelt. A moment later, we drove away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Yet again it had been a close-run thing. Far too close. I’d let my confidence get the better of me. I winced. If anyone heard that I’d almost let a sleazy bastard like Art Adwell remember that he’d met a faery godmother, I’d be sacked in a second. It was a wonder that I’d got away with it when the same thing had happened with Vincent, even though that had been under completely different circumstances.  
 
    I grimaced. Come to think of it, if anyone heard what I’d done, I’d be more than sacked. I’d be thrown in faery gaol and left there to rot for the rest of my natural life. I wouldn’t be able to complain about it, either. I’d deserve every damned second of solitary confinement.  
 
    I breathed out, while the woman next to me put her foot down and huffed and puffed with nervous fear. ‘I mean,’ she said, swerving round a corner, ‘what were you thinking? Didn’t you ever learn the Green Cross Code?’ 
 
    I mumbled a vague, pathetic answer. Adwell had thrown up; I’d seen his vomit with my own eyes. The memory magic would still be active and he’d have already forgotten me. I’d made it out by the skin of my teeth – and no one ever need know how close I’d come to total disaster. 
 
    Recognising the crossroads up ahead, I turned to the woman. ‘To be honest,’ I said, ‘I think I’m feeling alright now. I don’t think I need to go to the hospital. You can let me out here.’ 
 
    She choked. ‘You could have died back there! You still look like you might.’ She shook her head. ‘No, I’m taking you to the hospital and you are going to get yourself properly checked out. I won’t have anyone say that I hit them with my car and then just abandoned them.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘You’re a really nice lady,’ I said quietly. ‘And if I still had my wand with me, I wouldn’t do things this way. I’m very sorry for your trouble.’ Then I leant across and wrenched the steering wheel. 
 
    The woman screamed and slammed on the brakes. We were both jolted forward. I wasted no time in unclipping my seatbelt and letting myself out. I shut the car door and jogged to the pavement, swallowing hard as I watched. The small car was at an angle, its wheels against the curb and its engine stalled. The woman’s brow was furrowed and she looked very confused. 
 
    Pulling back my shoulders, I walked to the driver’s side and knocked on the window. She rolled it down and gazed at me. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked. 
 
    She put her hand to her throat and nodded weakly. ‘I think so. I don’t know what happened there. I must have blanked out for a second.’ She rubbed her forehead. ‘Or maybe I passed out. I don’t know.’ She glanced at the camera on her dashboard. ‘At least I have that thing,’ she said. ‘It’ll tell me what I did wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You did nothing wrong,’ I assured her. ‘Nothing at all.’ Although unfortunately for her, the dashcam wouldn’t be able to provide any evidence to prove that. The magic which covered human memory worked on technology also. There would be nothing to suggest I’d ever been in her car.  
 
    I was genuinely sorry that I’d ruined her day. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked. Maybe I could see if she’d ever put in a wish and if her name was floating around in the Adventus room. Maybe I could make things up to her by getting her a faery godmother. We weren’t supposed to work the system in our favour like that, but I was fully aware that it happened. After all, it was the Office of Faery Godmothers, where corruption still lurked in several corners. 
 
    ‘May Smith,’ she mumbled. ‘My name is May Smith.’ She looked up at me. ‘Do I know you?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was walking along the pavement and saw what happened.’ I patted her shoulder. ‘Is there someone I can call for you?’ 
 
    May stared at me, her expression blank. ‘My husband,’ she said finally. ‘You can call my husband.’ She fumbled for her phone and handed it to me. ‘You’re so kind to stop and help me.’ 
 
    Guilt pushed at me. ‘I know that you’d do the exact same thing if our positions were reversed.’ I tried to smile then made the call. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been back to St Clements Park since the day both the Director and Jasper had been abducted from there. The little shop, which the trolls had used as a vantage point and which had sold the most unappealing sandwiches I’d ever come across, had already changed hands. From the looks of things, it was going to be an Indian takeaway. That was definitely a step in the right direction. 
 
    Ignoring the throb of pain that seemed to have taken hold of my entire body and settled so deep into my bones that it was hard to remember what it was like to pain-free, I limped across the street and through the park gates. Thankfully both Vincent and Rose were immediately visible. The former was bent over, examining something on the ground, while the latter was sitting on an old park bench, her shoulders slumped and her face pale. I knew how she felt.  
 
    As I approached, her head whipped up. Part of me was expecting yet another conversation where she interrogated me about my identity. Instead her expression tightened and she muttered something to Vincent. 
 
    The ex-drug dealer straightened up, smiling at me in relief. It was surprisingly warming that he was pleased to see me alive. Then he held out a dandelion stalk and wiggled it in my direction. ‘I made a wish!’ he declared. ‘I want someone to remake The Love Boat.’ He sighed. ‘I love that show.’ 
 
    I gazed at him. ‘First of all,’ I said, ‘getting a faery godmother to attend to your wish is a lottery. Very few people are lucky enough to end up with a dedicated person like yours truly on their side.’ 
 
    ‘There’s still a chance though,’ Vincent said. ‘I mean, if Rose here is fortunate enough to have you then surely I have a shot at getting my own faery godmother. The more wishes I make, the more chance I’ve got, right? I just need to keep on wishing. Yesterday I found an eyelash and wished for a supermodel. Someone blonde and leggy who likes doing the ironing.’ His mouth curved into a smile that most definitely had a leering edge. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    ‘Secondly,’ I said, as if he hadn’t interrupted me, ‘all wishes are considered null and void if you tell anyone other than your faery godmother what they are.’ 
 
    Vincent’s brow wrinkled. ‘Huh.’ Then he relaxed. ‘But that’s okay. You’re a faery godmother so I’m still in the clear.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not your faery godmother, Vincent. Besides, Rose is here too. That means no supermodels and no Love Boat.’ 
 
    He pouted. ‘That’s not fair. What if…?’ 
 
    I held up my hands, indicating with a glare that if he wanted to continue down this conversational path I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions. Vincent got the message and subsided. 
 
    I turned my back on him and focused on Rose. ‘Do you remember who I am?’ I asked. 
 
    Her blue eyes flickered, giving me the answer I needed before she opened her mouth. ‘Yeah,’ she said. She got slowly to her feet and shuffled towards me. I smiled; I liked it when clients expressed their gratitude. It made me feel all warm and fuzzy.  
 
    Rose cleared her throat. ‘And I now know that if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be in this fecking mess now. You’ve got in the way for days! I’d have sorted all this out by now if it wasn’t for your interfering.’ 
 
    Pumpkin shot out from a clump of undergrowth nearby, no doubt alerted by Rose’s castigating tone. Say what you like about the damned dog, he knew how to be loyal. He skidded to a four-legged halt by Rose’s feet and growled at me. Just when I’d thought we were starting to become friends as well. 
 
    Avoiding looking directly at Pumpkin in case I antagonised him further, I kept my gaze on Rose. ‘I almost got myself killed trying to save you!’ I protested. ‘You don’t have to fall at my feet but a little thank you would be nice.’ 
 
    Rose lifted her chin and looked at Vincent. ‘If you want a faery godmother, you can take this one,’ she declared. ‘I don’t want her.’ 
 
    I cursed. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’ 
 
    She set her jaw into a mutinous expression. ‘Well, it should.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t need or want your help. Feck off.’ 
 
    I bit back the impulse to tell her that was fine and that I’d be more than happy to walk away. The pain I felt was making me irritable but Rose still needed me, even if she wasn’t aware of it. Frankly, she was going to get my aid whether she wanted it or not.  
 
    Some clients require more delicate handling than others. This would be a good test of my burgeoning godmother abilities. If I could handle someone like Rose, who was quite possibly a cold-blooded assassin as well as an ornery pensioner, while also almost dying several times in the process, then I’d be a better faery for it. Every experience was a learning experience.  
 
    I winced internally; I’d spent too much time around motivational posters. 
 
    ‘Rose,’ I said carefully, ‘I’m your friend here. Not your enemy.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’t my fecking friend,’ she snapped, although there was little vehemence in her tone. ‘My friends know how to groom themselves properly. You look like you’ve just been electrocuted. Why don’t you shave your head or something?’ 
 
    That was a particularly petty insult. With a flash of insight, I realised that I was on the verge of softening Rose up completely – and she knew it. She was ramping up her efforts to push me away before all her vulnerabilities were revealed.  
 
    The revelation made me relax. Even the ache in my bones appeared to dissipate slightly. ‘Do you know,’ I said, ‘maybe I will shave my head. It’ll save me a small fortune in conditioner.’ 
 
    Vincent grinned widely. ‘You go, girl.’ 
 
    Rose clicked her tongue and looked away. ‘Fine then. I wish for you to shave your head. Now feck off.’ 
 
    I offered her a small smile. ‘Faery godmother wishes don’t work like that. It’s not a case of you saying words and then I wave my wand. We have to work together to find out what you really want.’ I touched the centre of my chest. ‘Deep down. Sometimes clients don’t know what they want so we work together to find out what it is their heart desires.’ I glanced over at Vincent. ‘It’s never as simple as asking for supermodels or television shows.’ 
 
    Rose snorted. ‘It doesn’t take a genius to work out what he wants, does it? He wants love.’ 
 
    Vincent blinked and blushed. My smile grew. ‘And what about you, Rose? What do you think you want?’ 
 
    ‘I’m dying,’ she said, with an angry glower. ‘I don’t want anything. I don’t have time for anything.’ At her feet, Pumpkin suddenly whined. Rose’s body jerked at the sound. 
 
    I softened my voice. It was probably the first time that the old woman had elected to give any real information about herself. Finally, I was getting somewhere. Using the gingko biloba had been the right call. ‘You’re not dead yet, Rose. Why don’t we go somewhere and talk about everything that’s going on?’ I looked at her earnestly. ‘I really can help.’ 
 
    A few droplets of cold rain splattered down. Vincent frowned and looked up. ‘Where can we go? We can’t go back to my house.’ 
 
    I tapped my mouth and considered. I could take the pair of them to my flat but I had a rendezvous with Jasper – and hopefully several trolls – very soon. I couldn’t miss that. There was a simpler and far closer solution. Under the circumstances, I reckoned I could get away with it.  
 
    I grinned at them both. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I knew that since Jasper’s intervention about working hours, most, if not all, faery godmothers would have left the office already and returned home. Otherwise, I might not have dared to take Rose, Vincent and Pumpkin to the magically enhanced building. A couple of admonishing looks from Adeline and Mrs Jardine alone would have been enough to terrify me out of my wits, especially since I’d already taken Vincent there on a previous occasion. I’d received the sharp end of Mrs Jardine’s tongue as a result. 
 
    ‘Here it is!’ Vincent exclaimed as I nudged him towards the front doors. ‘I’ve tried to find this place again several times but I couldn’t manage it. I’ve normally got a great sense of direction but for some reason this building eluded me.’ 
 
    I gave him a long look. ‘You’re not supposed to find it. There’s magic bound up in the walls that prevents humans from noticing it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ He looked intrigued. ‘How do I beat this magic then? Is there a drink like the one you gave Rose?’ 
 
    I sincerely hoped not. ‘No,’ I said flatly. ‘And that drink was a special occasion. You and Rose are exceptions to the rule that humans shouldn’t remember that faery godmothers exist. I’d like to remind you to keep your mouth shut on the matter.’ I glanced at Rose. ‘I know you’re capable of keeping secrets. I’m trusting you to keep both my existence and this building a secret.’ 
 
    Rose shrugged. ‘Whatever.’ I knew she wasn’t being flippant; despite her best efforts to mask it, her breath was coming in short, sharp gasps again. I sincerely hoped she wasn’t about to drop dead on me. If she did, all this would have been for nothing. 
 
    I went into the lobby with my three companions following me. Although I was sure I was doing the right thing by bringing them here where I knew they’d be safe from Art Adwell’s machinations, I was relieved that it was empty. Until now, I’d not been entirely sure that Mrs Jardine had a home to go to. It sometimes seemed that she was permanently installed at the shiny reception desk. 
 
    Having been here before, Vincent pretended to be blasé about it but I could tell from the way that he inhaled the honeysuckle-imbued air that he was still over-awed. Rose was uncharacteristically quiet, her eyes flitting around from glowing corner to glowing corner.  
 
    Surprisingly, it was Pumpkin who appeared to be the most overwhelmed. His paws skittered across the marble floor in a cartoonish fashion as his claws struggled to gain purchase. He slipped and slid his way for several metres until he finally managed to get his balance. When he did and worked out how to walk without ending up on his arse, he wasted no time in trotting over to Mrs Jardine’s empty desk and cocking his leg. I let out a cry of alarm. Unfortunately it was too late; the damage had been done. 
 
    ‘You could have done that when we were outside,’ I muttered at the dog. 
 
    He swung his head towards me and panted; he had an unmistakable expression of doggy delight. I sighed and made a mental note to search for some cleaning products and scrub the desk before anyone noticed the yellow stain the following morning. 
 
    ‘We don’t normally bring clients here,’ I told the others in a quiet undertone. ‘And this will go better if no one finds out you were here. I’ll take you up to one of the meeting rooms. We can talk in there and work out the best way forward.’ 
 
    ‘Yodel-odel-ay-hee-hoo!’ Vincent called. His voice bounced loudly off the marble floor and walls and I cringed. 
 
    I whipped my head towards him. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Saffron. The acoustics in here are amazing. You can’t tell me you’ve never tried that.’ 
 
    I glared at him. ‘This is a serious place where serious work is done,’ I said sternly. ‘Magic isn’t something to be taken lightly.’ 
 
    ‘It is when you’ve got hair which looks like yours,’ Rose said. 
 
    I took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then I pulled back my shoulders. ‘This way.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We took the lift and emerged on the main office floor. Although some lights were on, and there was a glow from underneath the closed door of Jasper’s office, most of the desks were in shadow. I nodded, satisfied that I wouldn’t have to answer any questions about my human companions, and led them to the same meeting room the troll task force had met in earlier. 
 
