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Dazed and Confused

The first thing Trish Harrison noticed was the throbbing pain, yet she could not identify where exactly it was coming from. She was cold, she knew that much, and had been lying awkwardly so that her arm felt dead beneath her. Slowly she became aware of the unfamiliar fabric beneath her, smooth, cool to the touch and smelled of... what was that smell? It made her feel sik. It smelled like her son’s bedroom when he had had his mates sleep ove after a night on the townr: alcohol and body odour. But this was not her son’s bedroom. Where on earth was she?

She tried to open her eyes and the pain increased. It was her jaw, yes, definitely her jaw. Had she had some teeth out? Maybe she was in the dentist's chair. She couldn’t remember. It was dark. Her eyes strained to see the outlines of objects around her as she pushed herself up from her resting place, half on the unknown fabric, half on the floor.. Not the dentist, then. She reached out, running her fingers along the area she had been resting her head on. Upholstered leather maybe or a synthetic version, on the seat and behind her, yes, it was a seat, but she didn’t recognise it.

She touched the side of her jaw and winced as she felt the swelling on the outside and a shot of pain from within. The feeling of sickness grew. She tried to stand but there was something in the way that hit her thighs and pushed her back down again. She gasped.  Then, reaching out in front of her she felt the cool smooth surface and realised it was a large round table.

Her eyes were becoming accustomed to the dark and she could make out objects in the distance. More seating, more tables similar to the one in front of her on the other side of the room and what seemed to be a wide open space between her and that other side. A circus? No, it didn’t smell like a circus. She felt around the table and on either side of the seating, hoping to lay her hands on her bag, more specifically her phone, but could find nothing.

Guided by her hands she eased herself out from behind the table, her heart racing more and more as the vagueness with which she had woken started to clear and she began to get some sense of the reality of her situation.

She took a few tentative steps before she realised she was walking on carpet; she was not wearing any shoes. She considered turning around and hunting for them with her hands but decided against it and continued to push forward. A metal rail of some kind, smooth, curved and sloping downwards. Stairs. She held on tight to the rail and descended, one, two, three, four... the rail came to an end and she was on the flat surface again but this time a cool, hard floor with nothing to hold on to. Nervously she crossed the open space heading to the only light she could see, a fluorescent green blur beyond the seating on the other side.

There was a noise; voices, women’s voices coming from beyond the green light and then she could see two thin lines of daylight as a door was pushed ajar. Trish forgot about being cautious as she crossed the open floor and instinctively ran for the cover of the seating ahead of her. One of the women entered the room and with the light from the doorway Trish could make out that she had just crossed a dancefloor.

‘Hit the lights, Jules, we haven’t got all day!’ One of the women shouted back through the doorway to the other. Ceiling lights went on right across the room. It was huge, a nightclub with a horseshoe of plush seating and circular tables, three, no, four bars around the outside of the seating, and now, nowhere for her to hide..

Crouching under the nearest table she managed to avoid being seen by the women, they could be help but not knowing if she could trust them or not she decided to wait until she was out of the building to seek assistance. She needed to make it to the doorway without being seen. She listened as they joked together and she heard the sound of a key turning in a lock. She risked a glance over the top of the seating and saw that they were standing inside the large double doors of what she imagined was a storage cupboard for cleaning materials and euipment.

She took her chance as they were turned away from her and ran, barefooted from under the table, out through the door where the women had come in and into a small bright lobby. One of the women must have seen her as Trish heard her calling out after her.

‘Hey! What d’ya think your doing, Ya, can’t be in here!’

Trish had no intention of staying there to answer the call. She looked toward the doors to the outside and saw that a bunch of keys wasl still in the lock. She ran toward them, turned the key and pulled the  the double doors open. The blast of cool fresh air felt like a gift from Heaven as she quickly descended the concrete steps pushing her way through three other cleaners who were just turning up for their shift. They looked around at her in surprise but made no attempt to stop her.

She ran until she was far enough away from the stairs for the cleaners not to be a threat to her, her jaw throbbing and her feet stinging from contact with the rough tarmac. She was near the sea, she could tell that much from the salty air, but none of the buildings looked familiar to her. There was a hotel, too close to be trusted and a couple of cafes, not yet open for the day. There were quite a few cars too, parked along the side of the road but no people that she could see, anywhere.

Satisfied that nobody from the nightclub was chasing her, she slowed down to a reasonable pace and walked unsteadily onward, aware now that her legs, indeed her whole body was shaking. She struggled to saty on the narrow pavement along the side of the closed shops. Her head and jaw throbbing in some kind of painful duet and she felt totally helpless. If only she had her phone.
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Goodbye and Good Luck

––––––––
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DR JEREMY TAIT WAS saddened that all he had to show for his seven years as a forensic pathologist with Norchester Constabulary could fit quite so easily into a small cardboard box. He had packed away his ‘Forensic Pathologist on call’ coffee mug, the three Perry Mason novels which he kept at work just for emergencies along with the framed picture he had copied and printed from the Moons & Runes website. The image featured Thea Dawson, his distant cousin and unexpected new business partner and Barnaby Forbes, barista extraordinaire and the first of his official employees in Moons & Runes Private Investigators.  They were stood in front of the three storey Tudor building on the edge of Craft Park with the rest of the staff fromThea’s side of the business. 

Jeremy’s best friend and lab partner, Lee, had brought in a large bottle of Jack Daniels as a leaving present along with a deerstalker hat and a gourd Calabash pipe. Lee still found it very entertaining and not a little surprising that his friend of seven years was leaving the security of working in the Police laboratory to set up as a private investigator. 

‘You’ll invite us down once you’re settled into your midlife crisis, I hope?’

‘Of course, mate. Once we’re up and running you can come see the set up and  meet the team.’ Jeremy placed the whisky into his box, gave Lee an awkward handshake then handed him the keys to the lab. He wasn’t one for extended goodbyes.

As he walked down the long corridor to the main entrance of the Constabulary Headquarters, glancing at the monochromatic photographs of retired officers and the current Chief Constable, he was stopped by several of the officers he had processed evidence for during his time in service, some of whom he hadn’t even realised knew his name. They all wished him good luck for the future and thanked him for the work he had done. It felt good to realise that he had been appreciated after all and for a moment he wondered if he had really made the right decision; but only for a moment.

Jeremy looked toward the main glass doors on the other side of the reception unit and saw a silhouette he recognised immediately. Detective Cheif Superintendant Trowse’s colossal build paced the polished floors of the foyer with his head down and his hands thrust into his pockets. Even off duty and out of uniform he managed to throw out an air of authority. Jeremy had had some dealings with him six months ago when he had helped to crack a big case for the Regional Organised Crime Unit. They were not close, but Jeremy respected him as a fair and decent officer who had earned his position at such a young age through hard work and honesty.

‘Tait!’ Trowse bellowed when he spotted Jeremy approaching. ‘Thought you’d get away without saying goodbye, did you?’

‘Well, er, I just didn’t really want to make a fuss.’

‘Nonsense. You’ve done us proud over the years lad, and no mistake. The lads want to give you a proper send-off. Now take this,’ he placed a brown paper package, about the same size as one of his Perry Mason books, into the box. ‘Don’t open that until you get home, lad. Now, stick that stuff in your car, and come with me.’

DCS Trowse put a hefty arm on Jeremy’s shoulder and steered him out through the main entrance and round the side of the building to the car park. 

‘I’m impressed with your decision, lad. It’s a brave move going out there on your own like that, and I have a hunch you’ll be really good at it. I want you to let me know if there is anything I can do to help you out.’

‘Appreciate the vote of confidence, Sir. Now, where are we going?’ 

Trowse had rested his arm on Jeremy’s shoulder again which meant he had no choice but be marched in the direction the rambunctious man wanted him to go. That direction happened to be toward Dixon’s the nearby pub which was a favourite of the officers and staff of Norchester’s finest. As Trowse pulled open the door a cheer rose up from inside and Jeremy was sucked into a crowd of police officers, administration staff at the centre of which stood his best mate and lab assistant, Lee.

***
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IT WAS THE EARLY HOURS of the morning before Jeremy Tait was dropped off at his small semi-detached house on the outskirts of Norchester, in a police car, with a promise that one of the office staff would bring his own car back to him before he woke the following morning. Thankful that it was late enough for the neighbours to be all asleep, Jeremy let himself into the sparsely decorated house that he used to share with his fiancee, Priya, but in which he had been living alone for the last couple of years..

True to their word, though it was way past morning when Jeremy finally awoke, his Nissan Qashqai had been dropped off outside in the street, embarrassingly covered in good luck messages in various shades of lipstick.

‘Great,’ he said as he searched his bedside drawer in vain for a box of paracetamol. ‘That’s going to take a small fortune to get cleaned.’ He could not imagine where that lipstick had all come from, having never seen anyone wearing it at work. He reasoned that they must have brought it in especially; a planned attack.

Downstairs he found some paracetamol in one of the cardboard boxes on the kitchen table. He downed two of them with a large glass of water and switched the kettle on to make coffee. Surveying his half packed-up home, which if he was honest, hadn’t felt like a home since Priya had left, he considered how much he was looking forward to living in the yet to be constructed residence on the second floor of Moons & Runes.

Throwing on his brand new trenchcoat over his pyjamas, he ventured outside to inspect the damage to his car and retrieve the box he had brought back from the lab. He ran his fingers through one of the lipstick messages.

‘What have they done to you Della?  I’ll clean you up as soon as this headache clears, I promise.’ Jeremy retrieved the cardboard box from the boot of his car and returned to his kitchen in time to hear the kettle switch itself off.  He made his coffee then sat down at the table nursing his aching head. After a few moments of feeling sorry for himself, his attention was drawn to the brown paper package that DCS Trowse had handed him as he had left HQ.

‘I didn’t even realise he knew about my Perry Mason addiction’ he said to himself turning the package over in his hand. He tore off the wrapping expecting to find one of the many Perry books he had already read, but he was mistaken. ‘Blimey, what’s this?’

The wrapping fell to the floor along with a hand written letter, and in his hand he held a thick autograph book with the constabulary shield on the cover. Inside, every page was filled with the number of a particular case that he had worked on, the number of victims affected, a statement of the court’s verdict and the autographs of every officer who had worked on that case. It was a validation of his contribution to getting justice for the families and individuals involved. It was what he had always felt was missing in his job.

‘This must have taken weeks to collate.’ He sat with the book, flicking through the pages until his coffee went cold, then noticed the letter on the floor. It was from DCS Trowse.


‘Dear Doc,



I am anticipating, whilst writing this, that you would not have been in any condition last night to remember the conversation I plan for us to have. So to be certain the message is received loud and clear, I have put my thoughts down here as a refresher.



You are an exceptional forensic pathologist and as such I expect you to be an exceptional private investigator. So much so that I have a cold case I would like to hire you to work on. Once you are set up over in Casslewich and your licence to operate comes through I expect you to make me your first client. My personal number is below, please use it rather than contacting me through work.



I hope you like the book, I got wind of the fact that you didn’t feel involved enough in cases and everyone was happy to contribute.



Remember... first client!



Chris



Christopher J Trowse.
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Help and Healing

Friday

––––––––
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MARIANNE CONNOR SAT at her usual table in Socra~Teas, the instore cafe at Moons & Runes awaiting her next client for a healing session. Mrs Harrison was a first time client who had been referred to her by Daksha Patel, the owner of The Travel Shoppe, one of the fifteen shops within the Pentacle. Mrs Harrison was late.

Daksha had been fairly vague about the introduction, just saying that her friend who rarely left her home, was going through a messy divorce and could really do with some of Marianne’s special care to help her through it. Marianne, for her part, had been pleased to offer the help but whilst absent healing was a possibility, she preferred to work face to face with her clients. She had requested that if at all possible the woman should come to Moons & Runes and meet with her at a time that suited her. 

She decided to treat herself, while she waited, to one of Socra~Teas extra creamy hot chocolate drinks and she stood at the counter listening to the sounds of the workmen above her on the first floor. The construction work could just be heard above the tranquil instrumental music that filled the airwaves throughout the three departments on the ground floor and she wondered just how much longer it would be before she would have use of the private healing room one flight up. She had been so much enjoying getting involved in the colour scheme and decor of this new venture. Thea had been determined to stick to the original Tudor theme as much as possible but inside each of the eight therapy rooms, Summer and Marianne had been given almost free rein to create a creative and relaxing environment.

As she stood at the Socra~Teas counter, chatting to Rachel, one of the more versatile members of the Moons & Runes team, and spooning the marshmallows out of her hot chocolate, the little brass bell over the front door of the store tinkled. Marianne looked up to see if this was her client.

It was a woman in her early fifties, Marianne guessed, casually, but expensively dressed in a dusky pink long v-necked shirt over slim-fitting black denim jeans. Her hair was pinned up in a french pleat which, whilst messy, looked as if it was intended to be so. This was a woman who was used to luxury and expensive things but Marianne could tell straight away that she carried a lot of pain along with her designer handbag.

The woman glanced around the store looking for someone, then walked over to the Socra~Teas counter to make enquiries about her appointment.

‘Hello, er, I have arranged to meet someone here, a Marianne Connor?’ She addressed her question toward Rachael.

‘That’s me, dear,’ stepped in Marianne before Rachael could say a word. ‘Do come and have a seat.’

‘Oh, er, here? In the cafe?’ She looked around at the busy little coffee shop that seemed to have only one free table, a look of panic in her soft grey eyes.

‘Yes, dear, but don’t worry, we will be very discreet. Did you want to get yourself a drink before we sit down?’

Mrs Harrison ordered a cup of Earl Grey and Rachael handed Marianne a glass of water, as was their routine, before the latter escorted her client to the reserved, small glass table at the back of the cafe. Both women sat and they settled down to business.

‘Now, let me formally introduce myself, dear. I’m Marianne Connor. I’m a spiritual healer if you must give what I do a name, but in essence, I have a gift for channelling positive energies to where they are most needed.’

‘I’m pleased to meet you, Marianne. Daksha told me about how you helped her when she lost her beloved Persian.’

‘Oh, yes, Sammy was the love of her life, she was devastated when he passed over. It doesn’t matter how much you prepare yourself for the loss of a loved one, it still hits you like a battering ram when it happens. But enough about Daksha for now Mrs Harrison, what is it I can do to help you?’

‘I’m not really sure how this works, and I really don’t know where to start, Marianne. It has been such an awful year.’ She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, searching for the courage to continue. ‘My husband is not the man I married, not the man I fell in love with and I feel... betrayed... betrayed, frightened and angry all at the same time.’

Marianne nodded gently as she listened carefully without interrupting.

‘I left him about ten months ago, I was finally strong enough to do that, but he just won’t accept that I have gone and the abuse I was trying to get away from is still happening, its just different. It has been going on so long now that I can barely find the will to get out of bed in the mornings.’

‘That’s more than enough for me to work with, dear. You don’t have to rake everything up, especially here in such a public place.’

‘No? I thought you might have to know the whole story.’ Mrs Harrison let out a long sigh and relaxed her shoulders, relieved that she didn’t have to recount the full extent of her problems.

Marianne smiled at her client. It was a common misconception that she actually needed to know anything at all about the situation. The healing energies would find their way to where they were most needed whether she knew about it or not; in fact in, many cases it was better for her not to know. It did, however, seem to serve the client's best interest on some occasions for them to open up and unburden themselves of their problems.

‘Just sit quietly for a moment, Mrs Harrison, try to relax as much as you are able. I’m going to take hold of your hands and then we can begin.’ Marianne had positioned the chairs so that her client’s back was to the rest of the cafe, and as she had promised, the holding of hands was very discreet.

‘It’s Patricia, but please call me Trish, he used to call me Patricia and I shudder every time I hear it, and as for ‘Harrison?’  I can’t wait to get rid of it.’

Marianne nodded silently in acknowledgement of what Trish was saying. She was already preparing herself to channel the healing energies and building a bubble of protection around the two of them. She was so used to doing this now, that it took only around thirty seconds before she was ready to begin. Gently she took hold of Trish’s hands and allowed the healing energies to flow.

***
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THEA DAWSON, PART-OWNER and full-time manager of Moons & Runes was discussing the merits of the different books she had for sale on the subject of mindfulness with a very harassed-looking lady in The Book Nook. For the entire time that Thea was speaking with her the customer’s two children ran ragged around their mother, pulling at her elbows and climbing in and out of the single pushchair.

‘Jamie, Joany, stop that! Sit in your buggy Joany, you’re going to hurt yourself.’ The customer turned back to Thea and tried to focus on what she was being told. The children carried on regardless, if anything, making more noise than they had previously.

The Book Nook was busy; all of the comfortable chairs had been taken and people were browsing the books they were contemplating buying in what was usually a relaxed and quiet environment.

‘Right, that’s it you two.’ The customer ran her fingers through her hair in despair. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Thea and took all three of the books that had just been recommended to her. ‘And I’m sorry. I just don’t know what I am going to do with them.’

Thea could think of any number of books on child behaviour that sat on the shelves in The Book Nook and considered too that some of the crystals they had for sale might be helpful to the woman. But now was not the time to push those. She had her books on mindfulness and would return when she was ready for the next step. Of that, Thea was certain.

The customer put the books under one arm, grabbed hold of Joany’s hand, called out to Jamie that they were leaving and with her one free hand manhandled the pushchair over to the cashier. Thea quickly walked in front of her and helped her manoeuvre the pushchair through the clothing displays in Glad Rags visualising some disaster with dresses getting caught up and pulled off their hangers to be trampled on thefloor. Once the books were safely bagged up she opened the front door to the store to assist them in leaving. The little bell above the front door tinkled happily and Joany pointed up at it with a sticky little finger as her mother pushed her speedily out onto the cobbled streets of Craft Park, known locally as The Pentacle.

