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          BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
      Buried secrets. Magical lies. With a shadow’s whisper, darkness begins to rise…

      

      When June Morgan returns to her hometown of Stonebridge, she isn’t expecting it to be easy. Having denied her magic for far too long, she feels it beginning to break free, leading her to seek out the Stonebridge Witches for help.

      Turning to her one-time mentor, Alistair Blackthorn, June begins to seek control…only to find herself in the midst of shadowed whispers of a rising darkness that feels all too familiar. A power so consuming that claimed her parent’s lives and sent her running. A power, that left unchecked, could destroy the coven and expose their magic to the entire world.

      But it’s the mysteries that lie hidden within Stonebridge itself that may be their undoing…or the key to dispelling the shadow once and for all.

      

      Shadow's Whisper is the first book of the Stonebridge Witches series, where magic and destiny collide. Will June master her powers and unlock the secret trapped in the woods before it's too late? Or will the darkness claim her soul and plunge Stonebridge into eternal night?
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      The train hissed to a stop at the small station, the doors emitting a loud beep as they slid open, revealing the dark platform beyond.

      June Morgan lifted her suitcase over the gap between the train and the platform, the heavy case banging painfully against her leg. Cursing, she stumbled out of the carriage and into the cool autumn air.

      The station was a quaint relic of a bygone era of steam trains and top hats, much like the rest of the town. The worn concrete platform whispered tales of countless arrivals and departures, each groove and crack etched with the passage of time. Flickering gas lamps—lovingly restored from the originals, but now running on electricity—cast uneven shadows, creating an ambiance that bordered on the mystical.

      June fixed her gaze on the dimly lit sign on the side of the station building and screwed up her nose. The sign, an elegantly weathered piece of wrought iron, proclaimed ‘Stonebridge’.

      A bridge too far, she thought wryly.

      Stonebridge was nestled in a quiet pocket of the Lake District in the north-west of England—a corner that seemed to be stuck in a time warp. Its cobblestone streets wound through lush green hills, alongside serene lakeshores and past ancient oak trees, its old-world architecture whispering tales of centuries past. Its history was old…positively ancient in some regards.

      Turning down the platform, she noticed she was the last person left as a whistle blew and the train began pulling away. The other passengers—all three of them—had already left, hurrying out of the station and into the brisk twilight.

      June’s heart quickened as the train disappeared into the distance, leaving her standing alone on the empty platform. A shiver ran down her spine, a mixture of nervous anticipation and a hint of unease. It was as if the town itself held its breath, awaiting her return…but it was all in her head, of course.

      It wasn’t like I was expecting a parade, she thought, her lip curling. No one knew she was coming, except for Alistair, who was supposed to meet the train, but was nowhere to be seen. Had he forgotten?

      June tightened her grip on the handle of her suitcase and gathered her courage. Looks like it’s up to you yet again. She smoothed her windswept hair, tucking the blonde strands behind her ears, then strode down the platform, her head held high.

      She’d grown up in Stonebridge, though it was a place she hadn’t set foot in for years. Despite the memories, and all the reasons she’d left, it was still her home. She didn’t have to be worried…did she?

      Stepping off the platform, June made her way toward the exit of the station and crossed the threshold, the air crackling around her as she passed from one world to the other.

      The cobbled streets of Stonebridge stretched out before her, the worn stones whispering secrets of the past. The buildings lining the road were a mix of old and new, their facades telling stories of centuries gone by. It was a town steeped in history—hundreds and hundreds of years of it—and yet, something felt off.

      The old oaks lining the street waved gently in the breeze, just as she remembered. She inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of fresh bread wafting from the bakery down the block.

      Ghosts of the past lurked around every corner as June walked past the familiar storefronts and cottages with their mixture of slate and thatched roofs, the wheels of her suitcase bumping noisily. This was the only place that’d ever felt like home, yet it also harboured painful memories. She could almost see her younger self racing down these streets, frightened and alone after her parents had died.

      June shivered, partly from the chilly autumn air and partly from the static charge of the magical legacy that’d been itching to explode from her fingertips…whether she wanted it to or not.

      Ahead, a commotion drew her gaze where she saw a small crowd had gathered in the town square. She made her way toward the murmuring onlookers ass they huddled around the ornate gazebo, scanning their faces for any familiarity. As she drew closer, she caught snippets of hushed conversation—something about a disturbance and the forest, vandals, and worry about the standing stones. June quickened her pace, her heart beginning to hammer. What was going on?

      Suddenly, a voice called out, “June!”

      She whirled around to see Alistair Blackthorn pushing through the crowd, a kind smile lighting his weathered face. He was a member of Stonebridge witch community, and one of the wisest men she knew. Now, he stood before her, his wire-rimmed glasses reflecting the fading sunlight, and she was surprised to see how much older he looked. Well, it had been ten years…

      “Alistair,” June breathed, relief washing over her. “You were supposed to meet me at the station.”

      “I know, but as you can see, I got a little distracted.” He nodded toward the commotion.

      His presence brought a sense of comfort and she forgave his absence, glad to not be standing alone anymore. Alistair had become her mentor long ago, when her parents had begun neglecting her education. He was also the one who’d shed light on the secrets of her legacy when she was consumed by darkness and grief. If anyone could help her now, it was him.

      “It’s been too long,” he said warmly, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I had a feeling you’d find your way back to us.”

      June managed a small smile. “My magic wouldn’t let me forget.”

      “It rarely does...and will force its way out if neglected for too long.”

      She didn’t need reminding, so she nodded toward the gazebo. “What’s going on? A meeting?”

      Alistair’s expression grew serious. “Troubling events, I’m afraid, but come—let’s talk in private.”

      He guided June away from the dispersing crowd with a gentle hand on her back, leading her to a small café on a street corner bordering the square. He opened the door for her, relieving her of her burdensome suitcase.

      Inside, the cosy interior with its worn wooden tables and mismatched chairs was just as June remembered. The Corner had always been a favourite hangout spot throughout high school and beyond. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, mingling with the distant hum of conversation. A fire crackled in the ancient hearth, casting a warm glow over the room. Alistair motioned for June to take a seat at a table near the window, and she gratefully sank into the familiar wooden chair. He set her case by the wall and slid into a chair opposite.

      “It’s good to see some things don’t change,” June said, looking around.

      Alistair nodded. “Indeed. But much has changed since you left.”

      A server came by and took their order—chamomile tea for Alistair and coffee for June. They waited until she returned before speaking again.

      June wrapped her hands around the warm mug as the server left, bracing herself. “Tell me everything. If I’m going to stay, then I ought to prepare myself.”

      Alistair removed his glasses, polishing them on his knitted jumper before replacing them. “There are dark forces gathering, I’m afraid. Sinister magic. Some believe the veil between worlds is weakening.”

      June shivered despite the warmth of the café. She recalled the strange incidents from her childhood that’d signalled her own growing powers. Forces she hadn’t understood at the time.

