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      It is well known that a knife, when given as a wedding gift, brings bad luck to the bride and groom. That’s why Esther let out a little scream when her friend Ashton whispered to her what he’d bought.

      Esther cleared her throat, then began, in a lower voice that she hoped wouldn’t echo around the stone walls, “You can’t get Aria that!” She glanced behind her to where the bride and groom were standing by the fire.

      Meriford Castle was a 16th century stronghold built as a hunting lodge for some lord or another. On one side, the land dropped away sharply down to the stream of the same name that snaked through the valley below. Surrounding the castle were acres of gardens and woods that Esther longed to explore. Tomorrow she’d walk through the dewy grass to see the crocus and daffodil beds, and examine every elegant Classical statue that rose up from the greenery like pale tree nymphs.

      Tonight, they were inside the dining hall for the rehearsal dinner. A cheery fire was crackling in the huge fireplace and the doors to the main hall were thrown open. Most of the wedding party had arrived in the last hour with their bags and suitcases. The bride was giving orders like a ship’s captain. ‘Move that table over there. Hang the flowers up.’ Esther half-expected an order to haul on the mainsheet.

      Ashton picked up his end of the table with a sigh. “But she mentioned a few weeks ago that she needed them. She said she can’t cut through Troy’s steak.” He was always so unbothered. Overall, she envied that about her friend, but it could also be frustrating at times.

      “A whole set of knives.” Esther passed a hand across her forehead. According to the superstition, one knife was believed to sever the bond between the couple. What would a dozen do? She thought for a moment. “Look, I’ll say that our gift comes from you as well. It’s a nice, safe air fryer. I’ll add your names into our card and you can take those knives right back home with you.”

      She nodded once, then picked up her end and side-stepped towards the wall.

      When the table was in place, Ashton lowered his end carefully. “Alright, alright. If it means that much to you. I definitely don’t want to curse the marriage before it’s even started.”

      Esther helped Ashton straighten the table cloth and bring the chairs over. She breathed in sharply as something else occurred to her. “What if you’ve already invited in the bad luck with the act of buying them?” Perhaps it was the intention of giving them that counted.

      Ashton shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Her partner Clark gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. It was as obvious as if he’d said the words out loud: ‘Calm down’. That was a phrase which almost always had the opposite effect on her.

      Last Christmas, Clark had been the policeman in charge of a murder investigation that she became involved in. They had ended up solving that one together, as well as solving two other murder cases in the following months.

      As the year progressed, so did their blossoming relationship. He sat down next to her and gave her knee a squeeze.

      She rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the tension. She must have picked up on Aria’s mood this evening, she thought, casting a look at her friend, who was arguing with her soon-to-be mother-in-law.

      Aria’s fists were clenched and her smile never quite reached her eyes. Was it pre-wedding jitters or something more?

      When they had finished with dinner, Esther approached her. “Hey, love. Everything alright?”

      Aria gave a small nod, but her eyes flicked away to the side. She was miles away.

      “Where’s a good place to have drinks tonight? The bridal party can get to know each other better.”

      “The west wing, I think. That’s where I’m staying. There’s a cosy little lounge over there.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      Aria’s mouth tightened to a straight line and she spoke so quietly Esther wasn’t sure if she heard the words. “I swear this wedding will be the death of me.”
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      The next day, all signs pointed to good luck for the wedding. From her spot in the hard pew, Esther adjusted her tangerine bridesmaid dress and looked towards the window where the sun struggled to show through the clouds. It was a grey day in Ledstow but at least there hadn’t been a drop of rain.

      For something blue, Esther had offered Aria the turquoise hair pin that her grandmother had given her. It had looked exquisite jabbed through Aria’s dark hair done up in a french roll for her hair rehearsal. The bride already had ‘something old’, which was her mother’s ring, and her new white shoes, the elegant slingbacks which were much higher than Esther would wear.

      As far as she knew, no one had seen Aria this morning in her wedding dress. Esther knocked softly on the wood of the seat beneath her. Everything was set for a good day.

      “Shh. It’s happening,” Ashton said, rather unnecessarily, as the organ player leaned forward and pressed down the first chords. People shifted in their seats, looking forward to the ceremony.