    Rose glanced round. ‘It’s just a crappy fecking office, ain’t it?’ 
 
    I nodded cheerfully. ‘Yep.’ 
 
    She fixed her eyes on one of the posters. ‘“Some people wish for things to happen,”’ she read aloud, ‘“you make them happen.”’ Her lip curled. ‘Why is there a photo of a lobster next to that?’ 
 
    I squinted. ‘Who knows?’ I rolled up my sleeves and sat down.  
 
    ‘And why is there a tattoo of an ugly cat on your arm?’ she asked. 
 
    I smiled. ‘Because I’m the most dedicated faery godmother this side of the Atlantic.’ I gestured at the empty chairs. ‘Now let me prove it.’ 
 
    Thankfully Vincent and Rose both sat down. Pumpkin also hopped up onto one of the chairs. I gave him a nasty look in case he decided that the one thing this room was missing was dog pee, then settled back. ‘It’s time for the truth, Rose,’ I said. ‘You know my truth. Now you tell me yours.’ 
 
    She sniffed and looked down. ‘My name is Rose Blairmont. I’m seventy-nine years old. I used to work for the Post Office, sorting letters. Now I enjoy gardening and walking in the Lake District with my dog.’ 
 
    I might have known it wouldn’t be that easy. I rested my chin in my hands and gazed at her. ‘And?’ I prompted. 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘You were also an assassin, weren’t you?’ 
 
    Vincent, who until this point had been humming away happily to himself, suddenly fell silent and sat up straighter. ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    Rose didn’t look at him. ‘No.’ She folded her arms. ‘I am an assassin.’ 
 
    Vincent started to edge his chair away. ‘Uh…’ 
 
    Rose tutted at him. ‘If I wanted you dead,’ she told him, ‘you’d already be dead.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. ‘Tell that to Art Adwell.’ 
 
    She grimaced. ‘He’s a different case altogether. Anyway what I was trying to say is that once an assassin, always an assassin. It never leaves you. It’s like riding a bike.’ 
 
    ‘But with more blood?’ I asked before I could help myself. 
 
    She frowned. ‘Only sometimes.’ 
 
    I gazed at Rose. Did assassins qualify for faery godmother aid? Somehow that didn’t seem fair but, despite my horror at her blithe admission, I was still morbidly fascinated. ‘Tell me more.’ 
 
    She was silent and still for so long that I almost reached across to shake her. When she finally spoke again, she was hedging. Despite her bravado, Rose wasn’t particularly proud of her past achievements.  
 
    ‘I was very young when they recruited me,’ she said, her voice quavering. ‘At the time, it all seemed very glamorous. You have to remember that it was the 1960s. My other options were working in a shop or being some idiot’s secretary. I would never have had the patience for that.’ 
 
    I leaned forward. ‘Who recruited you?’ I asked, expecting some shady organised-crime outfit. 
 
    Rose blinked. ‘The government, of course. MI5.’  
 
    I swallowed. ‘There are no records of that. We have access to all sorts of files, even top-secret ones, and I’ve spent a lot of time searching for you, Rose.’ 
 
    She harrumphed. ‘You don’t really think they kept proper records of the likes of me, do you? What I did was strictly off the books. I’m sure there is evidence somewhere but it certainly won’t be digitized. They’d never take the risk.’ 
 
    ‘The government authorized you to kill?’ Vincent asked, with a mixture of disbelief and horror. 
 
    ‘If it was fecking good enough for James Bond,’ she answered, ‘why wouldn’t it be fecking good enough for me?’ She gave him a long look. ‘I wasn’t always trapped in this decrepit body, you know.’ 
 
    He held up his hands as if fearful that Rose was about to kill him. ‘Forget I asked.’ 
 
    Rose sighed heavily. ‘The trouble with governments,’ she said, ‘is that they come and go. Attitudes alter. So do intentions. I did some good things. Russia was quite a problem back in those days, and so was the IRA. Germany was a mess, and what the Americans were up to is barely worth thinking about.’ She shuddered delicately. ‘The war was still fresh in many memories and enemies remained on all sides. Later the enemies changed but they still threatened us. They threatened our country. So whenever it was deemed appropriate, I took care of some of them. Me and others like me.’  
 
    Her eyes hardened, briefly revealing her inner core. In that moment, I had no trouble at all believing that she was a killer. ‘Some of those people made – or could have made – things very unpleasant for this green and pleasant land. I genuinely believe what happened to most of them was justified.’ She arched an eyebrow. ‘Life isn’t all faery dust and magic and sparkly wishes, you know.’ 
 
    I did know. I licked my lips, fearful of what revelations Rose had to offer. ‘So what changed? Something did or you wouldn’t be in the position you’re in now.’ I was desperate to ask about Sophia Twist but I didn’t want to force the issue or put words in Rose’s mouth. 
 
    Her gaze fixed on a point in the distance. ‘It wasn’t my place to know the reasons behind the orders I was given. I was ordered to … take care of someone and I did as I was told. Often it wasn’t hard to work out why certain targets had been brought to the government’s attention – the sort of company they kept could be a giveaway. Or their actions. And, depending on the circumstances, their dying declarations also told a great deal. But I was never supposed to know, not really. Usually,’ she mused, ‘I didn’t care. I trusted my government.’  
 
    Her mouth turned down. ‘Most of my time was spent working for the Post Office. It was a good cover story. My other … jobs became fewer and more far between. It seemed to me that the work had dried up.’ She raised her bony shoulders. ‘But I wasn’t getting any younger and I was much less – effective than I used to be. On the verge of retirement. I’d all but outlived my usefulness.’ She paused. ‘Then I was given the order that changed everything.’ 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop. Even Pumpkin had stopped panting and was watching Rose. I shifted in my chair, inadvertently making it creak. Vincent glared at me and I stopped fidgeting, holding myself as still as I could.  
 
    Rose continued. ‘I was given a name,’ she said. ‘And a place. A very public place. That was unusual but not unique. It wasn’t until later, when all the shit hit the fan, that I worked out that I wasn’t supposed to escape afterwards. I was supposed to be caught red-handed and sent down. It was a miracle that I got away.’ Her voice drifted and her eyes were unfocused as she remembered. From the way she held herself, she was clearly still furious about it. I didn’t blame her. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ I said gently. 
 
    Rose sighed. ‘At the Royal Albert Hall during a performance of Swan Lake, I threw a young, up-and-coming politician off the balcony. Her name was Sophia Twist and she’d done nothing wrong, other than poke her nose into the affairs of one of her less than salubrious colleagues. She’d been having an affair with him and learned more about him than he wanted anyone to know. So,’ she added matter-of-factly, ‘he used me to end her life.’  
 
    Her fingers twisted together. ‘The only reason I managed to get away was because I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt. I waited until she stood up and walked towards the exit to go to the loo before I acted. That meant I was close to the way out. As soon as she went over the balcony and I saw the men move towards me, I knew what had happened and what would happen if I stayed there. I got out of there as quickly as possible. If they didn’t have me in custody, they couldn’t blame me publicly.’ 
 
    It felt like I’d wandered into the pages of a spy novel. The whole thing was barely credible and yet I could believe it. I did believe it. ‘You were caught on camera.’ 
 
    Rose gave me an interested look. ‘Really? I saw the footage. It wasn’t clear that anyone had thrown Sophia off the balcony.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I mean outside the theatre. There’s a clip of a BBC reporter explaining what happened to her and you’re in the background. You’re only there for a second but you’re definitely there.’ 
 
    Rose was silent for a moment. ‘Well,’ she said finally, ‘there you go. I wonder if Morgan Ferguson has that clip too. It’ll add credibility if he publishes the story. I hope he does. Adwell deserves to go down.’ 
 
    ‘Art Adwell was behind the order?’ 
 
    Rose nodded. ‘My department was off the books but this order was even further off the books. There was no trace of it anywhere, not officially. At first my boss believed that I’d gone rogue but I was on good terms with him. I persuaded him that I was just following orders.’  
 
    She smiled faintly. ‘Of course, it helped that I had proof of my own. I’d met Adwell the week before and secretly recorded him when he ordered the hit. I’d learned enough over the years – I wasn’t a complete fecking idiot. No matter what the job was, I always made sure I had insurance.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘But if you had proof that he’d given the order, how did Adwell get away with it?’ 
 
    ‘I was paid off,’ she said starkly. ‘It was deemed disadvantageous to the country for a Member of Parliament to be found to have engaged a government-approved assassin to kill a colleague. It was hushed up. Adwell was told to slink away into the darkness and so was I.’ 
 
    Even though I’d expected to hear all this, I was still shocked. ‘He didn’t keep his side of the bargain, did he?’ 
 
    She grimaced. ‘No. He resigned on supposed health grounds and stayed away from politics for a few years but you won’t keep a bastard like that down for long. My old boss died of lung cancer and it wasn’t long after that before good ol’ fecking Art returned to public life and ran for office again. If there was anyone else around who knew what he’d done, he either paid them off or persuaded them that it was all lies.’ Her nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘He got away with it. With all of it. He ruined my good name and almost had me locked away as some sort of terrorist.’  
 
    Her bitterness was palpable. ‘I’ve been planning my revenge for a long time. The only difference to Art Adwell now and Art Adwell then is that now he uses private contractors for his dirty work instead of government ones.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Why didn’t you tell anyone before, Rose?’ I whispered. ‘Why wait until now? The man shouldn’t be allowed in office – he shouldn’t be anywhere other than prison. What about the things he might have done to other people?’ 
 
    She let out a short, unexpected burst of cold laughter. ‘I don’t care about other people. I was an assassin, dearie. I killed people. Do that enough and you lose any trace of the person you once were, or might have been. Empathy can quickly become a foreign fecking thing. Besides, it was my hands that killed Sophia Twist. I was as much to blame as Adwell.’ Her tone soured. ‘If I came forward and revealed myself, I’d be in the same boat as him. And I wasn’t any more willing to spend the rest of my life in prison than he was.’ 
 
    ‘But you were only following orders,’ Vincent objected quietly. 
 
    ‘And so were most of the Nazis,’ she returned, without missing a beat. He flinched. ‘I’m only letting the story come out now because I’m dying. I have nothing more to lose.’ 
 
    I wondered if that was true or not. How many years had Rose spent wondering if she should tell the truth? How much guilt had she felt? I wanted to believe that she regretted not saying anything sooner but maybe that was just wishful thinking. Maybe this was about nothing more than revenge but I preferred to think otherwise, even if that was only the optimistic faery godmother in me. 
 
    ‘What I still don’t understand,’ I said, ‘is why you’ve been so keen to confront Adwell and his men yourself. You might have a terminal disease but at several points you’ve seemed happy enough to have them shoot you in the head and be done with it.’ 
 
    Rose made a face. ‘Do you think I want to die in some hospital bed, hooked up to a million machines and covered in my own fecking piss and drool?’ She straightened her shoulders and met my eyes, for a brief moment looking like the cold-hearted assassin she once was. ‘If I can take some of those bastards with me to hell, I’ll have  done a good thing. Especially if one of them is Art Adwell himself.’ 
 
    I watched her for a moment. ‘This is deliberate,’ I said finally. ‘You want to face Adwell. You want him to come after you.’ 
 
    Rose looked mightily pleased with herself. ‘He’s a powerful politician. If you can’t approach the lion in his den then you lure him out so that he comes to you. I contacted Morgan Ferguson at the Daily Sentinel and made some noises about what I knew. It took that tabloid wanker all of five minutes to dig around and alert Adwell. It was a damned good plan.’  
 
    She lifted her chin and glared at me. ‘If you’d not involved yourself, it would already have played out and none of us would be sitting here now.’ 
 
    Funnily enough, I didn’t feel even slightly guilty about interfering. The fewer corpses, the better. It was a rule I liked to live by. 
 
    ‘Chances are,’ I said sceptically, ‘that he’ll kill you long before you manage to kill him. I appreciate that you have skills, Rose, but he has a whole team with him.’ 
 
    The old woman tapped her nose. ‘He can’t kill me straightaway,’ she said smugly. ‘I’ve still got the recording, the one where he ordered me to kill Sophia Twist.’ 
 
    I exhaled. ‘Your insurance.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. I made a point of telling Ferguson where it is. It’s in a locker in a storage facility in London. I have the code. Ferguson believes that he’ll be given it by a third party in the event of my death.’ 
 
    ‘Ferguson believes?’ I repeated, focusing on her words. ‘He’s not actually going to receive the code?’ 
 
    For the first time, a flicker of guilt lit Rose’s eyes. ‘It’s a long number,’ she said. ‘I can’t remember it offhand.’ 
 
    Vincent’s mouth dropped open. ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    Rose frowned. ‘I wrote it down so that I didn’t have to remember it.’ 
 
    ‘Wrote it down where?’ 
 
    ‘On a piece of paper.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘And where’s the piece of paper?’ 
 
    ‘At home,’ she answered simply. ‘In the Lake District. Where else would it be?’ 
 
    My heart sank. I might not have seen it with my own eyes, but I believed Art Adwell when he’d said he’d razed Rose’s home to the ground. Unless she remembered that code, chances were it was lost for good. I decided against revealing that information for now. It wouldn’t help. 
 
    For a long moment, nobody spoke. I turned everything over in my head, trying to decide how best to proceed. Vincent looked rather nauseous, no doubt wishing he’d never met either of us. Rose merely smiled to herself. 
 
    Eventually Vincent cleared his throat. ‘You’re the faery godmother, Saffron,’ he said. ‘Grant her wish and make Art Adwell drop dead. Then we can all go home.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do that,’ I said. ‘I don’t have power over life and death. I can’t kill someone through a wish and I can’t extend a life either. It doesn’t work like that.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a bad man,’ Vincent protested. ‘He deserves it.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. Even if I wanted to do it, I couldn’t. My magic doesn’t work that way.’ I glanced at Rose. ‘Anyway, that’s not Rose’s wish. Am I right?’ 
 
