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Preface

This novel moves between the perspectives of different characters. 

There are moments in life that seem small as they pass - a choice made in haste, a path taken without thought, a meeting that feels like chance. And yet, it is often these moments that shape everything that follows.

In this story, you will walk beside Joseph and Emily, whose journeys unfold in ways neither of them fully understands. You will stand at the edges of decisions that carry more weight than they first appear and witness the quiet pull of something greater moving just beneath the surface of their lives.

Beyond them, others are watching.

The Elders do not interfere lightly. They observe, they measure, and they remember. To them, nothing is ever truly random. Every action, every hesitation, every turning point forms part of a larger design - one that reveals itself only in time.

This is a story of souls - of consequence, of connection, and of the unseen threads that bind one life to another. Not every answer will come at once, and not every path will be clear. But each step matters.
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​​Chapter 1 – Emily Meets Areena
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The clock struck two.

Emily stood in the kitchen and filled the kettle. A glance out the window confirmed what she already knew. The window overlooked Cass Park, which was usually busy. Now rain swept across it, flattening the grass and emptying the paths. The few people caught in it hurried along with heads down, coats pulled tight against the wind.

Just a few more minutes before her client arrived. Time enough to make a cup of honey-and-chamomile tea.

The scent was sickly sweet. It made her feel nauseated. She would have preferred a strong whiskey coffee, something with a bite. But she knew her customers liked the tea – more importantly, they trusted it. It put them at ease. A warm cup in their hands softened them, loosened their guard, and made them feel safe.

The silver and black box lay on the table, holding her latest collection of tarot decks – eleven so far. She glanced at the clock again and quickly arranged the chair, placing another deck, still wrapped in its silver mother-of-pearl silk, in front of where she would sit.

Her large crystals stood strategically around the room. She looked at them with satisfaction.

Just one final touch to set the stage, crossing the room, she lit the incense. The earthy smoke curled upward, twisting lazily toward the ceiling.

A loud knock shattered the silence.

Showtime.

She cast a final glance around the room. Everything was in place.

Opening the door, she found a woman standing in the cold: Short, thin, with long brown hair whipping across her face by the wind, wearing a coat far too light for the weather.

“Areena?” Emily asked.

The woman nodded, brushing wet hair from her face.

“Please, come in,” Emily said, stepping aside.

The woman hurried past her, relief plain on her face as she escaped the rain. Water pooled beneath her shoes; her feet squelched softly against the floor as she walked into the entrance hall.

Emily took the woman’s coat.

“You can leave your shoes next to the radiator if you like. Go in and make yourself comfortable. Would you like a cup of honey and chamomile tea? I’ve just made some.”

The woman nodded gratefully and slipped out of her shoes.

Areena entered the room. It was bright and airy, with comfortable chairs. She could smell the incense; it tickled her senses, making her want to sneeze. She rubbed her cold, red nose and realized she was still shivering slightly.

Areena made her way over and sat at the table, looking around while she waited for Emily to return.

The crystal collection caught her eye, especially a large, clear quartz that seemed to her to be filled with underwater scenes.

Emily reappeared with two steaming cups and noticed where Areena was looking.

“Lovely, isn’t it? It’s a Garden Quartz. I got it when I visited Brazil.”

“Here,” she said, offering the hot cup.

Areena took it gratefully, warming her hands as she cupped it.

Emily sat down opposite. Both sipped their teas for a moment, not talking. The only sound was the clock ticking noisily.

Emily studied her. She was in her twenties, she guessed; apart from her small, slightly reddened nose, her face was gaunt, with large blue eyes and a mouth that looked too small for her face. Fairly pretty, although shabbily dressed.

Emily leaned slightly forward.

“Better?”

Areena put the cup down after draining the last dregs.

“Yes, much,” she replied.

“Just before we start,” Emily began, “do you want to tell me why you’ve come to see me? What area in your life do we need to focus on?”

She picked up the tarot deck and started to unpeel the material from the cards. They were slightly larger than playing cards, and some had plain black backs, while others had a silver line running around the edges that almost made them look white against the black background.

Areena spoke quietly, a little embarrassed, trying to explain why she had come and what she hoped to hear. She stuttered at first, then the words tumbled out: the distance from her family, the miserable breakup with Tony. She was failing at work, getting nowhere, and feeling desperately lonely.

Emily tried hard to listen; in truth, it bored her. She adjusted her posture several times and nodded as though each of Areena’s words meant something. They meant nothing.

Putting on her sympathetic face, she had heard what she needed to hear. No nearby family, no boyfriend, and a job she wasn’t happy with. That was enough – enough to get the ball rolling. There would be nobody to get in the way or start asking questions.

“Hmm... I’d say four to six sessions should do it.” That ought to be enough to secure her.

“I can’t guarantee you’ll get your boyfriend back... but my love spells usually work.”

“Shall we shuffle the cards and see what’s going on with him?”

Emily reached into a small black silk purse and drew out a smooth stone, placing it carefully on the table beside Areena.

“We’ll use this in a moment.”

She slid the deck toward her.

“Shuffle first, let the cards get used to you.”

Areena hesitated.

“When you’ve finished, I’ll ask you to choose the one that pulls at you most,” Emily said, her voice soft but steady. “Then shuffle once more and pass them back to me.”

She tapped the stone lightly.

“That stays with you during the spell; just hold it in your hand. Afterwards, you can place it on your chosen card.”

A small pause, then a faint smile.

“It’s a smaller version of the one you were looking at earlier,” she added. “It helps focus things... draws desire into the reading.”

Mine, not yours. 

