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      The tourist couple in matching linen shorts stared at the “Ye Olde Occult Book & Coffee Shoppe” sign the way people stared at a minor car crash: horrified, but unable to look away.

      Inside, the air held its usual pleasant confusion — espresso and old paper, vanilla candle trying too hard, a faint tang of sea salt that snuck in every time someone opened the door. The big bay window turned the front half of the shop into a lightbox for witch‑tourist nonsense: pastel tarot decks, “GOOD VIBES ONLY” crystals, a moon‑phase wall hanging that shed glitter like dandruff.

      The real shelves started halfway down the room, where the floorboards darkened and the light thinned. Juniper felt, rather than saw, the fine line where Aunt Jeannie’s warding started. Most people described it as a “funny draft.” Witches knew better. The tourists stayed up front, where everything smelled reassuringly of sugar and Instagram.

      Juniper leaned on the espresso machine and squinted at the “Open” sign in the door. The flip side—visible in the reflection—showed the cartoon witch in the boat, wand over the side like a fishing rod, GONE WITCHIN’ in curly letters above her head.

      Jeannie had painted it herself, years before. Juniper still hadn’t worked out if keeping it was an act of love or weakness.

      The ward bell above the door chimed as another pair of beach‑damp visitors came in. It always rang a half‑second before the door opened, a bright, silvery note that raised the hairs along Juniper’s arms. Jeannie’s handiwork, that. Technically a “discreet early warning system.” Practically, a snitch with delusions of grandeur.

      “Hi,” Juniper said. “Welcome. Coffee, books, mild existential dread. What are we chasing?”

      The new arrivals—uni kids, sunburnt in peel‑patterns—laughed dutifully and drifted towards the tarot display. The linen shorts couple had made it as far as the “Beginner Wicca” shelf and were touching the books like they might explode.

      Juniper pulled a shot, knocked the portafilter clean, poured milk that came out with more enthusiasm than art. Latte art was not a family gift. Stirring counter‑clockwise to break shallow hexes, though—she did that without thinking.

      The rhythm of the shop settled: grinder whirr, low tourist chatter, a page turning somewhere in the middle stacks. The old building creaked contentedly in the heat. From deeper in the shelves, something wooden ticked twice and went quiet again.

      “Not funny, Maisie,” Juniper said under her breath.

      No answer, obviously. There never was. This was the established game: Maisie—whoever or whatever Aunt Jeannie’s “do not panic if you notice a presence” note had meant—made sure a sound happened just often enough to prove she existed. Juniper pretended she wasn’t talking to air.

      “Excuse me,” said Linen Shorts Woman, edging up to the counter with a paperback clutched to her chest. “Do you have this but, um… real?”

      Juniper glanced at the title. MOON MAGIC FOR MODERN GIRLS, all pastels and empowerment.

      “I regret to inform you,” she said, “that that is real.”

      “Oh.” Disappointment creased the woman’s forehead. “We were hoping for something… spookier?”

      “There’s always the tax code,” Juniper said. “Or, if you want actual magic, the shelves past the hanging ferns. They bite back a bit more, so mind your fingers.”

      The woman gave a nervous laugh and retreated without crossing the ward line. Juniper watched her stop short right where the pressure changed, pupils narrowing as her instincts fired a warning her brain couldn’t name.

      “Yeah,” Juniper murmured, “thought so.”

      She abandoned the machine and moved to the front display, nudging a pyramid of crystal‑infused bath salts back into geometric obedience. Jeannie had always claimed the exact angle of a product affected how it caught luck, or money, or local gossip. Juniper suspected it had more to do with keeping a fidgety apprentice occupied while old ladies talked about curses, but the habit had lodged deep.

      Aunt Jeannie’s absence sat in the shop like another piece of furniture. You moved around it, adapted the layout, pretended it matched everything else.

      The ward bell did not ring.

      Juniper’s shoulder blades prickled the way they did when a spell went sideways. She straightened from the display. The tourists didn’t seem to notice anything, but their bodies did: conversations thinned, glances skittered towards the door, one of the uni kids put the tarot deck down as though suddenly aware of being watched.

      Agnes Black did not walk into the shop so much as edit herself into the doorway.

      She filled the threshold in sensible shoes and a dark skirt that belonged in another century. Tall. Unapologetically upright. White hair in a plait wound like a crown, a cardigan that might once have been navy and now hovered in that faded territory between respectability and memory.