    She sniffed. ‘Perhaps you’re not completely dense after all. I’ll be the one to end Adwell’s life. If I can’t do it, no one will.’ She raised a shaky finger and pointed it at me. ‘She already knows what my wish is.’ 
 
    I pushed back my hair and sighed. Yeah, I knew. Deep down, anyway. 
 
    Vincent looked from me to Rose and back again. ‘What? What is it?’ 
 
    There was a sudden hubbub of voices from outside the meeting room. My brow creased then I checked my watch and my insides contracted. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I’ve got other things going on that I have to deal with tonight. I’d appreciate it if no one found out that I brought you both here. You already know that this building is protected by magic. You’ll be safe here for the time being.’ I massaged my neck. ‘I can’t condone the killing of another living being,’ I said to Rose, ‘no matter what they’ve done to deserve it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your place to interfere,’ she returned. ‘You’re my faery godmother. You’re supposed to be my side. And anyway, you don’t have to help me kill Art Adwell – you only have to make sure you don’t get in my way when I do it.’ 
 
    I didn’t know if I could agree to that. I sighed. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘can you just stay here for now and hold off on any attempted murders for the next few hours? Vincent?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to be left alone with her,’ he said. 
 
    ‘You’re a grown adult male,’ I said, ‘and she’s a little old lady.’ 
 
    Rose bristled at my words but thankfully kept quiet. We all knew what she could probably do to both Vincent and me if she wanted to. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Vincent said finally. ‘I’ll stay.’  
 
    Rose wheezed, a rattling sound that made us all jump. Her hand briefly went to her chest before she dropped it again. ‘Till dawn,’ she declared overly loudly. ‘Not beyond that. My time is running out.’ 
 
    I didn’t know where to look. ‘Thank you,’ I said quietly. ‘Make yourselves comfortable and I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the meeting room feeling slightly faint. Whether that was because of the injuries I’d sustained or because of Rose’s revelations, I couldn’t have said. Either way, I was so mired in myself that I half leapt out of my skin when the voice spoke from out of the gloom of the office. 
 
    ‘Who is in there?’ Jasper stepped forward, until he was standing in the moonlit glow seeping in from the nearest window. It gave his skin an other-worldly glow. Then again, he was other-worldly. We all were. ‘Who is in that room?’ 
 
     I licked my lips. ‘No one,’ I answered.  
 
    He gave me a long look. ‘Saffron.’ He said my name almost as if it were a caress. Then his voice changed. ‘Don’t take me for a fool.’ 
 
    I smoothed down my blouse and took a deep breath. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I left some … friends of mine in there.’ 
 
    Jasper immediately started forward. I blocked his path. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I know you’re here to do an audit. I know your job is to investigate what we’re up to. But if we’re really friends, can you let this slide? You have no reason to go into that room. It’ll be better for everyone if you don’t. It’s nothing nefarious, I promise you that, and it’s only temporary. They’ll be gone by morning. Let’s concentrate on what’s about to happen over the road. What’s going on in that room doesn’t concern you.’  
 
    I twisted my hands together. Please, Jasper, I pleaded silently. Let this one go. I could only deal with one headache at a time. 
 
    A muscle pulsed in his jaw. ‘Fine,’ he said eventually, while my shoulders sagged in relief. ‘Maybe it’s better if I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you,’ I chirped, before I could stop myself. Then I winced. That had been unnecessary. 
 
    His eyes roved over me. ‘If you say so.’ He folded his arms. ‘You’re in a worse state that you were a few hours ago. If you won’t tell me what’s going on, at least get out your wand and sort yourself out. You look half dead.’ 
 
    Uh… 
 
    Jasper clicked his tongue. ‘What?’ 
 
    I screwed up my face. ‘I kind of lost of my wand.’ 
 
    ‘You … lost it?’ His voice was disbelieving. 
 
    ‘Um, yeah. I put it down somewhere and now I can’t find it.’ 
 
    He heaved in a breath. ‘Saffron, we’re about to break down the door of a suspected troll hideout and you don’t have a wand with you for magical back-up? Trolls can do magic without using tools. So can I. You don’t have that luxury.’ 
 
    ‘It was an accident,’ I said in a small voice. ‘And thank you for pointing out my other failings. If you’d not said that, I’d never have realised that my wand was so important.’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic. You’re the one who lost it.’ He shook his head and turned away. ‘Billy!’ 
 
    I started. What was he doing here? 
 
    The door to Jasper’s temporary office opened and Billy’s face peered out. ‘Yes? What can I do?’ He noticed me and smiled, clearly relieved. ‘I’m glad you’re back, Saffron. I did as you asked and walked past that building a few times. There’s definitely magic there. The man Angela saw has to be a troll. There’s virtually no other explanation.’ 
 
    I breathed out. Maybe my luck was about to turn. Then I looked past my friend and noted the familiar figures of Angela, Alicia and Delilah hovering there too. So that was who I’d heard talking. It didn’t explain what they were doing, though.  
 
    ‘Why are you all here?’ I asked. 
 
    Alicia pushed past Billy and tossed her head. ‘We’re part of the task force. You can’t just push us to the side when it’s time for some action, Saffron. We might not be going into the building with you but you’ll need us for back-up if something goes wrong. And if there are trolls in there, as Billy and Angela reckon…’ Her voice trailed off and she shrugged. ‘Anyway, you might be the leader but you’re not our boss.’ 
 
    Never was a truer word spoken.  
 
    Angela frowned and peered at me. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she enquired. ‘You look like shit.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not nice,’ Delilah protested. Then she blinked at me. ‘Actually, you don’t look at all well, Saffron. Maybe you should sit this one out.’ 
 
    Jasper ran a hand through his hair. ‘Billy, can you find a replacement wand for Saffron?’ 
 
    Billy’s body jerked and he stared at me. ‘You lost your wand?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it’ll turn up again,’ I said weakly. Maybe I’d get lucky and Adwell would have left it in Vincent’s house. A faery godmother could wish. 
 
    He tutted loudly. ‘That’s a very serious thing, Saffron. I’ll have to make a report. The rules state that…’ 
 
    I waved a hand. I was starting to think that he’d spent so much time parroting various rules that now he was conditioned to do so whether he meant it or not. ‘I know what the rules say. And I’m very sorry. But if you have a spare…?’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes and stomped off. ‘I’ll fetch one.’ 
 
    There was the sound of a door opening. I turned and, with a sinking stomach, saw Vincent poke his head out. ‘Saff,’ he said, ‘could we get some food? If we order pizza, will the delivery driver be able to find us?’ He glanced round at the others, spotting Jasper. ‘Hey!’ he beamed. ‘Good to see you’re alive and kicking, mate!’ 
 
    Jasper stared at him then rolled his eyes at me. Alicia, Angela and Delilah gaped. 
 
    ‘I’ll sort you something out shortly,’ I said quickly. 
 
    Vincent grinned. ‘Fab. Thanks.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you all faery godmothers?’ 
 
    ‘Vincent,’ I warned, before he started to bother them with wish requests. 
 
    He gestured at me. ‘I’m going, I’m going! Sorry!’ His head disappeared and the door closed once again. 
 
    Everyone looked at me. I dropped my gaze. ‘It’s a long story. They won’t be a problem. I promise.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Saffron,’ Delilah breathed, her eyes wide. ‘You are going to be in so much…’ 
 
    The door opened again. ‘Vincent!’ I snapped. ‘You…’ 
 
    It was Rose. ‘I need a fecking piss,’ she said. ‘Where’s the toilet?’ 
 
    I passed a hand over my forehead. ‘Down there,’ I said pointing. 
 
    Rose grunted and shuffled off. 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Jasper began. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ I said. ‘Just don’t. I’m dealing with it.’ 
 
    Billy returned, holding a new wand. He handed it to me and then looked around. ‘What’s with everyone?’ he asked. ‘Has something happened?’ 
 
    Rupert appeared. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said. He was shaking his head. ‘Would you believe I just passed a little old lady in the corridor? A human lady?’ 
 
    When I was writing my memoirs and I wanted to pinpoint the moment where it all went wrong for me, I reckoned this might well be it. ‘Trolls,’ I said, raising my voice so that it echoed round the room. ‘We are here to find some trolls.’ 
 
    ‘Hoo-yah!’ Rupert fist-pumped the air. ‘Let’s slaughter them and all be heroes!’ 
 
    I should have been thankful that it didn’t take much to distract him. ‘This is a fact-finding mission,’ I said sternly. ‘There will be no slaughtering. Not now.’ Not ever. ‘Jasper and I will find out for certain whether there are trolls in the building across from us and how many of them there are. We won’t do anything other than investigate. We’re not going to be heroes, we’re just looking. You lot are here in case anything goes wrong. You’re not to enter the building unless I say otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Are those humans here as back-up too?’ Alicia enquired innocently. 
 
    Fuck a puck. I should have known she’d find a way to turn the conversation back to them.  
 
    I opened my mouth to say something snide in return then I thought better of it. I was still Saffron Sawyer and I still had it in me to be smarter than the average godmother. ‘They are here,’ I declared, ‘as advisors. They each have a very special skill set which will help us out. And,’ I added, ‘they’re obviously both covered by memory magic so their presence here won’t be a problem.’ 
 
    Jasper shot me a sharp look. He knew, of course, that memory magic didn’t apply to Vincent. He could also work out that Rose was the client I’d asked him about vis-à-vis removing the memory magic’s hold on her. I didn’t look at him. 
 
    ‘What special skills?’ Billy asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Vincent knows drugs,’ I said, improvising, ‘and we know that the trolls used drugs against us before. If they try to do so again, Vincent will be able to help us.’ 
 
    Angela crossed her arms. ‘And what’s the old lady here for? Stealth ninja tactics?’ 
 
    She’d be surprised. ‘She’s here,’ I said, ‘because she’s going to help us find out who is really inside that building.’ I remembered what Rose had said. ‘The key to success here isn’t about walking into the lion’s den and offering ourselves up on a platter. They key is luring the lion out to us.’ 
 
    There was a snort. Rose, on her way back, had come to a stop and was watching me with mild amusement. When everyone turned towards her, she kept her eyes on me. Then she inclined her head in an almost imperceptible movement and I relaxed slightly. She’d understood and she’d play along. 
 
    ‘Exactly!’ she said aloud. ‘You have to control the situation and not let the situation control you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Delilah said, ‘but how do we do that?’ 
 
    Alicia nodded. ‘How do we get them to come out and how do we tell whether they’re definitely trolls or not?’ 
 
    Rose smirked. ‘I can’t answer the second question. But the first is easy.’ She looked at me. ‘And it will kill two birds with one stone.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We took up our positions. I had no idea whether it would actually work but Rose had provided us with a proper plan. It was far better than anything I’d come up with – or, indeed, anyone else. Rupert’s suggestion that we arm ourselves with rocket launchers and wipe the building out of existence was a non-starter. Naturally. 
 
    I hunkered down in the shadows, staying behind the parked car, just in case the Peeping Tom potential troll was staring out of the window. I crossed my fingers tightly. If this worked, I’d be recognised as a genius. 
 
    ‘So,’ Jasper said in a low voice beside me, ‘are you going to tell me what’s really going on?’ 
 
    ‘We’re hunting trolls, of course,’ I informed him. I had no choice but to be obstructively dense and misunderstand his question. ‘This way is much better than storming the building. It’s far safer.’ 
 
    There was a long pause before he spoke again. ‘I was wrong not to trust you before with my worries about what will happen to the trolls when we find them. I freely admit that. No matter what else you may think of me, Saffron, you should know that you can trust me in return.’ 
 
    ‘My silence about the humans’ presence in the building has nothing to do with trust,’ I said honestly. ‘I’ve got into a bit of a mess and I’m working on getting out of it. It’s better if you don’t know what’s going on.’ I bit my lip. ‘You’re conducting an audit, Jasper. You’re not my adversary, and you’re not out to get me or to ruin the Office of Faery Godmothers. Maybe we really are friends. But I know how seriously you take your job and if I told you the whole story it might affect your audit. Not,’ I added hastily, ‘because I’m doing anything wrong – I don’t believe that I am. It’s a complicated situation which will be kept simpler if I don’t involve anyone else.’ 
 
    Even if Adeline hadn’t warned me off talking to Jasper about Rose, I knew I was right in this. I was doing my very best for Rose as my client but, in my heart of hearts, I knew that I’d handled things clumsily.  
 
    ‘Are you in any danger?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ Not any more. I was almost wholly convinced of that. 
 
    ‘What about Hamilton? And the old lady?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Vincent will be fine. The old lady…’ I hesitated. ‘Yeah, she’s in danger. She wants it, though. She’s asked for it.’ I felt Jasper gazing at me through the shadows. ‘Honestly, this time next week she’ll be nothing more than another satisfied client.’  
 
    Jasper reached for me, his hands brushing my bare skin. A ripple of electricity ran through me. ‘You’re still in pain,’ he observed gruffly. 
 
    I shrugged awkwardly. I’d waved my replacement wand around me a few times and healed the worst of the damage but I didn’t have the time or the energy to deal with all my aches and pains. ‘I’m okay.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not.’ He muttered something under his breath then he flicked his wrists. Warmth began to spread through me and I gasped. Jasper didn’t stop. He moved his hands down, grazing my hips and my thighs. Everywhere he touched tingled. When he’d finished, he moved away and watched me, his gaze fully alert. 
 
    ‘You should still get checked out by a doctor,’ he said, a raw edge to his words. ‘There might be internal damage. Whatever you’ve been doing, it’s clearly been incredibly dangerous. You have to take better care of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘What can I say?’ I raised my shoulders. ‘It comes with the job.’ 
 
    Jasper’s mouth tightened. ‘As your friend,’ he murmured, ‘it’s my place to make sure you’re looking after yourself. If you get seriously hurt, Saffron, I’m not sure how I’d react. I know the fact that I’m auditing your office makes things strange between us but I care about you.’ He paused before deepening his voice to a husk. ‘A lot.’ 
 