      “What can I do?” she asked. She may have run from the town, but it was her home. These were her people. If darkness threatened them, she would… Actually, she wasn’t sure what she would do. Sinister forces weren’t on the list of things that’d brought her back.

      Alistair smiled kindly, reaching across the table to pat her hand. “All in good time. For now, we take things slowly. Reacquaint yourself with the town and your magic. The path will reveal itself when you are ready. The Stonebridge witches will welcome you back, June.”

      She sipped her coffee, letting the rich aroma soothe her nerves. Outside, the townspeople went about their evenings, bundled against the autumn chill. To them, it was just another ordinary day in Stonebridge—and the town meeting had provided just another piece of scandalous gossip to keep the rumour mill turning.

      But June, and Alistair, knew the truth. A hidden world lay beneath the surface of their quaint little town, seeped in magic and age-old secrets passed down through generations of witches. Stonebridge, unlike most places, was a site where the supernatural thrived.

      The invisible bonds that tied June to these streets, to these people, was exactly what’d brought her back. Bonds she couldn’t easily run from, even though she’d tried. Magic coursed through her veins was entwined within her soul, and after so long denying the truth of who she was born to be, it was now struggling to free itself.

      She watched as a young couple strolled by, hand in hand. So carefree. So innocent. Her heart ached for the simplicity of their lives, even as her soul stirred with purpose.

      “I almost wish I could be like them,” she murmured. “Oblivious. But I can’t turn my back, can I?”

      Alistair shook his head, his eyes full of wisdom and regret. “No. No one can escape their destiny. Not even you.”

      June straightened in her chair. She’d run from this place once before, driven by fear and confusion. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      She took a sip of her coffee, letting the warmth seep into her bones. The Corner, with its worn wooden floors and faded wallpaper, felt more like home than any other place she’d known since her parents’ passing. Only happy memories lived in here.

      Alistair leaned forward, his voice low. “I know you have questions. About what was going on out there in the square. I promise I’ll explain.”

      June nodded. She had sensed the undercurrent of fear on the streets, seen the suspicious glances. But Alistair was right—this wasn’t the place to speak freely.

      “For now, know that dark times may be ahead, but the coven is strong. We’ll do all we can. I don’t want you to worry about it, June. The others will sort it out.”

      June steeled herself against the spike of anxiety in her chest and gave Alistair a nonchalant shrug. “I’ve got plenty to figure out without all that, anyway.”

      Alistair smiled, a glimmer of pride in his tired eyes. “You have grown a lot since you were last here. I can see your mother’s spirit burning in you.”

      At the mention of her mother, June’s throat tightened. She glanced out the café window as the streetlights slowly turned on, the trees in the square lighting up with thousands of sparkling fairy lights.

      June took a sip of her now lukewarm coffee, gathering her thoughts. She turned her gaze back to Alistair, who was watching her intently.

      “I’m ready to take my place here,” she said, “to become the witch I was meant to be. But I still have so many unanswered questions.”

      Alistair nodded. “I understand. I’ll tell you all I can. But tread carefully—some secrets are dangerous in the wrong hands.” He leaned in, dropping his voice to just above a whisper. “There are ancient forces at work in this town, June. Bloodlines that stretch back centuries.”

      June’s mind raced. What old magic still lingered in these streets? What otherworldly secrets had her family been part of? “The square?”

      “Some here still cling to the old ways,” Alistair continued. “Dark rituals and pacts made long ago. They won’t welcome your return.”

      A chill tingled down June’s spine at the thought, but she wouldn’t let them scare her off. “I’m not afraid,” she said with a scowl. “This is my birthright. It belongs to me alone.”

      Alistair studied her for a long moment before replying. “No, I can see you’re not. You have your family’s strength.” He smiled sadly. “I promised your mother I’d watch over you…and that’s one promise I intend to keep. Don’t worry, we’ll get your magic sorted out.”

      June blinked back sudden tears, gratitude welling up inside her. She wasn’t alone, after all. With Alistair as her guide, she’d be okay. But the gathering in the square had her on edge. All this talk about dark forces, bloodlines, and rituals had her mind spinning.

      It appeared Stonebridge wasn’t so quiet, after all.

      “Come and meet me at the apothecary tomorrow,” Alistair was saying. “We can get reacquainted with some basics…and I need some help with stocktake.”

      “Stocktake?” June groaned.

      “I’ll pay,” he said with a chuckle. “And it’s good practice.”

      “Scented candles?”

      “Candles, soap…” Alistair winked, his eyes twinkling with mischief and a little magic, “among other things.”
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        * * *

      

      The dark stone facade of the historic two storey building loomed above June, its crooked windows staring down at her with empty eyes. She shivered, pulling her jacket tighter against the chill wind that wound through the town square and buffeted across the cobblestone street.

      It looked cute in the pictures, but in person the place appeared a little lopsided and not at all how she remembered it. The charity shop, full of donated clothing and bric-à-brac, still occupied the shop space below, its sign swinging gently in the wind. Given the hour, a closed sign hung in the window.

      June approached the weathered wooden door next to the shop’s entrance. A rusty lockbox clung to the frame, barely hanging on its screws. She fumbled to open it, the key inside clattering metallically.

      “Well hello there!” a voice chirped behind her.

      June whirled around to find a trio of elderly women bundled in knitted jumpers, jeans, and gaudy woollen beanies eyeing her curiously. Their wrinkled faces creased into warm smiles.

      “You must be the lady renting the flat upstairs,” the tallest said. She had a mass of silver curls peeking out from under the edge of her bright purple hat.

      June nodded, clutching the key. “I’m June. Are you the ladies who run the shop?”

      “That’s us!” the shortest declared. She wore owl-eyed glasses that magnified her eyes. “We’re just locking up for the day.”

      The third woman, rail-thin and stooped, peered closely at June. “You look so familiar, dear. Have you lived in Stonebridge before?”

      “I…” June faltered, old memories rising unbidden. She steadied herself. “Yes, when I was young.”

      The women nodded sagely, like they understood her unspoken words.

      “What was happening in the square before?” she asked, wondering if the woman would tell her what the ‘something’ Alistair had been avoiding was. “Some kind of town meeting?”

      The women exchanged uneasy looks. “Some trouble in the forest,” the tall woman said. “Kids, most likely. Vandals damaging things to make their silly videos for the internet.”

      “I don’t think so,” the owl-eyed one said in a hushed voice. “Witchy gatherings, they say. Devil worship.” She crossed herself hurriedly.

      The curly-haired woman scoffed. “Oh rubbish, it’s just foolish rumours.” She smiled reassuringly at June. “People like to gossip. Keep an eye out.”

      “It’s happened before,” the owl-eyed lady hissed.

      “Oh, give it a rest, Doris,” the tall woman said with a scowl. “It’s just kids causing trouble. Mayor Hayes has referred the matter to the police.” To June, she said, “Think nothing of it. The internet gives people all kinds of ideas these days and that age comes with trouble and hormones, no matter the generation.”

      June nodded, though a flicker of unease remained in her heart. She couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was more to it. The mention of witchy gatherings and devil worship stirred something deep within her, tugging at the corners of her memory. But she pushed the thoughts aside, reminding herself that this time was different.