      The bell above the door shivered once and fell silent. Every minor ward in the building went politely flat. The air changed, dense and expectant. Juniper’s neck cooled as if someone had opened a fridge behind her.

      Linen Shorts Man, halfway through sniffing a candle labelled OCEAN GODDESS, blinked and set it down.

      “I might get a coffee up the road,” he said to no one in particular.

      Within thirty seconds, the shop emptied itself with embarrassed speed. No one ran. Agnes Black did not require undignified behaviour, only absence. The last tourist held the door for her on their way out, half‑bowing like they’d forgotten modern posture.

      Agnes ignored them. Her gaze went straight to Juniper.

      “Miss Harlow.” The words had a faint English edge that made everything sound like a verdict.

      “Mrs Black.” Juniper’s spine tried very hard to emulate Agnes’s. “You know the bell’s going to file a formal complaint.”

      “The bell knows its place,” Agnes said.

      She stepped inside. Every shelf seemed to lean away a fraction.

      Juniper became acutely aware of the dust on the top of the espresso machine, the slightly crooked GONE WITCHIN’ sign in the reflection, the fact she was wearing a black singlet with a tiny bleach mark near the hem. Agnes’s gaze flicked once over the café set‑up, the tourist shelves, the invisible line to the real books.

      “You have rearranged,” Agnes observed.

      “Just the displays.” Juniper stuffed her hands into her pockets before they could start straightening things that were already straight. “The structure’s the same.”

      Agnes hummed, which from her counted as exuberant engagement.

      “You received my note,” she said.

      Not a question. Of course not.

      Juniper glanced at the counter. The heavy cream envelope sat near the till, weighty and smug, a wax seal impressed with a stylised crescent. It looked like it expected deference.

      “I did,” Juniper said.

      “You have not replied.”

      Also not a question. Efficient, if deeply annoying.

      Juniper summoned a polite smile. “I’ve been thinking about it.”

      “A useless occupation,” Agnes said. “Action is preferable.”

      “Usually people at least pretend to be interested in my reasons.”

      Agnes regarded her as if she had announced a plan to install a deep fryer over the ley lines.

      “I am interested in outcomes, Miss Harlow,” she said. “Your great‑aunt was clear about your lack of—focus. Sentiment has already delayed your training. We cannot afford more delay.”

      Juniper’s jaw tightened. “Sorry, are we talking about the same event? Because your note sounded like a party.”

      “The Night of the Thirteenth Moon is not a party.” Agnes’s tone cooled further, which Juniper wouldn’t have thought physically possible. “It is a convergence. A working. And this year, a formal gathering of the coven network. You will attend.”

      There it was: not a request, not even an order. A weather report. Rain. High chance of attendance.

      Juniper lifted one shoulder. “I’m not much of a joiner.”

      “You run a nexus bookshop.” Agnes’s gaze sharpened. “You stand on a street that would not exist without layered bargains. Your blood carries two lines who swore to maintain this place. ‘Joiner’ is not a question on the form.”

      The familiar itch under Juniper’s skin flared, that mix of resentment and reluctant pride that came with anyone mentioning Jeannie and “legacy” in the same breath. She had inherited an entire mess of obligations with the shop key and hadn’t been given a manual.

      “I didn’t know there was a form,” she said. “Do you have a pamphlet? ‘So You’ve Accidentally Inherited a Magical Hotspot’?”

      “Jean kept her own counsel,” Agnes said. It was almost gentle. Almost. “But she knew this was coming. She prepared. Poorly, in some respects, but she prepared.”

      Juniper swallowed. The back room weighed on her awareness: Jeannie’s shelves, Jeannie’s notebooks in their erratic, half‑coded sprawl. The sticky notes that had started curling at the edges.

      “I’m still catching up,” she said.

      “Then you will catch up faster.” Agnes’s gaze flicked once more to the envelope. “Be at the hall at dusk on the thirteenth. Wear something appropriate.”

      “For what, exactly?”

      “For being seen.”

      Agnes turned, skirts moving with the barest whisper. The bell made no sound as she left. The pressure in the room eased with her absence, as though the shop had been holding its breath without noticing.

      Through the front window, Juniper watched her walk up the street, the foot traffic parting unconsciously around her like a tide around a rock.

      The tourists trickled back in within a minute, faces brightening as if someone had turned up the saturation on the whole town. Linen Shorts Woman picked up MOON MAGIC again, suddenly braver.

      Juniper blew out a slow breath, then picked up the envelope between thumb and forefinger like it might bite.