    I stared at him. ‘I care about you too, Jasper,’ I whispered.  
 
    There was an intense light in his eyes that was making it impossible to look away. He wasn’t involved with Lydia; I knew that now, but I’d thought he only wanted to be friends. Was I wrong about that too? I desperately wanted to ask him but I didn’t want to ruin the moment and I didn’t want to be rejected again. I wasn’t sure my heart could take it. Instead we just looked at each other. And looked. And looked. 
 
    From a street or two away there was the sound of a small engine. Jasper pulled back. I twisted my body and shuffled to the edge of the car to peer round. From the glow of the lamp posts up ahead, I could make out an approaching scooter. ‘It’s him,’ I said. Or her. It was difficult to tell from here. 
 
    ‘Got it.’ 
 
    As the scooter drew nearer, I steeled myself. ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘On a count of one, two,’ I exhaled, ‘three.’ 
 
    Jasper jolted magic out towards the scooter’s front wheels. The engine stalled and it began to tip. The driver was thrown forward, spiralling up into the air with a terrified yelp. I squinted. Male, then.  
 
    I ran out from behind the car, wand in hand. I twisted it just in time so that when he landed, he hit the ground safely and with little more than a soft bounce.  
 
    Angela sprang forward from the other side of the road. I grabbed the scooter and wheeled it a few metres away while she knelt by the driver’s side.  
 
    ‘Oh my goodness! Are you alright?’ She touched his cheek through his open visor and he groaned. ‘Don’t try to move. You might have hurt your back. I’ll call for an ambulance. Let me take your helmet off.’ 
 
    ‘Urgh…’ 
 
    ‘Shhh,’ Angela murmured. She twisted and pulled gently, then passed the branded helmet into my waiting hands. ‘Don’t speak. Everything will be fine. You must have hit a pothole or something.’ 
 
    While she tended to him, I jogged back and hooked one leg over the scooter. Jasper’s head bobbed up and I nodded. I felt rather than saw the magic that made the scooter’s engine spring to life again. A moment later, albeit somewhat wobbly, I took off, heading for what we hoped was the trolls’ hideout directly opposite the Office of Faery Godmothers. Where better to hide than in plain sight? And where you can spy on your mortal enemy at the same time? 
 
    I was just getting the hang of the scooter and almost enjoying myself when I reached the building. I stopped and climbed off, heading first to the rack on the back of the scooter and the box that was sitting there.  
 
    I flipped it open. Damn. Vincent had demanded ham and pineapple and it actually smelled pretty good. I inhaled the aroma before lifting out the pizza. The receipt, together with the address, was attached to the cardboard box. I smiled, satisfied. It would add another layer of authenticity to what I was about to do and it was the reason why we’d not simply ordered the pizza to be delivered to our own door.  
 
    I flicked the motorcycle visor down so my face was obscured. Time to rock and roll. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The door to what was hopefully the trolls’ lair – or at least their stakeout spot – didn’t have a doorbell or knocker. I couldn’t see any signs of a camera either but, if they possessed as much magical skill as we supposed, they might not need one. Whatever – it certainly appeared that they weren’t welcoming unannounced visitors. It wasn’t proof of troll residents but it certainly fit with our suspicions; they’d hardly want to be bothered by random cold callers all day long. It wouldn’t be very nice for some poor charity worker to have their head lopped off by an irritated troll just because they were trying to drum up financial support for hedgehogs and had knocked on the wrong door. 
 
    Resisting the temptation to glance behind me and check the others were ready, I took a deep breath, raised my fist and thumped it against the door’s exterior. My efforts made the wood to rattle in its frame. I rocked back on my heels and waited.  
 
    One beat, two beats, then there was the rattle of a chain and the door opened a slit. It was difficult to tell through the shadows but I thought the face peering out belonged to the same acne-scarred bloke I’d seen through Angela’s binoculars. The same man I’d bumped into. 
 
    ‘What?’ His voice was reed-thin and high. It wasn’t what I expected from a troll but I was learning not to make assumptions about my adversaries.  
 
    ‘Pizza!’ I held up the box to prove it. 
 
    ‘I didn’t order pizza.’ He went to shut the door but that wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    I wedged my foot in the gap and stopped it from closing. ‘This is 12 Pope’s Lane, right?’ 
 
    He gave a terse nod. 
 
    ‘Well, then. This is the address I’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care. I didn’t order pizza. I’m lactose intolerant. I can’t eat cheese.’ He stepped further back. ‘Now move your foot from my doorstep before I call the police.’ 
 
    I felt rather than saw the tendrils of gentle magic snake past me, coiling themselves round the door. This was the dangerous part because we had no way of knowing how sensitive trolls were. If this man sensed that someone behind me had used magic to relax him, all would be lost. 
 
    ‘Don’t call the police!’ I said in alarm. ‘I’m only doing my job! You try getting paid minimum wage for knocking on strangers’ doors. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, you know.’ 
 
    There was a heavy sigh. I couldn’t detect any aggression on the man’s part, more like resignation. That meant he’d not sensed the magic – and it had worked.  
 
    The chain rattled again and the door opened fully, revealing him. It was definitely the same bloke as before. I scanned him up and down while he did the same to me. Was he a troll? I couldn’t tell. It would have been far easier if they had horns and bowed legs like in the old stories. 
 
    ‘Take off your helmet,’ he said.  
 
    I flipped the visor up, taking care to angle my face away so most of it remained in shadow. ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘It’s too small for me and it’s a nightmare to get on and off. When I’m working I leave it on all the time.’ I held up the pizza again, all but thrusting it into his face. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘the pizza is paid for already. Can’t you take it? I’ll get into trouble otherwise.’ 
 
    He snorted. ‘So then you can blame me for stealing a pizza that was never mine? No chance.’ 
 
    I pointed to the receipt. ‘But it really is for this address. Maybe someone ordered it for you. A friend, perhaps.’ 
 
    He dropped his head. ‘I don’t have any friends.’ 
 
    I glanced past him. ‘Does that mean you’re alone? If there’s someone else in there, maybe they’d like the pizza.’ 
 
    There was a loud thump from somewhere inside. I looked at the man and he looked at me. ‘My neighbours,’ he said. ‘I live on my own.’ 
 
    Uh-huh. I thrust the pizza box at him, giving him no choice but to take it. ‘Here,’ I said. ‘Just hold this for a second and I’ll get my phone. I’ll call the store and see what they say. There must be a procedure for this sort of thing.’ I gave an apologetic shrug. ‘To be honest, I’ve not been doing this for very long. It’s kind of a shitty job but I need the money.’ 
 
    He held the pizza awkwardly while I dug into my pocket, took out my phone and jabbed in the numbers. It rang a few times and then I spoke. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I said into the receiver, using the code we’d sketchily worked out beforehand. ‘I’m at Pope Street and the man here says he’s not ordered any pizza.’  
 
    ‘Pope Lane,’ he muttered. ‘This is Pope Lane.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Pope Lane.’ I listened for a moment, leaning to my right to give Alicia enough room for a clear shot. ‘I’m there now,’ I said.  
 
    Nothing happened. I gritted my teeth. ‘Now.’ 
 
    The man’s brow furrowed just as there was a faint hiss and a breath of moving air by my ear. I reached forward, grabbing first the pizza and then the man before he crumpled into a heap on the floor in front of me. He was out – and I was in. 
 
    Hastily, I pushed his limp body back into the hallway in case any motorists drove past and grew curious. Billy appeared behind me and reached for the pizza.  
 
    ‘Vincent’s waiting across the road in the lobby,’ I said. ‘Give it to him.’ 
 
    ‘The humans can wait until we’re done here,’ Billy snarked. 
 
    ‘In theory,’ I answered, as the others jogged up. ‘But these humans are particularly impatient specimens and I could do without their interference. This will keep them busy and out of our way.’ 
 
    ‘And they need to be kept out of our way because they’re not really special advisors?’ 
 
    I sent him a warning look. ‘Please, Billy.’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes but at least he did as I asked. 
 
    ‘So,’ Alicia said, ‘we don’t know yet if he’s a troll or not?’ 
 
    Rupert frowned. ‘How do you know we don’t know?’ 
 
    ‘Saffron said Pope Street,’ Delilah said. ‘According the code, street means unsure.’ 
 
    ‘I thought road means unsure, and street means definitely yes.’ 
 
    ‘Road means definitely not. Street means unsure. Lane means definitely yes.’ 
 
    He scratched his head. ‘What about terrace? What does that mean?’ 
 
    It was hard to believe that I’d once thought that everyone in the Office of Faery Godmothers was the brightest and best that our world had to offer. ‘Shhh,’ I said. ‘I don’t think he’s alone. We can’t alert whoever else is in here!’ 
 
    At least that warning made all three of them fall silent but they still glared at me, as if I’d ruined all their fun. 
 
    Jasper appeared from out of the gloom to my left. ‘Angela is staying with the pizza guy,’ he said. ‘He’s fine. She’ll come and get his bike and send him on his way shortly.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Good.’ 
 
    Billy strode back over. He didn’t look happy. ‘I didn’t even get a thank you from that yellow-toothed, lanky-haired human. I told him that eating in the lobby was against the rules. He didn’t seem to care. He already had a slice out of the box. If he drips cheese all over that floor…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll clean it up,’ I promised. ‘Now all of you get yourselves back home. Jasper and I will take it from here.’ 
 
    Delilah, Alicia, Rupert and Billy put their hands on their hips. I stared at them, wondering if they were about to break into a song-and-dance routine. 
 
    ‘We’re on the task force,’ Alicia said. ‘We’re coming in with you.’ 
 
    How many times did we have to go through the same shit? ‘Go home,’ I hissed. We couldn’t stand here arguing on the trolls’ damned doorstep, not when there were others somewhere inside. ‘Now!’ 
 
    Not one of them moved a muscle. Jasper touched my arm, a gentle pressure that told me exactly what he thought. I supposed I should have been grateful that he wasn’t undermining me in front of them but I was still annoyed. This wasn’t what we’d agreed. The next time I was in charge of a task force, I was going to make sure that everyone did everything I told them to. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I whispered. It really wasn’t. ‘But if you get caught by a troll and eaten for a late-night snack, don’t come complaining to me.’ I glared at them. ‘And this is fact-finding. We are not here to fight.’ 
 
    Alicia smiled. She nudged Jasper and said to him, ‘You’ll put this in your report, right? That I risked my life to help stop the trolls? Went above and beyond?’ 
 
    Delilah waved her hands in the air. ‘And me! I’ve done the same!’ 
 
    ‘And…’ Rupert began. He was interrupted by a groan from the supposedly unconscious bloke who was still slumped behind us.  
 
    I tutted. ‘Just get in and close the damned door.’ 
 
    For once, they all did as I asked. It was almost a miracle. 
 
    Jasper picked up the man with ease, hauling him through to the first room on the right and laying him on the floor. He examined him, a troubled expression on his face. ‘He’s not a troll,’ he said flatly. ‘This man is human.’ He raised his head and looked at me. ‘You’ve made a mistake.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. Fuck a puck. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Positive.’ 
 
    ‘Have we broken into some human’s house and knocked him unconscious?’ Alicia asked, her voice rising. ‘I don’t need Billy here to tell me that’s against the rules.’ She stared at me. ‘This was all your idea, Saffron. You’re the one in charge. It’s your fault. I would never have come in here if it wasn’t for you.’ She folded her arms. ‘You’re to blame for this.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘It was never definite that he was a troll! And I told you to not to come in. You’re the one who chose to enter.’ 
 
    She sniffed. ‘The buck still stops with you.’ 
 
    She had a point. I muttered a curse under my breath. ‘He was looking directly at me,’ I said, as much to myself as anyone. ‘The magic shrouding the Office of Faery Godmothers should have meant that’s not possible, but he was definitely looking right at us. When I bumped into him in the street, I sensed magic. So did Billy when he walked past this building a few hours ago.’ 
 
    Jasper frowned. ‘He has a faint aura of magic but it’s not strong enough to suggest that he’s anything other than human. He probably had an ancestor who was troll or godmother or something. Whether he was looking at you or not, Saffron, this is not an actual troll.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you just think he was looking at you,’ Delilah interjected. 
 
    ‘I didn’t imagine it,’ I said.  
 
    Alicia gave Jasper a pointed glance. ‘Someone here is trying too hard. You know I’m not a troll, right, Saffron?’ 
 
    ‘It was Angela who first…’ I sighed and gave up. There was no reason to continue arguing. ‘Let’s mop up this mess and get out of here.’ 
 
    There was another muffled thump. We all froze. Jasper nodded at Rupert and Alicia. ‘Find out what that was,’ he instructed. ‘If there are other humans in here, make sure they stay upstairs.’ 
 
    I was surprised neither of them snapped their heels together and saluted. They spun round to head out and follow his orders. It was nice to be the Devil’s Advocate – and not a fuck-up like me. 
 
    Billy, who up to now had been surprisingly quiet, started moving round the room like a caged animal. He was shaking his head. ‘Something’s not right here,’ he murmured. He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘It feels … off.’ 
 
    Delilah picked up an open envelope from a table. ‘Aaron Jones,’ she read aloud. She slid out the piece of paper from inside it. ‘He’s behind on his electricity bill.’ 
 
    The man in question groaned again; his eyes remained closed but he’d clearly heard her. ‘Have you seen how much they’ve charged?’ he whispered. ‘I’ve not paid it because it’s extortionate. I might live in this big old house but that doesn’t mean I’m rich. It’s my aunt who owns the damned place and she’s in hospital. If you want to steal anything, go ahead – but I don’t think you’ll find much.’ 
 
    Poor guy. ‘We’re not here to steal anything,’ I told him. ‘We thought you were someone else.’ I looked at Delilah. ‘Can you fix him up? We should get out of here as quickly as possible and let the memory magic do its thing. We’ve bothered Aaron enough.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ Delilah put down the envelope and moved over to him. ‘Hey, Aaron,’ she cooed. ‘Can you open your eyes for me? I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to check you over.’ 
 