      “Well, I’ll keep an eye out,” June replied, forcing a smile. “It was lovely to meet you all. I’ll let you get on your way.”

      The women bid her farewell, their curious gazes following her as she fumbled with the key and shoved open the old door.

      The stairwell inside was dim, bare bulbs offering only faint light on the worn wooden steps. June climbed slowly, one hand trailing the railing as she dragged her heavy suitcase behind her. At the top, a faded blue door stood waiting.

      Unlocking it with the second key, she nudged it open with her foot and fumbled for the light switch, which she found just inside. As the light flooded the room, June blinked, momentarily blinded by the sudden brightness.

      The studio was small and sparse—just a double bed tucked against the far wall, and a small kitchenette with a stove, sink, fridge, and a row of cupboards. A tiny bathroom lurked in one corner, hiding behind an old-fashioned door that had an inset frosted window, the kind with all the bubbles. But the best feature was the massive bay window that dominated the opposite wall.

      June left her suitcase by the door and crossed the creaking floorboards to stand at the window. Down below, the main square bustled with the last of the townspeople who’d lingered after the town meeting. Her eyes were drawn to the familiar awning of The Corner. For the briefest moment, she wondered if coming back had been a mistake.

      With a sigh, she turned away from the window and sat heavily on the edge of the bare mattress. She looked around at the studio that was now her home, both comforted and unsettled by its unfamiliarity. This place represented a new start, but the ghosts of her past were never far away.

      Will I ever truly be at home here again? she thought, her fingers aching with the power she’d been denying for far too long.

      There was so much history in this town, so many memories imprinted on its ancient stones. She felt the burden of secrets that she carried, hers and the town’s both.

      Was there really a place for her here? Could she trust the coven again, after all that’d happened? The darkness of the past still lingered, but perhaps there was also hope. She had to believe that Stonebridge held the answers she sought, otherwise she should just go back to the train station.

      Her magic crackled underneath her skin, rising unbidden, reminding her of the reason she’d agreed to return in the first place. The last thing she, or anyone else, needed was an uncontrolled burst of golden light in public.

      June took a deep breath, calming the unpredictable rise of power best she could, and looked at her suitcase.

      She’d better start unpacking.
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      The following morning, bright and early, June pushed open the door to Alistair’s apothecary, a brass bell tinkling softly above her head. The familiar scent of sandalwood and lavender enveloped her as she stepped inside the quaint shop that seemed like it existed in a memory of the past.

      Shelves lined with an array of scented candles faced a display of glass jars filled with handmade soaps, shampoo, and hand creams. Another shelf was full of herbal teas, each promising solace or stimulation in finely penned labels. Gifts, curated with a witch’s knowing touch, nestled between Wiccan paraphernalia—crystals pulsing with latent energy, and dried herbs bound with twine, hanging like desiccated bouquets from the rafters.

      “Alistair?” June called out, her voice threading through the quiet.

      “Back here,” came the response from behind a curtain of cascading ivy that partitioned the public space from the private.

      She wound through the narrow aisles, her fingers brushing against velvet pouches of amulets and the smooth surfaces of carved rune stones, until she found Alistair hunched over a mortar and pestle, grinding what appeared to be dried rose petals into a fine powder. His salt and pepper hair was a stark contrast against the dark emerald of his apron, and when he looked up at her, his deep-set blue eyes held the weight of worlds unseen.

      “June,” Alistair said, straightening up with a kind smile. “How are you settling into your new flat?”

      “It’s…cosy,” June replied, her gaze momentarily drifting, picturing the cramped space above the charity store that now served as her refuge. “It needs a bit of work, but it’s a place to call my own, I guess.”

      “Good, good,” Alistair nodded, dusting his hands off before removing his glasses to clean them on a piece of cloth. “A home is important—a sanctuary from the outside world. Especially for someone like us.”

      June sensed a heaviness in his words, an echo of the many secrets Stonebridge held. She knew that in this town, where the line between the mundane and the mystical blurred, a home was more than just shelter; it was a fortress, a shield against the encroaching darkness that threatened to consume those who wielded the arcane.

      “Yeah,” June said. “I’ll make it work.”

      “Of course,” Alistair reassured her. “You’ve always been resourceful, June. Now, come. There’s a lot we need to talk about this morning.”

      June followed Alistair to a small wooden table at the back of the shop, their footsteps muffled by a worn-out, threadbare rug. She took a seat on one of the creaky chairs, her hands fidgeting in her lap as she waited for Alistair to speak. He sat across from her, the lines on his face etching deeper as he sighed.

      “June,” he began, his voice sombre yet not unkind, “as much as we cherish our gifts, they come with a burden. The human world isn’t ready for the full scope of what lies beyond their sight. It’s our responsibility to keep magic hidden, to maintain the delicate balance.”

      June nodded. “I remember the rules, Alistair. My parents—they taught me that before…before everything happened.”

      “Indeed, they did,” he agreed, his gaze meeting hers with a mix of pride and sadness. “But it bears repeating, especially now, with your return stirring the embers of old fires within Stonebridge.”

      “My return? Is it that bad?” June asked, feeling the weight of the town’s history pressing against her chest.

      “Let’s just say you’ve returned at a time when the coven needs strength and discretion more than ever.” He paused, studying her with a keen eye. “You’ve grown in power, June, but raw strength must be tempered with wisdom. Your legacy remains unused, and that comes with certain…issues.”

      “Which is why I’m still considered a fledgling, right?” she said, part statement, part question. Her hands stopped fidgeting as she leaned her elbows on the table.

      “Correct,” Alistair confirmed. “Despite your age, you’re new to the ways of the coven and to magic. The Stonebridge coven functions as guardians of this community—both magical and non-magical folk. We guide, protect, and sometimes intervene, but always from the shadows.”

      “Like guardian angels who ride broomsticks,” she quipped, a half-hearted attempt to lighten the mood.

      “Something like that.” Alistair chuckled softly, though his smile was fleeting. “However, each member must earn their place, prove their understanding of our principles. You have potential, June, but it must be nurtured under the guidance of the elder witches.”

      “Until I’m ready to advance.”

      “Yes,” Alistair said, standing up from the table. “You’ll meet with them soon, but for now, focus on learning the foundations of the craft. Control is needed before all else. There’ll come a time when your powers will be needed, but that time is not today.”

      June watched as Alistair moved around the apothecary, gathering various ingredients and potions. The room was filled with the scent of herbs and earth, a comforting aroma that reminded her of her childhood. She took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing thoughts.

      “But the town meeting,” she began hesitantly. “The darkness in the forest…”

      Alistair paused, his back still turned to her. He placed a jar of dried marigold on the shelf before turning to face her. The kind smile that usually graced his features had slipped into a sombre line. “Yes, it got quite heated,” he began, adjusting his glasses as if preparing himself for battle. “The townspeople are afraid, and rightly so. There have been… occurrences in the forest.”