      The chords of Here Comes The Bride echoed around the hall and Esther felt tears pricking behind her eyes as the music pulled at her emotions. Two of her good friends were getting married. It had been a long and difficult road for Aria and Troy, but it was finally happening.

      Troy was standing by the altar, looking nervous but determined. His tie was wonky, even though Esther had already fixed it for him twice. His hair looked as if he’d ruffled it up. His mother had obviously noticed too, as she leaned forward, trying to catch his attention. Troy pulled at his sleeves, his gaze focused on the doorway of the castle.

      Esther loved weddings; not the huge celebrations full of overblown promises made while doves were released into the sky, but intimate weddings with quirky and unique details of the bride and groom’s life together, and passions they shared. Celebrations of a deep, complicated, messy love, filled with hope and trust and care.

      She frowned as the musician finished the whole piece and started the song again from the beginning. It was done smoothly, with only the tiniest pause as the organ player turned the page of their music back to the beginning. Where was Aria? Was she going for fashionably late?

      A shadow fell across the aisle and Esther looked around to see her friend in her bridal gown, sure she would look radiant. But it was only Aria’s dad, Leon.

      He searched around, rubbing his chin, and made a beeline for Esther. He beckoned to her to follow him outside. Aria must be waiting out there for her. Perhaps she needed help with the dress?

      Leon’s forehead was creased with worry as he waited on the step. He fixed Esther with his kind, brown eyes. “We have to stop the wedding. The bride is missing.”
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      “You’re absolutely sure?” Esther asked, for the third time. “She’s not going to turn up and make a huge entrance?”

      Leon nodded. “I’m sure. She’s not answering her phone. We went to the suite and the housekeeper said that she left at about seven a.m. I asked where she went. Aria said she needed some air and she apparently said to make sure we don’t worry.”

      “Surely there are better ways of doing that,” Esther said, well aware that her own concern was making her slightly sarcastic. “Was she in her dress?”

      He paused in his pacing. “What?”

      “Was she wearing her wedding dress?” If she was wearing her dress, or at least had it with her, then Aria would be intent on getting married today.

      She had thought it was a little strange that Aria hadn’t sent her a message this morning to come and help her get ready. Naively, she had assumed Aria was taking it slowly after last night’s celebrations. Now that she thought about it, that was silly. Of course Aria would be up early on her own wedding day!

      “No, it was hanging over the chair,” he answered, distractedly.

      “No note or anything?”

      He shook his head. “We couldn’t find a note. It was the hairdresser who found me. That’s why I went looking for Aria. I don’t know what to do,” he said, pacing. “Should I go in and tell everyone?” he asked. He took a few steps towards the door and stopped. “I should, shouldn’t I?”

      Esther took a breath. It wasn’t like him at all to be so indecisive. Usually, Leon’s ready smile and dad jokes kept them entertained. “I think you should say there’s been a hold-up and maybe put on some champagne. The guests can mill about here for an hour or so. There are plenty of activities to do in the castle grounds. And let Troy know, as well. He’ll be getting worried.”

      Leon pointed at her. “Yes, good idea. And Esther, will you try calling her?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      He turned back. “Should I report it?”

      She shook her head. “It’s too soon, I think. We’ve got Clark here if we decide we need to.”

      “Righto. Tell Troy,” he said, turning towards the castle as if steeling himself for the task. “The husband to be.”

      Maybe, Esther thought. Fingers crossed.
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      Esther walked across the courtyard to the west wing and pushed on the outer door, expecting it to be open. It was locked. Of course it was. All of Aria’s family were at the wedding. She leaned against the cool stone and thought of them waiting in the castle hall, blissfully unaware of the runaway bride.

      A line appeared between her eyebrows. She tried ringing through to Aria’s phone and when she didn’t answer, fear for the first time pricked her spine. She shook it off. After all, she had a literal police officer to help in the search. Well, a professor masquerading as a police officer, anyway.

      While she’d initially thought Clark was with the police, he was really an academic working in parapsychology, which is the scientific study of psychic phenomena, at Edinburgh University. He’d come to work with the police in Ledstow for a year as the town had a huge psychic energy footprint.

      During their last investigation, Clark had found out that he had the power of psychometry or communing with ghosts through touching objects. The discovery had opened his eyes to believing in magic and the paranormal.