    Jasper walked across and joined Billy, who’d stopped moving and was staring blankly at the wall opposite. I watched them both, waiting for some indication of what Billy’s sixth sense was telling him. 
 
    ‘I know you,’ I heard Aaron mumble. ‘You work across the street.’ I slowly turned back towards him. He was gazing at Delilah with wide, fearful eyes. ‘What is it that you lot do over there?’ he asked. ‘Are you some sort of crime organisation? Is that what this is all about?’ 
 
    Jasper turned his head and fixed his hard green-eyed gaze on Aaron. ‘Even if you do have a slight magic taint from an ancestor, you couldn’t bypass the spells surrounding that building to see who was in there.’ He strode over and hauled him to his feet. ‘What have you been doing? Who are you really?’ 
 
    Aaron began to babble. ‘No one! I’m no one!’ 
 
    ‘Delilah,’ I said, a trickle of wary suspicion running down my spine, ‘how much was that electricity bill for?’ 
 
    ‘Over a grand,’ she said. ‘Either he’s got a marijuana factory hidden in his attic or he’s definitely been over-charged.’ 
 
    I glanced at Billy. He wasn’t paying any of us any attention; instead, he’d placed both his palms flat against the wall and was continuing to frown. ‘There was something there,’ he said. ‘Now it’s gone.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t get it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s next door, Aaron?’ I questioned. 
 
    Everyone looked at me. 
 
    ‘Some sort of office,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what they do but they make a lot of noise. And they never seem to go home. I went round last week to ask them to try and be a bit more quiet.’ 
 
    I sucked in a breath. ‘And?’ 
 
    Aaron dropped his head. ‘They weren’t very nice. They didn’t break into my house and threaten me though,’ he added sourly. 
 
    ‘Saffron,’ Jasper asked quietly, ‘what is it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been so stupid,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘What?’ he pressed. He released Aaron and walked over to me. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘The reason we suspected Aaron,’ I said heavily, ‘was because Angela noticed him when she’d been spying on a good-looking bloke who worked next door. An uncommonly good-looking bloke. She tried to find out what he did for a living, but couldn’t find the company when she did a search. Clearly, whoever they are, they’re trying to stay under the radar.’ I nodded at Aaron’s unpaid bill. ‘Maybe even to the point where they’re piggy-backing off the electricity from this building to avoid detection.’  
 
    ‘Who would go to such lengths to stay anonymous?’ Delilah asked nervously. 
 
    None of us spoke. We already knew the answer. 
 
    ‘Billy?’ I asked. 
 
    His face was grim. ‘There’s definitely magic seeping in through the walls. It would explain why that human has traces of it and why he could see the Office of Faery Godmothers despite the guard spells.’ 
 
    Alicia and Rupert reappeared in the doorway. ‘There haven’t been any more strange noises,’ Rupert said cheerfully. 
 
    ‘And there are no signs of any trolls anywhere,’ Alicia added. ‘There’s no sign of anything, in fact. This place is clear.’ 
 
    I pointed at the wall. ‘That’s because they’re not holed up here. They’re next door.’ 
 
    Aaron laughed. I failed to see what was funny about the situation. He noted my expression and explained. ‘If you’re talking about my neighbours, they’re not there any more. Those noises you heard were them leaving.’ I stared at him and he shrugged. ‘I told you – they’re noisy bastards. It’s not hard to work out what they’re doing. I could tell they were packing up and getting to ready go.’ 
 
    Billy nodded. ‘That fits with what I can feel.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Delilah said, ‘they knew we were getting close to them so they decided it was time to run away.’ She bared her teeth. ‘Like the sneaky bastards they really are.’ 
 
    Rupert smiled. ‘They’re scared of us, as they should be. Why else have they been hiding from us for so long?’ 
 
    My eyes met Jasper’s. ‘They’ve not been hiding because they’re scared. They’ve been hiding because they’re biding their time and planning their next move. They got our building evacuated as a test – they wanted it empty for a reason. Until the other day everyone was working long hours because of the audit and our offices were hardly never empty. If the trolls were watching, they’d have known that.’ 
 
    Jasper picked up my thread. ‘But after I told everyone to stop working 24/7, there was no need to set off the fire alarm to empty the building. All the faery godmothers have been leaving at a normal time.’ 
 
     ‘The trolls will have worked that out. The only reason they’d choose to hide right across the street from us, before suddenly leaving on masse would be…’  
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    And then both Jasper and I sprinted for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    The front door to the Office of Faery Godmothers was closed but that didn’t mean anything. When Jasper and I burst through it, my worst suspicions were confirmed. Instead of the usual scent of honeysuckle, there was something far more bitter lingering in the air. I knew it wasn’t just from Pumpkin’s little urination episode, either. Trolls were in the building – and whatever they were up to, they were up to no good. 
 
    ‘We have to take the stairs,’ Jasper warned. ‘If we use the lift, they’ll know we’re coming.’ 
 
    I grimaced. We’d lose valuable time that way and Vincent and Rose were upstairs without anyone to protect them. ‘We’ll have to run,’ I said. 
 
    Jasper nodded, already on the move again. ‘Stay behind me.’ 
 
    As if. Jasper went for the stairs – and I went for the lift anyway. I didn’t care if the damned trolls knew I was coming, I wouldn’t leave Rose and Vincent to their mercy for a moment longer than I had to. They were my responsibility. Jasper and the others would have the element of surprise on their side; I’d provide the distraction before they got there.  
 
    Before I could think too much about it, I barrelled into lift and pressed the button to close the doors. I heard Jasper shout but he was too late. The lift was already making its smooth journey upwards. 
 
    Initially I pushed myself back against the left-hand wall, flattening my body in a vain bid to become invisible. But even if casting invisibility spells on myself had been one of my talents, it wouldn’t fool the trolls. Hiding might, though. Unfortunately there was nowhere to hide in a lift and pretending that I could camouflage myself against the shiny walls was a fool’s errand.  
 
    I gave up trying and drew out my wand, adopting a wide-legged attack stance. I would be ready for whatever – and whoever – was waiting. The lift jolted as we arrived at the main office floor. I held my breath and tensed as the doors slid open. 
 
    It was surprisingly anti-climactic. No troll hordes attacked. There were no war cries or bolts of magic. The office was as silent as anyone would expect it to be at this time of night.  
 
    I quickly scanned the room and straightened my shoulders. Priorities. I had to get Vincent and Rose out of there. 
 
    Keeping my body low, I tiptoed to the meeting room. The door was firmly closed, which I took to be a good sign. Perhaps my human mates were dozing away in a corner and had no idea that the building had been infiltrated by troll terrorists. I swallowed hard and prayed that was the case, then I pushed at the handle and stepped inside. 
 
    I saw something flashing towards me out of my peripheral vision. Although I tried to step out of the way, as well as create a magical shield to protect myself, I simply didn’t have time before the legs of one of the utilitarian metal chairs smacked into the side of my head. I collapsed like a sack of potatoes, tiny lights dancing in front of my eyes. 
 
    ‘Shit! Saffron!’ Vincent was by my side in an instant. ‘I thought you were one of them! Do you know there are people in this office? Do you know why they’re here? Because we saw them, and I can promise you that they’re sly wankers who have nothing to do with faery godmothers. One of them smashed up several of those computers out there! They broke open some drawers and … and…’ 
 
    ‘Calm down,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘You’re not dead! Thank goodness!’ 
 
    I rubbed the side of my head. Fuck a puck but that hurt. ‘If you thought I was dead,’ I whispered, ‘why did you keep talking?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘A nervous twitch. I can’t help myself.’ He reached down and gave me a hand to help me to my feet. ‘I’m very sorry. I didn’t know it was you.’ 
 
    I winced before pointing my wand towards myself and whisking it briskly a few times. My head still throbbed slightly but it wasn’t too bad. Every few hours I was having to magic away some injury or other. At this rate, I’d soon be a healing expert. 
 
    I shook myself and looked round, my stomach dropping when I saw that Vincent was alone. ‘Where’s Rose?’ 
 
    Vincent’s face fell. ‘I couldn’t stop her,’ he whispered. 
 
    Dread tingled through my veins. Oh no. Rather than wait to hear what foolhardy move Rose had decided to make, I whirled round. I tossed a quick order to Vincent to get the hell out of the building while he had the chance.  
 
    If I were a troll hellbent on destroying the faery godmothers once and for all, where would I go? HR? No. They didn’t require any help on the destruction front. The Director’s office? Perhaps – but despite her job title, she was just one person.  
 
    Chilled, I turned round and gazed at the staircase leading up to the Adventus room. It was the source of all incoming wishes and the depository for all past wishes. It was no contest really. 
 
    Moving quickly, but staying light on my feet, and with my heartbeat roaring in my ears, I ascended the stairs. The door to the Adventus room was normally closed and you had to be keyed into its specific magic to open it. The trolls hadn’t cared about that. As far as I could tell, they’d developed their own metaphorical magical battering ram and essentially blown a massive hole in the wall to gain entry. It was still smoking.  
 
    I swallowed hard and tiptoed forward until I was hovering at its edge. There were several of them, although they were surprisingly quiet as they went about their business. They were about halfway down the room, yanking open drawers and rummaging through old wish cards. Every few seconds there was a clatter as a drawer was discarded and flung to the side. It didn’t take a genius to work out that the trolls were searching for something specific.  
 
    I pulled back and considered. They must be looking for evidence of what the faery godmothers had done to them in the past – details of the wish gone wrong, the wish that had almost caused the total annihilation of the troll race.  
 
    Given that the numbers were most definitely not in my favour, I was tempted to leave them to it. There was no sign of Rose. Maybe she hadn’t gone to confront them but had done the smart thing and run for the hills. Until Jasper and the other faeries arrived via the stairs as back-up, I wasn’t sure what I could do.  
 
    I started to retreat. I’d wait over by the emergency exit so I could tell Jasper what I’d already learned. He’d be pissed off that I’d ignored his command to stay behind him and that I’d used the lift, but at least I had some information to share with him as a result.  
 
    That would have been the sensible course of action. Unfortunately, as I stepped backwards I collided with something warm and hard. Long fingers wrapped around my throat, squeezing just tightly enough to be painful. ‘Hello, faery,’ cooed a deep male voice in my ear. 
 
    Fuck a puck. 
 
    I flicked my wrist, instinct guiding my hand and telling me to use my wand to conjure up enough magic to get the bastard off me. He was already one step ahead of me, however. He muttered something and suddenly the wand I was gripping grew red hot. I dropped it with a sharp cry. I had no choice but to let it clatter to the marble floor. The troll behind me laughed softly. 
 
    ‘You’re not going to do very much now, are you? Your over-reliance on crude tools will be your downfall.’ 
 
    Yeah, yeah. I gave up resisting and forced my muscles to relax. Until now, despite their other atrocities, none of the trolls had actually killed any faery godmothers. I had to hope that they were still following that route. 
 
    ‘Hey boys!’ the troll shouted. ‘Look what I caught!’ He pushed me into the Adventus room. His buddies stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at me. There were even more of them than I’d realised. This was bad. 
 
    From the back of the group, a troll stepped out and strode forward. He was dressed all in black like the best villains usually are. Something about the way he held himself and the manner of the others as they watched his approach told me that this was their leader. Whether he was their ultimate leader, or simply another underling like Bernard the suicide-bomber kidnapper, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    As he drew closer and his features grew more distinct, I realised that this had to be the man Angela had been leering at. He had chiselled cheekbones and styled blond hair; quite frankly, he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. No wonder he’d caught her eye. She’d been intelligent enough to work out that the trolls were close by – and stupid enough to think that it had to be the creepy-looking human who was one of them, rather than this sex god. At the very least, a troll leader should have an ugly scar across his tanned face or bad teeth. This bloke had neither. 
 
    ‘Who else is with you?’ His voice was deceptively soft.  
 
    Name, rank and serial number, that was all I’d give him. ‘I’m Saffron Sawyer. I’m a faery godmother.’ 
 
    He watched me with amusement. ‘Charmed to make your acquaintance, Saffron the faery godmother. I’m Ethan the troll.’ He drew closer. ‘Who else is with you?’ 
 
    The troll behind me squeezed my throat. I choked. ‘No one,’ I croaked. ‘I’m alone.’ 
 
    ‘You came back to the office in the middle of the night to get in some overtime?’ 
 
    ‘I’m very dedicated,’ I managed. 
 
    One of the other trolls cleared his throat. ‘I know her,’ he said. ‘She was the one who attacked Bernard.’ 
 
    My eyes widened. ‘I didn’t attack him! He blew himself up. That was all his own doing!’ 
 
    Ethan’s expression didn’t alter. ‘I was never Bernard’s biggest fan,’ he murmured. Oh good; maybe I’d get a commendation instead of being tortured. ‘But he was still one of us.’  
 
    Fuck a puck. 
 
    ‘Perhaps he shouldn’t have kidnapped a bunch of faery godmothers and cut off some of their body parts, then,’ I goaded. The longer Ethan and I chewed the fat, the more chance Jasper had of getting here. 
 
    Unfortunately the troll wasn’t that gullible. He smiled gently at me as he gave his order to the other trolls. ‘Get back to the main office. Check that no one else is out there and then block the entrances. We’re not done here yet.’ He leaned in. ‘You can be our witness, Saffron Sawyer. You can watch as we bring a halt to all faery godmother activity for good. Bernard’s kidnappings were ill-conceived. My plan will have far stronger consequences.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t kill us all,’ I told him. ‘You won’t ever win.’ 
 
    Ethan chuckled. ‘I’m not in the business of killing. None of us are, even though Bernard came close. Our designs are far grander than mere murder.’ He smirked. ‘Our goal is to destroy this office once and for all.’ He licked his lips in genuine anticipation. ‘And there’s only one way we can do that.’ 
 