      “Occurrences?” The women from the charity shop had mentioned devil worship and vandalism, but hadn’t seemed to give it much credence, but June wanted to hear Alistair’s perspective on the situation.

      “Strange happenings,” he elaborated. “There’s been vandalism in the forest—damage to the standing stones, trees cut down and others ripped out at the roots. Witches have noticed shadows where they shouldn’t be and heard whispers carried by the wind that chill you to the bone…signs that could be mistaken for a haunting, but may point to something else. These incidents have become more frequent, more aggressive. People are starting to notice.”

      June felt a knot form in her stomach. She knew some of the older the townsfolk could be superstitious, but hearing it from Alistair lent the rumours a weight she couldn’t dismiss.

      “Last night, things escalated.” Alistair gestured toward the window that peered out onto the square. “Dead sheep carved with ritualistic symbols were discovered yesterday morning and a town meeting was called. Fear and anger bubbled over. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen such unrest.”

      “Because of my parents…” June’s heart ached at the mention, her gaze falling to her hands that lay clasped on the table.

      “The memory of that time still lingers in the minds of many,” Alistair admitted. “After everything that happened, the town is wary of any hint of trouble. They fear what they don’t understand, and unfortunately, your return has stirred up those fears once again.”

      “My return? I only just got here,” she argued.

      “And everyone got a good look at you and your rather large suitcase,” he told her. “The rumour mill has a strong presence in Stonebridge, and it doesn’t take long for word to get around.”

      “Great…” Whispers, shadows, ritual sacrifice…and June Morgan arriving the night of the town meeting. It all seemed too coincidental. “I never wanted to cause trouble.”

      “Trouble often finds us, regardless.” Alistair approached and laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “But know this, June, you are not your parents’ missteps. You have the chance to forge your own path, to bring light where there is darkness. And Stonebridge needs that now, perhaps more than ever.”

      June nodded, feeling Alistair’s words settle on her heart. She was caught between the legacy of her parents and the destiny that awaited her—a destiny that could quite possibly be entangled with the mysterious shadows encroaching upon Stonebridge.

      “However,” Alistair continued, his eyes reflecting a depth of concern that seemed to reach into June’s very soul, “I suspect these strange happenings are tied to a rising darkness the coven has sensed around Stonebridge. Forces that lie beyond your current mastery.”

      “But I want to help.” June’s voice was earnest, her blue eyes alight with the determination that’d brought her back to Stonebridge in the first place. “This is why I came back. To help.”

      Alistair shook his head. “Many people would turn away, and your desire to help is commendable, but there are ways to prepare that don’t involve rushing into unknown peril. Especially before you understand how to use that legacy in your blood. Begin with understanding and documenting your craft.” From beneath the counter, he produced a black leather-bound notebook with an elastic closure and a basic ballpoint pen. He placed them before her with a gravity that belied their simple appearance.

      “Your grimoire,” he said, watching as June ran her fingers over the smooth, dark cover. “Here you will compile your knowledge, your spells, and the experiences you gather. It is both a tool and a legacy.”

      June opened the notebook, its pages blank and intimidating. “A record of my journey?”

      “Yes,” Alistair replied. “And for your first task, I want you to take this grimoire and fill its pages with insight. Start by identifying the various plants in the town square. Many hold properties essential to our work—properties that can heal, protect, or reveal.”

      “Plants in the town square,” June echoed, already picturing the common greenery she’d walked past without a second thought. She now realised that each leaf and petal could hold secrets to amplifying her magic—witchcraft in plain sight.

      “Remember,” Alistair said, his gaze steady, “knowledge is the light that dispels shadows. The more you learn, the more prepared you will be when darkness comes calling. And so here is your first lesson! Dark cannot exist without light and light cannot be without shadow.” He smiled knowingly. “Magic is about balance and the wisdom to know when to wield it.”

      She nodded, closing the notebook. Despite the uncertainty that lay ahead, she felt a spark of inspiration ignite in her mind’s eye. “Thanks,” she said, meeting his gaze. “When’s the due date on the homework?”

      Alistair chuckled and shooed her toward the door. “Come back tomorrow and we’ll talk about it.”

      “What about stocktake?”

      “Another time,” he said. “Get settled in first, and we’ll figure out the rest later.”

      June tucked the grimoire under her arm and wove her way back through the shelves. Stepping out of the apothecary, she let the door close softly behind her, the bell tinkling with a musical note that carried a dusting of magic.

      The air outside held a chill that hadn’t been there before, as if the earth itself was holding its breath, waiting to see if June Morgan would rise to meet the encroaching darkness or falter under the weight of her legacy.

      She clutched the empty grimoire tightly against her chest, feeling the cool touch of its surface through the fabric of her jumper. As she moved down the cobblestone street, June noticed the way people’s eyes narrowed upon seeing her, their lips pinching into thin lines of disapproval. She heard the murmurs, felt the weight of their gazes burning holes into her skin.

      With every step, her sense of being an outsider intensified. Self-consciousness crept up on her, and she lowered her gaze to the uneven ground, focusing on the ancient stones worn smooth by countless footsteps. She made her way across the square, once the heart of the community, now a silent witness to the town’s unrest.

      The night before, this place had been full of anger and fear as the townspeople vented their frustrations. Now it lay deserted, the echoes of outrage still reverberating against the stone and mortar of surrounding buildings.

      As she approached the quaint white gazebo at the centre of the square, a structure that’d seen many celebrations and gatherings, she could almost feel the reverberations of the meeting through the soles of her boots. Her steps slowed, and she paused, closing her eyes.

      Her magic stirred uneasily within her. She knew it was reacting to the emotions around her, and right now, it resonated with the discord that’d settled over Stonebridge. It was as though the very earth was holding on to the animosity, refusing to let it dissipate.

      June took a deep breath, trying to calm the fluttering sensation in her chest. She knew she mustn’t let fear take root, because her power would grow wild and unpredictable, and fight against her meagre hold over it. Instead, she focused on starting the homework assignment Alistair had set.

      “Balance,” she whispered, the word barely audible. “Light with dark, calm with storm.”

      Opening her eyes, she scanned the square once more, the scene of last night’s turmoil now eerily tranquil in the autumn gloom. She squared her shoulders, a sudden breeze catching her blonde hair and casting it across her face.

      And then she saw him—Lucas Burger. He was on the far side of the square, unmistakable with his rugged build and stubble shadowed his jaw. Time had sculpted the boy she’d once known into a man who moved with a confident but weary stride, as if he carried the weight of the world on his broad shoulders.

      June watched as Lucas’s brown eyes flickered toward her—a jolt of surprise in their depths before they quickly shuttered with recognition. His gaze lingered for a moment too long, and she felt an old connection tug at her heartstrings. Then, as if remembering where he was and who they’d become—strangers—he put his head down and kept walking.

      The sight of Lucas, so familiar yet so changed, forced June to take stock of her own place in Stonebridge. She could sense the undercurrents of distrust that echoed all around, an unease that whispered of darker times. Her parents had been swept away by forces she was just beginning to comprehend, and Alistair’s words about the rising darkness loomed large in her mind.