Her gaze flicked back to the cards. “And gently, please,” she added, almost as an afterthought. 

“These are fairly new, and the cards are easily damaged. I can’t stand tatty-looking cards.” 

Areena took the cards and shuffled them, almost painfully at first, clumsily, but then, as her hands got used to them, she managed to shuffle them to her satisfaction. She stopped and handed the cards back to Emily. 

Areena picked up the stone and looked at Emily. Her eyes pleaded, bright with unshed tears.

Emily took the cards and began to lay them out. She looked at Areena. Poor, pathetic thing... I’m doing you a favor.

“Now, don’t worry, the spell will only take a few minutes. You might feel your hand get warm, but keep a hold of the stone, don’t let it go,” she added, looking reassuringly at her.

Emily began her chant, softly and slowly at first. Areena looked on, not knowing what to expect. She wasn’t to know this wasn't normal; she couldn’t understand what Emily was saying. She spoke in a different tongue, ancient and unfamiliar.

Areena gripped the stone, her palm growing warm. Emily swayed as her chant flowed over the cards, touching each one in turn. The heat in Areena’s hand throbbed, insistent and growing.

It only lasted a few minutes, but it felt far longer. Areena waited patiently for answers – any answers.

She wanted, no, needed – hope.

Her hand now stung with the heat of the stone; she had already loosened her grip, but it seemed stuck to her palm somehow.

The clock grew louder – tick tock, tick tock – until it seemed to drown everything out, leaving only the rhythm in her ears. A strange lightness began to rise from her solar plexus, a fluttering tug that lifted her mind just beyond the edges of her body. Her limbs felt heavy, and she blinked, trying to anchor herself, but her thoughts floated, airy and disconnected. Lightheaded.

Areena looked from the clock to Emily, trying to pull herself back in, to steady herself. After a moment, the feeling subsided, and she began to feel better again.

She dismissed it. Putting it down to perhaps skipping breakfast that morning.

Emily spoke. “Do you feel alright?” Her facial expression was calm but quizzical.

“Yes,” replied Areena, still trying to shake off a feeling of not quite being in the present.

“I said,” Emily continued, “that I can see it’s been quite miserable for you. Now, to provide you with the perfect reading, I need you to review these cards. Select the one that best resonates with you. Can you do that for me, please?”

Emily sat back slightly and studied Areena. She needed to know which card suited her the most; that would be the easiest for the connection.

Areena looked long and hard at each card.

“What’s this one?” she asked, pointing to the card furthest away from her.

The card’s image displayed a large red heart being pierced by three swords.

Emily replied with a sigh. “That, my dear, is the Three of Swords. It’s the broken-hearted card. I’ll let you know what each of the cards mean, and you can tell me which one you feel drawn to.”

Areena just nodded. She still felt slightly odd, but at least the stone in her hand wasn’t as hot as it had been.

After Emily gave a brief overview of the cards, Areena decided to stay with the Three of Swords. It seemed the best fit. Desperately lonely after the breakup, hope still lingered that he would realize his mistake and come back. The reasons for their split had been examined from every angle. Had she said or done something to cause it? Thoughts of him intruded constantly, to the point that it had started to interfere with her role as a bank clerk.

“Just place the stone on the top of the Three of Swords card; that’ll anchor it. Then we’ll begin the reading.” Emily continued to lay the cards out across the table.

Areena did as she was bidden and placed the stone, which had cooled, onto the center of the card. For a moment, she thought the stone appeared lighter, almost illuminated.

She shook her head.

“Is it possible to have some water?”

“Of course, darling,” Emily got up and quickly returned with a small glass of cold water.

She sipped it slowly. It tasted good, and it helped clear her head. She put the glass down on the table, glancing at her card again. The stone lying on top looked perfectly normal.

Areena put it down to her not feeling well. Must be all the excitement, and then she dismissed it.

“I'm sorry, we can continue now,” Areena said softly.

Emily started the reading. By the end, Areena felt a little better. Things didn’t seem to weigh down on her so heavily, almost as if a weight had been taken off her shoulders. It felt good to talk to someone about her problems and be reassured, and she was sure the love spell would work.

With the reading finished, she paid Emily and glanced out of the window. The rain had stopped, the wind was still howling, and the trees' branches were waving back and forth.

At least my shoes will be dry, she thought, as she made her way back to the entrance hall and slipped them on. They were warm but still slightly damp.

Emily handed Areena her coat.

“Shall we say the same time next week?”

“Yes, please,” Areena replied.

The door opened, and she stepped out into the cold, clutching her coat around her neck as she hurried away.

Emily closed the door and leaned back against it for a moment, letting out a contented sigh. A wide smile spread across her face. She was tired but satisfied.

She went to her bedroom, picked up her diary from the dresser, and opened it to the correct date. With a few careful strokes, she added another appointment for Areena.

Flipping back through the pages to check when her next session was due, 4 pm, she tapped the pen thoughtfully against her lip.

I should be able to complete this card today. One more session and it will finally be finished.

She closed the diary with quiet certainty.

Right on cue, the clock in the living room ticked over.

Four o’clock.

Her next client was due any moment.
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​Chapter 2 – Emily’s phone call 
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Emily opened her eyes.

She was slouched on the sofa, an empty whiskey coffee cup abandoned on the table in front of her. One glance at the window told her she’d slept at least a couple of hours.

It was already twilight outside, and the lamp lights shone through her window and reflected off the ceiling.

She rubbed her face and pushed herself upright. Getting up, she collected the crystals and put them back one by one into their usual place. The cards were left exposed across the table. Magic work always drained her more than she expected.