    I knew what he was planning; he didn’t have to spell it out for me but he did so anyway. He pointed up towards the gigantic cauldron that hung over our heads. ‘If you don’t receive any wishes,’ Ethan said softly, ‘then you can’t grant any wishes. This time next year, the Office of Faery Godmothers will be nothing but a distant memory. A cautionary tale for faeries everywhere about the dangers of meddling with matters beyond their own interests.’ 
 
    ‘This is stupid,’ I said desperately. ‘I’m sorry about what happened to you all, I truly am. But it was decades ago. We learnt our lesson. There are safeguards in place now. I understand you still want revenge but there are other ways to go about it. We could sit down – discuss reparations. I’m sure the faery godmothers will be more than happy to make an official apology and…’ 
 
    For the first time, a flash of real anger sparked in Ethan’s blue eyes. ‘An official apology?’ he asked. ‘An official fucking apology?’  
 
    The troll whose hand was wrapped round my neck responded to his anger by tightening his grip.  
 
    Ethan hissed, ‘I might not have been born when my kind were almost wiped out but I’ve heard the stories. Have you? Men, women and children crushed by an avalanche of rocks, the very breath squeezed out of them without any warning. No chance to run. No opportunity to get away. Just tonnes and tonnes of rock raining down onto their heads. Nobody escaped.’  
 
    He shook his head. ‘Not one single troll got away that day. The only reason any of us survived is because the old and infirm, plus those who cared for them, couldn’t make the journey. Otherwise we’d have been wiped out of existence. And all because the faery godmothers decided to grant the wish of an obscure Welsh landowner who wanted a reason to stop his land being mined. Your lot,’ he spat the word, ‘your supposed miracle workers didn’t even check to see who was there beforehand. You waved your stupid wands and created a massacre.’  
 
    He breathed in, obviously trying to control himself. ‘And then, to add insult to injury, you covered it up. You pretended it didn’t happen. You,’ his voice shook, ‘acted as if we trolls had never even existed in the first place. But then, we weren’t important enough to care about, were we? We weren’t fucking faeries.’ 
 
    Ethan’s anguish was still raw. I closed my eyes briefly, trying to put myself in his shoes. I’d never be able to appreciate fully what it meant to be a troll, or to feel what Ethan felt, but that didn’t mean I didn’t agree with him that we faeries deserved our comeuppance. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I am genuinely, truly sorry.’ 
 
    He stared into my eyes. The flare of fury in his eyes died away. ‘I believe you are,’ he said. His jaw tightened. ‘But that won’t change anything.’ He tilted his head and focused on the cauldron. He was set on this course. 
 
    Desperate now, I clawed at anything that might help. ‘Destroying the cauldron and ending the faery godmothers isn’t going to make you feel any better. It won’t reincarnate your ancestors or turn back time. It’ll make things worse. You’ll be inciting all-out war.’ 
 
    Ethan affected an expression of insouciance. ‘So be it.’ 
 
    ‘We change humans’ lives for the better,’ I persisted. 
 
    ‘I don’t care.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth. ‘Well, I do. I can’t let you do this.’ 
 
    Ethan laughed. ‘You don’t have a choice.’ 
 
    A triumphant female voice rang out. ‘I’ve got it!’ I looked over and saw that she was waving a wish card. ‘I’ve got it right here! This is the wish that will prove what those bastards did to us.’ 
 
    Ethan turned away from me. I was no longer important to him.  
 
    The troll trotted over and handed him the card. He glanced down at it, satisfaction written all over his handsome face. ‘Well done, Tess. Now we really can win.’ He smiled at the small assembly of trolls. ‘Destroy it,’ he commanded. ‘Destroy it all.’ 
 
    I shrieked, drawing on all the weak magical energy left inside me and coalescing it in one fell swoop. Magic burst forth, exploding in a wave of purple light with the sort of power and scope that I hadn’t believed myself capable of.  
 
    The troll holding my neck was blown backwards and so were most of the other trolls. Ethan staggered; he managed to stay on his feet but only just. I yelled my own battle cry as loudly as I could, then I threw myself at him like a crazed bull. It was sheer adrenaline that was moving me now. If I’d stopped to think about what I was doing, I’d never have managed it. 
 
    I slammed into Ethan’s torso. His hands lunged towards me, grabbing a hank of my hair. I screeched, banshee-like, and kicked wildly. When that didn’t seem to work, I started to pummel him with my fists, raining punches on whichever part of his body I could land them.  
 
    Ethan jerked his head back and then whipped it forward in a stunning head butt.  
 
    I went flying, skidding across the floor, the breath knocked out of me. Whatever sudden burst I’d managed to conjure up was gone in the blink of an eye and I no longer had the energy to move. I lay on my back like a broken thing. Gasping for air was all that I was capable of. 
 
    Ethan walked over, his face looming over me. ‘I told you that we are not in the business of killing,’ he said. ‘But I’m wholly prepared to make an exception in your case.’ He bowed his head. ‘My condolences to your family.’  
 
    He reached out his palm, holding it to one side. I blinked, my vision blurry, as one of the other trolls placed what looked oddly like a gun onto it. Ethan held it up, pointing the muzzle towards me. ‘It’s just as well,’ he said, ‘that we came prepared.’ 
 
    From out of nowhere there was a high-pitched cry and what sounded like barking. ‘Leave her al—’ 
 
    Ethan turned and pulled the trigger. It seemed to me that Rose kept going for a few seconds, as if she didn’t believe that she’d been shot. The blossom of blood on her chest was unmistakable but she still reached Ethan, grabbing his shirt and glaring at him in the way that only Rose could. Then the light in her eyes began to fade and she collapsed. 
 
    No. Tears pricked at my eyes but I forced them back. I mustered everything that was left to me and rolled over to her side. I fumbled for the wound, pressing down hard on it in an attempt to staunch the blood, but it continued to pump out of her and leak over my fingers. 
 
    ‘Rose!’ 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered open and she looked at me. ‘I did it,’ she whispered to me. ‘I didn’t die in a hospital bed. I died fighting.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not dead yet!’ 
 
    She smiled slightly. ‘Grant my wish, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘Rose…’ 
 
    ‘Grant it.’ 
 
    My head dropped. ‘I will.’ 
 
    Rose relaxed and her eyes closed. I gasped, assailed by heartache and pain. ‘Do something,’ I begged Ethan. ‘Save her. Use your magic.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ His voice sounded strange, disembodied. 
 
    ‘She’s not a fucking faery godmother! She’s human!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do anything. She’s already gone.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘She’s not. She’s still here. She’s…’ 
 
    Pumpkin whined and nudged Rose, then he turned and licked my bloody hand. I moaned. Rose’s chest rose one last time before she let out a final, delicate shudder and her body sank into itself. 
 
    For a long moment, no one spoke. I stopped trying to hold back my tears and let them fall freely as if this were some sort of faery tale and I could heal her through my own salty pain.  
 
    ‘Destroy the cauldron,’ Ethan said, turning away. ‘And let’s get out of here.’ 
 
    Pumpkin growled. He bared his teeth and launched himself at the troll, all white fur and fangs. I cried out in a weak attempt to stop him. I couldn’t let Pumpkin die too. Then, from somewhere outside, there was the sound of an explosion and all hell broke loose. 
 
    Screams and shouts filled the air. Movement blurred around me. I heard a cacophony of familiar voices – Alicia, Angela, Rupert and more. Something hot and unfamiliar grabbed me and I felt myself being hauled upwards. I blinked, trying to work out what was happening. I saw Pumpkin half a foot away, gripped under one of Ethan’s arms. I was gripped by the other.  
 
    Jasper’s dark, furious features swam into view. ‘Let her go.’ 
 
    ‘The faery?’ Ethan enquired. ‘Or the dog?’ 
 
    ‘Both,’ Jasper growled. He seemed to grow in stature with every word. ‘You know who I am. You know what I’m capable of. I’ve not been poisoned this time. Harm one hair on her head and I will end you.’ 
 
    I was certain I was about to vomit. I heard Ethan chuckle. This was not the time for laughter, I thought dimly; this was the time for wailing and renting of clothes. I tried to shake my head to clear my vision but all that did was make me feel more dizzy. 
 
    ‘You care for her,’ Ethan said. ‘It’s written all over your face.’ He laughed again. ‘Who would have thought that the mighty Devil’s Advocate would be weakened by a mere faery godmother?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to count to three,’ Jasper replied. ‘And then you will release her.’ 
 
    I struggled against Ethan’s arm but it was no good. I no longer had the strength to fight him. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. There are more of us than there are of you. And I still have a gun.’ I heard a click and felt something warm and metallic press against my temple. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Jasper said, ‘but we have the home advantage. Pull that trigger and this will not go well for you.’ His words sliced through the air. ‘It’s already not going well for you.’ 
 
    There was a beat of silence before Ethan spoke again. ‘We knew what we were walking in to. We knew that no matter how carefully we prepared, we might not make it out of here alive. Our cause is worth it.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not,’ Jasper said quietly. ‘There’s still a way out. Don’t destroy yourselves.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not the only remaining trolls,’ Ethan snarled. ‘Don’t think this is all of us.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. If you continue down this road,’ Jasper told him, ‘there won’t be any trolls left anywhere on this planet. I’ll see to it personally.’ 
 
    My legs felt weak. If Ethan hadn’t been holding me up, I couldn’t have stayed upright. I licked my lips and tried to speak. Nothing useful came out. 
 
    ‘I demand safe passage for me and my people,’ Ethan declared. ‘Once we are safely out of this building, I’ll let little Saffron go.’ 
 
    I tried to speak again. ‘Don’t do it, Jasper,’ I whispered. ‘He killed Rose. Don’t let him get away.’ I was barely conscious but the rage I felt at what had happened to the old woman was sustaining me. If Jasper didn’t end Ethan, I would. She hadn’t deserved that – she shouldn’t have gone that way. I’d brought her here to ensure her safety and instead all I’d ensured was her death. She… 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Jasper said. ‘But try anything funny – in fact, try anything at all – and there won’t even be troll bones left for the crows to pick over.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I protested. ‘Not like this.’ It was too late. Ethan was already pulling me away. 
 
    It seemed to take an age. The other trolls surrounded us in a tight circle as we descended in the lift to the ground floor. The jazzy muzak that burbled out of the speakers felt like a slap in the face. I wanted something ominous, a funereal dirge. I didn’t want this. But it didn’t appear that I was going to be able to make any decisions about anything. The most I could do was force myself to stay awake. I wouldn’t black out. I still had fight in me. I owed it to Rose. 
 
    The lift doors slid open. Ethan’s hand tightened round my waist as he dragged me forward. A burst of cold air hit me in the face. We were outside and Ethan was about to get away. 
 
    There was a screech of wheels and a van pulled up. The back doors opened and the other trolls lunged for the rear, piling inside. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Ethan said. 
 
    I swung my head and gazed at him. ‘I hate you,’ I croaked. ‘You killed her.’ 
 
    His face was pale underneath his tan. ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated. ‘I didn’t mean to. She came out of nowhere and I reacted. Nobody was supposed to die tonight.’ 
 
    The tears were running freely down my face. ‘But she did! Rose did! She was nothing to you. She … she…’ I gulped in air. 
 
    ‘It was a mistake.’ His blue eyes blinked at me sadly. ‘Now,’ he added more quietly, but not without callousness, ‘you know a little of what it feels like.’  
 
    He released me and I fell to my knees on the cold, hard pavement. Ethan turned away and climbed into the passenger seat of the van. Something small and white fluttered out of his pocket onto the road and my eyes fixed on it. A moment later, the van’s engine revved. When I looked up again, it was disappearing into the darkness at the end of the street. 
 
    I started to sob, pain wracking my chest. Something cold and wet nudged at my hand and I glanced down at Pumpkin. He opened his mouth, and the white card that Ethan had dropped fell into my lap. I stared at it, unseeing, before I shook myself and shoved it into my back pocket. Then Jasper was by my side, gathering me into his arms. 
 
    ‘How could you be so stupid, Saffron?’ he murmured, holding me tight as if he were afraid that I’d slip away. ‘How could you go up there and try to take them on by yourself?’ His voice cracked. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’ 
 
    I looked into the warmth of his green eyes. Finally, I loosened my hold on my own consciousness and let the darkness take over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    When I walked back into the office two days later, I wasn’t sure what I’d find. The lobby was empty apart from Mrs Jardine, who was sitting primly at her desk, fountain pen in hand. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Saffron,’ she said. ‘It’s good to see that you’re here on time for morning briefing.’ 
 
    I grunted at her. Now I knew how this was going to go: I’d head upstairs and be told in no uncertain terms to clear out my desk. The Office of Faery Godmothers had almost been destroyed because of me. Worse, my client had lost her life because of me. I deserved to get the sack.  
 
    I couldn’t raise more than a grumbled reply to the faery receptionist. ‘Morning, Mrs Jardine.’ I plodded up to the register and pressed my down thumbprint. 
 
    ‘Miranda.’ 
 
    I looked up, confused. ‘Huh?’ 
 
    She leaned across and patted my arm. ‘Call me Miranda.’ She glanced down at my feet and frowned darkly. I spotted the spray bottle of disinfectant at the side of her desk. Ah yes. I’d forgotten about Pumpkin’s little accident and had never had the chance to clean it up. 
 
    I stared at her, waiting for her admonishment, but she merely sniffed, turned away and busied herself opening and closing her drawers. I decided that she was killing me with kindness; she knew she’d never see me again after today so she had nothing to lose by being nice.  
 
    I made for the lift. When I reached it, a vision of the last time I was in it flashed through my head. I’d take the stairs instead. 
 
    I was out of breath when I finally reached the office floor. I pushed open the door and stepped out to the familiar buzz of morning chatter. I wondered if anyone would miss me after I’d gone and my shoulders drooped. I doubted it. 
 
    Billy noticed me first. He got to his feet, without so much as cracking a smile. ‘Saffron.’ 
 
