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Genevieve

(Thursday)

Detective Chief Inspector Christopher Trowse pulled his Range Rover into the small driveway of the semi-detached suburban house, with the skill and precision he had gained from his early years on patrol.

‘So, are you going to tell me whose house this is and what we are doing here?’ Thea Dawson smiled at the red-haired colossus behind the wheel. He had been acting sheepishly all day, and sheepish was definitely not his usual style.

‘Actually, Thea. It’s mine.’

‘Shame on you, Christopher; luring me to your home without warning. You didn’t need to keep that a secret, you know. I would have responded favourably to an invitation.’

‘I know, well, I had hoped, but this is not what you think.’ He paused as he turned off the engine and checked his phone before looking at her. ‘There is someone inside I want you to meet, and I wasn’t sure until just now that she was up to it.’

‘She? OK, I’m curious now. Am I meeting your mother?’

‘No, Thea, not my mother. Listen, would you mind waiting here for just a second? I need to go inside to check something.’ 

Thea nodded and watched the great man as he eased himself out of the car, carefully walked around an oversized rhododendron and headed for his snow-covered front door. A cool breeze swept across Thea’s neck, and she recognised the sign immediately.

‘Jeremy! What have I told you about giving me some privacy. You can’t just manifest into my life whenever you want to. It’s unnerving.’

‘Pleased to see you too, Thea. I’ve got news.’

‘Well, it will have to wait. Now get your ghostly features back to Moons & Runes, and I’ll see you when I get back.’

‘So, when will that be then?’

‘I don’t know. I’m on a date... I think. Now go.’

‘Ok, going.’

‘Jeremy,’

‘Yes, Thea.’

‘Love you really.’

‘Love you too.’ And with that Dr Jeremy Tait, deceased, disappeared from the back of the Range Rover, leaving Thea to compose herself again before Chris Trowse came back out of the house.

She didn’t have to wait long, which was just as well as the snow was starting to fall again, and the snowflakes were as big as table tennis balls. Chris slid his way back down the drive and opened the car door for her.

‘Ok, come on in Thea. The house is good and warm, and Gen is waiting for you.’

***
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INSIDE THE HOUSE, CHRIS led Thea into the living room, a large room that looked as though it had once been two rooms that had been skilfully knocked into one. Warmly decorated and furnished with a large comfortable looking three-piece suite, Thea’s eyes were drawn firstly to the enormous Christmas tree that stood in the corner of the room next to the patio doors, and secondly, to the twenty-something year old woman wrapped in a duvet on the two-seater sofa.

‘Thea, I’d like you to meet my sister, Genevieve, Gen.’

Thea offered her hand with a warm smile. ‘Hello,’ she said, but there was no response from Genevieve, who just stared off into the distance. Thea looked to Chris for an explanation.

‘Gen,’ he said softly, ‘This is Thea. She is the lady I told you about. I think she can help.’

Slowly, Gen turned her head to look at Thea. She blinked a couple of times before a tear began to roll down her cheek. Thea sat down beside the younger woman on the sofa and gently took hold of her hand. 

‘Do you want to tell me what’s going on here, Chris. She looks like she is in need of medical attention.’

‘She’s had it, Thea. Two years of it, and they say there is nothing more they can do. I had originally thought that Jeremy would be able to help her a little by finding out what it was that has put her in this state, but now I think that you and your team are probably her only hope for recovery.’

‘So, what exactly has happened to her, Chris?’

‘Well, it’s a long story. It started when she and her husband, decided to convert an old mill into a home for their family. Shall I put the kettle on, and I can tell you as much as I know?’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Delicious Drinks & Delegation

(Thursday)

Back on the second floor of Moons & Runes, in the private investigators meeting room, Thea waited patiently for the rest of the team to arrive. Her little grey kitten, Beatrice, lay quietly purring on her lap as she jotted down as much as she could remember from her afternoon with Chris and Gen.