      Was there a connection between what was happening now and the decline of her family? Could the shadows that seemed to cling a little too closely to the edges of Stonebridge be the same darkness that’d claimed her parents?

      June couldn’t ignore the questions that tugged at her. She’d spent years trying to outrun her past, to forget the pain and sorrow that haunted her every step. But now, standing in the heart of Stonebridge, it was impossible to ignore. She thought she’d understood what she was getting into by returning, but her homecoming wasn’t quite what she expected.

      Determined to not let town gossip get to her, June sat on the steps of the gazebo and opened her notebook.

      ‘Herbal Properties and Applications’, she titled the first page, her gaze raking the nearby garden beds. She spotted some familiar plants—Rosemary, she wrote. Lavender, chamomile…
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      June’s fingers trembled as she held the leather-bound grimoire close to her chest, its pages filled with meticulous sketches and notes on the flora she’d discovered in Stonebridge’s town square. The morning air was crisp, carrying a whisper of winter’s approach, as she pushed open the door to the apothecary.

      Alistair looked up from his work, setting aside the mortar and pestle he’d been working with, then dusted off his hands before adjusting his glasses with an expectant nod.

      “Morning,” June said, stepping further into the store. “I’ve finished my homework.” She extended the grimoire toward him, hoping he approved.

      Alistair accepted the book, flipping through the pages with a thoughtful expression.

      June craned her neck, looking into the stone bowl to see what herb Alistair had been crushing. “What’s that?”

      “Dried lemongrass,” he said with a wink. “I’m making soap. It doesn’t add any scent, but it’s great for exfoliation.”

      “I never knew you were so skilled in the art of soap-making,” she teased, her eyes sparkling with amusement.

      Alistair chuckled and handed back her grimoire. “You’ve done well. Your attention to detail is commendable. The next step is to know what these plants are for and how to prepare them. They’re not just for magical purposes. People have been using plant medicine for thousands of years.”

      June nodded, absorbing his lesson. His encouragement was exactly what she needed.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” she said. “But I need to find some work. If I’m going to stay here and learn, I have to make some money. I inherited some from my parents, but it won’t last forever.”

      “Of course,” Alistair agreed, his gaze taking on a sharpened edge. “You know you can work here. I’ve been meaning to get the online store up and running. Do you know anything about the internet? I barely know how to Google.”

      June grinned. “I do, but…”

      “But you want to go out into the world and do more exciting things like wait tables?” he scoffed.

      “Well, I’d love to work here, it’s just…” June hugged her grimoire against her chest. “My parents were so embroiled in magic toward the end…” She hesitated. “Well, it was like they forgot the outside world existed.”

      “One foot in realty, one in the arcane,” Alistair mused, studying her. “That’s the struggle, isn’t it? But I understand your concerns, June. It’s important to have a life outside of magic—relationships, hobbies, careers. They all contribute to who we are as witches.”

      “You said it yourself,” she replied. “Balance is the name of the game.”

      Alistair picked up the pestle and resumed work on the dried lemongrass in the mortar. “Well, if you run into any trouble finding something, my offer still stands.” He nodded toward the door. “Have a look at the bookshop. They have a great gardening section.”

      “I will.”

      With that, June stepped out of the apothecary’s protective aura and onto the cobblestone streets. The town bustled with life—people chatted while wandering in and out of the shops, unaware of the magical undercurrents flowing beneath their very feet.

      Determined, June walked past windows displaying baked goods, hand-crafted jewellery, and vintage clothing. She scanned each storefront, searching for ‘Help Wanted’ signs or any indication that anyone was looking for staff. Stonebridge became a market town on weekends and holidays, and the Lake District was quite popular with day-trippers—surely someone needed an extra set of hands.

      As June made her way down the street, the sound of laughter drew her attention to a quaint little bookstore nestled between a bakery and a flower shop. The sign hanging above the door read ‘Fortune’s Books’ in elegant, curling letters.

      June paused, peering through the large windows. Inside, a woman with chestnut hair hunched over a laptop at the front counter, her brow furrowed. It was Harriet Fortune, unmistakable even after all these years.

      June’s heart softened at the sight of her childhood friend, but a pang of guilt quickly followed. They’d been inseparable once, two halves of a whole—until life had happened.

      She hesitated at the door, tracing the worn brass handle with her fingertips. The weight of their broken friendship sat heavy on her conscience, yet something inside her stirred—a spark of courage, perhaps. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The bookstore enveloped her immediately, the smell of ink and paper conjuring memories of reading books underneath the bed covers at night when she was meant to be asleep, trading cheesy teen romances with Harriet, and magical adventures that were full of real world possibilities. And there, mingling with the familiar aroma, was the unmistakable scent of one of Alistair’s candles burning on the countertop—a soothing blend of sage and lavender that calmed the nerves. It was a subtle reminder of the hidden magic that permeated Stonebridge, even in its most mundane corners.

      June’s gaze wandered over the jam-packed shelves—classics brushed against new releases, and fantasy flowed into true crime. Ladders on wheels waited patiently beside the rows, offering a way to climb toward stock on higher perches.

      Tables sat in the middle of the store, their displays carefully curated with staff picks and social media ‘flavours of the month’. In the front was a section of secondhand paperbacks, dog-eared and well-worn alternatives to the crisp, newly printed books around them. It was an organised chaos, where every book fought for attention and yet found its place.

      “Can I help you find anything?” Harriet’s voice cut through June’s reverie.

      She turned, and Harriet’s face lit up with recognition but also surprise. “June? June Morgan?”

      “Harriet!” June’s response was a mix of warmth and nervousness. The woman before her was just as she remembered, short and round, with bouncy curls of chestnut hair framing her face. Her bright green eyes, always so full of good-natured trouble, were now wide with astonishment.

      “Wow, I can’t believe it’s you…b-back in Stonebridge,” Harriet stammered. “What are you doing here?”

      June fumbled for words, the weight of their past pressing on her chest. “I—I moved back,” she managed to say, feeling like the air in the room had thickened.

      “Moved back?” Harriet echoed, eyebrows rising. For a moment, there was an awkward silence between them, a chasm filled with years of absence and unspoken questions.

      “Yeah, just trying to sort some things out, I guess.” June glanced away, feeling the sting of memories best left buried. “I got here, like, two days ago.”

      Harriet leaned against the counter, her arms crossed lightly over her chest. She assessed June with a look that was equal parts curious and concerned. Then, just as the tension seemed too much to bear, Harriet’s lips twitched into a wry smile. “Well, if you’re looking for a ‘How to Disappear for Years and Make Your Friends Worry’ guidebook, I’m afraid we’re fresh out.”

      June blinked, then let out a laugh, surprised at how easily Harriet could still cut through the unease.

      “Sorry about that,” June said, the corners of her mouth lifting. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Harriet interjected with a shrug. “It was a long time ago now.”

      “Ten years.”

      “Oh, hell, when you say it like that, I feel old!”

