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The young couple stood entwined in the doorway of a new-age store on Craft Park, their bodies close, their stillness almost deliberate.

The nightclubs had long since emptied their revellers onto the streets. Laughter and music had faded into memory, leaving this part of the city wrapped in a quiet that felt... watchful. It would remain this way until dawn.

It was not the most romantic of settings.

Not really.

Despite the Tudor façades leaning into one another like old confidants, the uneven cobbles beneath their feet, and the soft, continuous murmur of the nearby River Cass... there was something in the air that resisted sentiment.

But then ~ they had not chosen this place for romance.

The young woman stood with her back to the door, her chin resting lightly on her lover’s shoulder. Her eyes moved constantly, scanning the empty street, catching shadows where nothing stirred.

Waiting.

Listening.

The man held her close with one arm wrapped securely around her waist. With the other, he worked with quiet precision, feeding something metallic through the letterbox behind her.

The instrument slid along the inside of the window display.

Slow. Controlled.

Until it reached its target.

There was a faint, almost imperceptible whir.

Silver jaws  delicate, mechanical, serpentine ~ opened with unnatural grace. They angled, adjusted, then closed with purpose around an old vellum envelope.

For a moment, nothing moved.

Then ~

Carefully, steadily, the device withdrew, its prize held firm.

The man reached through the letterbox, retrieving it with practised ease.

No words passed between them.

None were needed.

Hand in hand, they stepped away from the doorway.

Unhurried.

Unnoticed.

They walked along the cobbled path as though they had nowhere particular to be ~ two lovers drifting toward the promise of dawn, as lovers do, toward the nearby Copse, perhaps?. Toward the rising sun.

Behind them ~ the doorway of the new-age store seemed to hold its silence a little too tightly.

As though something within had felt the absence.

As though something had been taken...

...and something else had just begun.
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Chapter 1 ~ Life & Death
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Casslewich, 1597

The waning moon offered little light as Katherine ran.

Through the thick woodland she fled, one hand cradling her swollen belly, the other reaching desperately for Isaac ahead of her. The forest shifted in answer to her need, roots easing back, branches lifting just enough to allow passage. But even the earth itself could not slow what hunted them.

The hounds were close.

Their baying tore through the night, relentless, certain. Behind them, torchlight split and scattered through the trees, fiery veins threading through darkness as the mob spread to surround their prey.

Time was slipping.

Katherine drew breath and spoke, her voice steady despite the fear tightening in her chest. The old words rose from somewhere deeper than memory.

'Diana, hear my call, protect this child of Earth,

Keep Hunter’s dogs at bay, allow time for the birth.'

The air shifted.

Not dramatically. Not visibly.

But enough.

The hounds faltered. Their cries broke into confusion, circling, whimpering, their certainty stolen from them.

The spell held, for now.

But the men did not stop.

Their voices carried easily through the trees, sharp, frenzied, righteous in their cruelty.

'Lucifer’s child!'

The words cut deeper than the cold.

The forest answered her still.

Leaves, heavy with rain, stirred unnaturally beneath their feet. They rose in soft spirals, whispering against one another before settling again, erasing, concealing, protecting.

Branches bent low, weaving shadows where there had been none.

The path disappeared behind them as though they had never passed at all.

Tonight of all nights, the veil was thin.

And something ancient was watching.

'We must rest, husband... I am weary.'

Her voice trembled now, her strength waning with every step.

Above them, the moon, meant to herald the birth of her child, hung faint and distant, its light barely reaching through the canopy. And yet Katherine felt it.

Warm.

Present.

A quiet reassurance settles into her bones.

She had been heard.

But Isaac did not slow.

'Husband, I must rest!'

She clutched her belly with both hands, breath catching as another wave of pain moved through her.

'We have travelled far enough. For a while, we are safe... but I fear this is as far as we go, as husband and wife.'

He turned then, understanding dawning.

'The child?'

'Yes,' she whispered. 'By sunrise... we will be a family.'

Isaac’s gaze swept the woodland, searching, calculating.

There would be no better place.

No safer ground.

No more time.