As the tinkling vibrations of the bell rebalanced the energies, peace was once again restored within Moons & Runes. There were still several customers browsing the new range of Boho dresses in Glad Rags, a range that had proven to be an excellent addition to the more traditional Wiccan and pagan clothing. Socra~Teas, the cafe was full, with plenty of takeaway business still being transacted at the counter, and The Book Nook was buzzing. Yes, business was good, especially for this early in the year and even the noise from the builders on the first floor hadn’t had any negative effect on trade. If anything it had created new interest.

Thea walked around the store that represented her entire world, straightening books, organising packs of tarot cards and trays of crystals and detangling some of the silver necklaces that hung on the display rack by the till. Seeing that Barnaby and Rachael were still busy serving coffee and cake, and Marianne was sitting with a client, she decided to pop up to the first floor to see how things were progressing.

***
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MARIANNE HAD BEEN HOLDING Trish Harrison's hands for a few minutes before she felt the flow of the healing energies begin to draw to a close. She gently pulled her hands away and offered her client the glass of water she had been given earlier. 

‘Take your time, dear. There is no rush.’ She waited while her client took a few sips of water. ‘How are you feeling now?’

‘Calmer, thank you; clearer in my head. I don’t know what I had expected, but it seems to have helped.’ She sipped at her water and sat silent, deep in thought for a few moments.

Marianne had given enough healing sessions to know that this quiet contemplation was an essential part of the healing session and was happy to sit with Trish as she mentally and emotionally processed what she had experienced.

‘I know you said you didn’t need to know the details, Marianne, but I feel that I want to talk to you about things. I feel that you are someone who would understand. Would that be alright?’

‘Yes, dear. Of course.’

‘It’s just that... well... I think I might be losing my mind.’

Marianne took hold of Trish’s hand again, though this time it was more as a comforting gesture than to deliver any further healing. The older woman sensed the fear and panic in her client’s energies.

‘You see, I’ve been so stressed lately, my ex... well, soon to be ex... Oh, I’m sorry, I just find this so difficult to put into words... You see... well, he’s not the man I thought he was... I said that already didn’t I?  And, quite frankly, he scares me, Marianne. I used to be such a confident person, outgoing and happy, but now I jump at the slightest noise, and I’m getting to the stage where I don’t want to leave the house.’

‘And yet, you managed to come here today, Trish.’

‘It took a lot of courage, I can tell you. It helped that the Pentacle has always been one of my favourite parts of the City. It has such a lovely feel to it, such peace; I think, apart from at home,  I feel safer here than anywhere.’

Marianne nodded in agreement, well aware of the Pentacle’s very special energies. After all, it was she, along with Thea and their other friend, Summer, who were largely responsible for maintaining that feeling of wellbeing in the park that was home to Moons & Runes.

––––––––
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‘I HAVE BEEN FORGETTING things for a while now,’ continued Trish, ‘since before I left him, and I put that down to the stress of the situation. I know how badly stress can affect your mind. Up until this last week it had been  things like forgetting people’s names, missing appointments or having to reread pages of a book several times and still being unable to absorb what it said.’

‘That’s horrible, dear, but as you say, it's quite normal in times of stress.’

‘Yes, but last week, Marianne, last week I lost a whole twenty-four hours! Sunday is just gone. I went to bed on Friday night and woke up again on Sunday morning.’

‘Oh, my dear, that is a little unusual, though not unheard of. Stress can be exhausting.  Have you been to your doctor about it?’

‘No, I’m too scared to do that, too scared of what they might find. Besides, I don’t believe I actually slept through the day. I woke up with a bruised and aching jaw and didn’t know where I was!’

‘That does sound concerning, Trish, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that you are losing your mind. I would like to help if you will let me. There are a couple of people I would like you to meet, a new service we are offering here at Moons. Neither Dr Tait or Summer are here at present, but if you leave it with me I will arrange an appointment with them for you later in the week. Would that be, ok?’

‘Oh, but it's such a silly thing, I wouldn’t want to bother anybody?’

‘Not at all, dear. It’s not so much the physical injuries you have sustained, Trish, it’s the affect it is having on you that makes it important. Firstly though, I really do urge you to see your doctor, just to check that there is nothing there to worry about.’

Trish nodded reluctantly in agreement and took another sip of her water. She could already feel some of the weight she had been carrying lift from her shoulders. Suddenly, she felt so very tired.’

‘I think I need to go home now, Marianne. I promise I will call my GP, but if you could speak with your colleagues I would really appreciate it.’

Marianne agreed and took down Trish’s contact details arranging for Dr Tait to call her the next day with an appointment.

‘Will you be alright until then, dear? Is there anyone who can keep you company rather than being at home on your own?’

‘No, I’ll be fine Marianne, thank you. You have already helped me a lot. I think I just want to sleep now.’ Trish picked up her quilted Chanel shoulder bag and gave Marianne a warm hug before leaving the premises through the heavy oak door causing the little brass bell to tinkle once again.
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Plaster Dust and Crushes

Thea climbed the stairs that led to the first floor and contemplated her decision not to include an escalator in the redesign and expansion of the store. A lift was being installed for the purposes of getting stock up to the next level, and that would be available to customers who could not contend with the stairs. Somedays that might include herself; her chronic fatigue was always lurking in the background ready to pounce. But today she felt good. Today her energy was at olive oil level, which was about as good as it ever got.

An escalator would have really had an impact on the ambience of the store, which as far as was possible with current legislation and building regulations, had been kept close to its original oak pannelling Tudor decor. Even the modern apparatus like the till and the espresso machine had the bronze, antiquated, steam-punk appearance that Thea loved. No, she had made the right decision... they had made the right decision. She was still getting used to the fact that she had a partner in the business now; one that she had never expected but who had proven to be quite the asset and a great friend..

The first floor was still a mess but Thea could see progress being made every day, for which she was grateful. Ewan Shepherd and his team had been true to their word and were converting the empty space into an elegant Wellness Centre the likes of which not even she could not have imagined. They really were first-class builders. 

She looked across to the little plasterboard flat that had stood in the corner of the first floor and had been her home for almost ten years. She knew she would need to move out soon, as Ewan and his men were going to be converting it into a staff kitchen, customer toilets and a private therapy room. She would not, however, be going far. One floor up was another, much nicer apartment, where her Grandmother had lived prior to her passing eight months ago. Thea had accepted that it was time to let her business head have mastery over her personal feelings as far as her Grandmother’s flat was concerned and it made sense for her to make use of the ready-made space she had previously been reluctant to inhabit, if only for a short while.

Ewan spotted Thea as soon as she appeared at the top of the stairs. He made a bee-line for her, lifting his hard hat and scratching his head before sweeping his heavy dark fringe away from his eyes; sparkling ‘David Essex’ eyes, Thea had noticed, that seemed to smile all by themselves. Dressed in navy overalls that were immaculately clean despite the plaster dust that was in the air, he began his daily progress report to Thea. She was grateful for Ewan’s very professional manner and the regular conversations they had about the project reflected the mutual respect they had for each other as business owners, though she did have to acknowledge that he was a very handsome man. Not her type, but handsome all the same.

‘Looks like we are going to be done with the main structures a day ahead of schedule, Thea. The plasterer will be finished today, then we can move on to converting your flat starting Monday. Will you be able to move everything out over the weekend?’

‘Oh, so soon? Er, yes... yes, I’m sure that can be done. That’s great news, Ewan.’ She didn’t quite have the conviction of her words but she knew it had to be done. She would have to see if she could pull in some help from the rest of the Moons & Runes crew. She was sure they wouldn’t mind earning a little overtime. ‘It’s looking great, Ewan.’ She cast her eyes around the area that had stood empty for so long. ‘There is so much more space left for the main workshop area than I had thought there would be. I love it.’

The area featured seven individual therapy rooms, one double-sized room, a stock room and as well as the cloakroom and staff room that would be converted from her flat, it had Thea’s very own office. Even the shell that it was at the moment, with its unstained door frames and plaster that was still varying shades of pink as it dried out, was a thousand percent improvement on the makeshift office space she had created for herself below the stairs at the back of Glad Rags. She was going to be so much more comfortable here and best of all, she had a window that looked out across the Pentacle at the other businesses and gave an uninterrupted view of the giant oak tree that was at the centre of The Pentacle’s inexhaustible positive energies.

A thudding sound came from the direction of the stairs, and Thea smiled as she recognised the clumsy footsteps of her friend and in-house Tarot reader, Summer McCarthy. She turned to greet the bubbly young woman who was dressed in her customary dungarees, navy blue today, and had her curly blonde hair tied up in bunches with multicoloured scrunchies.

‘Summer, I wasn’t expecting you in today. Is everything alright?’

‘Absolutely. Just got the feeling I might be needed today... something about packing boxes?’

‘Spot on, as usual, Summer. Ewan here has just been telling me I have to be out of the flat by Monday, so if you could lend a hand to help me pack some of my stuff, that would be a great help.’

‘Hi Summer,’ said Ewan, grinning down at the four-foot-eleven bundle of energy.

‘Yo’ Summer managed to say before her fair skin turned a rosy pink and she found herself unable to speak.

Thea looked at Summer, and then at Ewan before deciding to rescue her friend from this awkward situation. She placed an arm around Summer's shoulders and gently led her away to her soon-to-be-converted flat.

‘Come on Summer, we can’t keep the workers from their work. They have a deadline to meet. Ewan has just promised me it's all going to be ready a day early.’

‘Begining to regret saying that already’ called out Ewan as the ladies walked carefully across the dustsheet-covered floor to the front door of Thea’s little apartment.
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Cases and Boxes
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THEA HAD STARTED HER Saturday morning as she did every morning, with a strong coffee and a trip down the stone stairway to the cavern underneath her store. The cavern no longer had the cold unwelcoming feel that it had done during the many years she had entered it twice a day to commune with the spirits of her ancestors. Things had changed over the last six months. The connection that Thea had with her ancestors on the other side of the veil, had been broken following an attack on the Pentacle and everything that she held dear. Sadly, there had been no repairing the damage that the Hunter and his daughter had wrought on the connection, although Thea, Summer and Marianne had managed to create their own protective magic to save the day.

Since then, ‘the girls’ as Thea liked to call them, or ‘The Knitting Club’, as Marianne preferred, had furnished the cavern so that it was a little more welcoming. The granite lectern that took centre stage had not been touched; it was a sacred space, still surrounded by the circle of floating candles that never seemed to burn down, and still providing the resting place for Thea’s family Grimoire, the receptacle for all of the spells, incantations and hidden knowledge that had been collected over the last four hundred years since the time of Thea’s ancestor, the great witch Katherine Kemp. 

Outside of the circle of candles, however, the atmosphere had been made a little less austere. A sofa, two armchairs and a small table had been brought down and placed behind the candles giving the ladies somewhere to sit and practise their various skills and abilities without being overheard or interrupted. Marianne kept her knitting bag beside the sofa for the times in which the three of them stayed talking for hours on end, putting the world to rights. 

They had draped a set of old Christmas lights that had belonged to Thea’s Grandmother around two-thirds of the cavern wall and across the ceiling so that it felt a little less like spelunking each time they descended the steps. 

Directly in front of the lectern, the section of the wall which was not hung with the pretty stained-glass lanterns. was home to a deeply etched image of the ancient oak which stood in the middle of the Pentacle. It was an image that had been there for almost as long as the Oak itself, as far as Thea could tell, and covered the wall from floor to ceiling. Summer had rigged up two soft spotlights to illuminate the tree’s magnificent image and they had the added effect of giving the whole space a warmer and more homely feel.

Thea approached the circle of candles as she had done twice a day, every day since as far back as she could remember, and as she did so they parted to give her access to the lectern, closing again behind her as she stepped forward.  She laid her hand upon the Grimoire and felt the tingling which represented just a fraction of the power that ran through it. Silently she uttered the mantra her ancestors had taught her, and then out loud she recited the protection spell that she, Marianne and Summer had cast on a stormy night last October. She remained there for a few moments, her hand resting on the front cover of the tome until she could feel the energy dissipate. Then, quietly and without ceremony, she stepped back from the lectern, through the opening in the candles and climbed the stone steps back to everyday life.

As she peered through the crack of the small doorway at the top of the steps which was hidden behind one of the curved bookcases in The Book Nook, she checked to see that she could not be seen by anyone through the store window. Certain that it was safe to emerge, she walked across the darkened shop floor heading for the new espresso machine behind the Socra~Teas counter. She turned on the machine and ran her fingers lovingly over the pipes and rivets that gave it the authentic steam-punk appearance.  

‘Dmitiry did a good job on the coffee machine, Nan. You would have loved it, I know you would.’ She was addressing the photograph of her Grandmother which hung in pride of place behind the counter, just to the left of the machine. Having a few quiet moments with her Nan’s memory was as much a part of Thea’s daily ritual as the visits to the cavern. ‘It’s getting really close now, just one more month and we should be open for business upstairs, and another two after that and the second floor will be kitted out for Jeremy. It’s all coming together nicely, but I get the feeling that you knew it would.’ 
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AS SOON AS THE ESPRESSO machine was ready Thea made herself a cup of coffee and then took it over to the Book Nook to read quietly for half an hour until the staff began to arrive. She had barely turned a page when there was a tap on the large display window to the left of the oak door. She looked up to see Barnaby Forbes, her barista and long-time friend, waving frantically in just a thin waistcoat and shirt-sleeves against the chilly April morning.

‘Sorry, Boss. Forgot my key,’ he said as Thea let him into the store.

‘And your common sense by the look of things, Barnes. Where’s your jacket?’

‘Aye, um... forgot that too. I had to leave in a bit of a hurry this morning. Well, actually I was lucky to get out with what I’m wearing.’

‘Really, Barnes. Again?’ Since Barnaby had been betrayed by Cassie Lovek in the midst of the fight to save the Pentacle, he had entertained a string of girlfriends, none of whom he had any real feelings for. ‘You have become quite the player, and I don’t think I approve.’

‘Just living the dream, boss.’

‘Avoiding getting hurt is more like it. Seriously Barnes, you can’t go on like this. I know getting hurt is... well, hurtful, but you can’t keep this love ‘em and leave ‘em lifestyle up forever.  You might think it’s stopping you from getting hurt but I know you Barnaby Forbes and there beats the heart of a true romantic under that tartan waistcoat. Besides which, what about all the hearts you’re breaking in the process?’

‘Yes, Mam,’ he said, then quickly ducked out of the way as Thea took a playful swing at his head. ‘Ok, ok. I’m listening. It wasn’t working anyway, and I have lost so many pairs of jeans in the last six months that I would have had to stop soon anyway, even without the Mam talk.’

‘Well, I’m glad to hear that you have come to your senses. Coffee?’

‘I’ll make it Boss, you know Bessie doesn’t like to be handled by anyone but me.’

‘Oh, I think Bessie can be quite fickle, she made me a lovely cup this morning.’

‘Traitor!’ Barnaby said, turning to the espresso machine which let off a cloud of steam in response. ‘So, how are things going upstairs? No builders today I guess?’

‘No, we can all enjoy the peace and quiet while it lasts. I could do with your help later today if that’s ok though, Barnes. Ewan needs me to have all my stuff out of the flat by Monday so I need to move it upstairs to Nan’s place. Summer has helped me pack up all the smaller items, but the furniture is a bit beyond our capabilities.’

‘Aye, no problem. Will Jerry be in later?’

Thea nodded. Dr Jeremy Tait was Thea’s new partner in the business, and would be opening a new venture on the second floor; the Moons & Runes: Private Investigators once the second floor construction was completed.

‘That’s grand then. The two of us can come up after closing and get the stuff moved for you, no problem. Has he finished his training now then?’

‘Last week, yes. He’s just waiting for the results now. I think he’s a bit anxious about it.’

‘Nah, he’ll do fine. He’s a good head on his shoulders does our Jerry. Right, best I get Bessie topped up. It’s nearly opening time.’

Over the next ten minutes or so a constant stream of Moons & Runes employees entered through the front door. The store did have a rear entrance but Thea reserved that for deliveries only, proud of her team and confident that they would represent the store well, even when not on duty.

Rachael was the next to arrive and she would be working in Socra~Teas with Barnaby today, then Suzi, Sophie and Jayne the Glad Rags team, and Tristan, a student of the local high school who came in to help out in The Book Nook on Saturdays.

The last to arrive was Summer, who was not technically an employee but a consultant psychic who they held on retainer and who often dropped in to help out more generally on the days when she felt that she was needed.

At nine o’clock Thea pulled the heavy door open causing the little bell above it to send vibrations of  positive energy across the three departments. There was still a chill in the air and it seemed to cling to the clothes of the many customers who were waiting outside. 

Moons & Runes always had a queue of people waiting when the door was first opened whether they had a sale on or not, but this week it was their Ostara Sale and the customers flooded in, eager to get to the bargains.

The windows had been decorated with fresh wildflowers, hand-made fluffy toy rabbits in grey, brown and white, and little bright yellow chicks. The centrepiece in both of the window displays was a large carving of the Green Man and behind it a panoramic representation of Alvene forest, the forest that once upon a time had stretched out in every direction from The Pentacle, and onward across much of Casslewich.

The Glad Rags staff had each made their own floral crown out of the wildflowers that Thea had brought in especially for the event, and they all got to select a long Boho dress from the stock. This was an annual benefit of working for Moons & Runes, and they would wear their selection throughout the sale before taking it home to keep. Barnaby could not be persuaded to exchange his tartan waistcoat for anything more suited to the occasion, but he did swap the silver garters he usually wore on his shirtsleeves for intricately carved leather Celtic bracelets and finished the look off with a red boot-laced top hat with black and red silk roses on the side.