      “You’re barely twenty-eight,” June said. “And if that means you’re old, then I must be, too.”

      Harriet chuckled. “Well, aren’t we a pair? Old souls in young bodies.”

      June’s gaze lingered on Harriet’s face, taking in the familiar spark of mischief dancing in her bright green eyes. It was the same look Harriet wore when they were teenagers plotting harmless pranks, or when she stood up for June against school bullies. The unwavering loyalty, the positive attitude that could turn any dreary afternoon into an adventure, the good nature that made her a magnet for all sorts of people—it all came rushing back to June, reminding her of happier days.

      “Your sarcasm hasn’t changed,” she remarked, a genuine smile finding its way to her lips. “It’s one of the many things I’ve missed.”

      Harriet’s laugh filled the air, rich and full of warmth. “And here I thought my dry humour was like a fine wine, getting better with age.”

      “Definitely aged,” June quipped back, then hesitated, biting her lip. She took a deep breath, steadying herself for the confession that’d perched on the tip of her tongue from the moment she stepped into the bookstore. “Harriet, I’m sorry…for how everything ended back then. I just vanished without a word.”

      Harriet’s expression softened, her eyes reflecting an old hurt that had dulled over time. “I won’t lie. It stung,” she admitted. “But you were going through so much, June. Your parents…” She trailed off, the weight of the unspoken tragedy palpable between them. “I didn’t always understand why you had to leave, but I always knew there was a reason. And when I heard about what happened to them…well, I couldn’t blame you for needing to get away.”

      “Maybe,” June said softly. “But age brings wisdom, I guess, and regret. Maybe we can start over? I mean, I miss you.”

      “So, are you back?” Harriet asked, her brow creasing. “Like moved here to live, back?”

      June nodded, her eyes fixed on Harriet’s face. “Yes, I’m back for good. Well, as ‘good’ as it can be in a place like Stonebridge.” She couldn’t tell Harriet the real reason she’d returned, knowing that the magical world had to be kept a secret, no matter how much she longed to share it with her friend.

      A flicker of concern passed through Harriet’s eyes, but she quickly masked it with a bright smile. “Starting over sounds nice.” She nodded, her smile returning as she reached across the counter, offering a silent truce. “So, how about dinner tonight? My treat. Have you been to The Corner, yet? It changed management while you were gone and the food is to die for—they take the health code seriously. They’ve got the best shepherd’s pie I’ve ever tasted.”

      “I stopped there for coffee the night I got here,” June told her. “But it sounds good.”

      “Great! Let’s say a little after seven? The store closes then, but it’s just across the square.”

      “Seven it is.”

      But as Harriet beamed with excitement, a strange sensation crawled up June’s spine, a prickle of warning that she knew all too well.

      The surrounding air seemed to vibrate, an invisible force tugging at the edges of her carefully controlled magic. She tried to push it down, to keep it hidden deep within her, but it was like trying to hold water—somehow, it always found a way to seep through.

      June’s heart raced, and she glanced nervously around the cosy clutter of the bookstore. The scent of Alistair’s candle, the calming mix of sage and lavender, suddenly felt suffocating. Her hands trembled, and she curled them into fists, hoping Harriet wouldn’t notice.

      “Harriet, I’m so sorry, I just remembered—I have to do something,” June stammered, the words tumbling out in a rush. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Sure… June, are you okay?” Harriet asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” June lied, forcing a smile. “There’s just a lot to do when moving towns, and I-I forgot an appointment. I’ll meet you at The Corner.”

      Without waiting for Harriet’s reply, June turned and hurried out of the bookstore, her breath coming in short gasps. She could feel the magic swelling inside her, a storm ready to break. Panic clawed at her chest, urging her to flee before she endangered not only her secret, but that of every witch in Stonebridge. It wouldn’t do to alienate the entire coven before she’d even met any of them.

      As she pushed through the door, the bell jangled harshly above her, mirroring the chaos within. She stumbled onto the footpath, nearly colliding with a solid figure that emerged out of thin air like an apparition from her past.

      “Watch where you’re going!” Lucas Burger’s deep voice cut through her panic, his hands steadying her by the shoulders.

      “Lucas…” June breathed out, her eyes wide with shock as she clutched her grimoire against her chest with an iron grip. The unexpectedness of the collision forced her magic to retract, and it withdrew into the depths from where it’d come. For a moment, the world stood still, the air between them charged with a tension that spoke of forgotten memories and unspoken words.

      “Sorry, I⁠—”

      “Didn’t see me?” he finished for her, a wry edge to his voice. “It’s okay, June. You look like you’re in a rush.”

      “I am, I need to—” June couldn’t finish. Her mind was a whirlwind, struggling to regain composure after her near magical mishap.

      “Take care, then,” Lucas said, stepping aside to let her pass. “We both know how you love to run.”

      June’s heart skipped a beat and she glared up at him. “What’s your problem?”

      “What’s my problem?” Lucas chuckled, a hint of bitterness in his voice. “You want me to list them all? How about the fact that you left this town without saying a word? Or maybe it’s the way you waltz back in like nothing happened, expecting everyone to welcome you with open arms?”

      June winced, wishing she knew how to slap him with her magic. “Thanks a lot.”

      “Look, June,” his voice softened slightly as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t mean to… I’m just not great with surprises, is all.”

      “Clearly,” she said, her own defences rising to mask her confusion. She tried to step around him, but he held out a hand.

      “Wait.” Lucas’s eyes searched hers, a glimmer of something unreadable passing through them. “I own The Corner now. You remember it?”

      “Of course I remember,” she said. “Wait. You own The Corner?”

      “Bought it a couple of years ago.” He shrugged, a shadow of pride crossing his otherwise stoic face. “We get by.”

      June couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy. While she’d been off denying her magical heritage, Lucas had built a life for himself in Stonebridge. An unexpected twinge of regret settled in her chest, and she finally allowed herself to truly look at him. The stubble on his jawline added a ruggedness to his features that made her heart ache. His brown eyes were still piercing, but there was a depth to them now that she hadn’t noticed before.

      “Maybe you want to stop by sometime,” he said awkwardly.

      “Sure.”

      There was a pause, heavy and laden with things unsaid.

      “I thought I saw you yesterday,” Lucas blurted, “in the town square.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah…” His gaze darted away briefly as if he were trying to read something invisible in the air between them. “Wasn’t sure it was you. You’ve changed.”

      “Time does that to people, I guess.”

      “Guess so.” His reply was rough, almost gruff, and June noticed how his jaw tensed.

      “Anyway, I should go,” she murmured, eager to escape for the sake of her bristling magic.

      “June,” Lucas called out just as she turned away. “See you around.” There was a finality in his voice, a resigned acceptance that this was neither the time nor the place.

      “See you,” June echoed, before walking away, her heart pounding.

      She couldn’t help but replay the encounter with Lucas in her mind as she made her way through the town square. The way he’d looked at her, as if searching for something lost, was a little unsettling.