'There,' Katherine breathed, lifting a trembling hand.

Before them stood what seemed to be five great oaks grown as one, ancient, immovable, rooted deep within the earth.

'That is where she will be born.'

A quiet certainty filled her.

The Goddess has provided.

He guided her forward, steady and careful, until they reached the tree.

Katherine placed her hand against its bark. Rough. Living. Ancient.

She closed her eyes briefly, her touch becoming something more than contact, something like communion. A silent asking. A silent answer.

'This is sacred ground,' she murmured. 'Fear not, husband. Our child will be born of the earth... a daughter of Gaia. All is as it is meant to be. Diana watches over us.'

They both looked upward.

Through a break in the branches, the moon revealed itself, faint, incomplete, but present.

Isaac said nothing. He did not share her faith, but he had seen enough not to question it.

And in this moment... he needed it.

The roots of the oak shifted.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Opening just enough to cradle her.

With infinite care, Isaac lowered his wife into the hollow, the earth itself receiving her as her waters broke and seeped into the soil.

The forest held its breath.

Pain came swiftly.

Relentless.

Each contraction crashed through her, stealing breath, stealing strength, drawing life into the world even as it drained her own.

She gripped Isaac’s hand, her fingers tightening with each wave.

'Husband... I am so grateful for your strength. To have you here... with Diana watching over us...'

The words broke apart as another contraction took hold.

Katherine leaned back against the oak, her voice tearing free in a raw, primal cry.

Then... she froze.

Her eyes lifted. Wide. Unblinking.

'No...'

'What is it?' Isaac’s voice sharpened with fear. 'I see her; the head is crowning...'

But Katherine did not hear him. She saw only the moon, and the blood-red halo that surrounded it.

She released his hand, reaching upward, fingers trembling toward the sky.

'Diana... Goddess of the woodlands... of childbirth... of the moon... have mercy on our child.'

Her voice broke as the final contraction surged through her.

With a cry that echoed through the trees, the child entered the world into her father’s waiting hands.

For a moment, everything stilled.

Then the baby cried.

Strong. Defiant. Alive.

'We have her,' Isaac breathed, awe softening his voice. 'A daughter... a fighter.'

Katherine’s fear melted away as she reached for her child. For this one moment, nothing else existed.

Not the hunters.

Not the blood moon.

Only this.

She wrapped the babe gently, holding her close, guiding her instinctively.

'Keep her quiet,' Isaac urged softly. 'They are close now... too close.'

He worked quickly, cutting the cord, binding it with practised hands.

But when he looked back, something had changed.

He dropped to his knees beside her.

'My love... what troubles you?'

Katherine’s skin had lost its colour. Her strength was leaving her and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

Katherine felt it.

The pull.

The veil is thinning.

Something beyond calling her forward... while love held her anchored here.

There was no time.

Only truth.

'Husband... take our daughter. Keep her safe. My time here... is ending.'

Her voice softened, but her resolve did not.

'My love... my spirit... they remain with you.'

With trembling hands, she reached into her bag and drew out a heavy, leather-bound tome, its ornate hinges catching what little light remained.

'Keep my Grimoire safe... until she is ready. It will guide her. It will teach her what she must know.'

'I will not leave you,' Isaac said, his voice breaking. 'I will take you to Kirkby...'

'You know you cannot.' A faint smile touched her lips. 'The world is changing. What was once honoured... is now feared. There is no help for me now.'

Her gaze shifted, listening.

The voices were closer. Angrier.

'Let them find me... but not her.'

She looked to their child, her expression filled with something beyond love, something ancient, enduring.

'Our little acorn... help her grow strong. As strong as the oak that shelters her now.'

'You must name her,' Isaac whispered. 'That is your right.'

The world began to blur. But the forest... The forest grew louder.

The wind through the branches. The call of the owl. The steady song of the stream nearby.

Life continuing. Unbroken. Unaware.

Her eyes turned toward the sound of water.

A soft breath left her lips.

'Brook...'

A pause.

Then, with the last of her strength 'She shall be called Brook.'

And the forest remembered.
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Chapter 2 ~ Early Morning Duties
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Casslewich, 2022

You wake in the dark.