      “Be at the hall,” she muttered. “Wear traditional blacks. Love that for me.”

      The ward bell chimed, properly this time. A clear, obedient ring.

      Juniper’s shoulders eased before she even turned. The bell recognised this one. Human. Mundane‑ish. Complicated in all the usual ways.

      Detective Sam Reeves ducked his head to clear the doorframe, a take‑away coffee in his hand bearing the logo of the café two doors down.

      “Traitor,” Juniper said.

      He looked at the cup, then at her. “Morning to you, too.”

      “You walked past my perfectly serviceable coffee machine to buy inferior beans.”

      “I like knowing my barista’s not going to sprinkle anything in it when I’m not looking,” he said. “How’s business?”

      “Tourists want to hear they were witches in a past life.” Juniper leaned back against the counter. “I tell them they were tax accountants. It builds character.”

      “Thought you believed in reincarnation.”

      “I believe in karma. Sending someone back as an ATO auditor fits.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. For Sam, that was basically slapstick.

      He moved further into the shop, scanning automatically: exits, people, potential trouble. Habit. The gun at his hip never quite made it all the way out of Juniper’s awareness nowadays, even under the light summer blazer.

      Up close, he smelled of sunblock and aftershave and decent roast.

      “You got my text?” he asked.

      “Yep. Ignored it, obviously. Very on‑brand.” She tapped the till. “Rune in a wall. How may our friendly neighbourhood occult consultancy assist the Crescent Bay Police?”

      He set his coffee on the counter, then pulled a folded A4 from his inside pocket and smoothed it flat. Grainy phone photo. The brickwork of some anonymous alley wall, close‑cropped. In the centre, scored into the mortar, a neat little sigil: three overlapping lines with a hooked tail.

      Juniper’s chest tightened. Not fear. Recognition. Same difference, most days.

      “When exactly did you say this turned up?” she asked.

      “Yesterday morning. Maintenance guy spotted it near the marina sheds.” Sam eyed her. “You know it.”

      She dragged a notebook from under the counter and flipped, more for the comfort of the gesture than necessity.

      “It’s a ward marker,” she said. “Very old style. Used to be carved into things you wanted left alone. Doors. Graves. Occasionally annoying husbands.”

      “That a joke or a confession?”

      “Depends how annoying.” She tapped the image. “This is—yeah. Here. Jeannie had one sketched.”

      She angled the notebook so he could compare. The lines matched, barring the slight human wobble of the carved one.

      “Okay,” Sam said slowly. “Why put a ‘leave this alone’ sign on the side of a brick wall that’s already getting left alone?”

      “Maybe someone really hates graffiti.”

      “Juniper.”

      She sighed. “Fine. Placement matters. Direction matters. This one’s… hm.”

      She leaned closer to the photocopy, tracing the invisible orientation in the air with one finger. The hooked tail pointed towards something out of frame.

      “It’s facing the water,” she said. “So it’s not protecting the wall. It’s telling whatever’s coming from that direction to keep back.”

      “The bay,” Sam said.

      “Very good, Detective. Ten points.”

      “Any particular whatever I should be worried about?”

      “If Jeannie filed it under ‘maritime,’ probably. She had a special section for things that sulked in harbours.” Juniper glanced up. “Any bodies? Dead fish? Sea monsters complaining to council?”

      “Nothing on the record.” He hesitated. “Couple of fishermen said their nets came up torn. Could be nothing.”

      “Could be a new species of pissed‑off dolphin.” She considered the chalkboard menu behind her, as if it might list eldritch horrors between the flat white and the chai. “Look, the symbol suggests protection, not aggression. Whoever carved it was worried, not hostile.”

      “Reassuring,” Sam said dryly. “Someone out there is scared enough to scratch magic into public property, but we shouldn’t worry.”

      Juniper smiled. “You worry professionally. I worry recreationally. It balances out.”

      He took a sip of his coffee, watching her over the lid. The look was familiar now: measuring, wary, a thread of warmth underneath he pretended not to notice.

      “You could have just texted,” he said. “The explanation, I mean.”

      “You could have just emailed the photo instead of walking nine metres from your station,” she shot back.

      He didn’t deny it. His gaze flicked to the envelope on the counter, the wax catching the light.

      “Fancy,” he said. “You win the lottery or annoy someone important?”

      “Agnes Black,” Juniper said. “So, both.”

      He grimaced. “She came in here?”

      “Ward bell’s still in therapy.”

      “Do I want to know?”

      “She wants me at some witchy thing next week. Hall, robes, meaningful looks. I’m considering faking my own death.”