The atmosphere was festive and the enthusiasm of the staff rubbed off on the customers to the point that it seemed more like a party than a shopping experience. Nobody seemed to want to leave, Socra~Teas was full to capacity and Barnaby and Rachel were rushed off their feet.

‘Can I have a couple of hot chocolates to go, please Barnaby?’

‘Jerry! Grief, is it that time already? To go, you say?’

‘Into the heavens’ Jeremy pointed up at the ceiling indicating he was heading upstairs to the second floor. ‘Got to start turning Beatrice’s flat into something that resembles a business.’

‘’Ah, there may be a problem with that plan, Jerry. We have to move Thea’s furniture up there today, Ewan has told her she has to be out by Monday so that they can get on with converting her flat.’

‘I thought that might happen, they must be getting on well with the build then? No problem, we can put some of her stuff into storage up there, and just swap her bed over for her Nan’s old one. I doubt she will want to sleep in that.  I’ll have a word. Do you know where she is?’

‘Packing’ he responded, nodding upwards as he finished preparing the hot chocolates with a swirl of whipped cream. The two friends parted, Barnaby, getting back to his queue of customers and Jeremy heading toward Glad Rags to access the stairs in search of Thea. 

‘Oh, I forgot to say,’ Barnaby called after him, ‘Marianne was looking for you.’

Jeremy’s eyes scanned the busy cafe area until he spotted Marianne sitting with a client at one of the little glass tables. He nodded to Barnaby to acknowledge the message and made a mental note to find her later when she was free.
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JEREMY FOUND THEA SEALING up the last of her boxes in the little makeshift apartment on the first floor. The strange apartment had never been what he would have called homely, but now without her books, and the few belongings she had scattered around, it looked really did look exactly what it was, a few plasterboard walls hastily put together to provide a modicum of privacy. He leant against the unfinished frame of the open front door and watched her for a while. She looked tired. She always looked tired, though she hid it well when she knew anyone could see her.

It had taken Thea several weeks to admit to Jeremy that she had lived with chronic fatigue syndrome since having chicken pox as a teenager. Even after they had become partners in the business and she had shared some of her deepest family secrets, admitting to the condition was something she was not comfortable sharing because of the stigma which usually came with it. People who didn’t understand, and nobody could fully understand unless they had experienced it, thought of CFS sufferers as ‘slackers’ or ‘work shy’, but nothing could be further from the truth. Battling the pain and the brain fog that was always present with the condition, as well as running a successful business was like working three jobs at a time. It was no wonder she always looked tired.

Jeremy had worked out that there was something amiss early on in their relationship, observation being one of his strengths, but he hadn’t asked her for an explanation, leaving Thea to tell him in her own time. For this, she had been grateful.

‘Morning, Partner.’

Thea looked up with a start and swept the hair that had slipped loose from her ponytail behind her ear.

‘Jeremy! How long have you been standing there?’

‘Long enough to recognise that you need to take a break. Here...’ he handed her one of the paper cups which she gratefully took with both hands before gently lowering herself onto the sofa. Jeremy perched himself on its arm and looked around at the piles of boxes. ‘I had no idea you had so much stuff.’

‘Neither did I, Jeremy. It’s quite amazing how it all fitted into such a small spa...’

There was a tap on the open door and they both looked up to see Marianne standing there.

‘Sorry to disturb you, dears, but I needed to talk to you about a client. I think she could really do with your help, Jeremy. Your investigative help.’

Marianne handed Jeremy a small piece of paper that looked as though it had been torn from a notebook. It just had a name and telephone number on it. Jeremy glanced at the note and then back up at Marianne waiting for further explanation.

‘Mrs Harrison is going through a messy divorce, and she is beginning to think she is losing her mind. My sense when I worked with her is that she is fully in charge of her mental faculties but that there is something very wrong with the situation she has found herself in. I know you aren’t ready to officially take on a case yet, but I don’t think this can wait. Would you be able to give her a call?’

Jeremy nodded. He didn’t know yet whether he had passed his final exam as a private investigator, but in the UK that didn’t stop anyone from working as a private investigator. Besides which taking on a client now  would be good practise for him and might help get the word out for when he was open for business.

‘I’ll call her today, Marianne and see if there is anything I can do. Thank you,’ 

‘Your first case,’ said Thea as Marianne walked back toward the stairs.

‘Second, actually,’ he corrected, carefully placing Mrs Harrison’s details in his wallet.

‘Really? Already? Perry would be proud,’ said Thea with a smile, ‘as am I.’ she squeezed his free hand and Jeremy felt the connection that the two of them had, grow stronger still..
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Trish’s Story
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JEREMY CALLED MRS HARRISON, and after explaining the situation and the lack of premises available to him at the moment, arranged to meet her that afternoon in Beatrice’s old flat on the second floor.. The pressure was on and Barnaby, Jeremy and Thea spent the next two hours dismantling furniture on the first floor and putting it up into storage in the large vacant space which was accessed from behind the freezer on the second floor. It seemed such a long way to go before the builders could even begin to convert that space into proper living accommodation for himself and for Thea, but one problem at a time; he had a case to prepare for.

‘This is it, Perry, we’re off.’ Jeremy had just pushed the last of Thea’s stuff into the storage area. He rubbed his hands together, excitedly, then realizing how hot and bothered he had become, asked Thea if she would mind him using her Nan’s shower.

‘No problem, Jeremy, really. You have to look your best for your first customer... er client.’

‘ Indeed I do. So, if you’ll excuse me...’

‘Oh, yes. OK then. I’ll pop back downstairs and see how things are going.’ Thea fought off a blush at the thought of Jeremy taking a shower in her Nan’s bathroom, then took a couple of large towels from out of the bedroom cupboard and left him to it.
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PATRICIA HARRISON ARRIVED at Moons & Runes at two o’clock that afternoon. She was wearing the same clothes that she had worn when she had first met with Marianne and did not look as though she had slept a wink since her last visit.

Marianne spotted her the moment she entered and escorted her up the wooden stairs at the back of Glad Rags, to where Jeremy had arranged to meet her on the second floor.

‘I apologise for the bare condition of the place, dear. We are in the middle of a major refurbishment as I explained. It’s not much further, but I have to say I’ll be happy when the lift is working.’

The younger woman was a lot fitter than retired GP Marianne and had no problem with the stairs, but she smiled good-humouredly as she hung on to the handrail to steady her ascent.

‘Trish Harrison, I would like you to meet Dr Jeremy Tait, Private Investigator.’

‘Thank you, Marianne.’ Jeremy reached out to shake his client’s hand and observed her nervousness at extending her own hand forward. ‘I’m sorry we are having to meet here in the kitchen, but as I am sure Marianne has explained, we are not quite ready for business yet. Please, take a seat. Can I make you a cup of tea or coffee?

‘Tea, please.’ Trish nodded and sat down at the small kitchen table, grateful for the few moments of opportunity to gather her thoughts whilst Jeremy boiled the kettle. Marianne left the two of them to talk in private.

Mugs in hand, Jeremy sat down opposite her and opened the new bound notepad that Thea had bought him as a good luck gift.

‘So, Mrs Harrison,’

‘Trish’

‘Trish, then you must call me Jeremy. Tell me, how is it that I can help you?’

‘I really don’t know where to start, I guess it all started to go wrong when I found out that my husband had put several of his business ventures in my name. According to the paperwork at least, I own a leisure centre of some kind, a factory just outside Casslewich and a fleet of London taxis. I only found out about it when I saw a letter addressed to me on his desk when I was supposed to be meeting him for lunch in the City. I had arrived at his building early and his secretary let me into his office to wait for him.’

‘So you opened the letter?’

‘No, I took it. I stashed it in my bag and feigned illness, leaving my excuses with his secretary.’

Jeremy found it difficult to reconcile the image of the timid woman sitting in front of him with someone who would be so bold as to carry out such an act, but instinct told him that her story was likely to shed some light on the reason. Trish delved into her bag and found the letter. She slid it across the table to Jeremy who pulled it from its envelope and unfolded the single-page document. He read aloud.

‘Dear Mrs Harrison,

Ref: Harrison Enterprises Inc.

Thank you for your recent correspondence. 

I have noted your comments and based on the information you have submitted it appears that your company is dormant and not working.’

‘And that’s the gist of it... the only problem is I know nothing about any such company.’

‘I can see how that would be very disturbing for you. Did you ask your husband about it?’

‘I did, and he said it must have been some mistake and asked for the letter back, but it’s not a mistake. I looked the company up on the internet and it is listed in Companies House. It’s in my name with his work address.’ She took a tissue from her bag as if she knew that she was likely to get upset. ‘Anyway, that was a month ago and since then things have gone from bad to worse.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, first he was really angry with me all the time, shouting at every opportunity, telling me I was stupid if he didn’t like what I gave him for dinner or putting me down in front of our friends. It was totally unlike his usual behaviour.’ Trish took a sip of her tea and then continued. ‘But then when I stood up to him and told him if he carried on like that I would leave him, he changed again. He was nice... disturbingly so. Friends started to ask me if I was alright and if there was anything they could do to help. He had started painting himself as the long-suffering husband whose wife was having a breakdown.’

Jeremy was taking notes down on his pad whilst trying to maintain eye contact with Trish. He could tell that relaying her story was a real struggle for her, and didn’t want to interrupt her with questions at this stage.

‘I started to lose things, keys, my phone, my debit card. They would go missing for days and then turn up either right where they should be, or somewhere ridiculous like in the fridge. I would order the groceries online and when the delivery came it was nothing like my order, just a bunch of random items that I would never have thought of ordering.’

Trish stopped speaking and stared off into space over Jeremy’s shoulder. Jeremy left her in her thoughts for a moment, then when it appeared she was not going to snap out of it he took up the conversation.

‘And you are wondering if there is something in what your husband has been saying? You think that perhaps you may have had a breakdown?’

‘Certainly not.’ Trish sat up straight, indignantly and Jeremy got his first glimpse of the woman inside the broken shell. ‘I’m sorry. Yes, I did for a while, particularly after...’

‘After what, Trish?’

‘After last weekend. That’s why I came to see Marianne. I really thought I had lost it. I had moved out of the house I shared with my husband the week before. I had had enough of his mood swings, and he still wouldn’t tell me what was going on with the business. I’d found a fairly nice apartment on the outskirts of Casslewich and was settling in quite nicely there. I hadn’t lost anything for a few days and the food that was in the fridge stayed where it should be rather than jumping into the washing machine.’

‘It sounds as though you made the right move. So what happened last weekend?’

‘I wish I knew. I remember going to bed on Friday evening at about ten-thirty, then I woke up in unfamiliar clothes, no shoes and a doozy of a swollen jaw. I was in some empty nightclub by the sea. I didn’t realise it at the time, I was so disorientated, but when I did eventually find a taxi that would take me home in such a state, I discovered it was Sunday morning.’

‘You had lost a whole day?’

‘Can’t remember a thing.’

Jeremy shuffled with his notepad, giving himself time to think.

‘Ok, so you would like us to look into where you were and what happened to you between Friday night and Sunday morning; did you want us to investigate these companies too?’

‘I want you to investigate everything. I believe that Peter has been deliberately trying to convince me I have lost my mind. He’s not the man I thought I married; he’s devious and cruel and I’m sure he is involved in something  illegal and that it has to do with those businesses.’’

‘Right,’ This was far more than Jeremy had anticipated he would be taking on as his first case. He had expected to be tracking down lost pets for at least a few months before word got around. He couldn’t however let Trish see his concern. He bounced the point of his pen on the notepad, hoping that he was projecting a decisive and ‘in-control-of-everything manner.’ 

‘So, I will need to see the clothing that you woke up in, and are you able to give me the name of the nightclub? That will be enough to start with.’

‘The clothes I can do, but I’m sorry I don’t know where the nightclub was, or what it was called.’

‘Could you draw as much as you can remember for me, then Trish? It will really help if we can track the place down.’ He handed the notepad over to her and waited while she drew a rough sketch of the steps she had run down as she escaped the nightclub and the shops and hotel she had seen along with the layout of the road.

‘That’s really good, Trish. Thank you. That will be enough for today. I will be in touch as soon as we have anything to tell you.’

‘You keep saying ‘we’? I thought you were the investigator.’

‘I am. But I do have an excellent team behind me and I will get them on your case right away. Do you have a means of getting home?’

‘Oh, yes. I’m not entirely hopeless.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply...’

‘It’s alright, Jeremy. I’m fine. I’m actually going to find Marianne and have another healing session with her. I felt so much better after the last one. I’ll drop the dress off on Monday morning unless you want it sooner?’

‘No, Monday will be good, Trish. Thank you. Come on, I’ll see you down.’
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Digits and Doctors
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THE TAP ON THE SHOP window at just after six that evening heralded the arrival of the Chinese takeaway that Thea had ordered for their first case conference.

‘I’ll get it, Boss’ shouted Barnaby from behind the Socra~Teas counter.

Thea had just collected her laptop from her understairs office and was heading up the stairs to where Jeremy, Marianne and Summer were already sitting around the old trestle table in the middle of what would be the workshop area on the first floor.

‘Sweet and Sour Chicken, that’s you, Marianne. Mushroom Chow Mein for Summer and Thea, there’s a curry there for you, Jerry and this beauty must be mine.’ Barnaby pulled an enormous pancake roll out of a brown paper bag and dripped oil all down his chin as he took the first bite. ‘Awesome’.

‘OK, then.’ Jeremy left his curry in its container, keen to get the meeting started. ‘Thank you everyone for coming in. Obviously we were not expecting to have a case so early on in the proceedings, but here we are.’ He turned to the plasterboard wall of Thea’s flat which they had come to use for displaying any kind of planning, whether that was for the layout of the refurbishment or for tracking down the people responsible for the attack on the Pentacle. Today the wall displayed an outline of Trish’s case so far with pictures taken from social media, magazine clippings and the drawing that Trish had sketched for him.

‘This is Trish Harrison, 53, married and currently separated from Peter Harrison, 59, respected local businessman and owner of three golf clubs.’

‘Ya need more than three t’ play a decent game, Jerry.’

‘Yes, yes, very funny, Barnaby. These particular clubs are worth between one and three million a piece. As far as I can work out he owns the courses, the clubhouses and the franchise for all the sales. I’d like you to look into that Barnaby, please, and check that all is cosher.

‘No problem, Jerry. I can use your laptop, yes?’

‘Sure, help yourself.’ He slid the brand new Dell laptop across the table to Barnaby. ‘I might have some news around your handicap, there before too long.’

Thea, Marianne and Summer groaned in unison at Jeremy’s cringeworthy joke, but the fact that he was putting feelers out to get Barnaby’s I.T. ban lifted would be a huge advantage to Moons & Runes: Private Investigators as well as a relief to the man himself. 

‘OK, enough of the joking around. Trish Harrison needs our help. She lost somewhere between twenty-four and thirty-six hours of her life and it's up to us to find out what happened to her.’ Jeremy went on to explain the details of the case: the letter about the three suspect businesses, the likelihood of domestic abuse and the unidentified nightclub where she had woken up on that Sunday morning.

‘Our client has drawn a layout of the area outside the nightclub. As she has no idea where she was and her memory is very vague this is all we have to go on for now. We need to take a look at maps of the area and see if we can identify this layout. If we can find the club we may also be able to track down the taxi service that eventually brought her home.  Summer, any light you can shed on any of this would give us an advantage. Could you check in with Oscar?’

‘No, problem. I’ll see what comes up.’ Oscar was Summer’s crystal ball and the secret weapon that they hoped would give Moons & Runes: Private Investigators an advantage over other investigative teams. Summer’s divinatory abilities had proven very helpful in the past, and it was her incredibly accurate Tarot readings that won her the position as Moons & Runes’ one and only consultant in the first place.

‘Marianne, as soon as the area is identified, could you arrange an appointment for me to visit the nightclub, and can you start calling local taxi firms for that area to see if they picked anyone up on Sunday morning to take them to this address.’ Jeremy handed Marianne a post-it note.

‘Yes of course, dear... er, governor... er, Sir. I don’t really know what to call you now that I’m your receptionist, Jeremy.’

‘Assistant, Marianne, not receptionist. You are, will be, so much more than a receptionist.’

‘I worked in a GP surgery for nearly thirty years, Jeremy. Receptionists get a bad wrap. You have no idea what they have to deal with behind the scenes, its criminal how much they are undervalued. No, I would be proud to be called your receptionist, but that doesn’t help with what I should call you?’

‘How about Doctor Tait?’ suggested Thea, pleased to be able to contribute something to the meeting. Jeremy had a PhD in forensic pathology and was perfectly entitled to the title.

‘Oh, yes dear, that would work. ‘Doctor Tait’ to the clients, and ‘Doc’ within the workplace. I like that.’

‘Oh, good. Well, at least that’s settled then. But we haven’t actually opened the business yet, so you can carry on calling me Jeremy for now.’ Jeremy did not look too pleased about the title, he was not one to flaunt his qualifications, but Doc was what he had been know as at the Constabulary and it seemed to please Marianne, so he let it ride.

‘I will canvass Trish’s neighbourhood and see if anyone saw anything suspicious between the Friday night and the Sunday morning.’

For the first time since her Grandmother had brought her into Moons & Runes as a child, Thea felt like an outsider. This was Jeremy’s show.That had been the arrangement of course, that she would continue to run the existing business as normal, and Jeremy would invest the 25% of the business that was bequeathed to him in Beatrice’s will, into building the investigative service on the third floor. It was a good plan, so why did she feel so low? She told herself it was the end of a long day and her chronic fatigue was getting the better of her, but something was niggling, there was something more to what she was feeling than just exhaustion.