For a moment, you don’t move. Your body aches before you’ve even asked it to. Slowly, you stretch, rolling onto your side, squinting through the dim glow toward the alarm clock.

4:30.

You groan softly and drop your head back into the pillow.

Too early.

You drag the duvet over your face, cocooning yourself from the world. You don’t need to be up for another two hours... but your mind is already awake. Already moving.

It’s fine. You know what to do.

Relax...

Clear your mind...

Breathe in... breathe out...

Let the thoughts drift...

...finish writing the advert for this week’s paper...

No! Stop!

Count.

Ninety-nine... ninety-eight... unpack the crystals... cancel the order for—

No!

Your whole body tenses.

'Aaaahhh!'

You throw the duvet back and release it, frustration bursting out of you in a well-practised, silent tantrum. Limbs stiff. Jaw tight. Breath sharp.

Because this is the truth of it:

Sleep doesn’t fix this.

Even when it comes... it doesn’t restore you.

The exhaustion is still there. Waiting.

Always waiting.

Another day stretches out ahead of you. Another twenty-four hours of holding everything together, running the business you love, protecting what must be protected... and pushing past the limits your body refuses to ignore.

For a moment, you just lie there, staring at the ceiling.

Then,  'Alright, Thee,' you murmur quietly to yourself. 'Here’s the deal...' Your voice sounds steadier than you feel. 'You get up now. But you pace yourself. Properly. Breaks. No pushing too far.' A pause. And then, more softly. You’ve heard these words before. Not in your own voice.

'Steady, my girl...'

The memory settles around you, warm and familiar.

You smile.

'Okay, Nan... I hear you.'

You swing your legs over the side of the bed, slipping your feet into the soft lining of your moccasins. The cold floor doesn’t quite reach you. Not yet.

You reach for your dressing gown, pull it around you, and tie it tight.

'Coffee,' you whisper. 'I need coffee.'

Your flat is small. Temporary... in the way things sometimes become permanent without permission.

You step into the living space, moving around the sofa, past the overfilled bookcase, and flick on the coffee machine before settling onto the stool at the breakfast bar.

Your phone is already in your hand. Orders. Sixteen. You blink, a little more awake now.

Not bad. Not bad at all.

A quiet flicker of satisfaction moves through you. Something steady. Something real.

The smell of coffee begins to fill the air, wrapping around you like a promise.

You reach for your mug, smiling automatically at the familiar words printed on it.

Of course, you understand cooking and cleaning.

You just... choose not to engage.

A small moment of humour. A breath of lightness. You pour the coffee. Open the larder.

Stare at the cereal and pause.

'Sorry, Doc,' you mutter, already closing the door. 'Not happening.'

Laptop. Sofa. Coffee in hand.

You move quickly now, efficient, focused.

Your fingers glide across the keys, even as the dull ache begins to settle into them. You ignore it. You know how to work with it. Around it.

Within minutes, the labels are done. Sent to print downstairs. Productive. Already.

You take the last sip of coffee, rinse the mug, and move through the rest on autopilot: shower, wash your hair, dry, the usual routine. Then the wardrobe, or what passes for one.

You slide hangers along the rail, the whole thing swaying slightly as you consider your options.

What version of you is needed today? You decide. Grey suit. Jade green jumper.

Something about the colour... it brings your eyes to life.

You dress. Shoes on. Hair, still wet, tied back, quick, practical, controlled.

Foundation softens what you wish it would erase. Mascara finishes the illusion.

You look at yourself in the mirror. Tilt your head slightly.

'Hmmm... Thea Dawson...'

A faint smile touches your lips.

'You could almost pass for human.'

Coffee. Again. You put the bag over your shoulder and step out into the open expanse of the first floor, your footsteps soft against the dark wood.

You pause. Just for a moment.

You see it... not as it is, but as it will be.

The vision is clear. Not yet. But soon.

Then you move on down the stairs. At the bottom, you stop again. A breath in. Deep. Grounding.

Gratitude flickers quietly through you, not loud, not forced. Just... present.