      “Paperwork’s a nightmare. Wouldn’t recommend it.” He paused. “You going?”

      Juniper traced the rim of an empty mug with her finger.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Everyone seems very invested in my social calendar lately.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Agnes. My parents. The ghost, probably.”

      He didn’t flinch at that as much as he used to, which was progress or desensitisation.

      “Could be useful,” he said. “More witches in one place. If this.” He tapped the rune photo. “Escalates.”

      “You just want an excuse to lurk outside a community hall.”

      “Better than another tourism committee meeting.” He checked his watch. “All right. Send me anything you find in the back room on that symbol. Especially if it mentions, I don’t know, murder tides.”

      “Define ‘murder tide.’”

      “Any tide that inconveniences me.”

      Juniper grinned. “Noted.”

      He collected his coffee, folded the photocopy, and slid it back into his pocket.

      “Text me,” he said.

      “You texted me.”

      “Consider this a rolling arrangement.”

      He nodded at a pensioner hovering by the crime paperbacks, then slipped out. The ward bell chimed after him, a fraction late, as if reluctant to let him go.

      Juniper stood for a moment in the middle of the floor, feeling the outline of his presence fade. Then the uni kids asked if they could take a photo with the “witchy wall,” and she was dragged back into retail.

      By the time the door closed behind the last tourist and the coffee machine hissed itself into a sulk, the afternoon heat had thickened. The back of the shop lay in a cool, book‑scented hush.

      A shadow gathered in the corner between two tall shelves.

      Juniper hadn’t been looking at it. One second the angle held nothing more dramatic than a leaning stack of unsorted boxes and a fern in need of water. The next, the darkness deepened in a way that didn’t match the light.

      Something stepped out of it.

      Charity Abedeyo made the air around her look untidy. She wore black the way other people wore opinions—effortless, sharp, impossible to ignore. Today it was trousers pressed to a knife edge and a silk camisole under a loose, sleeveless coat, as if she’d dressed for a board meeting in hell.

      Her skin caught what little light there was, rich and smooth, faint scars along one forearm like silver threads. She moved with unhurried precision, an economy of motion that said she had never once worried about bumping into furniture.

      The ward bell stayed silent. Juniper’s wards didn’t so much lower for Charity as step politely aside and offer refreshments.

      “Afternoon,” Juniper said. “Entrance via physics is unfashionable now, is it?”

      “Doors are for people who need permission,” Charity said.

      Her voice wrapped around the room, low and cool, an accent that skimmed more than one continent before landing in Australia and deciding it would do. She glanced once at the front of the shop, dismissing it, and focused on Juniper like she was the only clear thing in a blurred photo.

      “I came for my book.”

      “Of course you did. People only visit for my sparkling personality or obscure grimoires.” Juniper moved to the under‑counter storage, hands a touch too brisk. “You’ve already seen the personality.”

      Charity’s mouth curved. It could have been amusement or assessment.

      The special order was wrapped in plain brown paper, tied with twine. Jeannie’s scrawl crossed the top—just a title, no commentary, which meant she’d trusted the buyer to know exactly what they were holding. Juniper placed it on the counter between them.

      “Four hundred,” she said. “Friends and family discount not applicable, seeing as you are neither.”

      Charity produced an envelope from… somewhere. No bag, no visible pocket in those trousers, but the money was crisp and exact. She did not bother to count.

      Juniper did, because rent.

      “Jeannie would have charged me half,” Charity said.

      “Jeannie also thought EFTPOS was demonic. Times change.”

      Charity rested her fingertips on the parcel, not quite taking it yet. Her nails were short, neatly kept, not a chip of polish. The faint lines of magical scarring along her hand seemed to stir, as if recognising an old recipe.

      “You sourced this quickly,” she said.

      “Jeannie had an arrangement with a guy in Melbourne. I had his number.” Juniper shrugged. “Bribery, calling in favours, mild emotional manipulation. The usual.”

      “Efficient.” Charity inclined her head, the concession of a queen acknowledging a minor baron. “Jean chose well.”

      “Chose me? Or chose to drop dead and leave me all her problems?”

      “Those are the same choice.”

      The words landed with more weight than the casual tone suggested. Juniper swallowed and busied herself with shuffling receipts.

      “So,” she said. “Any sense why Mrs Black is suddenly very invested in me attending her moon‑party?”

      Charity’s gaze flicked briefly, precisely, to the cream envelope still on the counter.