‘Got it!’ Barnaby shouted, spinning the laptop around to show the others. 

‘Got what, exactly, Barnes?’

‘Harrison’s legitimate, and not so legitimate business dealings.’

‘Well that was quick.’

‘These digits don’t hang about, Doc.’ Barnaby wiggled his fingers in the air. ‘The golf course, clubhouse and shop are all owned by Harrison, although up until a year ago they were making a steady loss, by the look of things. Then all of a sudden money started coming in. Not huge amounts, but regular and larger than it had ever taken before. Within three months his debt was cleared and he had started to make a profit. From that point on he’s gone from strength to strength.’

‘And nothing to suggest why? A new professional in tow, a new manager?’

‘Well, I haven’t managed to get that much information yet, but I doubt it. The increase in income was pretty much equally spread across the three courses.’

‘Ok, so that pretty much confirms what we were thinking then. The money is likely to be coming in from the other businesses, the supposedly dormant ones in Trish’s name. The ones that she knew nothing about. Dig a bit deepter into that then, would you Barnaby?’

‘Aye, I’m on it Doc.’ He swung the laptop back round and assumed what Thea had labelled his ‘concentration face’; his eyebrows knit closely together, head down and his mouth open as if the effort of breathing through his nose would distract him from what he was doing.

‘Is there anything for me to do, Jeremy?’

‘Um, no, not at the moment Thea, although on Monday Trish is bringing in the dress she was wearing when she woke up in the nightclub, I could possibly use your help with that. I won’t know until I have seen it.’

‘Thanks, Jeremy. Well, if there is nothing I can do until Monday, I will excuse myself now and let you investigators get on with your planning. Goodnight everyone.’

***
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THEA GOT UP AND STARTED to walk toward her studwork apartment, then, realising that she no longer had a bed there, she turned around and headed up the stairs for her first night in her Grandmother’s flat.

As soon as Jeremy had delegated a job to her the odd sensation she had been feeling had began to fade. She could be of help. She could be useful. It had been a relief in that instant, but seconds later Thea was in analytical mode. She had always been very self-aware and she recognised the implications of the realisation. Her workaholic tendencies and her need to be needed and to please had led to complete exhaustion and months of bed rest in the past. She could not let that happen again, yet she just couldn’t allow herself to be totally out of the loop in the investigation business.

She would have to meditate on that situation, but not now. For now, all she wanted was to sleep.
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Sequins & Sleepovers

––––––––
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NINE O’CLOCK ON MONDAY morning, mere seconds after the doors to Moons & Runes were opened, Trish came in with the dressshe had woken up in at the nightclub, rolled up  in a Selfridges carrier bag.

She looked around for Marianne but could see no sign of the healer anywhere. Thea, who had been in the Book Nook, recognised her both as one of Marianne’s clients and from the image Jeremy had placed on their makeshift crime wall on the side of her apartment.

‘Good morning, are you Trish?’ she asked softly, not wanting to spook the already nervous woman.

‘Yes, I was looking for Marianne or Dr Tait?’

‘I’m afraid Marianne is not in this morning, and Dr Tait is out... on a case. Can I help? I’m Thea Dawson. I’m the manager here.’

‘Oh, well, Ok then. Can you see that Dr Tait gets this, please?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Thea took the bag and peeked inside to see the dress that Jeremy had asked for. ‘Would you like a drink now that you are here?’

‘Er, thank you, but no. I need to get back home again. Thank you.’ Trish Harrison turned around and walked out of the store, turning left on the cobbled pathway and heading for Breeze  Row, without a backward glance.

‘That’s one very nervous woman,’ commented Barnaby from behind the Socra~Teas counter. 

Thea nodded in agreement.

‘Did I hear right? Marianne not coming in this morning?’

‘No, she phoned earlier. Persephone has gone into labour so she’s staying home to keep an eye on things.’

‘Ahh, I thought it would have to be something major to keep her away from her clients.’

‘Yes, it’s Persephone’s first litter so Marianne is a little anxious. She has contacted her clients though so we shouldn’t have any disappointed people turning up. It’s very exciting, I can’t wait to see them.’

‘That the dress?’

‘’Uh, huh.’ Thea peered into the bag. ‘A little black sequinned number by the looks of things. I can’t imagine Trish was very comfortable waking up in that. It shouldn’t be too hard to track down though. I’ll take it up, Jeremy will be back soon.’

‘Back?’

‘Yes, he’s out tracking down a lead, I’m not sure where he went. He was here all night pouring over his laptop trying to find the location of the nightclub.’

‘All night?’ Barnaby raised an eyebrow as he stared at his boss.

‘’He slept on the sofa in Nan’s place, Barnes. The sofa.’

‘Aye, the sofa. That couldn’t have been very comfortable for him then. From what I remember, your Nan’s sofa is no bigger than your one and I almost carried yours upstairs on my own..’

‘It was his choice’ Thea shrugged. ‘It was either that or the bed from my old flat which is currently in the loft space behind Nan’s kitchen. And wipe that smile off your face; there is nothing going on between Jeremy and me.’

‘Of course not, Boss.’

‘Not listening!’ Thea called out as she walked away from him and headed for the stairs.

***
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THEA ACKNOWLEDGED THE builders who were fitting the architrave and skirting boards on the first floor. It really was starting to take shape now and an eruption of excitement took her by surprise as it ran through her from the tip of her toes to the top of her head. Not wanting to distract them from their work she carried straight on up to the second floor, amazed that she had the energy to do so. It must be a tomato soup day; not too much resistance from the chronic fatigue.

Jeremy had folded up the bedclothes that Thea had leant him the night before and straightened the cushions on the sofa.

‘Mmmm, he’s housetrained too. Much appreciated Doctor Tait.’ She took the covers and placed them in a cupboard in her bedroom.

Thea laid the dress out on the small coffee table. The V-necked, sequinned, mini bodycon dress was a UK size 10; a little too small, Thea guessed, for Trish to have been comfortable in. She had thought at first glance that it was a designer dress, but on closer inspection could see that it was a cheap imitation. Even some of the sequins were missing.  She turned the dress over, not really sure what she was looking for, but trying to get her head into the mind of a detective. Maybe she would find a hair caught in the sequins, and they could run a DNA test like they did when they found vital evidence in Marianne’s garden last year. But, of course, they couldn’t because Jeremy no longer worked at the lab. 

She folded the dress carefully and began to pack it away into the bag again, but something caught her eye. Around the left shoulder were two or three sequins that had something blue stuck to them. Not a fabric, or a thread; more like a kind of paint, a thick, gloopy paint. She took out her phone and snapped a picture of it, quickly sending it off to Jeremy.

Blue stuff on dress; thought it might be important.

Where are you by the way?

The little bubbles began to pop and wriggle indicating Jeremy was replying to her message, and the thought of their first contact of the day made Thea feel all warm inside. She considered her reaction. Yes, she really liked Jeremy, and her world had been so much more interesting since he had come into it, despite them getting off to a rocky start.

Thanks. Can you be more specific than ‘stuff’?

Difficult to see in the picture. I’ll take a look when I get back.

I’m at the nightclub. Doesn’t seem to be anyone here but I’m going to have a nose around.

They were going to have to work on their communication. Where was this nightclub? He needs to tell people where he is going now that he’s in this new line of work.

‘Although I suppose, he might have told Marianne, or maybe Summer. After all, they are part of the investigative team.’ Once again she was feeling left out and she had to admit that she hated it.

So where is this place?

No answer.

Jeremy?

More bubbles. Thea let out a sigh of relief. He was ok.

I’m at Scruples Nightclub on the outskirts of Casslewich.

OK, thanks. Stay safe.  I think the blue stuff is paint.

There were no more bubbles and that was the end of that conversation, so Thea packed up the dress and checked her laptop to try and trace where it had come from. She was no Barnaby when it came to research, but she did know clothes and she had a lot of contacts in the industry. She was sure she could do this, she wanted to do this, for Jeremy and for herself.
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Chapter 9
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Comparing Notes

By the time Jeremy returned to Moons & Runes, the store was closed up for the day and all the staff had gone home. Thea had paid her evening visit to the cavern to carry out the ritual and was curled up on the sofa on the second floor with a mug of hot chocolate. It had been a long day, busy in the store and exhausting trying to do the research on the dress with a brain that just wanted to give in and go to sleep. 

She had tracked down the suppliers and contacted them for details. She wanted to know how many of that style and colour dress had been delivered to stores in the area. Not many, she was pleased to discover. In fact, only three stores in and around Casslewich sold that exact dress in the colour and size she was asking about. Thea really didn’t know how this was going to help Jeremy, but she knew that he would be pleased with her progress, and that was all that mattered.

‘What is the matter with me?’ She shook her head as if to free it from the madness that seemed to be taking her over. ‘Why do I care so much what he thinks of me?’

It was a feeling she unaccustomed to. Since taking over the store from her Nan, she had always been fiercely independent, despite the chronic fatigue which constantly drained her at every step. She had never cared what anyone thought of her. She was her own person, she would do what she wanted to do and live her life her way. But all that seemed to have changed. Every day that Jeremy was in her life seemed to be a day that she needed to be with him more. Was this what love felt like? It was something, certainly, a really strong connection. 

She heard the creaking of the wooden stairs. Clearly, Jeremy had not sussed out how to get up these particular stairs without making a sound. Well, that, or he just didn’t care.

‘Hey.’ He said as he reached the landing and saw Thea smiling at him. ‘I thought you might have been asleep by now.’

‘Not when I want to hear how your first day on the job went.’ She tapped the cushion next to her. ‘Have you eaten?’

‘Yes, I grabbed a kebab on the way back through the city.’ Jeremy took a notebook from the pocket of his trench coat before laying it over the back of the sofa and sitting beside her. ‘It’s been an interesting day, Thea. Once I had worked out where the nightclub was, based on Trish’s drawing, which was amazingly accurate by the way, I drove straight there to see it. Closed of course, but I thought there might be some office staff or cleaners in. No such luck, unfortunately. I had to wait until they opened.’

‘No breaking in then?’

‘I thought about it, believe me, but as I don’t have my licence yet I decided to be a bit more cautious.’

‘Very wise. So you just sat in the car? You’ve been gone for hours.’

‘No, I checked in with all the guest houses and little shops around the route that Trish took to find out if anyone had seen anything and managed to persuade the owner of a cafe to let me see his CCTV recordings. Nothing doing on that which was a shame. The nightclub of course has cameras that cover the outside of the premises too, so that was the one I really wanted to see. Eventually someone turned up at Scruples and with a bit of persuasion they allowed me in to have a look around.’

‘Even without you PI licence?’

‘I am learning to be quite the con-artist, Thea. I told them I was checking out the venue for a wedding and needed to be left alone to get a feel for the place. Anyhow, I Facetime’d Trish while I was there so that she could confirm it was the place and indicate where she had woken up. She couldn’t tell me much because it was in pitch darkness when she was there, but even though she had felt muddled when she woke up she was able to relate the seating to the direction of the exit so I could locate the right set of alcove seating.’

‘Did you find anything?’

‘Not at first, and I was just about to give up because the staff were getting suspicious, when I found these wedged between the cushioned seat and its padded back.’ He withdrew from his pocket a small plastic bag with two black sequins in it. ‘You said Trish’s dress was sequins, didn’t you. Well, it might not tell us much, but if these match her dress it is proof positive that she was there, and that she is not just imagining these things.’

Thea walked through to the kitchen and came back with Trish’s dress. Holding it under the section where she had noticed some sequins missing she offered it up to Jeremy who laid the little evidence bag on top.

‘It’s a match then. No surprise there.’

‘Was there any sign of the blue paint?’

‘Not that I could see. The club had more of a neutral colour everywhere, and the seats were burgundy.

‘OK, so our... your first clue then. Well that’s exciting, even thought it doesn’t tell us much. What about CCTV at the nightclub?’

‘Ah, now there I hit a brick wall, the staff members that were there did not have access to the security room and they didn’t buy my story of wanting to check out the level of security for ‘the wedding’ anyway.  I think I am going to wait for my licence for that or break in after dark’.

‘Only a few more days now and you will be put out of your misery. I’m sure you have passed with flying colours.’

Thea yawned and stretched her aching body. It was time for a shower, then bed. She bid goodnight to Jeremy with a friendly kiss on the top of his head, and retired for the night.

Jeremy remained seated on the sofa, a wide smile gradually spreading across his face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 10


[image: ]


The Shoe Factory

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING JEREMY was up early, showered and changed into a black suit with a pale blue shirt, a mid-blue tie hanging undone around his collar. It was the first time Thea had seen him dressed so formally.

‘What’s the occasion?’ She handed him a coffee and sat down at the kitchen table to drink her own.

‘Ahh, I’m off to the Shoe Factory. Barnaby found an address from the details on Trish’s letter, no idea how he did it. It’s supposed to be dormant so I’m not expecting there to be anyone there, but in case there is I thought I would pose as an inspector from Companies House.’

‘Well, you almost look the part. Perhaps you need to be a little more stressed, serious...? A bit of a jobsworth perhaps. I know.’

Thea got up and rifled through a kitchen drawer until she found what she was looking for.

‘Got them.’ She handed Jeremy a pair of dark framed glasses. ‘The glass is clear. I had them in my teens, I went through a phase of trying to look more grown-up when I was working here... it didn’t last, but it might help with the Companies House image. What do you think?’

Jeremy tried them on and glanced in the little mirror on the shower room windowsill.

‘Yes, that does the trick. You look years older and far more serious.’ Thea also noted that it made him look even more attractive, but decided not to share that little detail.

‘I’ve put an app on my phone so the team can tell where I am when I’m working. I realised yesterday when I was at the nightclub just how vulnerable I would be if I did run into any trouble. Not sure the training covered that in enough detail. Did you want me to link you in?’

‘Oh, yes please, Jeremy. I think that’s a really good idea.’

He tapped a few buttons on his phone, downed his coffee, fixed his tie and swiftly left the little apartment, leaving Thea to feel unusually alone.

***
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THE FIFTY-THOUSAND square foot shoe factory had at one time been a thriving business, employing most of the population of Casslewich in the early 1900s, but its decline had been inevitable with cheaper imports flooding the market. It had continued to produce some very specialised designer labels in recent years until, apparently, it had gone out of business the previous year.

The building, set on the bank of the River Cass at one of its less attractive locations,  did look as though it had been abandoned. The small car park was empty, the doors and windows were boarded up and adorned with various works of art by the local graffiti artists and it had a general sense of disrepair that made Jeremy wonder if English Heritage were actually aware of its existence.

There was one sign of life though. A small security hut had been installed at the gateway of the tall wire fence which surrounded the building, and Jeremy could see, from his vantage point on a neighbouring petrol station, a guard inside the hut reading a newspaper.

‘Let the show begin, Perry. Wish me luck.’

He got out of his car and walked over to the guard, who had not heard him approach and, from his reaction, was not used to having to speak with anyone during the course of his shift. 

‘Er, Good Afternoon.’

‘Yes, Sir. How can I help?’

Well, at least he was a polite guard. Jeremy had dreaded having to deal with a thug.

‘Er, Peter Mason, from Companies House.’ He flashed the logo on the letter that Trish had given them and hoped that that would be enough. ‘We have had a report that this business is dormant, and I need to just do a quick inspection of the building so that I can sign it off.’

‘The guard stood up, made a pretence of looking at the document but clearly wasn’t bothered about checking its authenticity, something for which Jeremy was relieved. He reached for a large bunch of keys hanging on a hook at the back of the hut, and stepped out onto the tarmaced car park signalling for Jeremy to follow him.

Wordlessly, he unlocked the front door and waited, allowing Jeremy to be the first one to step inside. The guard followed him in, closing and locking the door from the inside. They were in pitch darkness and immediately Jeremy felt his pulse racing..

Was this wise? Maybe I should buddy up with someone when I do these things?

‘So, what’s your name?’

‘Doug; Doug Baker. Never had to take anyone round here before. Do my rounds of course, outside and in, but always on me own. You’ll need this.’ Doug handed Jeremy one of a pair of large torches that were stored on a shelf inside the door. WIth the reasonably wide beams of light that the torches afforded, it was easy to make out a number of obstacles in their way..

‘Just watch yer step Mr...’

‘Mason.’

‘Mr Mason, there’s machinery across the floor in some places, wouldn’t want yer trippin over.’

‘Er, thanks.’ Jeremy’s heartbeat was beginning to return to normal. Doug appeared to be a decent enough guy, and maybe was even glad of the company. He shone the torch in as many directions as he could as they strolled slowly and carefully around the building. Some of the offices were locked and Doug was happy to find the right key from his keyring to open them. None of the rooms showed any signs of having been used recently.. Some still had office furniture, even a phone in one or two offices. Jeremy lifted the receiver on a couple just to confirm that the line was disconnected, and explained to Doug that it was part of the inspection process to check these things. He was actually starting to enjoy himself, getting into the character and searching, albeit unsuccessfully, for clues.

They were about half way through the second floor inspection when they came across a locked room that Doug could not find the key for. He tried every key in his possession then apologised at not being able to get in. The doorway looked just like the other fifteen to twenty that they had looked at, and Jeremy was not going to make a fuss about it, but he discreetly marked the door with a red felt pen before they moved on to the next one.

By the time they had finished the inspection it was nearly lunchtime, and Jeremy thanked Doug for the tour and confirmed that he would be approving the change of status that afternoon so there should be no further comeback. Doug returned to his little hut to have his flask of coffee and his sandwiches whilst Jeremy got back in his car for the forty mile journey back to Moons & Runes.
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Kittens & Construction

Thea, Summer and Rachael are all crowded around Marianne’s phone by the Socra~Teas counter at Moons & Runes.