It had been dark for a couple of hours, and the snow was still falling. She had already sent several of the junior staff home, to make sure that they didn’t get snowed in, leaving Barnaby Forbes, her recently promoted manager of Socra~Teas, the café on the ground floor, and Summer McCarthy, her consultant psychic from the Wellness Centre on the first floor, to finish up for the day. Neither the store nor the Wellness Centre had been particularly busy today, due to the weather, but there were a few stalwart customers that wanted to stick to their appointment or get their daily dose of magical shopping or hot chocolate, so the store had stayed open as usual. 

If they were to get snowed in as the meeting went on, Thea would be able to put up Barnaby, Summer, and Marianne Connor who was currently next door finishing up her day on reception for the private investigator service, in her flat and in the spare flat that used to belong to her business partner, Jeremy Tait. The more Thea thought about that, the more she thought how nice it would be to have the company of three of her best friends into the evening. Maybe she should consider letting the spare flat out permanently. There were some serious considerations to think about there, though. She couldn’t let it out to just anybody.

A knock on the door startled her out of her musings, and Marianne walked through with a tray of steaming hot chocolate.

‘The others will be up at any second, Thea dear. I thought we could all do with a bit of a warm- up before we get to grips with the new case.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely Marianne, very welcome. Thank you.’

A hammering of footsteps up the stairs followed by shrieks of laughter marked the arrival of Barnaby and Summer, and seconds later they spilled into the meeting room looking like a couple of naughty school children.

‘How old are you?’ asked Thea, smiling at two of her best friends.

‘Too old to be running up those stairs, Boss,’ replied Barnaby, only slightly breathless.

Summer just laughed and threw herself clumsily into one of the hardbacked chairs.

Thea shook her head in resignation. These two may behave like a couple of oafs at times, but when it came to getting down to business, she could always rely on them to give it their all. She took a welcome sip of her hot chocolate and allowed the delicious liquid to warm her body and lift her flagging energy levels. 

‘Ok, team. Thank you all for staying behind on this very cold night. As you are aware, we have a new case, and this one is going to be of particular interest to all of you.’

She looked around the room to make sure that she had everyone’s full attention. All eyes were on her. Marianne and Summer looking at her over the top of their steaming hot chocolate, and Barnaby slouched back in his chair, hanging on her every word.

‘This case,’ she continued, ‘has come to us through Chris Trowse. It is the case that he had mentioned to Jeremy on the day he left Norchester Constabulary. The case, unfortunately, that Jeremy was never able to pick up.’

‘And he’s trusting us with it, dear? That’s a great compliment to you.’

‘To us, Marianne. To us as a team. And yes, it is, particularly as the case is to do with his own sister.’

Barnaby sat forward, and Summer put her mug down. ‘Ooh, that’s exciting, Thea. I didn’t even know he had a sister.’

‘Yes, Summer. A younger sister, her name is Gen, Genevieve. It is a very sad case. For a little over two years now she has been in a downward spiral of mental health to the point where, when I saw her earlier today, she is almost catatonic.’

‘Oh, that poor girl,’ said Marianne.

‘The trigger seems to have been something that happened shortly after she moved with her husband into the old mill at Marshby Fen and began to renovate it.’

‘Renovation can be a very stressful time, Thea dear, and if she was living in the property at the time, even more so.’ 

Marianne had been a GP for many years, before giving it all up to become a full-time spiritual healer and contribute to her role with the very special private investigation services that Moons & Runes were able to offer. Her insights into client’s physical and mental health had helped the team on more than one occasion.

‘Is that all we have to go on, Boss? It doesn’t sound like there’s much of a case there, just a medical problem.’

‘That’s a bit harsh, Barnaby dear,’ said Marianne. There are many external or environmental things that can contribute to mental illness, and if that’s what we need to investigate, then that’s what we shall do.’

‘Thank you, Marianne,’ said Thea, wanting to get the meeting back on track. They were all tired and meetings at this time of day were never the best when it came to patience and understanding. ‘Chris believes there is more to his sister’s poor health than stress. From the time Gen and her husband Luke began the renovations, Gen had mentioned to him strange sounds in the night, small items going missing and turning up in the most unusual of places, and safety measures failing to perform the tasks they were meant to do.’