      “She likes her pieces on the board where she can see them,” Charity said. “And you are… interesting.”

      “Flattered. Terrified. Bit of both.”

      “Correct response.” Charity’s attention slid past Juniper then, to the back corner of the shop near the threshold to the serious shelves. Her eyes narrowed slightly, focusing on what, to Juniper, was just empty air and a sagging notices corkboard.

      “Your resident,” Charity said, almost idly. “She is restless today.”

      Juniper’s skin tightened. “My what now.”

      Charity ignored the question. She tilted her head, speaking to that patch of air in the same tone she’d used with Agnes once at a coven meet—respectful, but not deferential.

      “You’ll make yourself known when you are ready,” she murmured. “In the meantime, try not to throw anything heavy at her head. She startles easily.”

      Juniper looked. The corner held nothing. No shimmer, no outline, just the familiar feeling of being stared at from underwater.

      “Are we… addressing my coat rack?” she asked. “Because that’s a bit rude. It’s doing its best.”

      Charity’s faint smile returned, sharper this time.

      “Sam likes you,” she said, as if offering a weather update.

      The conversational gear shift left Juniper blinking. “That’s… comprehensively unrelated.”

      “Is it?” Charity finally took the parcel, sliding it under her arm. “He comes into your shop when he could text. He watches your hands when you talk. He trusts you against his better judgement. These are not unrelated things.”

      Juniper felt heat creep up the back of her neck. “He comes here for professional reasons.”

      “Mmm.” Charity slid one hand back into shadow, the rest of her following. The darkness welcomed her like a curtain closing. “Tell yourself whatever you need to, little witch.”

      Her face was the last to go, eyes glinting once with private amusement before the corner returned to being just shadow and neglected corkboard.

      The bell never moved.

      Juniper stood alone again, surrounded by shelves and the faint, mocking hiss of the espresso machine cooling.

      “Right,” she said to the supposed empty air. “We’re not taking relationship advice from the woman who lives on a ley vortex and collects cursed jewellery. Agreed?”

      Somewhere near the back corner, a single paperback eased itself off a high shelf and dropped, spine‑down, onto the floor.

      The sound cracked the quiet. Juniper jumped, swore in a way Jeannie would have pretended to disapprove of, and stalked over. The fallen book lay face‑up: BASIC ASTRAL PROJECTION.

      “Ha. Ha,” she said. “Very meta.”

      She put it back.

      At the counter, the invitation waited. Cream card, wax seal, Agnes’s handwriting on the front like a spell all on its own: Miss Juniper Harlow.

      Juniper picked it up. Turned it over. Ran a thumb along the edge until the wax threatened to crumble.

      She flipped it open just far enough to see the neat black letters inside. Thirteenth Moon. Dusk. Community Hall. Formal.

      Her throat tightened. She shut it, harder than necessary, and placed it back on the counter—face‑down this time, like a card in a game she refused to play yet.

      The paper did not move, but she felt its stare anyway, seeping stubbornly through to her fingertips as she turned away.

      Behind her, a polished stone slipped from a display and hit the floor with a soft clack. Juniper didn’t look.

      “Later,” she said, to the envelope, the ghost, the entire town. “We’ll deal with all of you later.”

      The shop settled around her, pretending to believe her.
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      Crescent Bay on a summer morning did its best impression of a brochure: bright water, clean sand, not a single hangover in sight if you only looked at it from the right angle.

      Juniper did not look from the right angle.

      She squinted against the light as she came up the main drag, Docs scuffing the hot pavement. The air carried salt and sunscreen and the faint, greasy promise of chips from the foreshore. Her head hummed in that specific way that meant she had not technically had too much to drink last night, but her liver and the sun had formed a coalition and were voting her out anyway.

      Tourists already clogged the footpaths, moving in slow, stunned schools. Half of them wore wide‑brimmed hats and sensible sandals; the other half had underestimated the Australian UV index and would be the colour of cooked prawns by midday.

      To her left, a sandwich board outside one of the cheaper crystal shops announced:

      TODAY’S SPECIAL: MERCURY IN RETROGRADE SURVIVAL KITS – $39.99

      The kit consisted, as far as Juniper could see, of a badly tumbled amethyst, a tea‑light, and an instruction sheet that might as well have read “have a cup of tea and a lie down”. Possibly effective, technically, just not for the reasons advertised.

      Next door, a woman in a gauzy dress fanned tarot cards over a folding table, speaking earnestly to a backpacker with sunburned shoulders.