      But what else was new? The whole town was full of spectres of her past, and not all of them were friendly.
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      The brass bell above the door chimed as June vanished from the bookstore, leaving Harriet alone amidst the labyrinth of shelves. She held her breath, her heart aching with a familiar pang. Her childhood friend, her bestie, had returned, yet the joy of reunion was tainted by past troubles…and another rushed exit.

      Harriet perched on the edge of the counter, staving off a bout of anxious hiccups, feeling the cool wood press against her palms. The scents of paper and the perfumed candle from Alistair Blackthorn’s apothecary surrounded her, but they couldn’t mask the bittersweet resurgence of memories she’d tried her best to move on from. She could still remember the sting of abandonment, the hollow echo of the space June had once occupied after she’d left Stonebridge without warning or a goodbye.

      ‘Best friends forever,’ they’d promised each other, their pinky fingers entwined. Yet forever had proven itself to be as fleeting as a passing breeze. June had vanished, leaving Harriet to face the murmurs and sideways glances alone…but she’d known nothing. No word, no reason, just silence.

      Years had passed, and with time came healing and soon enough, the past had become just that. She’d overcome her heartache and found her place running her family’s bookstore. She’d moved on, books becoming her new friends, her regular customers a welcome sight on dreary winter mornings. It was a small life, but a good one.

      But now, with June’s sudden return, the old wound throbbed anew. Harriet’s mind churned with questions, and the fluttering hope that perhaps there was a deeper explanation that would heal the hurt. But no answers had come…not yet, anyway.

      Would June ever tell her why she’d left? Harriet wondered. Was it just because of her parents or is there more to the story? Her questions hung in the shop’s stillness, unanswered.

      It was a week before Harriet’s eighteenth birthday when June’s mum and dad had been discovered dead in the woods. The police had said there were no suspects and they weren’t investigating, but there weren’t many people in Stonebridge who’d believed that the Morgan’s would just go out into the middle of nowhere and just… Harriet shook her head, remembering when she’d gone around to June’s house and found her friend gone.

      It felt like a betrayal, that Harriet’s friendship wasn’t enough, but what stung the most, was that June hadn’t even given her the chance to even try. She knew things were tough for June, and she felt awful for even feeling the way she did…and now ten years had passed.

      Well, I’ll just have to ask at dinner, she thought, no matter how hard it might be.

      With her troubled memories trailing off, Harriet turned away from the front of the store and made her way to the back. The small stockroom was cluttered, filled with boxes of new shipments and the faint smell of mildew that seemed perpetually embedded in the air.

      Stonebridge, being deep within the borders of the Lake District, received a lot of rain and everything always had a tinge of dampness about it…and a certain smell. But it was a beautiful green, ancient place in the heart of England. She’d curated an entire section in the store about it, so she should know.

      Her fingers brushed against spines of books as she navigated the narrow aisles, trying to remember what she’d come out here for. Restocking something or other. I should’ve brought along my list, she thought.

      As she reached for a box from the latest shipment of new releases, her elbow knocked against an adjacent shelf. A sharp pain shot through her arm, prompting a muttered swear word. She rubbed at the sore spot, her eyes scanning the shelf for any damage. That’s when she noticed it—a seam on the wall that hadn’t been there before, or at least, a seam she’d never noticed.

      Harriet’s curiosity got the better of her and she pressed against the wall, not expecting anything to happen. It was more of an unconscious thrill than anything, but when the wall clicked and shifted under her touch, she recoiled with a gasp.

      A portion of the stone wall swung inward, revealing a hidden opening. Her heart skipped several dozen beats, and she glanced warily over her shoulder.

      This was her shop! How could she not have known about this? It was straight out of an adventure novel—secret rooms, escape tunnels, and hidden Roman ruins. What a thought.

      Stepping tentatively through the opening, she found herself in a dimly lit room, dust motes dancing in the sliver of warm light that followed her in. Through the gloom, she saw the walls were lined with shelves that held objects far older than any book she’d ever handled.

      A bronze mirror etched with what she thought were Norse runes hung from a nail on an exposed wooden beam, the glass milky with age. Bones hung on the walls, antlers and jaws studded with teeth, and clumps of herbs tied with string dangled from hooks. Crystal vials with unknown contents shimmered even in the low light, and an amulet adorned with strange symbols hung from a hook in the centre of the cramped room.

      “What in the world…?” Harriet whispered, her eyes wide.

      She reached out, her fingers hovering just before the amulet. It looked a little creepy, almost like something out of old stories about druids and witches that’d been passed down through generations. King Arthur, Merlin, Camelot, and all of that.

      What was this stuff? And why was it hidden here, in her family’s bookstore?

      She glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting to see someone watching, but the doorway remained empty. Her gaze returned to the artefacts, and though unease gnawed at her, she wanted to know more.

      Taking a deep breath, Harriet stepped further into the room, drawn to the odd amulet hanging from the ceiling. It looked like some kind of bone carved into an odd Celtic knot, a shape she hadn’t seen before—there was even a tooth still embedded in it. On the surface were more rune-like symbols, stained brown. The chain it hung from had been strung with several twine-wrapped slivers of crystal that were tangled with black feathers. Crow, perhaps?

      Curious, Harriet reached toward it, to see what it might be for, but the moment her fingers brushed against the amulet, the air turned frigid. The room darkened as if an unseen void had swallowed the light from the doorway and she froze, a wave of icy electricity moving up her arm.

      A low hum resonated through the room, echoing off the stone, and it took a moment for her to realise it was coming from the bone amulet. It was like it was singing, but it didn’t feel like any song she wanted to hear. The hum grew louder, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end.

      Without warning, shadows poured out of the bone, and coalesced before her, swirling into a figure that was darker than the darkness around it. Two glowing red eyes opened within the shadow, fixing upon Harriet with an intensity that stabbed straight to her soul.

      “What. The. Actual. F—” Harriet exclaimed, but the last word was swallowed by her fear. Unable to tear her gaze away from the terrifying apparition, she felt her body go numb with terror.

      The shadow didn’t speak or make a sound. Instead, it surged forward like a wave of pure night, enveloping Harriet in a consuming chill. She could feel it trying to worm its way inside her mind, seeking control. Panic rose in her chest, and she tried to scream, but the sound was muffled by the oppressive force of the shadow.

      “Get out!” she managed. “Stop!”

      Just as the shadow seemed to be winning against her feeble struggle, the bell above the front door of the bookstore jingled, signalling the arrival of a customer. The distraction caused the shadow to hesitate, its form wavering as if disturbed by the intrusion of the outside world.

      Seizing the opportunity, Harriet pushed against the darkness with all her willpower, fighting with every inch of her being. The shadow recoiled, then, with a snarl that echoed in the hidden room, it shed its human-like form and rushed out of the door in a cloud, fleeing from the presence that’d interrupted its attempt to possess her.

      Gasping for breath, Harriet stumbled back, her legs nearly giving out beneath her. She clutched at her chest, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst. The chill of the room lifted slightly, but the terror of the encounter clung to her like cobwebs, drowning her, sucking all the warmth out of her body until she barely remembered her own name.