She crossed to the table. The Moon card lay face down where she had left it, a fine silvery line pulsing faintly along its edge in six rows on its back. Carefully, she slipped it into its silk sleeve and placed it inside the silver-and-black box with the others.

“All done,” she said softly to herself.

She looked down. The Three of Swords lay apart from the others, the card Areena had claimed as her own.

Predictable, Emily thought.

She picked the card up and studied it. Turning it in her hand to see if the first casting had succeeded. A thin white line glimmered along the edge, subtle but unmistakable. Emily smiled. The casting had taken. The connection was alive.

She gathered the cards, wrapped them, and put them away.

The last daylight had faded, and the room was getting dark. Emily clicked the lamp on; she hated bright lighting. Weariness settled into her bones. A bath would help.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror. As she looked closer, she could see the very faint markings of lines around her eyes were just starting to appear, and the woman staring back at her felt older than she remembered feeling that morning.

Time to smear on some more cream.

She looked at her hair. Shortish dark brown hair, with a slight curl, but a thin streak of gray was now showing itself at the front of her forehead – Damn!

She looked under the bathroom sink and pulled out the hair dye. She only needed a little, just enough to cover the gray streak.

I'm sure my aging is progressing faster.

Emily had used up the last of her Jadevine Noctiflora anti-aging serum years ago. It was a rare preparation that came in a little blue vial, reserved only for the elite of witches and warlocks, capable of reversing the signs of aging with just a small dose. Expensive and nearly impossible to obtain without the right connections, it was gone now, and she had no choice but to rely on her own preparations.

The phone gave out a sudden shrill ring. She walked over and picked it up.

“Hello, Emily?” said a familiar voice.

“Oh... hello Joseph, how are you, sweetie?” What the hell does he want? Her pulse quickened slightly. She hadn’t expected to hear from him, and the years hadn’t dimmed the sense of alertness his voice always triggered.

“I just wondered if you were coming to the festival this year. I missed you last time, and I really would like to meet up with you; I have something to discuss – a proposition, one might say.” His voice lingered in the air.

Emily thought for a moment before replying. Memories flitted through her mind – the last time she had seen Joseph was with Frankie; that time, everything had nearly gotten out of control. She suspected Frankie had a hand in it. And Joseph? Well... he had always been a force to reckon with. She admired him, respected his abilities, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. She knew of his fondness for her, though she had never returned it. She had learned the hard way that power and personal feeling often mingled dangerously.

“Why, I haven’t even had time to think about it, darling,” she replied sweetly.

Giving a noncommittal answer was probably her best course of action. If he wanted something, why didn’t he just say it? She felt irritated; her bath water was getting cold, and he was interrupting her evening.

“Ah, ok, but I think you would be pleased, if not somewhat surprised, if you came,” Joseph said, trying his best to convince her to come. “Oh, by the way, Frankie will be there,” he added more quietly now.

At the sound of Frankie’s name, Emily’s lips tightened; she still hadn’t forgiven him. Frankie. The name still carried friction. Whatever had happened in the past, and she was still somewhat mystified as to the extent of the matter, it had put her in danger, and the memory of that tension set her nerves on edge.

Joseph was still waiting for an answer.

“Well, I don’t know, Joseph, I’ll have to think about it – the last time I went, there was that dreadful commotion over Sylvia and that awful little man. I’ll have to get back to you about it.”

“Well, don’t take too long; we all have to RSVP by next week – you know – they need a month’s notice to accommodate the numbers,” he replied.

“Yes, I know... now I really must go, darling,” Emily answered.

Her hand was tightening around the telephone receiver so much that her knuckles had started turning white. And with that, Emily put the phone down. Joseph would have to wait for an answer.

She allowed herself a moment; his call had evoked a strange cocktail of feelings – admiration, irritation, and alert caution. She headed back to the bathroom, which was now filled with hot white steam. She quickly undressed and slipped into the tub.

Her mind raced.

What was Joseph up to? What proposition did he have for her? Sounded lucrative – it was Joseph after all – it would be. Well, I’ll think about it.

She half thought to herself and sank deeper into the suds.

The next morning was clear and bright. At seven, Emily woke to her alarm blasting loud jazz. Reaching out her hand, she belted the button on top of the alarm hard; the music came to an abrupt halt.

She still felt tired. The phone call had unnerved her, and she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what Joseph had said.

She lazily eyed her wardrobe. What should I wear? Let's see who I’ve got coming round today.

Flicking through her diary, she had circled two more readings.

The first reading didn’t go quite as Emily had planned – the woman, after having her hand scalded by the hot little stone, jumped up and left, practically fleeing, still clutching her handbag like a talisman.

The second woman – Susan – lingered in the doorway after her reading. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, fingers twisting together.

“Was there... something else?” Emily asked. She had only started gathering up the cards and now stopped.

The woman hesitated. “It’s silly.”

Emily didn’t look up. “It usually is, but why don't you tell me anyway?”

“Well,” Susan said, lowering her voice, “my hamster died last week. Rupert. I just wondered if... if he was alright.”

Emily paused.

She glanced at the woman, then at the cards still spread on the table.

He was a hamster. He ran, he ate, he died.

For a moment, she considered saying what she had just thought. Then Emily decided to humor her. It wouldn’t take much. A sentence or two, something soft and meaningless.

She met the woman’s eyes, looked down at the cards, and moved them around with her hands as if she were trying to decipher something.

Eventually, she said, “He’s fine, he's with his hamster brothers and sisters. He thanks you for the kindness you showed him.”

The woman flushed. “Oh.”

“If it helps,” Emily added, not unkindly, “he probably didn’t suffer.”