      She headed back across the lawn, quietly grabbed Clark, and updated him in a few words. He headed straight for his police car out the front. No explanations were needed. He started up the car and put one arm on the seat to reverse out. The driveway twisted around stone garden beds decorated with statues. “Where do we start?”

      Esther appreciated his calm confidence and willingness to help.

      “Um, okay…” She took a deep breath. “I think Aria would have walked down to town. When something upsets her, she always likes to go for a wander. And coffee. She’d need coffee.” And me, Esther thought, with a pang. Normally, Aria would tell her first about any problems she was having.

      They drove down the main street, then zigzagged along the side roads, scanning for anyone that looked like Aria. Esther craned her head to look into the coffee shops and antique stores.

      Ledstow was busy, even for a Saturday in summer. A cycling race was taking place in the gorge and the finish line had been set up in the park. Bright cones lined the streets, marking out a safe lane.

      People were walking their dogs along the river or pushing prams down towards the farmer’s market. As they drove past the weir, another place occurred to her.

      “Stop here,” she said. “I know a little spot I can try.”

      “Nowhere to park.” Clark took a wide turn around a car that was parallel parking in the busy street.

      “Drop me off here and I’ll walk down this way. I’ll send you a message and meet you back here.”

      Esther got out and hurried around the weir’s stone wall, trailing her fingers over the soft moss. There was a path under the hanging willows alongside the stream. It was a special spot they used to visit sometimes when they lived together. Something that seemed large within their four walls became small in the open air and the green leaves. This had to be the place.

      She pushed through the willows and emerged into a clearing. It was at the end of the park but it wasn’t visible from the other side, so it always felt like they were the only ones who knew about it.

      Sure enough, Aria was sitting on the bench, looking towards her. She put her head on the side, as if she expected her friend to come walking in.

      “Hi.” Esther sat on the bench and leaned in gently, nudging Aria. “Good spot you got here.” She let out a long breath, as the tension of not knowing where her friend was slowly released.

      “I’m sorry.” Aria’s eyes were red-rimmed and she was twisting what looked like a scarf between her hands. “I’ve ruined everything.”

      Esther leaned back. Some crickets were chirping behind her. “Don’t be sorry. But what’s going on?”

      “I can’t go back there.”

      “Okay.”

      “Is it, though? I woke up this morning and just decided that I cannot do this. I can’t go through with it. Was it awful? Did everyone get angry?”

      Esther placed her hand lightly on her friend’s arm. “No, most of them are still unaware. Only your dad was stressed. But why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      “I should have. I know. I’ve let everyone down.”

      “Is it not working out with Troy?”

      Aria shook her head. “No, that’s not it at all. Troy’s great. We’re great. I think I told you I had a bad feeling the other day. Well, it’s more than that. I’ve been getting these… visions.”

      “What sort of visions?”

      “I think they’re premonitions. It’s like a flash from the future. They feel really real.” She shivered.

      Esther sat back, considering. It was common for Aria to get ‘a feeling’ about things. For as long as Esther had known her, Aria’s intuition had served her well. But this was a step further. “What did you see?”

      “Everyone was dressed up in their finest in the castle; Troy, dad, all my extended family. The police were zipping up a body bag. People were crying, their faces red and eyes sharp.” She stopped. “I knew that it was my fault. It’s not the first time I’ve seen it, either. It’s like a dream but I’m not asleep. I’ve had the same one a few times and I just couldn’t figure out how to stop it. So I had to get out of there. I figured that if the wedding doesn’t happen, nothing will go wrong.”

      “That sounds horrible.” Esther moved closer, bridging the gap between them. “But it hasn’t happened,” she said, softly. “I was just there and everyone was excited and happy. They were all ready to celebrate with you and Troy.”

      Aria shook her head. “There have been so many murders here in Ledstow, recently. I don’t want to contribute to it.”

      Esther knew that better than anyone.

      A crow let out a harsh caw, making them both jump.

      “Could it have been a bad dream? Fuelled by anxiety? I know it’s pretty nerve-wracking even for me. Weddings are huge events.”

      Even as she said it, she remembered her grandmother warning her to become more aware and take notice of the themes and symbol appearing in everyday life. Look for the messages around you. What is the divine letting you know?