And then you step forward.

Into your world.

'Morning, Nan,' you call, your voice brighter now, echoing gently through the shop.

You move through the familiar layout: the fabrics, the colours, the textures brushing softly against your awareness as you pass.

You stop briefly at her photograph. There she is. Watching. As always.

'Yes, I know,' you say, already smiling. 'Too much caffeine...' You lift your fingers into exaggerated quotation marks. 'It’ll interfere with the ‘you know what’.'

A pause.

Then, more softly. 'It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.'

For a moment... it almost feels like she might answer.

'We’ll see...'

You move through the shop, adjusting, aligning, refining. Chairs straightened. Displays corrected. Energy? ...Balanced.

It matters. It matters more than most people realise.

Finally, you step into your favourite space.

The Book Nook.

And something in you softens instantly. You run your fingers along the curved shelves, feeling, not just the books, but what they hold. Possibility. Healing. Stories waiting to awaken something in whoever finds them.

Each section feels different. Alive in its own way. You breathe it in.

This is your space. Your sanctuary. Your creation. You adjust a few books, frowning slightly as something catches your eye. James Redfield. Wrong place. You fix it, a quiet satisfaction settling in your chest. Order restored.

As it should be.

Then, as you reach the Betty Shine section. You pause. A subtle shift moves through you.

You glance toward the window. The park outside. Empty. Still. No one is watching.

You turn back. Your hand moves beneath the shelf, confident, precise. You find it without looking. And pull.

The sound comes first. A deep, mechanical turning. Like something ancient waking beneath the surface. Stone against stone. Slow. Deliberate. The shelf begins to move. Just enough.Just as it always does. You don’t hesitate.

You step forward...

...and disappear from view.

Time passes.

Not measured. Not here.

When you return, your breath is different. Your body... lighter. A flush warms your cheeks, your hair no longer quite as controlled as before. But your eyes?  Your eyes feel clearer. Focused. Certain.

'It’s done,' you say quietly. 'I’m going to rest now, Nan.' You glance once more at her photograph.

'See you at eight-thirty.'

And somewhere, just beyond thought, something ancient hums in quiet approval.
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Chapter 3 ~ Harmony and Disaster
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​

Summer McCarthy wrapped her cards in a silk scarf before placing the violet package into the pocket of her thrift shop duffle coat. She removed a sticky note from the door of her countertop fridge and glanced at the time on her phone.

‘It’s a lovely day for a walk, Jasper, ’ she said as she sprinkled a few flakes of fish food into the water. Jasper’s glass bowl took pride of place on the kitchen counter in Summer’s tiny flat. ‘I’ll be back late tonight, so you behave yourself, and don’t wait up.’ She blew the goldfish a quick kiss, then released the three heavy-duty locks on the front door of her one-bedroom flat and stepped out onto Boundary Lane.

​

She headed east towards the City, following the banks of the River Cass until she reached the old wooden footbridge and the comparatively new boundary sign.

​

Welcome to Casslewich

A City in Harmony

​

Summer took one large step past the sign, turned her face towards the sun and smiled as she felt its gentle October warmth on her face. Its rays, she knew, would dapple through the trees for the remainder of the familiar walk, filling her with positivity as it did so. She inhaled deeply, concentrating on the earthy aromas of wet grass and fallen leaves whilst filtering out the traffic fumes which were spoiling the crisp freshness of the morning.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was close.

​

A song came out of nowhere and flooded her mind. Ignoring the odd looks from the occasional passerby, she began to sing to herself.

​

‘Oh, yes, I am wise, but it’s wisdom born of pain’ The Helen Reddy lyrics complete her enjoyment of the morning. ‘Yes, I’ve paid the price, but look how much I’ve gained...’

​

She turned off the riverside walk a few streets before the Market, into one of the old rows with its cobbled streets and bizarre collection of shops. Her feet skipped easily over the rough, uneven paving, thanks in part to her much-loved black dance boots, and in part to the wonderful energies in this most magical area of Casslewich. At the end of Breeze Row, she exited into Craft Park. That was its official title anyway, but it was known locally as The Pentacle. The large grassed area centred around an old, some would say ancient, oak tree. Specialist shops sat behind the cobbled walkway that followed the circumference of the park’s circular shape. Some of the shops were housed in the original Tudor buildings, and some had been built or rebuilt more recently and styled to complement them.