The woman nodded quickly, clearly relieved now. “Yes. Yes, of course. Thank you.”

She turned and left without another word.

Emily watched the door close, then exhaled softly through her nose.

At least she hadn’t asked about reincarnation.

By midday, she had finished.

Emily’s head ached, undoubtedly the result of attempting two castings so quickly in succession. She rinsed the mugs, filled a small glass with straight whiskey, and downed it with two paracetamol tablets.

She slumped onto the sofa, waiting for the tablets to work their magic. Thoughts of Joseph crept along the edges of her mind, and she caught herself thinking back to the last time she had met him.

Had it been beneficial – yes, but she had barely been able to escape exposure to the Elders. Still... it had been worth it, even if she left, practically fleeing to another state and coming to Detroit.

She sat there for another minute or two before deciding that she needed some fresh air.

I got to go to the bank anyway.

Emily gathered her things, stuffed the money she had collected that week into her purse, grabbed her coat, and stepped outside.

She took deep breaths of the cool, crisp, fresh air as she crossed the park. Gray clouds surrounded the sun so that shards of light peeked out occasionally, and the treetops danced as swirls of autumn air blew across. The leaves crunched underfoot as she made her way along the path.

Her head felt much better now. Clearer, and the throbbing had subsided. People walked along the street or sat at café tables, chatting and eating lunch. She’d picked the busiest time to come out.

As predicted, the PNC Bank was busy, but after waiting in line for what seemed like forever, it was finally her turn to deposit her money.

“Areena!” Emily exclaimed when she finally got to the counter.

Emily was a bit taken aback; she hadn’t expected to see her so soon.

“I didn’t know you worked here.”

Areena smiled. “Yes,” she replied, followed by, “How can I help you today?”

Emily handed over the money, obtained a receipt, and then left. She made a mental note to use the other branch in the future. It wasn’t that she couldn’t see Areena; she just wanted to keep her distance. Messy situations weren’t her style, and if she wanted to keep Areena as a client, familiarity had to stay in check.

As Emily passed a boutique, the dress in the shop window caught her eye. That would be perfect for the festival; it was a black long clingy dress with a split up one side. It fitted one shoulder and had pink flowers around the neckline. It was a simple yet acceptable dress code for an evening out.

Emily went into the shop, tried it on, smoothed the front of the dress down, and found it comfortable to wear. The dress hugged her slender figure in all the right places, and the flowers hid what little she had up top quite nicely.

She treated herself to a new padded bra and high heels, already knowing which bag she would use. She left the shop feeling pleased.

Yes, she decided, she would go to the festival and see what Joseph wanted.

And ... it had better be worth my while.
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​Chapter 3 – Areena
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Areena left work promptly at 4 pm. She headed straight to the local bakery; she needed her usual fix of a small cream doughnut. The bell above the door chimed as she stepped inside, and the warm smell of sugar and freshly baked bread wrapped around her. It was comforting, uncomplicated, nothing like her thoughts.

“This time I’ll just get the doughnut,” she murmured to herself. I’ll add these for later and pick up a bag of chocolate-chip cookies as well, or maybe...  for tonight. 

She looked around the busy café and saw that her usual spot was free; a small table and chair were placed slightly out of the way. That felt important somehow, as though the universe had decided not to take this from her, too. She sat down and drank her hot cappuccino, sipping frequently.

Her thoughts returned to the scene in the bank earlier, when Emily had come in. She didn’t seem pleased to see me, although I thought we had made a connection. The thought needled at her. Had she imagined it? Had she imagined feeling understood?

She took another sip.

Just like I imagined things with Tony.

She could feel the hot liquid glide down her throat; although it burned, it felt good, something physical to focus on, something she could control.

The memory pulled her back to Tony again. Why did he insist on taking up so much space in her head? I really miss him, she admitted, irritation prickling beneath the ache. It wasn’t graceful. It wasn’t empowering. It was just true.

The café's lights hummed softly above her, blending with the low murmur of conversation and the clatter of cups. Without warning, the sound shifted in her mind, and she was back standing at the kitchen’s entrance, looking down the hallway. The electrical cupboard door was open, and from it came a horrible, charring smell of wiring that filled the air. Tony was inside, muttering to himself.

“Trust me,” he’d called out.

The lights suddenly flicked on.

Coming out, he stumbled over his toolbox. Looking up, he saw her. She laughed at him, a real laugh, easy and warm.

“There you go,” he’d said, grinning like a Cheshire cat, pleased with himself.

Her nose still wrinkled at the remembered smell; she’d laughed again, perhaps too easily.

Now all that was left was a hollow ache in her stomach, equal parts longing and annoyance, longing for the way he used to look at her. Annoyance at herself for still wanting that look.

She finished her coffee and decided it was no good thinking about him; she was only torturing herself. A small sigh escaped her as she set the cup down. She had felt better after her Tarot reading with Emily, lighter somehow, but now the thought of him just pained her.

Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m seeing Emily again on Tuesday, just four more days to go. I’ll ask her questions about him, then. Whether she thinks he will come back, or whether I’ll have to let him go.

She was counting down the days.

She decided she would cheer herself up by going shopping and treating herself to a few things. Walking along the street, she caught herself humming the latest song. It was about empowerment, independence, strength, and moving on. She almost laughed at the irony. She knew she was a mess; an emotional train wreck dressed in office wear. 

Still, everyone has their own little traumas to deal with, she reasoned.

She found herself standing outside the large display window of a shop called Betsy’s. The mannequin wore tight stone-blue jeans, a baggy white top, and a big white floppy hat with a black band. It looked effortless. Unblemished. 