      “Oh, the wedding is huge.” Aria nodded. “But do you remember how I had a bad feeling about the engagement party? Then look at what happened there. Troy’s mate spilled the tea about how we’d slept together in front of everyone.”

      “Yeah,” Esther said. “But I’ve been thinking about this since it happened. Could it have been the other way round? You had a bad feeling and because you were nervous, he picked up on that, drank more on the night, and thought he’d take his shot, so to speak.”

      “You don’t get it,” Aria said. “But it's going to sound mad...”

      “Aria, I can do magic by singing,” she replied, more loudly than she meant to. A bird startled at the sound and shot off through the undergrowth. “Nothing shocks me these days. Try me. Please.”

      Aria sighed. “It’s a really long and complicated story. I’ve got this stone called The Stone of Destiny. Fancy name, but it looks like a teeny little river pebble. I sort of ended up with it.”

      Esther lifted her eyebrows. “I’m with you so far.”

      “I know I sound like a fringe player, alright? Hear me out, though. If this stone is not bonded with its Seer, it begins manifesting nightmares.”

      “Manifesting nightmares? Well, this just got dark.”

      “Yeah. So it was about to open up and rain down all sorts of torments on Ledstow but I bonded with it.”

      “How come you bonded with it?”

      “I’m a Seer, apparently, from a long line of Seers. My powers trace back from my aunt, Nina.”

      Esther folded her hands in her lap and leaned back. It was as if a piece of a great puzzle had slotted into place. Of course Aria was a Seer. “How did you find all this out?”

      “Well, I’ll tell you the whole thing later. But this is how I know I’m not making it up or having some sort of pre-wedding breakdown. I’m the true owner of the stone and apparently I’m going to be getting a lot more visions in the future.” She worried at her lip.

      Esther watched how tense her friend was. She hated to see Aria like this, and couldn’t wait to get the whole story later. “Was there anything else in the vision?”

      “The wedding ceremony stopped. Everyone was staring at me. Accusing. What I saw was like a shadow emerged from a tree. I think it was a man. That doesn’t help at all, does it?”

      “Could you see anything else about them?”

      She shook her head.

      Troy came running into the clearing and headed for Aria. “Oh, thank God,” he said, grabbing Aria’s hands in both of his. He pulled her to her feet and wrapped her in a tight hug. “I thought…”

      She pulled back a little. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m okay and I love you.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Esther said, although she didn’t know whether either of them heard her. They were looking at each other so intently. It was no longer a place for her.

      She walked back through the dappled sunlight to where Clark was waiting.

      “No luck?” he asked, looking out through the open car door.

      She got into the passenger seat. “I found her.”

      “Oh, good.” His brow cleared as he’d obviously been more worried than he let on.

      “Troy is with her now, though. I think they’ll have a bit to talk about.”

      “Yes, they will. What’s the plan, then?”

      “Let’s go back. Aria’s dad will be needing us.” She checked her phone. “It’s been almost an hour. I think I can hold off the guests for a while longer. I hope there will still be a wedding today!”
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      Aria burst in the door, together with Troy, and Esther’s heart swelled to see them. She was thrilled to see her friend step over the threshold in her wedding dress.

      She and Ashton had decided to perform a few songs while they were waiting. They had done a few upbeat covers, chatting quickly between pieces, as they wondered how long they would need to entertain the guests. No one else knew that she had secretly added in a little calming magic to the songs.

      Spontaneous applause started up as everyone scrabbled to find a seat. The long-suffering organ player narrowly escaped falling over in his rush to get in place.

      With strands of hair coming down and an elegant veil trailing behind, Aria was almost dragging Troy by the hand down the aisle. He had to be careful not to step on the delicate material.

      “Shouldn’t we do this properly?” Esther heard him say.

      “I’m not waiting,” she said.

      The musician clamped his mouth shut and turned to his music, playing a few bars while he had the chance.

      “Well!” The celebrant was a squat woman with curly brown hair and a wide smile. She hurriedly put down the sandwich she was eating and bent down to get her folder out of her bag. “What a happy day!”

      Esther shuffled across as the other bridesmaids joined her. Ashton was on this side too as an ‘honorary bridesmaid’ and he nudged her. He winked at his partner who
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