‘Sounds like they need to sack the contractors.’

‘You’d think so, yes, Summer. But Luke is a builder of some 10 years’ experience himself, and he is supervising the work. No, Chris believes that there is something going on in the property, that someone is deliberately sabotaging the project with the intention of driving Mr and Mrs Farley out of the Mill. He wants us to investigate.’

Thea lifted Beatrice from her lap and walked over to the large whiteboard that they used for displaying all information connected to their enquiries. Beatrice mewed in disapproval at being disturbed and immediately went to sit with Marianne, who stroked her head until she started purring again.

Thea peeled back the cover on the whiteboard to reveal images of Gen, Luke, and Marshby Mill with its address handwritten in green marker underneath the picture. The board also had a timeline starting from the date that the Farley’s took ownership of the Mill which continued until the present day. 

‘Oh, wow, it’s a beautiful building, and look at those views!’

‘Yes, Summer, you can understand why the Farley’s don’t want to give up on the project, despite the problems they have had.’

‘You have met with Mrs Farley, you say, Thea dear?’

‘Yes, Marianne. I saw her earlier at Chris’s house. That is where she is staying at the moment.’

‘And her husband?’ asked Marianne.

‘Luke wasn’t there. He is still working on the property with his men; those of them who will still attend the place, anyway.’

‘It’s that bad? Even the builders are being scared away, Boss?’

‘Yes, Barnes. Some of them.’

‘So, what’s the plan then. Where d’ya want us to start?’

Thea took a deep breath. She had been thinking about this since she left Chris’s house earlier that afternoon and had hoped that Jeremy might drop in again to offer some advice, but perhaps her harsh words had put him off as she had not heard a peep from him. Who knew ghosts could be so sensitive?

‘It seems that there are a few lines of enquiry to be followed up on. We need to go and visit the mill, ideally with Luke so that we can see for ourselves exactly what these failing safety measures were and how they could have happened. I think it would be prudent too, to look into who would stand to gain if the Farleys were to sell up, and also explore if either Gen or Luke have made any enemies.’

‘Aye sounds like a good plan, Boss. I’ll take the research into who might benefit from Marshby Mill coming back on the market. I’ll look into previous owners too.’

‘Thanks Barnes.

‘Well, someone should go with you to the mill, dear. We can’t have you putting yourself at risk. And hopefully we can get a bit more information out of Mr Farley as to what he thinks might be going on, and why it has affected his wife so badly. I’ll gladly go with you.’

‘Thank you, Marianne. Perhaps we could venture out there tomorrow morning, provided the snow doesn’t prevent us driving.’

‘What would you like me to do, Thea?’

‘The usual, please Summer. If you could focus on any animosity toward either Gen or Luke and see where that leads us.’ Thea walked toward the window and looked out onto The Pentacle. The snow was even heavier than it had been earlier. ‘It’s rather looking as though we might all be stuck here for the night. I’m so sorry for keeping you so late. I can put you all up in my flat and the flat across the hall, if you’d like, and there’s plenty of blankets to keep us all warm.’

‘Oh dear. What about Persephone and Diana?’ said Marianne, as Beatrice looked up at the mention of her mother’s and sister’s names. ‘I shall have to see if I can get hold of Patsy, to ask if she can go across and feed them and explain to them what’s going on. Persephone has got quite used to me being there every night now and will wonder what is happening.’

‘OK, Marianne, you ring her right away, and if you can’t reach her, or she is not able to feed them for you, we will find a way of getting you home.’

‘That’s very kind, dear.’ Marianne immediately left the room to call her neighbour.

‘Barnes, Summer, are you happy to stay?’

‘Seems like the best option, Boss. I’ll sleep on the sofa in Jerry’s apartment if that’s ok?’

‘Fine, and you, Summer?

‘Oh, yes. A sleep over, how exciting. I don’t mind which flat I stay in. I’m sure Jasper will be fine until tomorrow. Oscar and my cards are in my consultation room downstairs, so I could fetch them and do some divination this evening before we all turn in.’