​

The Pentacle was a real island of peace and tranquillity inside the ‘City in harmony’. Its well-manicured grass was a magnet in the summer for families to picnic, the shops attracted spiritual, hippie, and pagan customers from miles around, and environmentally conscious shoppers flocked to the area. It was a thriving community that made a substantial financial contribution to the City’s budget and, as such, was tolerated, but not approved of, by the very conservative members of the City Council.

​

Four cobbled rows, in all, fed into the circle, representing four of the five points of the Pentacle: Clay Lane, Little Brook Lane, The Ironworks and Breeze Row. The fifth point of the Pentacle was taken up with the largest of the businesses in the circle. Converted some decades ago from a terrace of Tudor houses, it was, for want of a better description, a department store, although to compare it to Marks and Spencer or Selfridges would be to do it an injustice. It was so much more than a store; it was the heart of the community. And, that morning, it was Summer’s destination.

​

A doleful church bell in the distance marked the half-hour as Summer pushed open the heavy wooden door of Moons & Runes, and was met with the sound of a much smaller brass bell tinkling above her. She paused for a moment to allow her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light inside the store before embracing the feeling that this was where she was meant to be. Today, however, she was not there as a customer. Today, she was a potential employee.

​

Her eyes scanned the three departments, looking for the proprietor. She discounted the woman in the gothic dress and make-up browsing the array of long dresses, and the two older women sitting hand in hand in the cafe. Her eyes settled on the elegant redhead in the process of rearranging items in The Book Nook.

​

‘Gotcha... now be cool, Summer, be cool.’ She looked around and decided it would be more professional to report to the friendly barista at the coffee shop rather than go straight up to the owner. She entered the Socra~Teas café area and bounced cheerfully up to the counter.

​

‘Hello, Barnaby,’ she said, reading his name from the Celtic knot-shaped badge he wore on his tartan waistcoat. ‘Summer McCarthy; I’m here to see Miss Thea Dawson. I have an appointment.’

​

‘Pleased to meet you, Lass. Looks like the boss knows you’re here already.’ He nods toward the far side of the café.

You’re already moving, pausing briefly to speak to two women before making your way to the counter.

​

‘Can I get you a drink, Lass? Nice herbal tea to calm your nerves?’

​

Barnaby seemed nice, if a little eccentric with his blue arm garters over long white pirate sleeves, green and blue tartan waistcoat and gold-rimmed spectacles that hung on a chain around his neck. He gave the impression of a fragile and sensitive human being, but Summer had her suspicions that there was far more to him than first impressions gave away. She warmed to him immediately and wondered if his clothing was the prescribed uniform for Socra~Teas staff. She thought not.

​

‘The usual for me, please, Barnes.’ You say as you arrive at the counter. ‘Miss McCarthy, has Barnaby offered you a drink?’

​

‘He has, but no thank you, I’m fine.’ Summer knew that this interview, whilst essential, was not going to last very long, and she hated waste.

​

‘Shall we then?’ You say, then lead the way towards a quieter area of the cafe and sit down with the grace of a ballerina.

​

Summer folded her coat and placed it on the empty chair beside her. She looked down at the black dungarees she was wearing over a brightly coloured striped jumper, then back at you, shrugged, and offered a lopsided smile in mock embarrassment before sitting down at the table. She knew she was underdressed for what was normally expected at an interview, but she was not about to apologise for being herself.

​

‘Well, Summer, thank you for coming in. Tell me, how much do you know about Moons & Runes already?’

​

‘Hmm,’ Summer shuffled into her seat and tucked a strand of her curly blonde hair behind one ear. ‘I know it’s been here, in The Pentacle, forever, and it used to be run by Beatrice Brown. Your Grandmother, right?’ Summer waited for a nod of confirmation. ‘And you’re looking to expand the business; offer more services and other departments. More than anything, I know I would love to be a part of that expansion.’