‘Oh, they’re adorable... look at that one... she’s such a good mother.’

‘I think that one’s my favourite... can I come round and see them, they’re so cute.’

Jeremy walked into the store, met by the tinkling of the overhead doorbell. As was his habit he went straight over to Socra~Teas and ordered a coffee.

‘Thanks, Barnes.’ he nodded towards the gathering of women. ‘What’s going on over there?’

‘It’s Marianne’s kittens. Persephone gave birth to four of them and they’re all going gaga over the pictures.’

‘I’m afraid there won’t be any visitors until they are a bit older, dears. It might upset Persephone and I don’t want to risk her rejecting the little darlings.’

‘No, no, of course,’ said Thea, ‘ but as soon as they are old enough. I would love to come and see them.’

‘I’m sure that can be arranged, my dear. Now I think I had better get ready for my cient, and it looks like Doctor Tait is back.’ Marianne gave Thea a knowing look, to which Thea responded by turning the colour of a fuchsia.

‘I really don’t know what you are implying, Marianne.’

‘Ooh, I’m not implying anything at all, dear. Just saying, that’s all. Just saying.’

Thea took a moment, neatening up the clothes rails in Glad Rags before returning to Socra~Teas and checking in with Barnaby and Jeremy. 

‘Thea, good timing. I’m just arranging another MARPI meeting for after closing today. Are you able to make it?’

‘MARPI?’

‘Moons & Runes Private Investigators. It’s just too much of a mouthful to say all that in full, so that’s what I’ve come up with.’

‘Oh, it’s not very erm... brand-friendly... is it?’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll stick to the full name when advertising or answering the phone. It’s just jargon for our own use. So, can you make it or do you have too much on down here?’

‘I should be able to. I need to place a couple of orders this afternoon and chase up the delivery of the therapy beds for upstairs, but I should be done by six. I have emailed everything I managed to find out about the dress. I located the supplier and narrowed it down to three stores in the area.’

‘That’s great Thea, thanks.’

Thea nodded, ordered a coffee from Barnaby and returned to her little office space under the stairs to clear her tasks for the afternoon.

***
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BY THE TIME THEA CLIMBED the stairs to join the meeting just before six, Jeremy, Barnaby and Summer were all deep in conversation about the case. The builders were finished for the day and Thea was impressed to see how far they had progressed. The floor was still covered in protective sheets but all their tools were in a neat stack at the top of the stairs ready to be taken away. The woodwork had been stained to match the beams in the ceiling and it seemed that the only thing left to do was to paint the walls.

Her mind immediately filled with all the things she would need to get done over the next couple of months. The plan was to open the Wellness Centre on the Summer Solstice, and the first floor work was certainly on track for that. The question was, would Ewan and his team be able to convert her Nan’s apartment and build the two apartments that would be homes for Jeremy and herself, over the next ten weeks?

Summer’s voice brought her back into the room and she forced the planning thoughts from her mind in order to focus on the case.

‘... keeps showing me a door with a red cross on it.’

‘That’ll be the door I couldn’t get into at the Shoe Factory. I had planned to go back and take another look at some point, but I’ll make that a priority now, Summer. Thanks, very helpful.’

Since the plasterers had been in the MARIS team had not been able to utilise the wall to Thea’s ex apartment as their crime board. As a consequence, Jeremy had invested in a large moveable whiteboard like the one he had seen in the Serious Fraud Office during his time with Norchester Constabulary, and this was now filled with photos of Trish, the nightclub and Trish’s drawing of the area, a picture of the shoe factory, the letter from Companies House and, hanging precariously from the side of the board, the black sequinned dress on an old wire coathanger.

‘Barnaby, any updates on the bank statements?’

‘Aye, I’ve copied them all into your drive, Jerry, there are several different accounts, one for each of the businesses. They look fairly basic to me, but I don’t really know what I’m looking for.’

‘Not a problem, Barnaby. I can do a forensic examination on them, I just wouldn’t have been able to access them in the first place, so that’s great, thanks.’ He opened the file on his laptop, and then wrote the names of the three businesses on the whiteboard. 

‘Harrison Leisure Inc. That must be Scruples, the nightclub. Harrison’s Hackneys the taxi Service and Norton PLC which I think we can assume is the old shoe factory. Great stuff. I’ll pay the taxi company a visit in the morning. Does anyone know how Marianne got on with tracking down the taxi that picked Trish up?’

‘Yes, she left me this.’ Summer handed Jeremy a sheet of paper torn from a notepad. ‘She had to go home to check on Persephone and the kittens, but I am going to call in on my way home so can pass on any information you need her to have.’

‘Cheers, thanks, Summer.’ Jeremy was a little put out that Marianne didn’t consider a case meeting more important than her kittens, but as she was not yet employed by Moons & Runes Investigators and his whole team was giving their time on a voluntary basis, he bit his tongue.

He looked at the sheet of paper before attaching it to the whiteboard with a magnet. Marianne had managed to get the cab number, the time of pick up and the drop-off point which, unsurprisingly, had been Trish’s home address. 

‘Ok, so we now have a better timeline.’ Jeremy marked the bottom of the whiteboard with the time Trish got into the taxi and the time she got home. There was still a big gap between the Friday when she had gone to bed and the pick-up time on Sunday, and they were no further forward in filling in any of that gap, but it was a start.

‘So, that just leaves us with the dress, then. The sequins found lodged in the seating at Scruples confirm that Trish was there, she hadn’t just imagined the whole thing, and the taxi pick up information explains how she got home. I will need to speak to the driver, but for now the dress might hold another clue.’ 

Jeremy unhooked the coathanger from the whiteboard and laid the dress out on the trestle table in front of them. Using his pen he prodded the shoulder to draw their attention to the blue substance between a few of the sequins..

‘I would really like to know what this is. If I still had access to my lab I could get it analysed, but I don’t so, best guesses please, people. Let’s see where that gets us.’

‘Looks like paint’ said Barnaby.

‘Yes, thick, blue, oily paint’ Thea added.

‘Not just blue. That particular shade is ultramarine. It’s a colour favoured by van Gogh. You must have seen The Starry Night?’

‘I have. I went to see it in New York last time I was there,’ said Thea.

‘Ok. Thanks, Summer, and Thea, but I doubt our dress has paint on it from one of the most famous pictures in the world, someone would have noticed... on the painting I mean, not the dress.. So, what else could it be?’

‘Wall paint?’ offered Barnaby.

‘Maybe.’

‘No, too oily. And don’t dismiss the painting idea. I’m getting a strong sense that we are on the right track, and that colour; well, it’s so specific’

Jeremy inhaled deeply. He was aware how Summer’s psychic abilities had steered them in the right direction previously, and he knew how artistic she was, that was not in question, but the idea that Harrison was involved in anything that was related to priceless artwork seemed too far-fetched to consider at this time. No, he wanted to put that to the side for now and concentrate on what he felt the case was really about: defrauding a vulnerable woman and trying to convince her she was going crazy.

‘Thank you, Summer, we will keep that in mind. Let me know if you or Oscar come up with anything further along those lines. In the meantime, I am going to return to the shoe factory tonight to get a look behind that locked door. Now that Summer has seen it too, I think we can be sure it is hiding something relevant to the case. I suggest we all go home and get some rest now. You guys are all doing two jobs and I don’t want to wear you out before we’ve even opened the business.’

‘
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Lockpicks & Linseed

––––––––
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AFTER A COUPLE OF UNCOMFORTABLE hours napping on Thea’s sofa, Jeremy was once again en route to the shoe factory. Dressed more casually this time in all black trainers, tracksuit bottoms and a thick black jumper, he pulled the car up a few hundred yards from the property.

As he had suspected, there was still a guard on duty in the little hut. The guards face was lit now and again from the computer screen that he was watching and he could tell it wasn’t Doug. He also suspected that the screen was not linked to any kind of security as he hadn’t spotted any on his earlier visit. It was more likely that the guard had brought his own tablet or notebook along to watch Netflix and pass the night away. That would work in Jeremy’s favour.

He crossed the car park unseen and crouched in the main doorway of the factory, trying to work out what it was that the guard was watching. It didn’t take long. He heard the unmistakable voice of Alan RIckman and realised the film was Die Hard. It would not be long before there was much shooting and broken glass. That would be the time to make his move.

Waiting in his crouched position, though only for a few moments, Jeremy realised that he needed to get himself more physically fit. His thigh muscles were cramping up and he knew he was going to have trouble moving when he got the opportunity.

‘Note to self, get in shape. I bet you never had this problem, did you Perry?’

The machine guns started firing and at last Jeremy felt safe to move. Deftly he used his tubular lock pick to open the door and managed to slip inside without being noticed. 

Pulling his torch from his backpack he swiftly negotiated all the obstacles and made his way up the stairs. He shone his torch on all the doors until he found the one he had marked with a cross. Once again using his pick he released the lock and stepped inside.

‘Now, let’s see if there was anything that my buddy Doug didn’t want me to see.’

He shone the torch around the room which was a lot bigger than any of the others he had seen. Where the other rooms had been old and grimy, this one appeared to be spotlesslessly clean, almost clinical. Where the other rooms had smelled musty and damp, this one smelled clean with just a touch of... Jeremy sniffed the air... linseed? 

‘Well, looks like there is more going on here than meets the eye. Well done, Summer.’

The far wall, which must have been the rear exterior of the building, was sectioned off with two room deviding screens, each having a boarded up window behind it and a structure in the middle covered with a white cloth. At the end of the room another internal door drew Jeremy’s attention. This one was not locked, but immediately he opened the door he was struck by the heat it contained, like walking into an airing cupboard. Shining the torch around the room he noted that the walls were all insulated, and there were a couple of large containers, like water tanks with pipes leading off into the ceiling.

‘Curious.’

Jeremy closed the door again and returned to the sections of the room with the covered structures. He reached down to lift the corner of the cloth, felt a moment of pain, heard or felt, he couldn’t be sure, a loud crack, then nothing.
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Chapter 13
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Location, location

––––––––
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Thea rose early feeling more energetic than she was used to. After showering and changing she walked through to her Nan’s living room to find the sofa put back to normal and Jeremy gone. She picked up her phone and called him. It went straight to voicemail. She listened to his recorded message bumble on and made a mental note to get him to rerecord it in a more professional manner.

‘Someone’s up and about early this morning.’ She said into her phone whilst putting on the kettle for her first coffee of the day.  ‘I thought I would have beaten you to it. I’m not sure what your plans are today but I’d like to talk to you about the launch promotions. Call me when you get this, perhaps we can discuss it over lunch.’

She made her coffee and, after a light application of make up and tying her hair back in its customary pony tail, she descended both flights of stairs to the shop floor. 

‘Morning Nan.’ She said to Beatrice’s photograph, ‘Another day, another dollar as you used to say. I really wish you could see all that is going on upstairs, it’s looking wonderful. I think ithe Wellness Centre will be finished by the end of the week.’

She kissed her fingers and blew the kiss to the picture before heading over to the Book Nook to release the secret doorway to the cavern.

Her morning and evening rituals had been uneventful since the incident over protecting her family legacy. She, along with Marianne and Summer had been spending two evenings a week in the cavern strengthening their spiritual bonds and practising some simple spells according to the will of the Grimoire. There had been no further communion with her ancestors, no visitations from the great witch Kathrine Kemp, and no need for any magic outside in the real world. Everything had just reverted to a peaceful, steady routine. Thea expected nothing more that morning.

She stepped inside the circle of candles and immediately felt that something was different. The energies, the gentle static that she usually felt was stonger, like a thousand tiny bee stings on her arms and her neck. She laid her hand on the Grimoire and prepared herself for it to open. 

Its thick sheets of parchment flicked over as if being swept by a gust of wind, and then stopped, laying open at a particular spell. A location spell. Thea wondered why she would need it, but knew better than to question the Grimoire. As was usual, the spell required the three of them to cast, so she took a photograph with her phone to share with the girls later. She stood and practised the spell until she could feel the static sting fade away. Leaving the Grimoire open at the location spell page, she backed away as the candles opened the circle to allow her through. As she did so the tome gently and silently closed its covers.

Jeremy. The thought hit her all of a sudden. She raced up the stone steps, forgetting the limitations of her chronic fatigue, forgetting to check that she would not be seen as she exited the staircase behind the moving bookcase. She waited impatiently for her phone signal to return, knowing from experience that this would come back mere seconds after she exited the cavern. She hit the Life 360 app on her phone.

Location sharing paused since 1:30 a.m. She tried to call him again; straight to voicemail. Something was wrong, something was very wrong. She called Summer and Marianne on a group chat and found that both of them were still in bed.

‘I’m sorry to call you so early, but I think its an emergency. I can’t get Jeremy on the phone or track him via the app, and the Grimoire has just given us a location spell to use.’

‘He was going back to the factory last night, Thea. Maybe he found a clue that led him elsewhere?’

‘I don’t know Summer. I’m worried. How soon can you get here so we can do this spell?’

‘On my way. I’ll be there in half an hour.’

‘It might take me a few more minutes than that, dear, but I’ll get there as soon as I can. Try not to worry, he’s a sensible chap, I’m sure he has everything in hand.’

***
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IT WAS SEVEN O’CLOCK before the three of them were sitting in the cavern together. Thea had found a map of Casslewich which she had laid out on the little coffee table, its egdes drooping over the sides.

‘I brought this,’ said Summer, drawing a crystal on a chain from the centre pocket of her dungarees. ‘I’m not sure how the spell is going to work, but I know how to locate with this.’

‘OK, thanks, Summer. We will try it with the spell first and if that doesn’t work we can give the crystal a go.’ Thea shared her phone around so that the women could all see the words of the spell, then they joined hands and began chanting.

‘Power of the East reveal his touch

Power of the North show his breath

Power of the West feel the flow of his blood

Power of the South find his flame’

The crystal, which Summer had laid on the edge of the map bega to judder.

‘Again’ said Thea.

‘Power of the East reveal his touch

Power of the North show his breath

Power of the West feel the flow of his blood

Power of the South find his flame’

The juddering became stronger.

‘Ag...’

It shot across the map and stood up on its point over a section that showed the bank of the River Cass.

‘That’s the shoe factory, dear. Jeremy had me look it up on Googlie Maps.’

‘He’s still there. We need to go, something is wrong.’

For the second time that morning, she ran up the stone steps, Summer and Marianne following her. This time she did take more care coming out of the doorway into the Book Nook. It was almost seven thirty and the Pentacle was starting to wake up with shopkeepers preparing for early morning deliveries and putting out their A-boards. They could not risk being seen.

‘All clear. Come on.’

They left the Book Nook and Thea led them through Glad Rags and out of the rear doors to where her MG5 was parked. This exit was only ever used for deliveries and neither Summer nor Marianne had been out that way before.

Summer flopped herself down in the passenger seat as Marianne climbed into the back. Thea checked that she had locked the door to the store securely and eased herself into the driver's seat, throwing her phone into Summer’s lap.

‘Call Barnes would you Summer, tell him he will need to open up this morning. Marianne, do you have that address? If you can give Summer the postcode once she has finished with her call, she can put it in my sat nav. I kind of know where we are heading, but I don’t want to get lost as we get close. Jeremy may be in danger.’

***
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THEA SLOWED THE CAR down as she approached the shoe factory. They had no plan and had been driven by the certain knowledge that their friend was still inside. 

‘Keep driving.’ Summer said, as she spotted the guard’s hut with a large, uniformed guard inside. ‘Park up just beyond that eighteen-wheeler. Thea. I have an idea.’ She dialled Barnaby’s number again and waited for him to answer. Thea looked at her watch.

‘He will have just opened up, so will be in the middle of the first morning rush. He may not be able to answer. The ringing tone went on and on until it clicked over into voicemail. Summer hung up and dialed again. If she kept ringing Barnaby would realise it was urgent, no matter how busy he was.  On the third attempt he answered.

‘Boss?’

‘It’s, Summer, Barney. I’m with Thea and Marianne and we need your help, urgently. Can you locate the blueprints for the Norton shoe factory and send them to us as quickly as possible. We’re outside the factory now.’

Barnaby beckoned Rachel over from her assigned position in Glad Rags for the day, to take over from him at Socra~Teas.

‘Give me two minutes.’  

‘Thanks, Barney. You’re a lifesaver.’ Summer hung up the phone again and looked at Thea. ‘So, here’s the plan. We have two problems, firstly getting passed that guard, and secondly, that place is too big for us to search room by room, so when Barney sends the blueprints we can dowse for the Doc’s location.’

‘The dowsing’s the easy bit  Summer, but how do we get passed the guard?

‘We need a distraction. Marianne, if you take the driver’s seat and as soon as we know where we are headed you can drive back to the building and ask him directions. Keep him busy whilst Thea and I sneak around the back to find a way in.’

Summer’s phone pinged. It was a message from Barnaby with the attached blueprint.

‘Blimey, that was quick. Ok, Thea, can you hold my phone? This is going to be tricky and we will have to cover the map section by section to narrow it down. I’ve never done this on a phone before.’ Summer took the crystal from around her neck and held it over the image on the phone. It spun for a moment then settled. ‘No. Can you swipe right please, Thea?’ She repeated the exercise. ‘Ok, so we know he’s on the second floor. Scroll down please... and again... and again. There. He’s there.’

Summer took the phone back and resized the image so that they could see exactly where Jeremy was.

‘Up the stairs and seven doors along the back wall.’ Could your crystal tell us the easiest point of entry, too, Summer?’

Summer swiped the image back to the ground floor and once again held her crystal over the phone. It settled on a small door next to the warehouse entrance at the back of the building.