‘And what about Gaia, will she be alright in your flat without you.’

‘Er, um. She’s not actually at home. I brought her in this morning in her basket. She’s downstairs too. I had a feeling this might happen.’

‘Of course you did,’ said Thea and Barnaby in unison.
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Barnaby’s Band & Bolognese

(Thursday evening)

Thea happily served up dinner for her guests and made sure that both kittens were comfortable, laying on the rug in front of the warm open fireplace. Though styled as quite a modern flat, Ewan Shepherd and his team had managed to keep the original fireplaces, complete with mantel in all the rooms when the renovations were done, and Thea just loved having a real fire to snuggle up in front of, with Beatrice on her lap and a book in her hand.

Tonight though, there would be no reading. The flat was buzzing with conversation, partly about the case but mostly about Barnaby’s upcoming gigs. 

‘It looks like tomorrow night at The Whiskers might be postponed because of the weather, but that might work out best for all of us. If they can get us in during Christmas week, it’ll be a fab gig.’

‘Do Celtic Disc-Covery have a special seasonal set then Barnes?’

‘Aye,’ Barnaby replied, as he sucked in the end of a long strand of the spaghetti Bolognese that Thea had prepared for them all. ‘We do, Boss. We mix in some of our own, more popular tracks, but we do a lot of the Christmas classics too.’

‘Silent Night?’

‘Aye, Marianne. Just for you.’

‘Fairytale of New York?’

‘Naturally, Summer.’

‘I believe in Father Christmas?’ asked Thea, not wanting to miss out on the conversation.

‘Er, well, no we don’t usually, but it could be possible. Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask, Summer, do you think you could do a couple of numbers with us, like you did at the Lughnasadh festival?’

‘Eeeek! I’d love to Barney. Just let me know when. Thea, that Bolognese was scrummy. How come mine never tastes like that.’

‘It’s one of Nan’s old recipes, Summer. I can let you have it if you like. She always was a great cook; her pasta dishes were always lovely but her pastry was to die for. We’ll have to try that another night. Sticky toffee pudding anyone? That’s one of her recipes too.’

‘Ooh, lovely. Can we have a sleep-over more often? This is fun.’

The four friends finished their meal and sat around at the table over coffee until Thea began yawning.

‘I think that’s our cue, dears’ said Marianne.

‘Oh, no, no. Don’t let me break the party up. I’m fine.’

‘Nonsense, Thea dear. You know very well your chronic fatigue needs routine and plenty of rest, and we have imposed upon you enough already. Now, Barnaby and I will do the washing up, you get yourself off to bed.’

‘Ok, Marianne. Thank you. You will all find blankets, pillows, and hot water bottles if you want them in the cupboard up the hall, and the key to Jeremy’s... to the spare flat is hanging just inside my front door. Goodnight, everyone.’

‘Night Boss.’

‘Night Thea, see you in the morning.’

‘Goodnight, dear. Sleep tight.’
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A Chill in the Air

(Friday)

The next morning, Thea watched from her office window on the first floor as all the shopkeepers around The Pentacle were out clearing the entrances to their stores and shovelling up the snow from their sections of the circular cobblestone path. The snow had been falling continuously during the night and now laid about eight inches thick in a blanket of white.

The park looked more magical than ever this morning. The untouched snow in a perfect circle, and in the centre, the ancient oak standing proud and bearing the extra weight on its snow-covered branches with dignity and resolve.

Thea thought about the tree and all that it represented. She thought about her ancestors. She had traced them all now, at least those of the female line, and had met, through various means, both the most distant, and the more recently departed. Katherine Kemp, the witch from the 18th century, and as far as she knew, the originator of the family magic, had died under that tree, and every witch in her line was tied to it in some way. Strangely, the member of her family that she knew the least about was her own mother.

A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.

‘Come in,’ she answered softly, knowing that she would be heard. It was Marianne.

‘Right, dear. I’m ready. I’ve checked the weather forecast and we should be ok until lunchtime, but then the snow’s coming back
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