​

‘You are well informed, Summer. I wasn’t aware that the advertisement mentioned the expansion, or that it was public knowledge.’

​

‘Oh, it’s not. I mean, I just put two and two together. I was walking past one day last week when I noticed a builder’s van out back, and your advert said you were looking for several different therapists and services.’

​

You smile, appreciative of the young woman’s enthusiasm and reasoning.

​

‘Well, we do love our staff to have an affinity with the business, Summer, so that’s a good start. I understand from your application that you teach the Tarot in addition to giving readings?’

​

‘I like to pass on what I learned as a child. I’m not sure I would frame it as teaching... There is no qualification involved. It’s more a kind of sharing of experience and ways of interpreting. Helping people to open their minds to possibilities.’

​

‘Well, whatever you call it, I have heard some very good things about your... abilities from one or two of our staff. Do you think you would be able to give me a little demonstration of a reading, please?’

​

‘Sure, I’d love to.’ Summer sat up straight, retrieved her cards from her duffle coat pocket with care and unwrapped them from the violet scarf. After holding them in her hand for a few seconds, she closed her eyes and uttered a mantra under her breath.

​

You wait for Summer to finish her preparation before commenting on what looked like hand-painted images on the back of the cards.

​

‘Those are really beautiful.’

​

‘Thanks. I designed them myself, and a grateful client had them printed for me; they’re the only set I’ve used in recent years.’

​

As Summer shuffls the pack, you wonder how many years the young woman could have been doing readings. She looks to be no more than nineteen or so. Summer hands the pack of cards to you.

​

‘If you could think of a question you want to ask and keep it in your mind as you shuffle, then just split the pack and lay both piles down on the table, please.’ Summer leans back in her seat, studying you as you struggle to manipulate the large cards in your dainty hands.

​

Even without the cards, Summer can tell a lot about her potential boss. You are a leader, that is clear, and a fighter. The vibrant energy around your heart and your head pulses outward and to all intents and purposes should result in a really powerful aura, but it doesn’t. Something is stopping the energy from radiating further than your immediate surroundings, and Summer is bursting with curiosity to find out why.

​

She places the silk scarf over the table and waits for you to finish shuffling. Once the pack is placed back on the table, Summer waits for the familiar serenity to encompass her as the higher vibrations clear the channels to enable communication through the cards. With a steady hand and a confidence that belied her years, she lays down her spread.

​

‘There’s a change coming.’ Summer’s words are flat; emotionless. Her bubbly personality haS stepped aside to allow the deeper connection necessary to interpret the cards. ‘Blood will be spilt... new energy, and loss, a devastating loss...’

​

Your thoughts immediately go beyond the hidden door in the bookshelves and to your family’s sworn duty to protect Katherine’s legacy.

​

Summer feels the change in the vibrations even before she hears the screech of the chair legs on the floor as you push your seat back and stand up.

​

She had been blocked. It is not the harshest block she has ever felt, but it is definitely a defensive wall that has cut the communication off completely. You are not ready to accept the truth, not just yet anyway, and it is not Summer’s place to force it.

​

‘I, I don’t think you are quite the right fit for us, Summer. I’m sorry. We try to keep the energies positive here,’ you say, eager to end the interview.

​

‘I can only tell you what the cards show me, Miss Dawson. Change is imminent.’ Summer remains emotionless in her response, maintaining her unexpected maturity.

​

‘Yes, well... Thank you for your time, Summer, but I’m sorry. We are looking to create a very particular ambience with our expansion, and this,’ you look down at the spread, ‘well, I’m afraid it is just not going to be a good fit. I am really sorry.  This isn’t going to work out.’

​

Summer nods her acceptance, undeterred by the foreseen setback, and as she packs her cards away, strains of ‘You and me against the world’ fill her head, and she starts humming.

​

‘I’m here when you need me, Miss Dawson,’ she says, unaffected by the rejection. She places her business card into your hand and bounces out of the store in the same childlike manner with which she had entered, the overhead bell marking her exit with a gentle tinkle.

​

Change is already in motion...