      “You’ve got a really old soul,” she said.

      Of course he did. In a town built over the bones of older things, it was statistically probable some of them were hitching a ride.

      Juniper sidestepped a family frozen in front of a ghost tour poster, the mother reading aloud.

      “‘See the REAL haunted spots of Crescent Bay,’” she said. “Oh, the kids would love that, wouldn’t they?”

      The poster featured a cartoon spectre with googly eyes. Somewhere under Juniper’s feet, whatever actually qualified as Real and Haunted probably took offence.

      She muttered, “We should be charging them royalties,” and kept walking.

      Her own shop’s bay window came into view, plants drooping politely in the heat behind the glass. The “Open” side of Jeannie’s sign faced the street; from here, the little cartoon witch on the reverse looked as though she was trying to fish something vaguely menacing out of the water. Juniper sympathised.

      Two doors down, the roller door of Peterson’s Hardware & Marine sat halfway up. Brian Peterson himself stood in the gap, wrestling it the rest of the way with the steady patience of a man who had been dealing with uncooperative objects longer than most gods.

      He wore the same blue polo he always wore, the logo faded to a ghost of itself. When he saw her, he gave a nod: not quite a greeting, more like an acknowledgement that the morning could, in theory, be survived.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      “It’s eight‑thirty.”

      “Exactly.”

      He let the door rattle to a stop and fitted the padlock into its daytime cradle. The smell of fertiliser, rope and raw timber drifted out from the cool interior.

      “You look like someone left you out in the rain and forgot to bring you in,” he observed.

      “Thanks. Loving the support.”

      “You want support, buy a scaffold.” He reached past her, flipped the ‘Closed’ sign on his own door to ‘Open’. “You on for a big one last night?”

      Juniper considered lying. Discarded the idea; Brian had the same look Agnes had, the one that made dishonesty feel like graffitiing a war memorial.

      “Medium,” she said. “Mid‑week, so I restrained myself. Possibly not enough.”

      He grunted, which in Brian was practically an essay.

      “Liquor’s just bad varnish,” he said. “Goes on easy, looks all right under low light, flakes off the next day and leaves you with the same old timber and a headache.”

      “That’s incredibly bleak for half past eight.”

      “Hardware analogy. You can have that one for free.”

      She leaned a shoulder against his doorframe, watching tourists drift past, noses pressed to window displays promising Meaning and Authenticity at twenty bucks a pop.

      “You ever get weird about it?” she asked. “All this fake witchcraft on top of the real stuff. Like putting vinyl flooring over hardwood.”

      Brian followed her gaze to the nearest shop offering “AURA CLEANSING FROM $25”.

      “Fake wood still keeps your feet off the concrete,” he said. “Most of ‘em don’t want the real thing. Real thing has splinters.”

      Juniper made a face. “You’re saying Agnes is splinters.”

      “I’m saying Agnes is load‑bearing.” He eyed her sidelong. “Heard a rumour she sent you something.”

      Of course he had. In Crescent Bay, gossip moved faster than broadband.

      Juniper exhaled through her teeth. “She sent me stationery. Very aggressive stationery.”

      “Ah.” He nodded, as if this explained a structural defect he’d suspected for years. “You going?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “Sure you have.” He reached inside the doorway, came up with a battered tape measure, and started testing it with absent flicks of his wrist. Metal slid out, clicked back. “You’re just arguing with yourself about admitting it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You were the one asking about fake witchcraft versus real splinters.” The tape flashed silver in the sun. “People who’ve decided to stay out don’t usually come over and poke the nails.”

      She watched the tape lock at twenty centimetres, then vanish with a snap.

      “You ever think about a career in counselling?” she asked.

      “Not enough sandpaper in the world.” Brian hooked the tape on his belt. “Whatever you do, do it properly. Half‑arse jobs just mean I see you again in six months when everything’s warped.”

      “Brian?”

      “Mm.”

      “You are aware I sell books, not decking.”

      “Same principle.” He stepped back into the shadowy cool of the shop. “You want a travel mug? Got a shipment in. Stainless. Won’t leak all over your bag when you’re off being mysterious.”

      She thought of the cream card on her kitchen table, Agnes’s handwriting tight and uncompromising. She’d left the envelope there this morning, right in the centre, like a placemat for dread.

      “I’ll think about it,” she said.

      “You already are,” he replied, and vanished into aisles of screws and garden hose.