    Others heard him. I saw Delilah stand up from the corner where we both worked. Alicia did the same. And then Figgy. Rupert, Philippa and all the others got up, abandoning their work to look at me. Now I knew what it felt like to be a caged animal in a zoo. So much for faery subtlety. 
 
    Adeline appeared in the doorway to her office. I looked at all of them before ducking my head. This was all too weird. 
 
    When it started, I didn’t know what it was. It was a soft sound at first, a mere smattering, but it wasn’t long before it grew louder and louder. I frowned and looked up. They were clapping. Anger lit through me: they might be glad to see the back of me but applause at my firing was completely over the top.  
 
    Angela strode forward, emerging from the HR office. ‘You’re not wearing red, Saffron.’ 
 
    I stared at her. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Rainbow Friday. You’re supposed to be wearing red.’ She shook her head. ‘Honestly, you keep saying you’re part of this office and a team player but I still don’t see it.’ 
 
    I looked round and realised that everyone was indeed wearing red. Given the blood that Rose had spilled here, it seemed incredibly inappropriate. Who cared about fucking Rainbow Friday? I opened my mouth to tell Angela just that but, before I could, she leaned forward and drew me into a hug. I froze. 
 
    ‘For what it’s worth,’ she murmured in my ear, ‘I’m glad you’re alright. Tell anyone I said that,’ she continued in the same breath, ‘and I’ll send you on every mind-numbing health and safety training course that crosses my desk.’ She pulled back and nodded at me before walking away. 
 
    Confused, I blinked several times and continued to my little cubicle. I dropped my bag then felt something touch me lightly on my shoulder. I jumped and whirled, my heart hammering against my chest. Adeline was standing scant inches from me. 
 
    ‘Don’t do that,’ I snapped. 
 
    She frowned. ‘Do what?’ 
 
    ‘Sneak up on people like that!’ 
 
    Adeline didn’t even twitch, she simply looked at me for a long moment. ‘Okay,’ she said finally. She jerked her chin. ‘The Director wants to see you.’ 
 
    My eyes dropped. I reached for the small photo frame on my desk and unzipped my bag before squashing it inside. I picked the bag up again and swung it over my shoulder. I might as well be prepared. Adeline followed my movements but she didn’t comment. 
 
    I forced a smile onto my face. ‘Great!’ I said brightly. I straightened my shoulders and strode to the other side of the room, knocking on the Director’s door with all the confidence that I didn’t actually feel. 
 
    Clearly, she’d been waiting for me. The door opened immediately. I marched in, noting that Jasper was standing in the corner, his arms folded. A detached part of my brain noted that he had a scarlet handkerchief neatly folded in the breast pocket of his dark suit. The pop of colour suited him. Even the Director appeared to be participating in Rainbow Friday. She had a bright red scarf tied round her neck like some sort of stern flight attendant who was about to eject me from the aeroplane mid-flight. I told myself that it was nice that everyone was getting involved. 
 
    ‘Take a seat, Saffron.’ The Director motioned to the chair of doom in front of her large oak desk. 
 
    ‘I’ll stand, thank you.’ 
 
    Her mouth tightened. ‘Take a seat.’ 
 
    I took the seat. I sat primly, with my back straight and my bag on my lap. In a few short minutes all this would be over and then I could get on with the rest of my life. 
 
    ‘We owe you a great debt of gratitude,’ the Director intoned formally. 
 
    I nodded. ‘I understand. Will it still be possible to get a reference based on my past work?’ Then I frowned. Wait a minute. I leaned forward. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    The Director tapped her fingers on her desk and looked me like I was extremely dim. ‘I said,’ she repeated, ‘we owe you a great debt of gratitude. Everyone in this office is well aware that, without your efforts, the trolls would have destroyed the Adventus room. They would have stolen both our past and our future.’ 
 
    I licked my lips and squinted. ‘Uh-huh.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve reviewed the events,’ the Director continued. ‘While it is regrettable that your client was killed, it has been made clear that her death occurred as a result of her own actions and that she was already marked for the grave.’ 
 
    Marked for the grave? I blinked in disbelief. That was a cold-hearted way of putting it. My gaze slid to Jasper. His expression was hooded; I had no more idea of what was going on in his head than what was going on inside this office. 
 
    ‘I have put your name forward for a special commendation,’ the Director said. ‘I should imagine that you will be a shoo-in after your heroic actions.’ 
 
    I scratched my head. ‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘I fucked everything up.’ 
 
    ‘Faery godmothers,’ the Director said sternly, ‘especially faery godmothers of your stature, do not swear.’ 
 
    I met her eyes. ‘Yes, they fucking do.’ I exhaled, ignoring Jasper who’d dropped his tough-guy pose and was watching me with concern. ‘I brought two humans into this office when I knew that was against the rules. One of those humans lost her life because of my actions.’ 
 
    ‘It was hardly your fault that she chose to attack the trolls,’ the Director said. ‘And it’s obvious that you had no choice but to bring those humans here. Their lives were in danger. You made the logical choice. Besides, memory magic means that neither of them would have remembered anything about this place.’ 
 
    I got to my feet again. I couldn’t help myself.  
 
    ‘You can go now, Saffron,’ Jasper said, interjecting himself into the conversation. The Director’s eyes narrowed but she inclined her head in agreement. 
 
    I eyed them both. I wasn’t going anywhere. ‘Vincent Hamilton, the human male who was here, is the same human who isn’t affected by memory magic. I told him I was a faery godmother when I wasn’t officially working.’ 
 
    The Director’s eyebrows shot up. ‘The drug dealer fellow?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Well,’ she coughed. ‘I’m sure we can speak to him and come to some arrangement that will benefit us all. He’s obviously proved himself trustworthy until now and kept your secret.’ She forced a smile. ‘You have a good instinct for people, Saffron.’ She pointed at the door. ‘You may go now. I’m sure your colleagues are keen to talk to you and see how you are.’ 
 
    I stayed exactly where I was. ‘Rose Blairmont,’ I said, ‘my client, was no longer covered by memory magic either.’ I avoided looking directly at Jasper. ‘I gave her gingko biloba. I needed her to remember who I was so she’d trust me enough to open up. I genuinely believed I could never grant her an effective wish otherwise.’ 
 
    A tiny vein throbbed in the Director’s forehead. ‘That is not behaviour we would normally condone,’ she said stiffly. ‘But you have explained your reasoning for your actions. With her unfortunate death, there is no danger that she will reveal our existence to anyone else.’ 
 
    What the hell was going on? I was beginning to get the distinct feeling that I could tell the Director I was responsible for the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and she’d shrug it off. Rose died because of me. And if I’d been more on the ball, the trolls would never have got close to the damned Adventus room. 
 
    ‘Jasper explicitly told me not to mess with memory magic,’ I said aloud. ‘But I still did it.’ 
 
    He shifted his weight. ‘I didn’t have all the facts at the time.’ 
 
    The Director waved her hand. ‘There you go, then. You did what you did in order to grant your client’s wish.’ She looked down. ‘Do you know, I think it will be fantastic to have an office pet. Especially one who’s so well behaved.’ 
 
    Pumpkin, who had remained resolutely by my feet the entire time, suddenly appeared to sense that he was the topic of conversation. He picked himself up and wandered over to the Director’s desk. He swung his head towards me for a moment with a knowing glint in his brown eyes. He cocked his leg. 
 
    The Director let out a yelp then her face twisted and she turned it into a laugh. ‘Ha, ha. How cute. He’s marking his territory as all good dogs should do.’ 
 
    I looked from her to Jasper to Pumpkin. Realisation finally dawned. ‘You don’t want anyone to know,’ I breathed. ‘You don’t want any other faeries to realise that this office almost became extinct under your watch. None of this is because I’ve done the right thing, it’s because you don’t want word getting out about what’s happened. This is about your reputation.’ 
 
    Her expression grew icy cold. ‘Our reputation. You are still a part of this office, Saffron.’ 
 
    Jasper stepped towards me. I looked at him. ‘You can’t condone this,’ I said. ‘You can’t condone another cover-up.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘You’ve misunderstood what’s going on, Saffron.’ 
 
    I moved away. ‘Actually, I don’t think I have.’ 
 
    He drew in a breath. ‘Very few people realise how close the trolls came to destroying everything here. I doubt even the trolls themselves realise.’ 
 
    ‘I bet their leader Ethan does,’ I shot back. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so sure. A statement has already gone out,’ he said. ‘We have outlined the fact that the trolls gained entrance and implied that it was a sting operation created by us and designed to uncover the trolls’ identities.’ He gave me a meaningful look. ‘After all, that was the remit of your task force in the first place. You achieved your goal.’ 
 
    ‘But it wasn’t a fucking sting operation.’ 
 
    Jasper gave me a curt nod of acknowledgement. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘It wasn’t. But the worst thing we can do is create panic about what the trolls are capable of. They want disruption. They want to create fear. That’s how they win.’ 
 
    ‘As far as they’re concerned, they will only have won when the faery godmothers have been destroyed.’ 
 
    Jasper held my gaze. ‘Guilt and fear can be more destructive than bombs.’ He sighed. ‘Nothing about this is ideal.’ 
 
    I shook my head in disgust. ‘It doesn’t take very much to blow down a house of cards,’ I said. ‘And if all you both care about is a reputation that’s built on a foundation of lies, that house will fall down even faster.’ My shoulders sank. ‘I’m done here.’ I turned to leave. 
 
    Jasper reached out and grabbed my arm. I gave him a pointed look and, at the exact same time, Pumpkin’s body vibrated with growls. Jasper dropped his hand. ‘Saffron,’ he said heavily, ‘what do you think happens if faeries believe the trolls are figures of strength and power who are so wholly intent on vengeance that they don’t care who or what gets in their way? You know that the trolls will be overcome sooner or later. Their guerrilla war won’t last. This isn’t just for our good, it’s for the trolls’ good too. Fear engenders hatred, and hatred engenders violence. If the faeries’ fears are stoked against the trolls, this situation will soon get out of control. And if this becomes all-out war, no one wins.’  
 
    His voice dropped. ‘Things might still end up that way. But while we have a chance to avert that situation, we have to take it. There’s no choice.’ 
 
    The Director cleared her throat. I’d all but forgotten she was in the room. ‘In the interests of full disclosure,’ she said aloud, ‘my sole concern is the reputation of this office. I suspect that war with the trolls is inevitable but, as long as the faery godmothers come out smelling of roses and live to fight another day, I don’t care what happens to those bastards. Despise me all you like but I’m responsible here. I will do whatever it takes to protect me and mine.’ She gazed at me. ‘And I include you in that, Saffron.’ 
 
    For a long moment, I didn’t say anything. When I eventually spoke, my words were little more than a whisper. ‘It was an accident.’ I swallowed. I might want my villains to be figures of pure evil but life is more complicated than that. I sighed and explained further. ‘When Ethan shot Rose, he didn’t mean to do it. I knew from the look on his face that he was horrified by what he’d done. But that didn’t stop me from feeling absolute fury. If I could have killed him, I would have. He ended the life of another living being and I would have happily ended his in revenge.’ 
 
    ‘How do you feel about it now?’ Jasper asked quietly. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Sad, I supposed. And very, very guilty. I looked away. ‘What I’m saying is that part of me understands why the trolls are so hell-bent on vengeance. To have that sort of pain and anger inside you?’ I shook my head. ‘I’m not sure that they’ll ever end this campaign. They’ve tasted blood and they’re coming for us.’ 
 
    ‘Except,’ Jasper said, ‘they could have attacked this building when it was full. They waited until night time when they thought it was empty for a reason.’ 
 
    I crouched down and scratched Pumpkin’s ears. A dog, I decided, provided excellent cover for all manner of situations. The delay while I patted him allowed me to gather my thoughts. Then Pumpkin nipped me and I hissed with pain. I stood up again. 
 
    Unzipping my bag, I took out the stained and dirty card. ‘Pumpkin retrieved this from the side of road. Ethan will be kicking himself for losing it.’ 
 
    The Director drew in a breath. ‘Is that…?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes.’ I stepped forward and very deliberately laid it in front of her. ‘This wish card contains all the details about what happened in Wales. It’s there in black and white about how the wish, granted accidentally by this office, caused the deaths of thousands of trolls.’  
 
    The Director gazed at if it were an explosive device. ‘It’s fortunate that this didn’t get into the wrong hands.’ 
 
    Mmmm. I flicked a look at Jasper. ‘Sometimes,’ I said, ‘owning up to the harsh truth can improve a reputation in the long run. If you can’t admit to what really happened the other night, perhaps there is something you can do instead.’ 
 
    A gleam lit his eyes. ‘Indeed,’ he murmured. ‘It will prove this Office understands it has made mistakes and is taking responsibility. It suggests an inner strength that goes beyond the norm. Doing the right things takes guts. It will send a strong message to the trolls that we’re prepared to make amends.’ 
 
    I smiled faintly. The Director’s expression had turned thoughtful and I reckoned that, with Jasper’s nudging, she would indeed do the right thing. Even if it was several decades late.  
 
    I gestured to Pumpkin, gathered up my bag and we both walked out. After all, I’d already missed two days of work. I had other clients that would be missing me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    ‘You know,’ Harry told me, ‘it’s all anyone is talking about. The fact that the Office of Faery Godmothers has come out and officially stated that they are responsible for what happened to the trolls all those years ago…’ He shook his head and whistled. ‘I didn’t think your lot would ever admit to that kind of mistake.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you think the formal apology will make a difference to the trolls?’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘I have no idea. Ethan scoffed at the suggestion but that might be because he never believed it would happen. The trolls might still believe that it’s nothing more than words. Does saying sorry really make up for what could be construed as accidental genocide? We might have taken the first step to make amends but it’s taken us a long time to do even that. Only time will tell whether it’ll make things any better. Let’s not forget that they have their own amends to make as well.’  
 