​

You feel it now, whether you want to or not.
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Chapter 4 ~ A Letter
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You glance down at the card, double-sided, featuring the same design you had admired on the back of Summer’s Tarot cards. The business card simply gave the young woman’s phone number and a short message:

Summer McCarthy – The purpose of life is to grow

You place the card in the back pocket of your charcoal grey slacks and wait until the bell's vibrations finish cleansing and rebalancing the store’s energies. Satisfied, you collect your coffee cup and return it to the Socra~Teas counter.

'Didna’ work out then, Boss?' asked Barnaby, nodding toward the window where he had been watching Summer disappear down the cobbled street. You shake your head and gently perch on one of the barstools.

'It is not often I am mistaken about people, Barnes, but Summer surprised me... it is a shame, I liked her.' You give a weary sigh. 'I didn’t like the feel of any of the other applicants, so it looks as though we’ll have to re-advertise.'

'Aye, shame, I liked her too. I’ll get on that this afternoon.' Barnaby wipes down the perfectly clean natural wood countertop with his tea towel before ducking under the counter and presenting you with the morning post.

'Do you mind if I sit here and do this, Barnes?' you ask as you ease yourself further onto the barstool.

'Bit cold in the wee office this morning then, Boss?'

'If by ‘office’ you mean the strip of MDF balanced precariously on cardboard boxes under the stairs, then yes, Barnaby Forbes, it is just a wee bit chilly.' You smile. Barnaby has always had a knack for cheering you up.

Barnaby excuses himself to serve two fellow shopkeepers from the Pentacle who are regular customers at the café. You make a point of making the women feel especially welcome, as is your custom, whenever you meet a fellow entrepreneur.

'Good morning. Pippa, how are things at the salon?'

'Fully booked, as usual, Thea, thank you. There’s always time to grab a coffee with Chris, though.'

Christiana Chrysafi was the owner of the accessory shop Bags of Love, which faced onto the Pentacle from the corner of Little Brook Lane. You are a regular customer there, with a handbag for every occasion, but that doesn’t make conversation with the very reserved Christiana any easier. 

Pippa Gwen, proprietor of the Natural Hair and Beauty Salon, however, had been welcomed into the Pentacle’s community and posed no such challenge.

'You will let me know when your next Watson & Wolfe delivery comes in, won’t you, Chris?' You address Christiana in the only way you know will guarantee a response.

Christiana nodded and pursed her lips by way of confirmation before collecting her drink from Barnaby and taking a seat at an empty table. You look at Pippa, who simply raises her perfectly sculpted eyebrows and follows her friend.

'The office is not the only reason for the expansion, you know, Barnes.' You say as you turn back to the counter and examine the post whilst settling onto the barstool. 'The first-floor workshop space and therapy rooms are going to bring in much-needed revenue, and the Pentacle sorely needs a Creative Arts department and a Stationery outlet. We’ll be able to make really good use of the space. It’s a risk, any kind of change is, but it’s a calculated one, and it will fit well with our brand.'

'You don’t have to convince me, Boss. I know you’ll do what’s best for all of us. And you really do deserve something better than that corner of the storeroom you work in.'

'Agreed, but it will suffice for now. I’m quite capable of putting on an extra jumper if I get cold. I can look after myself, you know.'

'That’ll be the day. I seem to remember finding you collapsed in the Book Nook after the window display theft.'

You glance at the window, remembering how upset you had been when the old envelope had been taken from your 'Magic of Romance' display.

'Yes, I know, but I learned my lesson. When I feel stressed now, I share and care, and if that doesn’t work, I take myself off to bed.'

'Glad to hear it. How is the viscosity today, then?'

'Oh, I’d say it started out as Golden Syrup and is working its way up to blancmange right about now.' You grin..

'That bad, huh?' Barnaby laughs as he prepares you another cup of coffee. 'I’ll never understand why your imagery always relates to food.'

'That’s easy; explaining how it really feels to have Chronic Fatigue is grey and depressing. At least if I relate it to something tasty, I can think about it with a smile. It gets me through.'

'Ok, then, Boss, an afternoon of blancmange to look forward to. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.'