Betsy’s was a young fashion boutique. It had been a long time since Areena had bought herself any clothing. She glanced at her reflection in the glass, tired eyes, manageable smile.

What’s the point of working so hard if I can’t splurge occasionally? She justified the thought.

One shop turned into two. Two into five. Each purchase came with a small sense of joy.

See... I’m doing okay.

By the time she got home, she was struggling to carry all three shopping bags. As she pushed the key into the door, she heard the telephone ringing.

Her heart jolted violently.

Rushing, she fumbled and dropped one of the bags; some of its contents spilled out over the dirty floor.

“Arghhh, no, no, no!”

The ringing stopped.

The silence felt mocking.

She placed the remaining bags on the table and rushed to the answering machine – nothing, no message left. She picked up the receiver and dialed, call withheld.

For half a second, she let herself believe it could have been Tony.

Butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and her chest tightened automatically.

But then she told herself off for getting carried away and dismissed it as probably a wrong number.

She put the TV on – the news – and turned the volume up louder than usual. The happiness she had felt while shopping drained away with the missed call. She mentally noted her mood swings and peered at the calendar. Nope, not yet. Shrugging her shoulders, she made her way into the kitchen to start cooking dinner.

After eating, Areena thought she’d better continue with her French lessons; she still had many weeks to go, and it was something she had decided to take up to keep herself busy. Busy meant less thinking.

I don’t want to, she thought lazily.

Dinner had made her feel heavy and tired, and all she wanted to do was watch TV and think about Tony properly.

No, I must practice.

She reluctantly pulled out her French course books from the sideboard drawer, along with the small, slightly dusty CD that came with the set. She reached over and pressed play on the CD player, the tinny voice filling the living room.

The CD started with the instructions: 

Écouter et répéter.

Bonjour. Je m’appelle...

Her eyes drifted to her phone lying face-up on the table.

What if he texts?

She turned the phone face down with a quiet thud and forced her gaze back to the page. She repeated the phrases out loud, stumbling slightly over the pronunciation.

Between each exercise, there he was again. His grin, his voice, the way he used to fill a room.

She turned the volume up, anything to drown him out.

Areena arrived early to work the next day; she preferred to be early because then she could settle into the job rather than feel rushed, and her manager was always hovering. She had been in enough trouble, and she didn’t want to give him any more ammunition.

Walking down the corridor, she spotted someone working in the electrical closet.

Her body reacted before her mind did.

Her heart skipped sharply.

Tony?

She slowed without consciously meaning to.

As she got closer, she saw it was just a fair-haired man with glasses, rummaging through a big blue toolbox.

Of course, it wasn’t Tony.

Heat rose into her face.

Stupid to even think it could be.

She got to her cubicle and settled in. Nothing out of the ordinary happened for the remainder of the day. By the end, she was feeling exhausted and looking forward to her coffee and cream treat.

She was leaving by the back door when she bumped into someone; the impact knocked her slightly off balance.

“Sorry,” she apologized quickly, not looking up.

“Don’t worry, love, it happens,” the deep voice said cheerfully.

Everything inside her went still.

She looked up.

Blue eyes. That same cheeky grin.

He hadn’t changed a bit.

“How have you been, Areena? Long time no see!”

A flash of anger hit her.

Long time no see? Whose fault was that?

But as fast as it came, it disappeared. Relief swallowed it whole. He was here. Real. In the flesh. Not a memory.

They talked for a few minutes before Tony said he had to get back to work. Bill, the other workman, was waiting for him. Then he slipped through the still-open door.

Her stomach fluttered as she watched him go. She hated that it still did that. After a minute, she headed to the bakery. 

Sitting in her usual spot, Areena had just finished her cream treat and was sipping her coffee when she saw Tony walk past the shop outside.

Twice in one day.

She wanted to call to him, but she held back. She didn’t want to appear pathetic, weakening herself in his eyes, or my own, a thought cut in sharply.

A sudden thought occurred. Could the love spell be working? 

Excited at the thought that Tony was now back, well... around, she corrected herself. 

Her fingers tapped nervously on the table.

She was dying to see Emily again; she wanted to know what this meant. Her mind raced, a hundred questions all flying round her head with no answers.

She finished her coffee and glanced at the clock. She should really be heading home; she still had to get ready for her spinning class. As she walked home, her mind wandered. 

Tony being back didn’t mean anything.

Not yet.

She repeated it until it almost sounded convincing.

Tuesday wasn’t far away. She would talk to Emily then. She’d be able to get clarity and answers.

She quickly got changed. 

For now, she would not fall apart.

She picked up her gym bag.

“Let’s do this,” she said out loud.

Her voice sounded steadier than she felt.

And she left the house.
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​Chapter 4 – Moonlight & Mist 
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Emily decided she’d had enough of staring at her ceiling. Boredom was creeping in, and she wasn’t one to sit still when the world had so many little distractions. She concluded she should go out and began to get ready. 

Grabbing her coat and purse, she set off down the street. The crisp air hit her cheeks pleasantly, and she allowed herself to slow her pace, enjoying the small bustle of the neighborhood. A one-man band stood at the corner of Prentis Street, singing for all his worth, and a few people had gathered to listen. A few of them tossed money into an old hat that lay on the floor near his feet. 

Emily made her way past them; she knew where she was going, a quaint little shop tucked away in Temple Street.

The bell above the shop door jingled as she stepped into Moonlight & Mist. The scent of herbs, incense, and polished wood wrapped around her like a familiar cloak. Shelves lined with jars of dried petals, bundles of sage, and curious trinkets filled every available space. Crystals gleamed in every shade imaginable, catching the light in a way that made her fingers twitch to reach out and touch them.