      
      Moonshade Emporium glittered in the late morning like a dragon hoard designed by Instagram. Crystals caught the light in every colour, hanging from the ceiling, stacked on shelves, arranged in bowls with little handwritten tags: MANIFEST ABUNDANCE, ATTRACT LOVE, CURE MERCURY.

      A faint incense haze coiled in the air, sandalwood fighting a losing battle with the sugary vanilla from the candle display. Wind chimes ticked softly as Juniper pushed open the door.

      “Don’t steal my customers, Harlow,” Amber called from behind the counter. “I need them to fund Husband Seven.”

      “I thought you were taking a break after Six,” Juniper said, letting the door swing shut behind her. The shop’s warding—purely aesthetic, thank you—was a string of faux‑sage bundles hung around the frame.

      “I’m taking a break from marrying them,” Amber corrected. “Not from auditioning.”

      She emerged from behind a shelf of Himalayan salt lamps, a clipboard in one manicured hand. Amber Moonshade had hit late forties and decided to stay there indefinitely. Today she wore a black wrap dress scattered with tiny moons, cleavage out, lipstick a defiant berry shade that said she did not intend to fade into anyone’s background.

      She looked Juniper up and down, taking in the smudged eyeliner, the slept‑in T‑shirt, the slightly dulled amusement in her eyes.

      “You look like a raccoon that lost a fight with a bin,” Amber said. “Come here, let Aunty Amber fix your sins.”

      “I didn’t sin,” Juniper protested, dropping her bag by the counter. “I… maybe over‑enthused.”

      “That’s just sin in a party dress.” Amber reached for a bottle of water from under the till and tossed it at her. “Hydrate. You’re no use to me if you pass out on my ethically sourced jute rugs.”

      Juniper caught the bottle, twisted the cap. “These are from Kmart.”

      “Ethically sourced from a shopping centre where I am very emotionally honest with the staff.” Amber plucked a stray bit of glitter from Juniper’s shoulder. “So. Agnes.”

      Juniper paused mid‑swig. “I swear to God, does she send out a group email?”

      “Please. Agnes Black has never used email in her life. She looks at a computer and it’s like you asked her to commune with a toaster.” Amber leaned on the counter, bracelets chiming. “But my cousin’s on the catering, and she came in this morning for sage—performative, not functional—and told me Moonrise’s favourite baby witch made the guest list.”

      “Technically, I’m a shopkeeper,” Juniper said. “The witch thing is more a hobby.”

      Amber’s mouth curved. “Jeannie would haunt you for that.”

      “She already does,” Juniper muttered.

      Amber went still for a beat, a small crease appearing between her brows. She did not blow off remarks like that the way the tourist shops did. She simply nodded once, accepting the statement at face value, then moved on.

      “Let me see it,” she said.

      Juniper hesitated.

      “Amber, it’s just an invitation.”

      “And I am just a woman who has made six consecutive mistakes with men and turned them into a thriving retail brand,” Amber said. “Show me the card.”

      Juniper sighed, reached into her bag, and pulled out the envelope. The wax seal had already been broken; she’d done that in a fit of curiosity two nights ago, then read as far as “Night of the Thirteenth Moon” before her brain threw up a hand and walked off.

      Amber slid the card out with care that bordered on reverence. Her eyes skimmed the neat, uncompromising script.

      “‘Formal coven gathering,’” she read. “Dress code: robes or equivalent formal wear. That’s vague enough to be a hate crime.”

      “Wait till you see the line about ‘expected duties’,” Juniper said. “Very reassuring.”

      Amber reached it, hummed. “Mm. That’s Agnes for ‘you will be doing something important, and I am not going to tell you what it is in case you try to wriggle out.’”

      “See, this is exactly why I don’t want to go. I like my life wriggle‑friendly.”

      Amber set the card down and fixed her with a look that had cut through far worse deflection than Juniper’s.

      “You’ve been ignoring this half your life,” she said. “Ignoring it has not made it go away.”

      Juniper bristled, then slumped onto the little stool behind the counter, its cushion flattened from years of Amber’s dramatic flops.

      “I didn’t ignore anything,” she said. “I chose… a different path.”

      “You chose a quieter path,” Amber corrected. “Which is allowed. But this⁠—”

      She tapped the card.

      “—is not the universe suggesting a weekend hobby. This is Agnes Black. She doesn’t do casual.”

      “I know.” Juniper stared at the looping letters. Night of the Thirteenth Moon. Her chest tightened just saying it in her head. “Which is why I’m considering the option where I move to Darwin and become a barista in a caravan park.”