‘Perfect. So are we clear on what we need to do?’’

‘Yes, dear. Do be careful. You have no idea what you might find in there.’

‘We will. Now, lets get started.’ Silently they all got out of the car and Marianne took her place at the driver’s seat. She pulled away, turning the car around to go back passed the security guard.

Thea and Summer waited until the guard was engrossed in helping Marianne to find a non- existent business then slipped through a broken bit of fence and made their way around the back of the building. They found the spot Summer had identified as the weakest point, a boarded up ground floor window where the boarding had already been prized away on one side. Summer slipped her fingers under the bottom left hand corner and wedged it open just enough for Thea to get chisel that she had ‘borrowed’ from Ewan’s pile of tools and wedge it a little further up.

‘On three, then Summer. Ready?’

Summer nodded.

‘One, two, three...’ They both pulled and the wood panel cracked loudly. They froze in fear, worried that the noise had been heard by the guard, but Marianne must have been doing a sterling job because nobody came. 

With the board half off they were faced with an old wooden window. Thea had hoped that the glass would have already been broken and they could just climb through, but luck was not on their side. They couldn’t risk breaking it because the guard would definitely hear that. Thea delved into her shoulder bag and drew out a plastic debit card.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Jeremy told me about this when we were discussing his training. Granted, he was talking about doors at the time, but have you got any better idea?’

‘No, go for it.’ Summer kept watch in case anyone came around the side of the building whilst Thea slid the card with ease under the window frame. She could see the latch which was situated just beyond the section of boarding that had broken off. It was going to be difficult to reach, but not impossible and she was grateful for her thin, delicate wrists.

‘I just hope it hasn’t been painted over. It looks ok.’

She need not have worried. The latch opened easily, but they were going to have to break off the remaining board before it would open enough for them to climb through. 

Summer took out her phoe and sent a text to Marianne.

‘Need major noise - NOW!’

Within seconds she could hear a radio blaring out from the other side of the building. Summer could not imagine how Marianne had worked that into her extended conversation with the guard, but did not waste as second of the distraction.

‘Now.’

They pulled on the remaining board and it came off even more easily than the first piece. Swiftly Thea pulled the window open and climbed inside, followed a little less elegantly by Summer.
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INSIDE, THEY REALISED how dark it was. They really hadn’t thought this through. Thea used the torch on her phone and they headed left where they knew they would find the stairs. Climbing up to the second level as fast as they could without tripping over the many hazards that were in the way, they ran along the first-floor corridor counting the doors as they went.

‘Four... five... six... this one.’  Summer immediately noticed the red cross on the door and they knew there had ben no mistake. They tried the door, which opened easily and shone both of their phone torches around the room.

‘There!’ shouted Thea. ‘It’s Jeremy... Call an ambulance, Summer, quickly.’

Thea threw herself onto her knees beside Jeremy’s body which was laying on his front, his head to one side, without any signs of movement.

‘Jeremy, Jeremy. I’m here. It’s Thea.’ She placed her fingers on his wrist. There was a pulse, but it was faint. Then, not wanting to move him she bent as close as she could to his face and turned her cheek to his mouth to see if there was a breath.

‘Ambulance, please. Unconscious adult male, Norton’s Shoe Factory, 360 Norrth Quay, Casslewich.’

‘Tell them it looks like a serious head injury, faint pulse and barely breathing. Tell them to hurry.’

Summer answered the many questions the emergency call handler asked, after being assured that the ambulance was on its way. She explained exactly where they were in the building and that they would need to break in as it was all boarded up. They would need the Police as well.

‘***

‘But, no, I don’t think that can be correct young man. I’m sure my brother said that he lived on this side of the river. It’s so pretty here don’t you think.’

Marianne was interrupted once again by a text message on her phone.

Jeremy hurt. Ambulance on the way. Get back to M&R, we’ll see you there.’

The guard was getting impatient. He had been trying to explain to this silly old lady for far too long now that the road she was looking for did not exist.

‘Look, love. Why don’t you phone your brother and just ask him for directions?’

Marianne could hear the sirens in the distance. She judged it would take them another minute to arrive, not enough time for the guard to get round the back of the building and discover what had happened.

‘Ooh, what a good idea, dear. Why didn’t I think of that. I’ll just get out of your hair and call him on the way. Thank you so much.’

Marianne got back in Thea’s car and drove away just as the Police car pulled into the space in front of the guard hut. A few hundred yards down the road she passed the ambulance speeding towards the site.

***
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‘THEY’RE HERE, JEREMY. Help is here. Hang on in there, partner.’  

Thea had placed Jeremy in the recovery position on the advice of the emergency call handler, and remained on the floor beside him whilst Summer waited at the door to the room so that she could call to the paramedics as soon as they got through the front door.

There were two large crashes and daylight burst in on the ground floor closely followed by three members of the paramedic crew and a uniformed police officer holding a battering ram.

‘Up here,’ Summer shouted, ‘stairs are over there.’ She shone her phone torch onto the bottom of the stairs, not that it reached that far. The ambulance crew,  having their own lights on their helmets, climbed the stairs at double time and were soon at Jeremy’s side.

‘You can leave him with us, now Ma’am.’ Said the senior crew member between unpacking his equipment and barking instructions to his team.

Thea got up, reluctant to leave Jeremy but knowing that he was in the best hands. She had blood on her hands and on her top from the wound on the back of his head and she was trembling. She saw Summer talking to the Police officer on the landing and as if in a trance made her way over to them.

The female Police officer looked up, made a signal to one of the ambulance crew and within seconds Thea had been given a Mylar blanket around her shoulders. The officer led the two women out of the building walking in front of them in case they stumbled on the stairs. She arranged for them to sit inside the open doors of the ambulance while she asked them a few questions around how they had come to be inside a boarded up building, who was the victim in relation to them and had they seen anyone else.

Thea answered in monosylables, unable to take her mind away from Jeremy, so the police officer turned to Summer to try to get some sense out of them.

‘Dr Tait works with us. He’s just qualified’ she lied, ‘as a private investigator and was following up on a lead which brought him here. He was previously a forensic pathologist with Norchester Constabulary.’ Summer added this last piece of information in the hope that the officer would go easier on them, and on Jeremy who, she thought, could be in a lot of trouble when they found out he hadn’t even got his licence yet.

‘Then, Dr Tait should have known better,’ the officer snapped. ‘And as for you two? Why didn’t you call the Police if you thought he was in danger?’

So much for being let off lightly. 

‘We didn’t know he was hurt,’ Thea managed to blurt out. ‘We just knew that he hadn’t come back and that this was where he had gone. We didn’t think the Police would take it seriously because he had only been missing a for a few hours.’

‘Well, yes. You are right there. But you cannot take the law into your own hands. You will be facing charges for breaking and entering.’

Thea gave Summer a sideways glance and mouthed the word ‘Sorry’. Summer just shrugged and nodded toward the main door to the factory. The ambulance crew were coming out with Jeremy on a stretcher.

The two women hopped off the tailboard of the ambulance to make room for them to slide Jeremy inside.

‘Can I go with him?’ Thea asked the senior crew member.

‘Yes, just one of you though.’

Thea turned to the Police officer.

‘Will you be able to get Summer home, please. We don’t have a car here.’

‘Certainly. I will need both of your home addresses, please.’

‘Er, I’d rather go back to Moons & Runes, Thea; if you do’t mind. I could do with having some friends around me.

‘Yes, of course, Summer. I’ll keep you posted about Jeremy. Officer, that is my address, I live over the store, so does Jeremy. 

‘We’re ready Miss’ said the paramedic. Thea squeezed Summer’s hand and climbed into the back of the ambulance as they closed the doors behind her.
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Chapter 14
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Fortunes and Forgers

It was two in the afternoon before the police officer dropped Summer outside Moons & Runes. Marianne had waited there for her and greeted her with a warm hug as soon as she was through the door.

‘Oh, my dear. How are, you? How’s Jeremy? Is Thea with you?’

Marianne ushered Summer over to an empty table and looked up toward Barnaby who was already on his way over with a mug of hot chocolate.

‘Look like you need this, Lass.’

Summer did look really shaken. Her usual unflappable, bubbly personality was nowhere to be seen, and she looked as if she might burst into tears. Nobody would have blamed her if she had.

‘Take your time, dear,’ Marianne realised that she was putting too much pressure on the young woman. 

Summer cupped the hot chocolate in both hands and raised it but didn’t put it to her lips.

‘Take a sip, love. Barnaby is right, you need the sugar. You’ve had quite a shock.’

‘It was awful, Marianne.’ Summer muttered the mug still in front of her face. She put it back on the table, untouched. ‘He was so still. Thea said she could get a pulse, but he looked for all the world like he was... ‘

‘But he’s not. Is he?’

‘No, they’ve taken him to Casslewich General. Thea went with him.’

‘Do you know what had happened to him, dear?’

‘Hit on the head we think. There was blood on his hairline at the back of his neck, lots of blood. Thea was covered in it.’

‘I’ll give the hospital a call, see if I can find out anything. I have a few contacts at the General, not as many as I had back at Bradburgh, but some. Now, drink your chocolate, dear. It will make you feel better.’

‘He should never have gone there alone, Marianne. How could we have let this happen to him?’

‘You can’t blame yourself, dear. It’s a risky business he’s getting himself into, being a Private Investigator, but he knew what he was doing.’

The words, though meant well, did nothing to help Summer feel better. She acknowledged the comment with a slight nod and took a sip of her drink which, in contrast, did hit the spot.

Marianne remained at the table as she tried to phone the hospital for an update, but they would not give out any information.

‘I’m going to go down there,’ Marianne stated. ‘I can take Thea some clean clothes and see if there is anything I can do. Would you like me to drop you off at home first, Summer? I still have Thea’s car.’

‘Hmm? Oh. No thanks, Marianne. I’m going to finish my drink then see what my cards have to say about things.’

‘OK, dear. You’ll be alright then?’

‘Sure, I’ll be fine. Just go check on Jeremy, and keep us posted, Marianne, please.’

Summer finished her hot chocolate and returned the mug to Barnaby at the Socra~Teas counter.

‘You’ve got some colour back in your cheeks now, Lass. Feeling a bit better?’ 

‘I’m fine, Barney. Wish I could say the same for Jeremy.’ 

‘I'm sure he’ll be ok, Lass. He’s in good hands, and Marianne will contribute some valuable healing while she is there, I’m sure.’

Summer tried to raise a smile, but it was not forthcoming.

‘I’ll be up on the first floor, Barney, if you need me or if any news comes in.’

‘Right you are, Lass. I’ll pop up and see you on my break.’
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SUMMER SAT AT THE TRESTLE table where they had all met not twenty hours ago. She drew from her bag her pack of Tarot cards wrapped, as they always were, in a purple silk scarf. Her head was spinning and she knew from experience she would not be able to get a reading in such a state. 

With the still wrapped pack of cards on the table, she closed her eyes and visualised the world around her as made up of tiny white specks of light energy, trillions of tiny specks all speeding around each other in a magical, frantic dance. As she focussed her attention on those the furthest from her she breathed deeply, and with each new breath she slowed the dance down. As the specks of light gradually calmed from that of a raging sea storm to a gentle ebbing and flowing of the tide on the shore, so too did Summer’s mind. She knew now that she was ready and that she could ask her cards whatever she needed to.

As she had done so many times before, she unwrapped then shuffled the large, beautiful cards and then split the pack, all the time thinking of her question.

‘Why was Jeremy attacked?’

She laid her spread out on top of the purple silk, a three-card spread.

Turning over the first card in the spread, Summer smiled.

‘The Three of Cups; no surprise there. The beginning of a friendship or a business relationship.’ Jeremy was certainly both of those things. In the few short months since he had first crossed the threshold of Moons & Runes Jeremy, much like Summer herself, had been treated like family and felt as much at home here as they did in their own homes; maybe more so.

The second card she turned over however, took the smile from her face. The Five of Swords. It was a warning that Jeremy may have to face up to his own limitations, perhaps he had taken on more than he was capable of. It wasn’t very positive.

Summer knew from experience that the cards always had more to say than what appeared at first glance  so she drew another breath and turned over the last of the three cards, the card that would tell of things to come.

‘The Hanged Man. Oh, Jeremy, no.’ The card spoke of sacrifice, of a light being extinguished, but also a fearful hope that in giving something up one might gain something of more value. It was an uncertain card, to say the least.

Sitting back Summer observed the three cards together. They were pointing to danger, a warning to leave well alone, but she knew that anyway, Jeremy was in the hospital after all.  What else did it mean? She had asked why he had been attacked, so there had to be an answer in there somewhere. She softened her focus on the cards to coax more information out of them.

Images seemed to rise up out of the cards, another layer, a different message. A talent wasted. An illusion. Ill-gotten gains... The blue paint. It has something to do with the blue paint.

She retrieved the black sequinned dress from the hanger on the whiteboard and sat back down with it, staring at the little bit of paint on the shoulder. Again she softened her focus and let her psychic abilities guide her thoughts.

Rivers of blue... swirling movement... flashes of yellow... stars. A starry night... The Starry Night. The blue was the exact match to van Gogh’s masterpiece. Summer knew it well, she had studied the painting as part of her art degree.

There was no way that The Starry Night could have come into contact with this knock-off designer dress. And there it was. The connection.  The paint was from a knock-off. Jeremy had stumbled upon an art forgery scam.
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Chapter 15
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Patients & Promises

––––––––
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MARIANNE CONNOR BUSTLED as speedily as she was able down the long corridor of Casslewich General. Through the first set of double doors releasing some hand gel from the wall-mounted bottle before moving on through the next set and pressing the buzzer.

Momentarily the doors swung open and she was in the Accident and Emergency waiting area. The room was about seventy percent full, and she quickly spotted a very pale looking Thea sitting between an overweight gentleman in shorts and a football shirt holding his arm at the elbow, swaying back and forth in pain, and a young mother with her baby in her arms, the baby crying profusely as she rocked it back and forth trying to soothe it.

‘Jeffreys, Lucy Jeffreys?’ The nurse wore a tabard covered in multicoloured dinosaurs underneath her plastic apron and Marianne knew this meant she was a paediatric nurse.

The mother looked up at the sound of her name and followed the nurse into the children’s section of A&E, leaving the seat beside Thea momentarily available. Marianne sat down quickly but Thea did not even notice her presence she was so deep in thought, or in prayer; Marianne could not tell.

‘Thea, dear.’ She gently laid her hand on the other woman's shoulder.

Thea started and it took a moment for her to register where she was and who had touched her.

‘Oh, Marianne.’ She turned toward the older woman and gave her a desperate hug. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I just don’t know what to do.’

‘What have the doctors said, dear?’

‘Nothing yet. He is still being assessed as far as I know.’

‘Let me see what I can find out.’ Marianne left her coat on the chair beside Thea and went back up to the reception area. In her previous life, Marianne had been a doctor in general practise but had often made herself available to work in the different Accident and Emergency rooms around the county, as many of her colleagues did. The receptionist recognised her immediately, and Marianne used that to her advantage.

‘Dr. Blake, good to see you. Are you on duty this afternoon? I thought you had retired?’

‘Hello Beth, oh yes, I am well and truly retired. I’m here because a dear friend has just been brought in with a blow to the head and I was hoping you could give me an update. The patient is Tait, Dr Jeremy Tait.’

Beth checked her computer screen, then excused herself while she walked into the back office and consulted with a colleague who Marianne could not see. A moment later she returned followed by a young female doctor.

‘ Doctor Blake, are you related to the patient?’

‘No, he has no close family. I am here with his distant cousin and business partner, Thea Dawson. She was the one who found him.’ Marianne beckoned Thea to come over and join them.

‘The patient has not yet regained consciousness and his CT scan revealed two blood clots on the brain. He is being prepped for surgery. We are fortunate that Mr Getvolsen is with us today so there will be no delay in getting him to theatre. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’

‘Of course, doctor... Taylor,’ she read from his name badge. ‘Thank you very much.’

Thea grabbed hold of Marianne’s arm.

‘Oh, Marianne, brain surgery?’ Thea’s wide eyes showed the depth of her despair.

‘Now, now, dear. Mr Getvolsen is one of the leading brain surgeons in the country; Jeremy is in good hands. Now, there is no point sitting here and worrying. Let's go down to the coffee shop and wait there at least you will be able to get a drink. I’ve brought you some clean clothes too, so you can change in the ladies' cloakrooms and I’ll go and place an order. 

By the time Thea reached the coffee shop, Marianne had ordered hot chocolates for them both and a tuna sandwich for Thea.

‘I don’t suppose you have eaten today, have you dear?’

‘I’m not sure that I can, Marianne.’

‘Try some, dear. Just a little. You will likely be here for a while yet; you need your sustenance.’

Thea stared at the drink and stirred it with the little wooden stick that was provided in place  of a spoon.

‘It’s not a patch on our hot chocolate.’

‘No, dear. I wouldn’t expect it to be. Now drink up.’

They sat for around thirty minutes, mulling over how they could have supported Jeremy more in his first case. Thea pumped Marianne for every bit of information she could get about head wounds and the possible consequences. The conversation had just fallen into a comfortable silence when Marianne spotted Dr Taylor heading toward them.

‘Oh, this can’t be good.’ Marianne said under her breath, then regretted it immediately as Thea grabbed her hand for reassurance.

Dr Tayor approached the table with a raised palm toward  the two of them.. The message seemed to be that they should not panic, but it did nothing for either woman.

‘Miss Dawson, Dr Blake,’ he nodded respectfully, ‘I just wanted to let you know that having examined Mr Tait, Mr Getvolsen has declined to carry out surgery at this time. The cerebral edema is too severe for him to operate and he has advised that we keep the patient in a coma to give give him a chance to heal. The swelling may shrink a little, which will increase the likelihood of successful surgery, or it may shrink a lot meaning no major surgery will be needed.’