“Emily! Fancy seeing you here, it’s been quite a while,” the shopkeeper called, stepping out from behind a stack of shelves. Maris had worked there for years. Short and sprightly, streaks of silver cut through her black hair, and she wore the same knowing smile she always had.
“Looking for your usual?”
Emily smirked. “Something to keep me entertained. And possibly out of trouble.”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, you’re in luck. We’ve just had a shipment of the new trend: Soul Mirrors. Popular, they are.” She winked and continued to arrange a display of small, obsidian-framed mirrors that shimmered faintly in the shop’s muted light. 

Emily paused, curiosity tugging at her caution. “Soul Mirrors?” she asked, stepping closer. “What exactly do they do?”

Maris lifted one carefully, angling it so the glass caught the glow of the lanterns. “They don’t show your face, not truly,” she said softly. “They show your soul. Whole and bright or fractured and distorted if it’s been tampered with. A curse, a binding, a spell laid without your knowing.” Her eyes flicked up to meet Emily’s. “Look into one, and you’ll see whether what stares back is entirely your own.”

Emily hesitated only a moment before taking the mirror. The obsidian frame felt cool against her fingers. She lifted it slowly, half-expecting the glass to cloud or crack or reveal something monstrous beneath her familiar features.

Instead, the surface shimmered and then settled.

Her reflection gazed back at her, steady and clear. But it was brighter somehow, threaded with a faint silver light that pulsed gently beneath her skin, like moonlight caught in water. There were no fractures, no shadows creeping at the edges. No hollow places.

She smiled, satisfied. “Whole,” she murmured. “Untouched. Whatever troubles you’re carrying, child, they’re your own, and that’s a very good thing.”

Emily let out a quiet breath and lowered the mirror carefully back into Maris’s waiting hands. The silver glow faded as the glass turned dark once more.

“It’s remarkable,” she said sincerely, offering a small, grateful smile. “And I can see why they’re popular.” She hesitated, then added gently, “But I think I’ll leave it for now. It’s... comforting to know, though.”

Maris studied her for a heartbeat, then gave a knowing nod. “As you wish, dear. They’ll be here should you ever feel the need.”

“I’ll just have a little look around, I think.” She left Maris and drifted down one of the aisles, brushing her fingers lightly across a deep, rich-colored amethyst. The steady buzz of the shop settled around her, low conversation, the clink of glass, the faint chime of hanging charms.

In the next aisle, two women leaned close together, whispering just loudly enough to be overheard.

“What do you think she’ll do? If her husband catches her this time with Berty Comings... oh, this is nice.” One of them lifted a wind chime made from seashells and tiny silver bells, setting them tinkling.

The other gave a soft, knowing snort. “Well, that explains a few things, doesn’t it? My sister lives by him and swears she saw a man coming down from the ridge after moonrise – hat pulled down and coat collar up, looking like he didn’t want to be recognized. She swears it was Berty.” She lifted a small piece of lavender and smelt it. “Oh, this smells nice... and as for her...” She lowered her voice further, almost gleeful. “If her husband finds out she’s been sneaking back to the shop again, charms or no charms, there’ll be more than words flying about. Whether she denies it or not.”

Emily smiled faintly. Listening to other people’s conversations was often more entertaining than browsing the shelves. She drifted one step closer, fingers trailing across a large quartz shot through with red and gold swirls. The women continued, oblivious.

“...did you hear?” The woman turned her head to ensure no one was listening.  “Them Elders have been sticking their noses in again where it’s not wanted.”

That caught her attention.

Emily stilled, a frown creeping over her face.

“Aye, and I’ve heard tale that big Joseph has been seen meeting with them again,” one whispered. “Not just once, mind. Something’s going on. He’s been seen going up to their chambers a lot lately.” 

“Oh, look at this... now I like this.”

The first woman set the shell chime down and picked up a scented candle – white chocolate. She raised it to her nose and inhaled deeply, taking several other appreciative sniffs.

“Well, as long as they don’t involve me. Grace’s brother was involved with that lot, and he ended up in hospital... bad lot, they are.”

She placed the candle back on the shelf and reached for another one, lifting it to her nose.

“Cinnamon...”

Her nose wrinkled, and a small sneeze escaped.

Emily’s lips tightened. Big Joseph... it had to be the same one. The name settled low in her stomach, twisting. Not fear. Not irritation, but something sharper, urging her to be cautious. He had said nothing about the Elders over the phone. Nothing about meetings. Now, suddenly, that omission felt deliberate. He knew how she felt about them. 

“I heard...” the woman leaned closer still, “that they’re interested in someone making outlandish accusations, his telling tall stories they say...”

“No, who? Do we know who it is?”

The rest of the conversation dissolved into quieter murmurs as they moved further along the aisle. Emily did not follow. Her thoughts were already moving ahead of them. If Joseph was consorting with the Elders, anything he learned, anything he chose to report, could complicate matters. He had mentioned a proposition. Was this proposition to do with the Elders? 

She was curious. How deep was Joseph in with them? 

Now whispers of secret meetings cast it in a different light.

Careful, she reminded herself.

Her fingers absentmindedly brushed a small scrying orb tucked between two stacks of carved boxes. Looking down, it was smooth and dark, reflective as still water. She picked it up; the glass was cool against her palm. It could be useful for keeping an eye on her clients. She paused for a moment, considering Joseph – no, too risky to use on him. Then she slipped it carefully into her coat pocket.

Not theft, she told herself, just a precaution. Joseph wasn’t the only one who liked to know things.