    I pushed back my hair. ‘I remain naively optimistic. And whatever Ethan and the rest of the trolls think, they’re not telling us – they’ve gone to ground again. But we can’t let the next move be theirs. The Director has said that she’d like to meet with them to discuss proper reparations. The rest of us will have to wait and see.’ 
 
    Harry clinked his glass against mine. ‘You should stop beating yourself up about what happened. You did the best that you could. Things could have been far, far worse.’ 
 
    I gave a humourless laugh. ‘I’m not sure that’s much of a mantra to live by. Saffron Sawyer, she fucked up but not as badly as she could have.’ 
 
    ‘Saff…’ 
 
    I touched his arm. ‘It’s alright. I’m dealing with it.’ 
 
    ‘And the dog?’ Harry asked. ‘What are you doing with him?’ 
 
    I glanced down at Pumpkin, who was curled up by my feet and looking for all the world like he belonged there. ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘he’s here to stay.’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘It was Rose’s wish,’ I said simply. ‘She could deal with everything else on her own. The one problem she couldn’t solve was finding somewhere for Pumpkin to live after she died. I should have worked it out far sooner. This mutt was the only thing she cared about.’ My mouth flattened. ‘A lifetime of violence saw to that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, good luck,’ Harry murmured to Pumpkin. ‘You’re going to need it.’ 
 
    I smiled. ‘I wish that Rose could have lived long enough to see her plan through. I don’t believe that Ethan or the other trolls are wholly evil but I do believe it of Art Adwell. That man is as nasty as it’s possible to be. Rose wanted to deal with him herself.’ I bit my lip. ‘If she hadn’t died, she would have. Instead he’s going to get away with it all.’ 
 
    Harry grimaced then looked up. ‘Someone’s here to see you,’ he murmured. 
 
    I turned round in my chair, spotting Jasper near the entrance to the Stagger Inn. He was watching me but, rather than approaching, he was waiting for me to go to him. I steeled myself, girding my stomach against butterflies. ‘I’ll be back soon,’ I said. 
 
    Harry waved at me. ‘I’ll be right here. Take your time.’ 
 
    Pushing back my chair, I stood up and walked over. ‘Hey,’ I said awkwardly. 
 
    ‘Hey.’ Jasper put his hands into his pockets. ‘How are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ I paused. ‘Anything from Ethan?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘And the audit?’ 
 
    ‘Things are moving forward. I’ll be out of your hair before too long.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ I shifted my weight. ‘I’ll look forward to hearing your recommendations.’ 
 
    Jasper continued to watch me. ‘I hope we’re alright,’ he said finally. ‘When you…’ He grimaced. ‘When you were hurt, I was worried. I don’t want anything to happen to you.’ 
 
    My mouth felt dry. ‘I’m fortunate to have good friends like you.’ 
 
    ‘Friends.’ His head jerked. ‘Yes.’ His eyes held mine, pinning me in place. ‘Because there’s nothing else between us,’ he said softly. ‘We decided that already.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. We did.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Jasper said quietly, ‘we can change our minds. People change their minds all the time.’ 
 
    I stared at him. He shook himself. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I’ve got something for you.’ He reached down to a bag at his feet. ‘The clothes that you were wearing that night. The faery medic gave them to me after we brought you in to be looked at. I’d have returned them to you earlier but I washed them first. I figured that you wouldn’t want to get them back when they were covered in blood.’ 
 
    ‘That was thoughtful,’ I said And it really was. I supposed it didn’t matter that I’d never be able to wear them again and that I’d toss them in the nearest bin. 
 
    ‘There was a scrap of paper in one of the pockets,’ Jasper said. ‘I didn’t know if it was important or not but I thought I’d better keep it in case.’ 
 
    I peered into the bag, frowning. When I saw it, I knew instantly what it was. I drew it out and gazed at Art Adwell’s autograph. I snorted. ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But I can assure you that I won’t be keeping this.’  
 
    I turned it over, about to screw it up into a ball and set it alight, when something scribbled on the other side caught my eye. I stared at the numbers written there. Then I closed my eyes and laughed. 
 
    Jasper frowned. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes,’ I said, ‘there are very real villains. And sometimes, they even get their comeuppance.’ I grinned. ‘I have to go.’ I waved the paper at him. ‘I’ve got to deal with this.’ 
 
    ‘Is it dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the slightest,’ I assured him. ‘All I have to do is pass on these numbers to a certain tabloid newspaper editor. He’ll know what to do with them.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just say,’ I told him, ‘that in this instance justice actually will be served. Thank you for this.’  
 
    I reached up on my tiptoes to kiss Jasper’s cheek. He turned his head at the last minute and our lips met. Delicious electricity jolted through me. 
 
    ‘Go get ’em,’ he said, drawing back. 
 
    I breathed out. ‘Yeah.’  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I made the call from one of the few remaining phone boxes in Colchester. With the code to Rose’s locker in his hands, Morgan Ferguson of the Daily Sentinel would possess everything he needed to tell the human world about Art Adwell’s murderous dealings – assuming he chose to do so. If I’d learnt anything from Rose it was that, faery godmother or no faery godmother, people needed to control their own lives and make their own decisions. Not that I had any real doubt about what Ferguson would do. This was the story of the decade, if not the century. At least as far as the humans were concerned. 
 
    I was just hanging up the receiver and heading back to the Stagger Inn in the delirious hope that Jasper might still be there when a voice floated to me through the darkness. 
 
    ‘You recovered quickly enough,’ Ethan said. 
 
    I stiffened and stopped, fumbling for my wand. Pumpkin whipped round, his hackles rising. If I hadn’t tightened my grip on his lead, he’d have attacked without hesitation. Despite the dog’s reaction, I didn’t turn around. I wasn’t sure I trusted myself enough yet.  
 
    It appeared that Ethan wasn’t going to give me a choice, however. He stepped out and moved until we were standing inches from each other. Pumpkin continued to snarl until I shushed him. His body quivered but he fell silent. Progress of sorts, then. 
 
    ‘Faery godmother prerogative,’ I said. ‘I’m sure trolls are equally able to accelerate their healing. Right?’ 
 
    ‘I could tell you,’ he murmured, ‘but then I’d have to kill you.’ 
 
    That wasn’t even remotely funny. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ I asked loudly. ‘To kill me?’  
 
    ‘No.’ His jaw tightened. ‘Contrary to recent events, I don’t actually want to kill anyone, no matter who they are. What happened with the old lady,’ his voice faltered briefly and he sighed before continuing, ‘what happened with her was not intentional.’ 
 
    ‘You murdered her. You shot her.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I did.’ He watched me through the darkness. ‘I won’t make excuses for it either. I was at fault. If you can tell me who she was, I will approach her family and offer compensation.’ 
 
    My tongue darted out and I wetted my lips. ‘Would compensation make a difference to you and the other trolls for what the faery godmothers did to your kind?’ It wasn’t a gibe. I was asking a serious question. 
 
    ‘Honestly?’ he asked. ‘I don’t know. I suppose it would depend on the compensation offered and the integrity and authenticity behind it. The fact that nobody cared to offer us anything until we started fighting back is a strike against you.’ 
 
    I met his eyes. ‘Most of us didn’t know anything about what happened until very recently.’ 
 
    Ethan hesitated before answering. ‘That’s not exactly a point in your favour.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I know.’ I fiddled with my wand. ‘She doesn’t have a family,’ I said. ‘The woman you shot. She was alone.’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘But I was helping her. I was on her side. When we take on clients, we do everything that we possibly can for them. We help people. That’s not a bad thing.’ 
 
    ‘You help a small, select few,’ Ethan said. ‘How is that fair? And who really cares what humans do? They should take responsibility for their own lives.’ 
 
    I knew that we could stand here for hours and argue about it. Neither of us would give way. ‘Why are you here, Ethan?’ I asked instead. ‘I don’t imagine you’re planning to turn yourself in.’ 
 
    He laughed slightly, his eyes crinkling. ‘No. That’s not on my agenda. I came to tell you that we heard your apology. We are … retreating for now to consider matters further. Our wish list is temporarily on hold. The fact that Director herself admitted what was done to our people has actually made a small difference.’ He sounded surprised. ‘I didn’t think it would but I was wrong.’ 
 
    I wondered whether I’d ever believe that they were ceasing hostilities, even if only temporarily.  
 
     ‘We have lived in the darkness of ignorance and been forgotten by the world for a long time,’ Ethan told me. ‘We still thirst for vengeance but we will hold back for a time. We may make demands in the future – or we may decide that nothing is more important than revenge.’ His expression was frank and honest. ‘To be truthful, it could go either way.’ His hand reached up and tugged on his earlobe and I thought of Delilah. 
 
    I gazed at him. ‘And will I receive another visit like this, once you have decided?’ 
 
    He raised his chin. ‘Yes. Fury has been a part of our psyche for many years but we are not without honour.’ 
 
    ‘Kidnapping isn’t honourable. Cutting off faery toes and ears isn’t honourable. Breaking into our building to destroy centuries’ worth of work isn’t honourable.’ 
 
    Ethan smiled sadly. ‘We had to get your attention somehow.’ He moved, preparing to melt back into the darkness. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a sting operation,’ I blurted out. ‘You did almost achieve your goal. You were a whisker away from ruining everything. They lied about how close you came to preserve their reputation and because they didn’t want everyone to hate you so much that there would be all-out war. They want to find a way past this.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ he questioned softly. 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘We.’  
 
    Ethan was silent for a long moment. ‘Thank you for that,’ he said finally. Then he slipped away. 
 
    I remained where I was for several seconds. Pumpkin was still shaking. I reached down and stroked him gently. ‘You’re alright,’ I whispered. ‘It’s alright. Part of me wants to kill him still too.’ I stood up and turned my head. ‘Was that good enough?’ I asked more loudly. 
 
    After a beat or two, a strange crackle filled the air followed by a gasp of dark smoke and Jasper appeared on the pavement in front of me. ‘I should have known we wouldn’t fool you for long,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t about manipulating you, though, Saffron.’ 
 
    ‘You needed me to believe in the message,’ I said. ‘You needed me to pass it on to Ethan because I believed it was the truth.’ I paused. ‘Is it?’ 
 
    Jasper answered instantly. ‘It is. We don’t want war. We need the trolls to realise that too. The only thing that will prevent more deaths now is carefully wrought diplomacy. We suspected they would approach you again and we were right.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to always let you use me like that,’ I told him. 
 
    He held my gaze. ‘I appreciate that.’ 
 
    I exhaled. ‘Is anything between us real?’ 
 
    He bent his head until his face was hovering over mine. ‘More real than anyone else will ever know.’ He smiled at me, the corners of his lips crooking up. ‘Goodnight, Saffron.’ 
 
    I managed a small smile back. ‘Goodnight, Jasper.’ 
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    The complete Lazy Girl’s Guide To Magic series 
 
      
 
    Hard Work Will Pay Off Later. Laziness Pays Off Now. 

Let's get one thing straight - Ivy Wilde is not a heroine. In fact, she's probably the last witch in the world who you'd call if you needed a magical helping hand. If it were down to Ivy, she'd spend all day every day on her sofa where she could watch TV, munch junk food and talk to her feline familiar to her heart's content.

However, when a bureaucratic disaster ends up with Ivy as the victim of a case of mistaken identity, she's yanked very unwillingly into Arcane Branch, the investigative department of the Hallowed Order of Magical Enlightenment. Her problems are quadrupled when a valuable object is stolen right from under the Order's noses. 

It doesn't exactly help that she's been magically bound to Adeptus Exemptus Raphael Winter. He might have piercing sapphire eyes and a body which a cover model would be proud of but, as far as Ivy's concerned, he's a walking advertisement for the joyless perils of too much witch-work. 

And if he makes her go to the gym again, she's definitely going to turn him into a frog. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Book One - Slouch Witch 
 
    Book Two - Star Witch 
 
    Book Three - Spirit Witch  
 
    Sparkle Witch (Christmas short story) 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The complete Fractured Faery series 
 
    

One corpse. Several bizarre looking attackers. Some very strange magical powers. And a severe bout of amnesia.

It’s one thing to wake up outside in the middle of the night with a decapitated man for company. It’s another to have no memory of how you got there - or who you are. 

She might not know her own name but she knows that several people are out to get her. It could be because she has strange magical powers seemingly at her fingertips and is some kind of fabulous hero. But then why does she appear to inspire fear in so many? And who on earth is the sexy, green-eyed barman who apparently despises her? So many questions ... and so few answers.

At least one thing is for sure - the streets of Manchester have never met someone quite as mad as Madrona… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Book One - Box of Frogs  
 
    SHORTLISTED FOR THE KINDLE STORYTELLER AWARD 2018  
 
    Book Two - Quiver of Cobras 
 
    Book Three - Skulk of Foxes 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The complete City Of Magic series 
 
      
 
    Charley is a cleaner by day and a professional gambler by night. She might be haunted by her tragic past but she's never thought of herself as anything or anyone special. Until, that is, things start to go terribly wrong all across the city of Manchester. Between plagues of rats, firestorms and the gleaming blue eyes of a sexy Scottish werewolf, she might just have landed herself in the middle of a magical apocalypse. She might also be the only person who has the ability to bring order to an utterly chaotic new world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Book One - Shrill Dusk 
 
    Book Two - Brittle Midnight 
 
    Book Three - Furtive Dawn 
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    After teaching English literature in the UK, Japan and Malaysia, Helen Harper left behind the world of education following the worldwide success of her Blood Destiny series of books. She is a professional member of the Alliance of Independent Authors and writes full time, thanking her lucky stars every day that's she lucky enough to do so!

Helen has always been a book lover, devouring science fiction and fantasy tales when she was a child growing up in Scotland.

She currently lives in Devon in the UK with far too many cats – not to mention the dragons, fairies, demons, wizards and vampires that seem to keep appearing from nowhere. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
R e A—U-—T-H O R

HOW TO BE THE BEST DAMN
FAERY CODMOTHE}LLN THE WORLD

O O

BOOK 1TWO