‘I see. Do you have any idea how long that is likely to take, doctor?’

‘Every patient is different, Miss Dawson. We will have to wait and see.’

Thank you for coming to tell us, doctor. Would it be possible for us to see him?’

‘He is being settled in ICU at the moment, Dr Blake, I will ask someone to let you know when you can go in. As you know, gentle stimulation from familiar voices, smells and hand holding can be very beneficial. But I do stress, gentle. Please do not overwhelm the patient.’’

Marianne nodded, squeezed Thea’s hand and the two of them sat down again at the table.

‘So, is that good or bad, Marianne.’

‘Neither, dear. It is certainly a positive that they are not rushing into surgery but on the downside, it looks like the injuries are more serious than we first thought.’

‘I feel so helpless, Marianne.’

‘Actually, we are in a better place than many in terms of doing something to help. We can divert our healing energies toward Jeremy and help to get the swelling down. We can do that when we get in to see him, and we can do more with Summer as well when we get back to the cavern.’

Thea nodded and without a word gathered up their mugs and ordered another drink.

***
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AN HOUR AND TWENTY-five minutes later, Thea and Marianne were shown into a room off to the side of the ICU. Thea was unprepared for the sight of Jeremy on a bed tilted to about 45 degrees, wearing a plastic facemask with breathing tubes. He was hooked up to drips and various beeping and whirring machines. It was far worse than Marriane’s explanation of what she was likely to see had prepared her for. She could feel her heart racing as she took a seat beside Jeremy’s bed and gently took hold of his hand.

‘It’s me, Jeremy. It’s Thea. I’m here. I’m with you.’ She squeezed his hand but got no response at all.

Marianne sat on the other side of the bed and took hold of Jeremy’s other hand.

‘Hello, dear. Thea and I are going to send some healing energies your way while you are here, so you just lay back and enjoy the experience.’ She looked across to Thea and nodded to signal it was time to begin.

Thea followed the mental process that she had been working on with Summer and Marianne for the past several months as part of their regular get togethers in the cavern. She found that as she began the visualisation to place protection around them all and clear the way for the healing energies, her own anxiety began to dissipate. Grateful for the release, she threw herself entirely into the channelling of energies and allowed these to flow freely through her own body, down her arms to her hands and into Jeremy.

The longer the energy flowed the better Thea felt and whilst there was no visible improvement in Jeremy's condition, it was enough for the moment for her to know that she was doing something positive toward his recovery. Once she felt the energy begin to fade she knew that she had done all she could for today. She sat back and released his hand. Marianne did the same on her side, having felt the changes in the flow at the same time.

‘I’ll leave you two to have a few moments together, dear. I will wait for you outside the main entrance. I feel the need to get some air.’

Thea smiled, appreciative of Marianne’s understanding regarding the growing relationship between herself and Jeremy. A relationship that she was not sure she understood at all. She knew that she loved him, this man she had only known for a few months, but whether she loved him in a romantic way or as a friend, she really was not sure.

She took hold of his hand once more, but this time with no thoughts of healing.

‘Oh, Jeremy. You needn’t think you are going to just lay there when there’s a case to be solved. Two cases now I suppose, one to find out what Trish Hamilton’s husband is up to, and a second to find out who did this to you. There’s not much doubt that the two things are connected. If only you could tell me what you had seen before...’

She stared at his expressionless face, the whooshing sounds of the ventilator that was keeping him alive filling the room with its artificial breath and the steady beeping noise accompanying his heartbeat, providing some comfort. She looked around the room and could see that some of his belongings had been placed in the cabinet beside him. A positive sign, she thought. She opened the door and pulled out a copy of Perry Mason: The Case of the Sleepwalker’s Neice along with the glasses she had leant him. She let out the tiniest laugh and then held her fingertips over her mouth, feeling that laughter was not appropriate under the circumstances. There was no sign of the clothes he had been wearing and she wondered if they had been taken by the Police for the investigation. 

She picked up the book until she came to a page that had a receipt in it, acting as a bookmark. She turned it over and realised it was the receipt from their first meal together at The Cat’s Whiskers back in October. Oh, how much had changed since then. Jeremy had become so much a part of her life that she really could not imagine what it would be like to go on without him.

Thea felt her eyes filling with tears, but she wasn’t going to cry in front of Jeremy, even though she had no expectation that he might know what was happening around him. She drea a deep breath.

‘Right; I’ve decided. This is what is going to happen Jeremy. While you are in here I am not only the proprietor of Moons & Runes the store and Moons & Runes: Wellbeing Centre, but also the temporary manager of Moons & Runes: Private Investigators, and as such I am going to make my first official decision. I am going to solve this mystery for you. I still have Barnaby, Marianne and Summer to help and I will just have to step up to the plate on this.’

She returned the novel to Jeremy’s cupboard.

‘But if you think for one moment that you are going to lay here and read Perry Mason for weeks on end, leaving me to do all the work, you’ve got another think coming. It’s your business, Jeremy... yours, and you’d better get yourself back there pronto.’

She planted a soft kiss on his cheek, before turning and running from the room in a desperate hurry to get out of the hospital and back to the safety of home.
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Ideas & Idiots
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THE FOLLOWING DAY THEA woke just after 4 a.m. the determination she felt over the promise she had made to Jeremy was overriding the pain and brain fog from the chronic fatigue that usually followed her around all day. She knew she would pay for it later, but right now she had to plough through it. There were plans to put in place.

She showered and dressed swiftly and, coffee in hand, descended the two flights of stairs to the store. Briefly, she glanced at her Nan’s photograph on the wall behind the Socra~Teas counter.

‘Sorry, Nan. No time to stop this morning. Work to do, we’ll catch up later.’

Through the hidden door in the bookcase and down the stone steps, Thea completed her morning ritual of bonding with the Grimoire in record time and was back up again on the first floor within twenty minutes.

She pulled up a chair and sat staring at the whiteboard trying to come up with a plan and think of any angles they had yet to cover. There was the dres, now back hanging on the corner of the board, the letter from Companies House that had started the whole thing, and the map to the nightclub that Trish had woken up in. Jeremy had already checked out the nightclub and proved that Trish had been there, but that was about all. Had he tracked down the taxi that picked her up? She couldn’t remember. She would have to talk to Marianne, but it was still so early that she couldn’t call anyone yet.

She spun her laptop around on the trestle table and opened it up. Typing into the search bar How to carry out a private investigation. She read the first answer that came up which covered the legalities of taking on a case and negotiating a fee. Really useful. This information was followed by ‘Conduct the investigation, gathering evidence in such a way that it can be presented in court when necessary.’

‘Hmm, useless.’ She closed the laptop lid and then opened it again, watched a three-minute video that gave a lot of useful websites that she could use, and then decided to change tack. One final search: Amazon - Private Investigating for Dummies. She waited to see the familiar yellow book pop up on the screen, but no, not even that was going to plan. The best she could find was The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Private Investigating.

‘That will do nicely.’ She purchased the Kindle version then made her way downstairs to make herself another coffee from behind the Socra~Teas counter and then curling  up in one of the big armchairs in The Book Nook to begin studying.

***
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AT EIGHT-THIRTY BARNABY let himself into the store and started the opening up procedure. Noting that the coffee machine was already switched on, he looked around for Thea.

‘Boss?’

No answer. He noticed a coffee mug beside one of the armchairs in The Book Nook and walked over to find Thea asleep with her phone in her hand. 

‘Boss?’ He shook her gently and picked up the coffee mug. ‘Thea, you need to wake up, we’ll be open soon.’

Thea roused slowly and stretched out her arms and legs.

‘Oh, Barnes. Sorry. I didn’t mean to drift off.’

‘No problem, Boss. Yesterday was a tough day. How did it go at the hospital?’

Thea filled Barnaby in on all that had happened the day before, ending with her idea that they should carry on with the investigation between them to make sure that Jeremy had a business to come back to when he was recovered. 

‘’I’m going to send a Whats App out to all staff and offer overtime to anyone who wants to take on extra hours until we get over this crisis. As soon as they get here we can have an emergency meeting upstairs to work out how we are going to proceed. Marianne will be here at nine and I’m sure Summer won’t be far behind, she said she had some news she wanted to share.’

‘Great. I’ll make sure everything is stocked up behind the counter then and I’ll be upstairs as soon as I can. What are you reading?’

Thea’s phone had switched off but Barnaby knew her well enough to know that curled up in that chair was her favourite place to read. Thea switched the phone on and showed him the cover of the Kindle book. 

‘What? It’s not funny, Barnes. You have all been working with Jeremy on this, but I have no clue what to do, so I thought I would pick up a tip or two.’

‘Sure, Boss. Well, I’m sure Jeremy will appreciate the effort when he gets back.’

Thea’s heart sunk as a little voice inside her chimed in If he gets back.
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BY TEN O’CLOCK BARNABY, Marianne and Summer had all joined Thea on the first floor around the trestle table. Marianne had informed the group that she had contacted the hospital first thing that morning and that there was no change in Jeremy’s condition. 

‘Summer, you said you had some news for us.’

‘Yes, well it’s not news exactly, more just information. I spent some time with the cards yesterday and, long story short, I think that Jeremy has uncovered a link to art forgery.’

Summer went on to explain the warning the cards had given and how the vision she had seen linked with the paint on the dress.

‘Well, that’s great news, Summer. A really big break, although at the same time really scary. Art forgery is way above what we are equipped to deal with, but it does explain why it was important enough for someone to have attacked Jeremy. We really should let the Police know.’

‘We can’t tell them that our evidence is a Tarot reading, dear, no matter how accurate we know Summer’s reading are.’

‘You are right, Marianne; we are on our own for now, until we have got some hard evidence.’ Thea walked over to the whiteboard and turned to address the team. ‘So, if we are going to carry on this investigation without our main investigator we need to maximise the skills we do have. Barnaby, you were looking into the three businesses, weren’t you? How far have you got with that?’

‘Well, Jeremy was going to pay the taxi company a visit yesterday morning, but of course, he didn’t make it. The H&H Leisure property we have confirmed is Scruples the nightclub, but other than confirming that Trish was there, it doesn’t seem to have anything else to offer and from what you and Summer have said about the shoe factory where you found Jeremy it sounds as through the building was as shut down as the Companies House letter indicated.’

‘OK, so good to tick off the list but not a lot of help. We need a plan of action. I can contact the taxi firm. I’m not sure I want to go down there in person given what happened to Jeremy, but I could call and make some enquiries; see if they are a legitimate business.’ Thea was struggling for ideas. The Idiot’s Guide had not been too much help, Private Investigation was a lot more boring than she had thought it would be, but a phrase came into her mind, not from the book but from episodes of some of her favourite TV shows Midsomer Murders, Death in Paradise and Morse. 

‘Follow the money. That’s what we need to do; follow the money. Barnes, have you managed to get hold of the business bank accounts yet.’

‘Yes, it was easy; they’re all in Trish’s name so she just downloaded them and sent them over. They’re on Jerry’s laptop.’

‘Can you access them?’

‘Sure. Marianne, you have the password, Lass?’

Marianne typed a few letters and numbers into the laptop and passed it back to Barnaby.

‘Nice of you to ask, dear. But I know you didn’t need it.’

‘Never hurts to be polite, Marianne’  replied Barnaby with a smirk.

‘We need to look closely at these accounts. Jeremy would have done a forensic examination on them. Well, unfortunatelywe don’t have his skills but at least I know what business accounts should look like so you and I should sit down together, Barnes. I’ll highlight anything that looks like it doesn’t belong and you can do your ‘deep dive’ stuff to find out more about the transactions.’

Barnaby nodded, but Thea hadn’t finished.

‘Summer, is there anything more you can tell us about the forged painting... paintings?’

‘I think the blue paint on the dress is from a copy of a van Gogh, but I can’t be sure. The image I got could have just been pointing me in the direction of forgery rather than to a specific painting, although it is the right colour. I can sit with the dress and see if anything further comes to light?’

‘Yes, please Summer. That would be helpful. If only we knew what Jeremy had found at the shoe factory that put him in so much danger. Whoever hit him must have taken his new camera, there was no sign of it at...’

‘Ooooh!’ Marianne interupted. ‘I completely forgot. The driving thing. Jeremy was trying to teach me how to use it. He said it was the best way to store all his records, and he linked it to his camera.’

‘You mean Google Drive?’

‘Yes, that’s it.’

‘So you mean we could have actual photographs of his visit to the factory?’

‘Yes, maybe. Pass that here, Barnaby dear, let me have a look.’ Marianne took back the laptop and clicked on the Drive icon.

Jeremy had already set up various folders and Thea was impressed with how organised he was. They all crowded around the laptop as Marianne clicked the folder labelled ‘Photos’. The file was full of them. The first few were of Thea and of the work that the builders had done over the past few weeks, but as more files opened up they could see that there were a good many photographs that had been taken both inside and outside of the nightclub, and eventually some pictures of the guard hut at the shoe factory, and some night vision ones in the factory itself.

Everyone drew in closer to the screen as Marianne clicked on the last image in the folder. It sprung into a full-screen view and there in front of them was the scene of Jeremy’s attack, only in the picture the cubicle in which they had found him was full of brushes and jars of paint. Right in the centre, there was the rear view of an artist's easel with a cloth of some kind laid over it.

‘Got it, ‘ said Thea. ‘That’s hard evidence. Well done, Jeremy. Now we can call the Police.’
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Sisterhood  Scrying
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DETECTIVE SERGEANT Kalia finished taking a statement from Thea and took a copy of the photographs pertaining to Jeremy’s investigation. 

‘Your man, Tait, Miss Dawson. He really should have let us know he was working on a case in our area. I wish him a speedy recovery, but you will let him know that for the future, won’t you.’

‘Yes, of course. I absolutely will. Thank you for your time.’ Thea appreciated the sergeant’s positive assumption regarding Jeremy’s recovery.

‘Now, you are going to let this go, aren’t you? These are dangerous criminals we are dealing with here. We don’t want anyone else getting hurt.’

‘I understand. Thank you, Sergeant.’

The little bell tinkled as the detective sergeant left the building, and Thea allowed her self to be drawn in to the rebalancing of energies that its tones provided. Amazed that her own energy was still holding out, she slapped her hands together and headed upstairs.

‘Right, back to business. Where were we?’

Summer had been sitting quietly with the sequinned dress while Thea had been with the police.

‘I’m just not getting anywhere, Thea. Psychometry is not my strongest gift, but I would normally be able to pick up something of what went on whilst Trish was wearing it. There is just nothing there.’

‘Maybe she was unconscious the whole time she was wearing it. Would that account for it?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I’m not even picking up when she woke in the nightclub. As I say, there’s just nothing. I do have an idea though?’

Marianne looked up from the laptop, where she had been following Barnaby’s instructions on how to trawl social media looking for any further information on Trish’s husband.

‘What’s that then, Summer, dear?’

‘’We could do a combined scrying spell.’

‘Is there such a thing?’

‘Well, there’s only one way to find out, dears... to the Bat Cave!’

‘Really, Marianne, the Bat Cave?’

‘Well, we do need a name for it, dear. Don’t we?’

‘Yes, maybe. But not that.’

Thea was glad that the case was providing a distraction from thinking about Jeremy, and spending time with her two best friends was just what the doctor ordered; for her at least. 

The three women packed up the computers and notebooks they had been working on and headed down to the cavern. 

‘We do this and then we eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I’ll order in, my treat.’

‘Oh, no Marianne, we can’t let you do that.’

‘Nonsense. A good meal and a bottle of red will do us all the world of good. Now let’s just concentrate on the scrying. Summer, have you got the dress?’

‘Yes, but there’s just one problem, Thea.’

‘What’s that?’

‘How are we going to get into the cavern in the middle of the day with the store open?

‘Oh, just leave that to me, Summer. I have my uses.’
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STEPPING OUT OF THE door behind Glad Rags they immediately heard it. A marching band had appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and was making its way around the cobblestone path surrounding The Pentacle, approaching the front of the store. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the sudden loud music, the shoppers in Glad Rags looked up from their browsing, those in Socra~Teas put down their drinks and turned to see what has going on. And the customers in The Book Nook who had been sitting in the armchairs engrossed in their books stared out the window and scowled, disgusted that their reading time should be interrupted.

‘Sublte, dear.’

‘Cool!’

‘Sorry, it was the first thing I thought of,’ said Thea as the three of them made their way silently through the hidden door.

All conversation stopped as they entered the cavern and descended the stone steps. The circle of candles opened up to let them into the lectern and the Grimoire. They took a few moments to still their thoughts then each laid a hand on the tome. As they knew it would, the cover flew open pushing them away and the pages began to flick over as if caught in a strong gust of wind. When the pages settled, a spell appeared in front of them. 

‘Told you.’

‘Ok, smarty-pants, let’s see what it says. 

They all peered into the pages, the light from the candles making it difficult to see. The spell was written in the Old Language, but Thea had discovered that whilst she was in the presence of the tome, she had no problem understanding it.  Last year they had photographed the spell that bound their different disciplines of healing, clairvoyance and communing with the dead so that they could act as one for protection of The Pentacle. They had needed to take it away to translate it, but the ability to translate on site was a skill that Thea had developed since that time and had proved a great time-saver.
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THEA READ ALOUD, AND each of the women, Maiden, Mother and Crone memorised a line so that between them they could recall and practise it.

They repeated their respective lines three times with Thea taking the first and last.

‘Ok, have we got it?’

‘Yep. It doesn’t sound much like a scying spell though.’

‘Yes, dear.’