The shop bell chimed as a young woman in a bright scarf hurried in, knocking over a small jar of rose petals. Emily watched with mild amusement as Maris bent to right it. 

Maris brushed a streak of glitter dust from her hair before leaning across the counter to assist another customer, a man clutching a folded newspaper. She passed him a Soul Mirror. He tucked it quickly beneath his coat and left with what he likely believed was subtlety. 

Emily almost smiled. Secrecy, when performed badly, was a spotlight in disguise.

For a few moments, she watched the small human theatrics unfolding around her. A man with candles, a girl with a pouch of herbs, tiny dramas in the otherwise hushed rhythm. She wandered slowly toward the counter, thoughts circling like a hawk over unseen prey.

Joseph. The Elders. A proposition. There was little to go on, but enough to question him about next time she spoke to him. 

“Did you see anything you liked?” Maris asked, cutting gently through her thoughts.

“No, unfortunately not this time.”

Maris studied her for a moment, then reached beneath the counter. “Take this, then.” She placed a small obsidian charm in Emily’s hand. It felt smooth and warm. “For relaxation. You look a bit tense.”

Emily smiled. “Thank you, Maris. I’ll put it to good use.”

She stepped back out into the street, the autumn wind tugging at her hair and coat. The city hummed softly around her, unaware of the currents shifting beneath it. 

As she crossed Cass Park, her fingers curled around the hidden orb in her pocket. Joseph had stepped into circles he did not belong to. She hoped he knew what he was doing. 

If he intended to play a deeper game, there was only one way to find out. 
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​Chapter 5 – Areena & Emily
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Tuesday arrived at last.

Areena checked the clock for the third time in ten minutes. She didn’t need to rush; it was early. It seemed to her that the hands on the clock were refusing to move at all, but eventually it was time to go.

She gathered her bag and coat and headed for the door; her stomach lurching with anticipation of seeing Emily. Her mood had started to change; it had lifted in a way it hadn’t been for weeks. The days since her last reading had passed more easily than she had expected. She felt lighter, steadier. Even work had been tolerable, and the manager hadn’t moaned once at her this week.

Tony drifted across her thoughts, as he usually did. The sharp ache had dulled. Seeing him again had unsettled her at first, but now she found herself clinging to the idea that Emily’s spell was already working. Things were shifting. She could feel it, or at least that’s what she told herself. I mean, what are the odds?  

She tried to pace her walking; she didn’t want to get there too early. Straightening her shoulders, she took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. Whatever happens today, I’m ready. Emily would tell her what everything meant. She was sure of it.

The path through Cass Park cut cleanly across the frost-paled grass, and Areena followed it toward Emily’s building.

Emily stood in front of the mirror; she wasn’t happy. The lines around her mouth that she hadn’t noticed before were becoming apparent. Her eyes were slightly sunken. I look tired! The thought came sharp and immediate. She would need to do a trade soon, or she wouldn’t be able to fool anyone. Joseph could fix it; she was sure of that. 

If I’m going to see him anyway, I might as well get what I can out of it.

She smoothed her skirt down, palms pressing briefly into the fabric, then let her hands fall to her sides. The room was ready. Crystals placed. Incense lit. Cards lay out but still wrapped, everything exactly as it should be.

She glanced at the clock.

Early.

Clients were often early when they were desperate. She moved to the table and adjusted the chair by a fraction, then stopped herself from fussing further. Control mattered. Appearances mattered. She walked into the kitchen and clicked on the kettle; it was time to get the tea ready. 

The knock on the door came sooner than she thought. Good.

Areena stood there with color in her cheeks and a faint, hopeful smile already forming. No sagging shoulders. No hollow eyes. She looked better.

Emily felt it immediately; something had changed.

The aura around Areena was lighter, less brittle. Not broken open like last time. Not raw. Yes, something had definitely changed since last week.

Emily’s mouth curved into a pleasant smile that did not reach her eyes.

“Hi, come in,” she said warmly.

Areena stepped in, slipped off her coat, hung it up, and then walked through to the living room. She paused by the window, taking in the view across Cass Park, before settling at the table.

Emily poured the tea into two china cups and placed them on the table. She watched Areena over the rim of her cup while pretending to drink the ghastly stuff. She noted the relaxed posture, the easy way she settled into the chair, the absence of that tight, aching energy.

This was going to take more effort.

Happy souls were stubborn. They clung. They resisted and required a lot more work.

Emily hid her thoughts; she kept her tone gentle, her movements unhurried, even as irritation prickled quietly beneath the surface. She picked up the deck and began to unwrap it, already knowing it would be a tough day. The chant would take longer. The toll would increase.

“Tell me how you’ve been feeling since we last met.” The words barely left Emily’s mouth before Areena began, brighter, faster, and hopeful.

“Slow down,” Emily said lightly. “Tell me again, so I can really understand.”

This time, Emily listened. By the end of it, she knew exactly what had shifted and why Areena’s aura was lighter.

Emily unwrapped her cards. “Let’s see what the cards have to say about it, shall we?” It wasn’t a question. She didn’t want to know the answers; she already knew this was going to be a difficult day, and she was already starting to get a headache.

She placed the Three of Swords card in front of Areena and passed her the stone.

Areena looked at the card, her nose tipping slightly to one side. “I don’t want that one today. I don’t feel like I did last week. I’d like to see the cards again to pick a different one out.”

Emily took a slow, deep breath in. She could have cursed; this was intolerable. Emily kept her gaze on the card. When she spoke, her voice was measured. “Different doesn’t mean finished.”

“I know,” Areena said quickly. She smiled, almost shyly. “That’s why I wondered if I could look again. Just to see.”