      Amber made a soft, unimpressed sound.

      “You won’t. You like your books too much, and Darwin doesn’t have me.”

      “There are other fortysomething chaos goddesses in the world.”

      “Not with my discount on bulk incense.” Amber leaned closer. Her voice dropped. “What exactly are you avoiding, Juniper?”

      The honest answer arrived too fast. Losing control. Turning into a version of herself she couldn’t joke her way out of. Standing in a room full of people who actually knew what they were doing and knowing they expected real work from her, not just coffee runs and catalogue knowledge.

      She said instead, “I don’t like formal events. They make me itchy.”

      Amber’s eyes softened, but she didn’t back off.

      “You pattern‑match for a living, sweetheart,” she said. “You know the difference between ‘I don’t like small talk’ and ‘I am terrified this will change me.’”

      Juniper picked at the label on the water bottle, nails scraping plastic.

      “It will change things,” she admitted. “If I go. Agnes will… have a claim.”

      “She already does,” Amber said, not unkindly. “She just wants you in the room when she acknowledges it. You’re scared of being trapped.”

      “Yes,” Juniper snapped, before she could smooth it over. Heat licked up her throat. “Is that a crime? I watched Jeannie spend her entire life in service to this town. She died in the back room of a bookshop because she didn’t know how to… leave. I don’t want that.”

      Amber’s hand landed on her arm, rings cool against skin.

      “You are not Jeannie,” she said. “You have a whole different set of bad decisions lined up. But pretending you don’t have power, or that you don’t care, just means other people use it for you.”

      Juniper glanced at the card. Agnes’s script glared back.

      “I could still say no,” she said.

      Amber smiled, small and fond. “Of course you could. You’re a big, clever girl with working legs. You can walk away from anything you like.”

      She let that sit for a beat.

      “But you didn’t throw it out,” she added. “You put it in your bag. That’s not nothing.”

      A bell tinkled as a group of tourists drifted in, all wide eyes and tote bags. Amber straightened, smile flicking on like a stage light.

      “Welcome to Moonshade Emporium,” she sang out. “What are we manifesting today? Love, money, or revenge?”

      “Money,” said one.

      “Love,” said another.

      “Bit of all three,” muttered the third.

      Amber winked. “Now that’s the deluxe package. Juni, be a dear and restock the rose quartz. You can angst in the back room while you do it.”

      Juniper slid off the stool, tucking the card back into its envelope and slipping it into her bag again. The tourists wafted around her like colourful, oblivious fish.

      As she ducked into the storeroom, Amber called after her, lighter now:

      “And wear something that makes your arse look amazing, if you go. Agnes can’t complain about the young witches if we give her something pretty to look at.”

      
      By the time the sky bruised into evening, Moonrise Bar hummed under its warm lamps. The front windows held the last smear of gold over the bay; inside, the timber floor bore the scuffs and stains of a dozen summers.

      Juniper pushed through the door into noise and the comfortable clink of glasses. The regulars had staked out their usual spots. A couple of off‑duty cops hunched at a corner table, pretending not to be on their phones. Someone in a tradie singlet argued gently with the trivia sheet from last week.

      Behind the bar, Tyler spotted her and brightened with the kind of dangerous joy usually reserved for spotting gossip or a good tipper.

      “Well, if it isn’t Crescent Bay’s most eligible sacrificial offering,” he said. “Agnes Black send you, or are you slumming it with us mortals by choice?”

      Juniper slid onto a stool.

      “How do you even know about that?” she asked. “I’ve told, like, two people.”

      Tyler grabbed a glass, filled it with ice. “Please. The catering girl came in for takeaways at lunch and told Bek, who told the band, who told me. It’s like osmosis, but with more alcohol.”

      He set the glass down and poured: gin, soda, a squeeze of lime. Her usual.

      “No,” she said. “I can’t stay. Just water.”

      He added more gin.

      “You’re staying,” he said. “That’s your ‘I’m going to be responsible’ voice, which only comes out when you’ve already decided not to be.”

      She eyed the drink. Condensation already beaded on the glass, promising poor decisions and temporary ease.

      “You’re a menace,” she said.

      “I’m a public service.” He slid the glass to her. “So. Big witch invite. How’s the existential dread?”

      She took a sip. The gin bit, then softened; her shoulders unwound a fraction.

      “Manageable,” she said. “If we define ‘manageable’ as ‘I have considered faking my own death and moving to Tasmania to raise alpacas.’”

      “Alpacas are mean,” Tyler
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