You rest your elbow on the table and support your chin with your hand as you continue to sort through the pile of post.

'Bills, bills, marketing... that reminds me, Barnes, we must work on a press release before the work starts.'

You stop flicking through the envelopes when you come to one franked Messrs Doidge, Potter & Walsh.

'Hmmm, I wonder what they want. I’m not expecting to hear about probate for another couple of weeks.' You continue staring at the envelope for a moment.

'You know, I bet if you opened it, you might find a wee clue as to what it’s about.'

'Alright, smart-arse. Get back to your coffee beans.'

You turn the envelope over and slide your thumb under the flap to open it. You wince.

'Ow! Stupid.' You immediately put your thumb to your lips to suck on the paper cut, the very thought of it sending a shiver down your spine.

Barnaby looks up, rolls his eyes, then resums restocking the cake display.

You return your attention to the letter, carefully removing the single page without using your thumb. You lay it flat on the counter.

Dear Miss Dawson,

We write to inform you that we have been contacted by a second beneficiary of your grandmother’s will. His claim has been verified, and as such, he will inherit 50% of our client’s share of the business known as Moons & Runes.

The beneficiary, Dr Jeremy Tait, has asked that we arrange a meeting with you to visit the business premises. He suggests 21st October at a time to suit you. We would be grateful if you could confirm your availability for this meeting.

Yours sincerely,

James Doidge, Solicitor

You pick up the letter with a trembling hand as you process what it means for you, your business, and your employees. Summer’s words spring to mind: Loss, a devastating loss.

'You alright there, Boss?' Barnaby finishes replenishing the cakes in the display cabinet. 'You look even paler than usual.' He moves closer and eases the letter from your tight grip. Balancing his spectacles on the end of his long, thin nose, he scanns its contents, then looks back at you. 

'But Beattie left her half of the business to you, Thea. I don’t understand. How can anyone else have a claim to it?'

You hold your manicured hand over your mouth, scared that expressing your thoughts aloud will make them real.

'Thea?'

Gradually, you lower your hand and swallow hard.

'It was always there, Barnes... In the will. There was always a clause about other family members, but I just put it down to Nan’s quirky sense of humour. She never had any other children. I am her only grandchild; my mum was her only daughter.'

'Then it’s a scam, Boss; has t’be. The guy’s a chancer.'

'I hope so, Barnes. We don’t need this right now. Construction starts in two weeks. If this has any truth in it, it will put a spanner in the works.'

While you speak outwardly of the letter’s effect on plans for your business, your mind is focused on a more serious problem: keeping her family secret protected. It is one thing to have employees who go home at the end of the day, but a business partner would be much harder to manage. You glance over Barnaby’s shoulder at the photograph of your Nan.

'I miss her so much, Barnes. I know it’s only been three months, but I miss her every day.'

'Aye, she was a character, alright. I canna think of anyone else who would have taken a chance on me after the arrest, but she did, without a second thought.'

You laugh. Beatrice had been perfectly capable of getting online, though she always feigned ignorance and sought Barnaby’s ‘special’ skills.

'She certainly had a gift, Barnes; she always saw people for what and who they really were. I could have done with some of that talent this morning.'

'Don’t sell yourself short, Boss. You have the gift, just the same as she did. Beatrice could see that, or she wouldn’t have made you a full partner. You’re just a wee bit tired today, that’s all.'

Since you were fourteen, you had worked alongside your grandmother, learning about the value of good customer service and how to use your innate empathic abilities. The store not only represents everything your grandmother has taught you and the emotional connection you still feel, but also carries secrets and responsibilities. Moons & Runes has been in your family for generations.

‘Maybe, Barnes. Whatever his story, I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a stranger mess with this business. See what you can find out online about this Dr Tait, please. You can use my phone, but keep it out of sight. You know the drill.'

You feel an inner strength returning as resilience overrides the shock. You ease yourself off the barstool, letter in hand. A drop of blood falls from your paper cut, lands on the name Jeremy, and proceeds to slide down the page. You stare at the red trail, unblinking, then put your thumb against your
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