Emily’s first instinct rose hot and immediate – no – but she let it sink back down, smothered before it reached her face. There was no excuse she could give for not letting her look at the other cards without appearing unreasonable.

“Of course,” she said gently. “Go on.”

Areena gathered the deck, turning the cards slowly, thoughtfully. There was no impatience in her, only interest. “Last week, everything felt heavy. Now it doesn’t.” She glanced up. “Doesn’t that matter?”

“It means the work from Three of Swords is working,” Emily replied in a calm and even tone. “Interrupting it now would be unwise.”

Areena nodded, but she didn’t stop.

She paused at the Eight of Wands. “This one feels... lively,” holding the card up. She looked at it again. “Like movement.”

Emily smiled, the expression held together by care alone. “Movement without intention scatters energy. It looks promising, but it rarely delivers.” Her voice sharpened a fraction. “You need stability, not impulse.”

Areena accepted that and kept going.

Then she stopped.

“Oh.” She lifted the Nine of Pentacles, her expression softening. “She looks so peaceful.” A small, almost embarrassed smile. “I really like this one.”

For a fraction of a second, Emily’s thoughts skidded, sharp and furious, before she forced them back into line. She placed her hands on the table and stood slowly, each movement precise, as though haste might crack something open.

She walked around the table and came to Areena’s side. Her hand settled on Areena’s back, not quite a caress, not quite a grip. She bent down until they were level, her smile carefully rebuilt.

“That card represents independence,” Emily said quietly. “Standing entirely on your own.”

Areena hesitated. “That doesn’t sound like a bad thing.”

Emily’s breath tightened just slightly before she spoke again.

“It can be,” she said softly. “If you reach for it too soon.” 

A pause, carefully judged. 

“You’re in a delicate phase right now. You’ve only just started repairing what was breaking, sweetie.”

Areena frowned, her jaw flexed, the first sign of real resistance. “But I am feeling better, and this card looks like the lady is happy.”

“Yes,” Emily said at once. “Because you stayed with Three of Swords.” 

This is all too much; she’s going to undo everything.

Her hand pressed just a little more firmly. Not enough to alarm, but enough to anchor.

“If you change course now,” Emily continued, still gentle but changing tactic, “you risk loosening the very thing that’s holding everything together.” She lowered her voice. “If you’re ready to stop needing Tony.” A pause again measured, surgically. “If you’re certain you won’t mind being alone again.”

The name landed like a stone dropped into water.

Areena’s chest tightened. She hadn’t been thinking about him, not in that moment, but now the thought crept in, unwelcome and vivid. What if this was the reason things felt calmer? What if changing the card did undo all of it?

She looked down at the Nine of Pentacles, hesitated, then slowly slid it back into the deck.

“...Alright,” she said reluctantly. The doubt lingered even as she let it go. “I suppose I’d better stick to Three of Swords.”

Emily straightened, her hand lifting away, her expression serene once more, though inside, the effort of holding herself together still burned.

Emily sat back down and looked at Areena.

Still trainable, although she’s resisting a little, well, that should stop after today.

The chant was longer; the stone started to heat in Areena’s hand, although this time, instead of burning, it felt hot but manageable. 

Areena placed the Three of Swords to one side, putting the little stone on top of the card, and then shuffled the rest of the deck. She offered them to Emily, watching closely as Emily examined the cards she had just laid down.

“Can you see if he misses me?”

Emily pointed to the King of Swords. “That's him. I can see he’s very busy... see this card,” she said, indicating the Eight of Pentacles, “that's the working card. Right now, his thoughts are all on work.”

Areena’s face tightened, as if she were trying hard not to cry.

“You want him back,” Emily said. It wasn’t a question.

Areena swallowed. “I just want to know if he thinks about me.”

Emily’s eyes lifted toward her. They were cool and measuring.

“He does,” she said. “But not in the way you hope.”

“How long does the spell take?” Areena asked.

Emily folded her hands together on the table.

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much resistance there is.”

“What do you mean?”

A small pause.

Emily tapped the corner of Three of Swords twice.

“He’s already started moving on,” she said. “Isn't that why you’re here?”

The truth of it stung.

Areena’s fingers tightened in her lap. “Doesn’t he miss me, though, even a little?”

Emily’s smile thinned.

“He misses familiarity. Of course, that doesn’t mean he’s not thinking about you,” Emily quickly added. “Just that, at the moment, his focus is on work.”

Areena breathed in deeply. She could understand that self-employed people often had a lot on their minds. She silently rebuked herself for even asking; she felt embarrassed. 

The rest of the reading went smoothly, and finally, it was done. Areena had asked her questions and purchased a charm. By the end, she was quite content. Emily, on the other hand, had a huge throbbing headache that felt like her temples were being pummeled with a pneumatic drill from the inside.

Once Areena had gone, Emily stumbled into the kitchen, swallowed two tablets with a glass of whiskey, and lay down. She needed sleep.

When Emily woke, her headache had receded but hadn’t disappeared completely. She felt drained. She expected to feel tired, but this afternoon had really taken it out of her. 

Relieved. No more appointments today.

Walking into the living room, she picked up the crystals and carefully put them back into their usual positions. She moved to the table and gathered the cards, pausing to examine the Three of Swords. Its thin line was definitely pronounced, slightly thicker, but not as much as she had hoped or expected.

“All that work,” she groaned.

I need to splash my face with some cold water.

She went into the bathroom, ran the tap, gathered the water in her cupped hands, and splashed her face. The icy shock cleared her head.

She lifted her head... and stopped.

The woman in the mirror looking back was older. Nothing
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