      “Harriet? You here?” called a voice from the shop floor, distant yet familiar.

      “Back here,” Harriet croaked, her voice barely audible even to herself. She leaned against the wall, still reeling. “I’m here…”
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      June opened the door to the bookstore, her hands trembling. She knew she was meant to meet Harriet at The Corner, but she’d come back to apologise for the abruptness of her departure earlier that day. It held more echoes of the past, and there were already far too many of them for her liking.

      The store was empty, though the lights were on and the open sign still dangled in the window.

      “Harriet?” she called, her voice cutting through the silence. There was no response. The little bell above the door had announced her arrival, but no one had emerged. “You here?”

      Abruptly, June’s pulse quickened, intuition prickling at the base of her skull as a blast of cold air rushed past. Was that…magic?

      I’ve really got to learn this stuff, she thought. Plants are one thing, but creepy feelings? I’d love to decipher those.

      “Harriet?” she tried again, worry threading her tone with urgency. It wasn’t like Harriet to leave the front unattended. Even if there were no customers, she wouldn’t be far away, not with the door unlocked.

      With each step June took into the depths of the store, the atmosphere grew tense, charged with something she couldn’t quite place. Her eyes darted across the spines of books, seeking any sign of her friend in the dimming light that filtered through the windows.

      The further she ventured, the more certain she became that something was wrong. She shivered as she passed by the counter, her body reacting to an unseen energy. The air felt charged with something familiar, yet distant. Old, perhaps?

      “Harriet?” June called, though the hollowness of the space answered back with silence. Reaching the back of the store, she scanned the small stockroom, but it was also empty, save for the stacks of boxes and piles of books awaiting their places on the shelves.

      “Where are you?” June whispered, her magical senses now fully alert, searching for traces of her friend.

      June moved deeper into the stockroom. She couldn’t shake off the sensation that she was walking through a veil of unseen energy, like wading through a mist that clung to her skin. The air was heavy with an unspoken warning, one she didn’t quite understand.

      She glanced at the piles of boxes, noting the way they seemed to close in around her, when a faint outline caught her attention. It was a sliver of shadow where there should’ve been none.

      June’s eyes narrowed as she approached, reaching out tentatively. Her fingers brushed against what felt like a cold breeze, and then they were pressing through something soft and pliable, like the surface of water.

      The wall before her shimmered and rippled, and with a gentle push, June stepped through an entrance that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Her pulse quickened, and she took a deep breath, steeling herself for what might lie beyond.

      Inside, the room was unlike any part of the bookstore. It was a small, hidden chamber made of stone, imbued with an aura of staleness, like all the air had been sucked out centuries ago, and now it was breathing again.

      A wave of unease washed over June as she sensed the remnants of a spell lingering in the room—a spell that was not hers. The magic in the air was dense, almost tangible, tainted with darkness and desperation. She could feel it clinging to her, whispering across her skin with icy tendrils.

      “Harriet?” June called out softly, the remains of the spell clouding her vision.

      “J-June?”

      And there, in the far corner of the room, lay Harriet Fortune, her chestnut hair tangled around her shoulders and with skin as pale as death. She was huddled up, her arms wrapped around herself protectively, her eyes wide and filled with terror.

      “Harriet!” June rushed to her side, dropping to her knees. “What happened? Can you hear me?”

      But Harriet merely stared back, her eyes reflecting a haunting, unknown fear.

      June looked around frantically, trying to piece together what’d happened. The air still hummed with the echoes of magic, and June knew that whatever had terrified her friend, it was deeply rooted in the arcane.

      “It’s going to be okay,” June murmured, more to reassure herself than anything else. “I’m going to figure this out.” She placed a hand on Harriet’s shoulder, feeling the tremors that ran through her friend’s body. “Harriet, look at me.”

      Harriet’s gaze finally met hers, but her eyes were glazed over. “June…? I don’t feel so good…” she whispered, her voice cracking as if each word was a monumental effort. Her hands reached out, grasping for something to hold on to.

      “Shh, it’s okay.”

      June took a deep breath as her magic swirled angrily inside her, rising as it had earlier that afternoon. Had it been reacting to whatever was lurking in here the whole time?

      She looked around, her gaze fixing on an amulet made of bone, feathers, and crystal hanging from the ceiling. This was no ordinary spell. This was something older, deeper, and carried a chill that reminded her of something evil. It gnawed at the edges of her memory, conjuring trauma she’d long buried.

      It can’t be the same thing, she thought. Can it?

      “Harriet, we’re going to get you help,” June said. She couldn’t let her friend suffer the consequences of a world she should’ve never been exposed to. “Up you go.” She helped Harriet to her feet.

      Harriet leaned heavily against her, still unable to stand on her own. “Wh-where are we going?”

      “To see Alistair,” June replied. “He’ll know what to do.” If anyone could understand what’d happened—and more importantly, how to reverse it—it would be him.

      June wrapped an arm around Harriet’s waist, guiding her back toward the light of the stockroom.

      As they crossed the threshold, leaving the secret room behind, June couldn’t shake the feeling that she was stepping out of one mystery and into another, far greater one. Maybe this had something to do with the darkness the coven had detected around Stonebridge, or maybe it was just a coincidence. Either way, it wasn’t good, and she had to tell Alistair.

      June pushed her thoughts aside, focusing instead on the weight of her friend in her arms. “You got your keys?” she asked as they made their way through the store. “We better lock up, hey?”

      “Wh-where are we going?” Harriet inquired again, almost like she’d forgotten.

      “To see Alistair.”

      “Okay.” Harriet’s voice was stronger this time, a flicker of recognition shining in her eyes.

      “Now…how about those keys?”
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      June’s heart pounded, the rhythm frantic as she half-dragged, half-supported Harriet through the dark autumn streets of Stonebridge. The fairy lights in the square glittered around them, shimmering in a mist that’d creeped through the cobbled streets and twisted around the old stone buildings.

      Across the road, June spotted the lights in the apothecary as they switched off and the front door opening as Alistair stepped out, bundled up tight in his overcoat.

      “Alistair!” she cried.

      The older man’s head flew up, and he quickly crossed the road to join June and Harriet. His eyes widened with concern as he took in the sight of Harriet’s pale face and uncontrollable trembling.

      “What in the world…?” Alistair muttered under his breath, swiftly stepping forward. His hand reached out, steadying Harriet.

      “I found her in the bookstore,” June said in a rush. “It’s magic…”

      “I can see that,” he said, helping her guide Harriet across the road.

      He ushered them inside the apothecary with haste, his gaze flitting to the street corners and darkened doorways to see if anyone had witnessed their arrival.

      “Quickly now,” he urged. The bell above the door jangled once before Alistair closed it with a definitive click. The sound seemed to seal them away from the world, enveloping them in the dim warmth of the apothecary.

      “Nobody followed us,” June said as he turned the lights back on, though her voice wavered, betraying her uncertainty.

      “Let’s get her settled,” Alistair said
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