Thea respectfully closed the Grimoire, thanking it as she did so. The candles opened their circle and allowed the women to step out of it.

Once the circle had closed again, Summer switched on the fairy lights and the spotlight on the tree etching and Marianne slung a crocheted blanket around her shoulders and sat down on the sofa grabbing the notepad that was kept on the shelf under the coffee table. She started scribbling.

‘Thea, your line please?’

Marianne transcribed it exactly.

‘Summer?’ More transcription. ‘Mine’s written down already and... Thea, the last line if you please?’

She read the words back to them and they all agreed on the accuracy. They were ready to begin.

Summer laid the little black dress out flat on top of the coffee table. The ladies practised the entire spell until they were certain that they could recite it from memory, then they joined hands around the table and closed their eyes. They began to chant.

‘As we three seek the truth in vision

Unveil the secrets held

Direct us on our probing mission

Let our skills re-meld.’

They could feel the build-up of static electricity start to fill the room. They repeated the spell.

‘As we three seek the truth in vision

Unveil the secrets held

Direct us on our probing mission

Let our skills re-meld.’

Again and again. The energy in the cavern was getting stronger with every repetition until the image of the black dress appeared in their minds.

‘Got it’ said Summer.

‘Me too’ said Thea and Marianne in unison.

Keeping their eyes firmly shut they watched as the image of the sequined dress in their minds melted away to a smooth black image as if they were on the edge of a vast and perfectly still stretch of water. Without saying a word they all stood up, still holding hands and looked down on the stretch of water from above. They could see their reflections, all three of them appearing in each other’s minds. Then the water rippled and another image began to form.

Where do I come back to this later?
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Thea & Thor
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‘SO, BASICALLY, WE HAVE been looking in the wrong direction. We were so wrapped up in trying to find out who attacked you, and worrying about how we were going to track down these art forgers, that we had forgotten why we got into this in the first place.’

Thea squeezed Jeremy’s hand, still hopeful that this would be the day she got a response; that Jeremy would come back to her, but there was nothing. A week on and not a glimmer of change. She shook off her disappointment.

‘So, we started to focus the investigation back onto Trish and her husband and we think we are on to something.’

Just then there was a knock on the door to Jeremy’s private room. Thea looked up and saw a pair of deep brown eyes peering through the small window set into the door. Silently it opened and the doorway was filled with a huge frame dressed in an expensive dark grey suit, but it wasn’t the suit that drew her attention. The enormous man had the reddest hair and beard that she had ever seen. Unlike her own thin, lifeless hair, his was a deep, glorious auburn, greying slightly at the edges but with a thick, healthy glow which lay in tousled waves.  In complete contrast to the suit, his hair and beard gave him the look of a wild man calling up images of the Norse god Thor.

Thea was immediately suspicious. Usually such a good judge of character, she had found herself struggling since Jeremy’s attack to trust anybody new that came into her life. The only visitor Jeremy had had up to this point outside of the Moons & Runes crew, had been Lee, his old lab partner at Norchester Constabulary.

However, despite his size, the giant of a man had a kind face which appeared to be full of concern as he looked at Jeremy and all the tubes and wires that were keeping him alive. Thea relaxed a little as he held out his enormous hand to greet her.

‘Christopher Trowse’ he said, shaking her hand firmly. ‘Worked with the Lad until recently. Couldn’t believe it when young Bakersfield told me what had happened.’

‘Bakersfield? Oh, Lee. Yes of course. Sorry, I’m Thea Dawson. I work with Jeremy at Moons & Runes.’

‘Ah, now I see the big attraction. It took a lot for the Lad to up roots like that. I had hoped for more for him than this.’ Christopher Trowse lowered his huge frame into a chair on the opposite side of Jeremy’s bed. ‘I didn’t even know he had started working as a P.I. yet. I thought I had given him his first case.’

‘It was all a bit unexpected. But a woman in need was brought to our attention, and... well, we are not the kind of people to ignore such things. Jeremy was so keen to get started.’ She took hold of Jeremy’s hand again and let out a sigh. ‘So, did you work in the lab too, Mr Trowse?’

‘Call me Chris, please. No, I don’t have this Lad’s brains. I work the shop floor so to speak, overseeing investigations and managing assets. We leave all the clever stuff to the likes of Tait.’

Whether it was because Thea sensed a fondness in this man toward Jeremy, or whether it was his self-assurance, she could not be sure but within minutes of meeting him, she felt safer. She felt that he was someone she could trust. She was glad he was with her.

‘I’ve spent too much of my time in situations like these, waiting for colleagues to wake up in hospital beds. It’s always so awkward, you never really know what to do while they’re asleep nor what to say when they wake.’

‘I know. I’ve been keeping him updated with the case. The doctors said that there is a chance he can hear me and that it might help his recovery.’

‘You’re still working the case? But Tait’s your main investigator, isn’t he?’

‘He’s our only investigator, Chris. But as I said, we can’t leave a woman in distress and we need to make sure Jeremy has a business to come back to when he leaves the hospital.’

Chris Trowse, leaned back in his chair and it creaked under the weight. He studied Thea for a moment though she barely noticed, her attention fully returned to Jeremy.

‘I can see why you and he hit it off so well. You’re two of a kind. More concerned with others than with your own best interests. Gotta admire that.’

‘Well, there’s that, and of course the fact that we are actually cousins, of sorts. Many, many times removed, but we are related.’

‘Ah. Maybe that explains it.’ He grinned at her and the fine lines around his eyes turned into deep laughter lines. ‘So, come on then. Tell us about the case. Tait can listen and maybe I can help.’

Thea explained all the facts of the case, carefully leaving out the divination aspects of their process. Whilst she felt she could trust this man, she was not comfortable in sharing how Summer’s and Marianne’s gifts supported the investigation. She told him about the dress, the letter that Trish had found, the nightclub, taxi company and the shoe factory where Jeremy had been attacked. She also told him about the photographs that Jeremy had uploaded to his Drive.

‘That was a good move. I knew he was smart. Leave nothing to chance. And what have the local Police done already, do you know?’

‘Not really. They took the photographs but didn’t seem interested in the dress or the letter. They did seem interested in the missing artwork though. Someone took the trouble to remove it after Jeremy had been hit so I guess it must have been important.’

‘I’m sure it was. And you say you think it was a forgery, but there were no photos of the actual painting? How can you be so sure?’ 

‘It was the paint on the dress. One of my colleagues is an artist and she was able to identify the colour from one of van Gogh’s paintings. Of course, we cannot be certain that it was a forgery that was going on, but it’s the only thing that seems to fit with the evidence we have gathered.’

‘And the money? Always follow the money.’

‘We have someone looking into that, too.’

The room fell silent apart from the whirring and bleeping of the medical equipment and an awkwardness began to fill the air.

‘Look, Thea, I’d like to help if I can. I can express an interest in the case at the local station; that could be enough to get them to put more resources on it. And there’s a contact I used to work with when I was a D.S. He knew everything that was going on in the art world. He’s retired now but I’ll warrant he still has his finger on the pulse. Here...’

He drew a fountain pen from his jacket pocket and wrote down a number on the back of a business card which he handed to Thea.

Who writes with a fountain pen, these days?

‘You have my number there if you need it as well.. Give the old boy a ring, and send him my regards.’

‘Oh, thank you, Chris. That’s really helpful.’

‘Well, as you say, the Lad’s got to have a business to come back to, eh?’

DCS Trowse stood up and reached over the bed again to shake Thea’s hand.

‘Good to meet you Thea Dawson. I’ll be off now, but call me if you need anything, and let me know if there is any change.’ He looked down at Jeremy and placed a gentle hand on his arm. ‘Keep fighting Lad. You’ve a lot to come back for.’

He left the room and closed the door quietly behind him and in that moment Thea suddenly felt alone and afraid.
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Brothers & Bridges
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‘SO THIS MAN IS WHAT? An art dealer? An artist?’

‘I’m really not sure, Summer. Even Barnes could not find out much about him. Chris said he was connected to the art world before he retired and has likely still got some understanding of what goes on.’ Thea’s car raced along the country lanes toward the little village of Wroughton St Peter, where Sir Henry Abelman had lived for the last sixty years.

It was a glorious day and both women were enjoying the opportunity to get out in the fresh air. The store had been busier than ever with new people being drawn in to ensure they got their places reserved for the therapies and workshops that would be starting next month when the first floor was open for business. Thea had had to take on additional staff to cope with the increased trade in both Glad Rags and Socra~Teas. Sadly, The Book Nook had not seen a similar increase in trade. Thea understood that the smart business move would be to start stocking books that had a wider interest, but she refused point blank to allow any books that had either explicit content or vulgar language. Despite trends, the books she sold would always encourage gentleness and fairness and be supportive in helping the reader to move forward with their life.

‘Thea, I think we just drove past it.’

‘Oh, blow. I didn’t see a turning.’

‘Me neither, but I’m sensing it’s back there. Can you turn round?’

‘Not here, but as soon as I can.’

Thea kept going  for another quarter of a mile  until she found a layby, then pulled in and swung the car back in the other direction

‘Keep your, eyes peeled for any sign of a side road or driveway.’ Thea slowed down as much as she could and as the traffic started building up behind her she indicated to turn right. It was a guess, but it turned out to be a good one. 

‘There, on the right.’

‘No wonder we missed it. Those leylandii virtually cover the whole thing.’

Thea turned the car slowly into what looked like another layby, then wound it around the first row or trees, doubling back to go around the second. It was a tricky manoeuvre but the unusual design did serve to completely obscure the entrance from the road and she could understand why it had been created that way.

‘So, somebody likes their privacy then.’

‘I should say so, but look...’ Thea nodded to the house that was looming up in front of them. ‘I think if I lived there I would want to hide away from the world too. It’s... um... impressive.’

‘Yep, not to mention foreboding. I feel like Julie Andrew’s when she first sets eyes on the Von Trapp home.’

Thea glanced at her as she slowly eased the car up the gravel drive toward the horseshoe-shaped area in front of the house.

‘You like those old musicals?’

‘Sure. Julie Andrews, Sally Ann Howes, Audrey Hepburn, I love them all.’

‘You never cease to surprise me, Summer. I would have thought you would have been far more into the modern stuff. You do know it wasn’t Audrey Hepburn singing, don’t you?’

‘What? I’m devastated. I love her.’

Thea pulled the car to a halt in front of the mansion at the bottom of its stone steps.

‘Sorry Summer, your devastation will have to wait. It’s time to put your investigator hat on and see what we can find out. Are you ready?’

She stepped out onto the driveway and was sure she could hear Summer singing under her breath. I have confidence in sunshine, I have confidence in rain.

***
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TRISH WAITED IMPATIENTLY in her open-top Mercedes at the traffic lights on Bridge Road. The car behind was revving its engine and as she glanced in her rearview mirror she could see a thirty-something man with a tweed cap pulled down over his brow.

‘Idiot!’ she said and turned up her car radio. Ed Sheeran’s Castle on the Hill filled the airwaves and she relaxed back into her ventilated seat as the lights turned green. Slowly she accelerated toward the narrow, medieval bridge expecting the idiot to be on her tail, but he did not move. She reached the apex and heard a distant bang. Everything happened in slow motion. A jolt went through her whole body. Her car spun round and smashed through the ancient brickwork. Her front passenger side wheel was hanging over the distributary of the river Cass. The remaining brickwork was still crumbling around her.

She tried to take off her seatbelt but her hands were shaking too much, they just didn’t want to work. Then another smack from behind, jolting her and her car forward. The idiot had done it on purpose. He was trying to push her over. No; he had succeeded. The Mercedes broke through the wall and plummeted toward the water. How deep was it? She had no idea. How could she have no idea? She tried to get the seatbelt off again and then it hit. Water splashing out on either side of her with the most horrendous crack. A second or two where she appeared to be floating then water coming in from all sides. Cold, murky, smelly water. She was going down. She cried out for help then turned her head to see if there way anything she could use to cut the seatbelt and a seering pain travelled up and over her head. 

***
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THE TALL WOODEN DOOR was opened slowly and smoothly by a smartly dressed man in his seventies.

‘Good Morning. We have an appointment with Sir Abelman, Mr...?’

‘English, Miss. Just English. Could I have your names please?’

‘Yes, of course. Thea Dawson and Summer McCarthy.’

English nodded and pulled the door open a little further so that they could step into the lobby. Thea could not help but look around impressed by the high decorative ceilings and mosaic stone floor.

‘If you could follow me to the Library, please. Sir Abelman will not keep you many minutes.’

‘Jeremy would have loved this, Summer.’ Thea whispered as they slowly followed the old man through a door off of the main foyer.

‘Well, maybe you can introduce him when he’s out of hospital.’

The library was even more impressive than the lobby. An enormous Georgian fireplace at the far end of the room provided the focal point and floor to ceiling bookcases filled the other three walls interspersed with light entered pouring in from six full length Georgian windows. Two  large matching mahogany desks sat either side of the room, facing the fire and a racing green chesterfield sofa and two high backed arm chairs were positioned on either side.

‘I will get Harris to put some more coals on the fire for you, Miss. It is not often that Sir Abelman has company and he has asked me to make you feel as comfortable as possible.’

‘Thank you, English. That is very much appreciated.’

English nodded again and exited the room leaving Thea and Summer to seat themselves on the Chesterfield. Thea sat elegantly with her legs crossed below the knee, whilst Summer plonked herself down in the corner section, arms spread out on the backrest with her left foot balance on her right knee.

‘I could get used to this, Thea.  I think I was born to have staff to serve me. Jasper and I could be very happy in a place like this.’

‘Don’t you think it would be a little lonley?’

‘Not with all these...’

The door to the library opened again and another well dressed but aproned man entered, walked over to the fireplace, added some more coals, poked at them to make sure they would take, then turned to leave.

‘Thank you, Harris’ said Summer with a huge grin on her face.

‘My pleasure, Miss’ he replied and tipped an imaginary cap. As Harris opened the door again to leave Sir Henry Abelman stood ready to enter. Harris stood aside and held the door open for him. The much older gentleman, followed by English, walked slowly with the aid of a wooden stick, toward them.

Thea and Summer stood up and waited patiently for him to take his seat in one of the armchairsclose to the fire, whilst English opened a drinks cabinet to the side of the desk and poured a glass of single malt whisky. 

‘Can I interest you in a drink, ladies?’

‘No, we are fine, thank you, Sir. Thank you for seeing us. We appreciate your time.’

‘No problem at all, happy to do a favour for Christopher, he has been very good to me over the years. Now, what is it I can help you with?’

Thea explained that they were investigating an attack on their colleague and that they believed it was tied to an art forgery scam. She shared the images they had retrieved from Jeremy’s Drive and the dress with the paint on it.

‘We also have this.’ Thea pulled a folded piece of paper out of her bag and handed it to him.

He unfolded it, scanned its contents then peered at the two ladies over the top of his half-moon glasses.

‘This is a micro-spectrometry analysis. Where did you get this from?’ He studied it again as he waited for an answer. 

‘Dr Tait’s old lab partner was very keen to help find his attacker. He contacted me just as I was leaving the hospital the other day, and asked me to send over a scraping of the paint for analysis. We didn’t have much of it, so Summer ran the whole dress up to him and he took what he needed.’

‘I see. Would that be the same hospital visit in which you met Chris?’

‘Well, er, yes. I suppose it was. I hadn’t thought about it.’

‘It pays to have a Detective Cheif Superintendent on your side, doesn’t it?’ he said as if something had amused him. ‘I’m sure it was he who instigated the favour.’

‘Detective Chief Superintendent? Is that what Chris is? He never said.’

‘No, he wouldn’t.’ For a moment the old man indulged himself in what appeared to be a very satisfactory thought, then he shook himself back into the room and purpose for the ladies’ visit. Henry Abelman turned to face Summer. 

‘You narrowed this down to van Gogh’s The Starry Night just from this splash of paint? You have a very keen eye, young lady. You would have been a great asset when we were getting artwork out of Germany, but that’s a story for another time.’ He held a large cotton handkerchief to his mouth and coughed to clear his throat then took a sip of the whisky.

‘You are right about the colour, my eyesight is failing me but I would know those tones anywhere. The analysis, however,’ he raised the letter in his hand, ‘the analysis is very revealing. There is only one forger I am aware of, and believe me when I tell you that I know them all, that uses this particular blend of binding agent with the original paint scraped from other works of the time, to achieve the desired effect. It’s as clear as a signature.’

‘Really, that’s fantastic’ said Thea who had not been expecting to get anything concrete from the visit. ‘Who is it?’

‘Now, before I tell you, you really need to know what you are getting yourselves into. This forger runs with an unpleasant crowd. They are under the protection of the Slade brothers. They are a valuable asset to them and the are not going to like it if you mess up their business.

‘The Slade brothers? I’ve never heard of them.’

‘No, and you wouldn’t want to. They are rich, powerful and hungry for more which makes them devious and dangerous. I’m not sure I should lead you to them.’

‘Sir Abelman, our colleague is in a coma and our client is terrified out of her wits. We need to resolve this and the Police just are not doing enough. Please tell me his name and where we can find him.’

‘Her. Where you can find her.’

‘The forger is a woman?’

‘And that is so surprising, why?’

‘Er, I don’t know. I suppose linking the forgery with the violence, I had expected a man. I should know better than to make assumptions. So what is her name then, please?’

‘Oh, your forger would not have been the one doing the violence, their hands would be far to important to risk any damage. That would have been any one of the thugs hired by the Slades. I don’t know her name I’m afraid, not her real name, anyway. She is known in the trade as Montanari after the reclusive Italian painter, and last the I heard she was working out of a studio in the Algarve. What would have brought her back to England I cannot imagine.’

‘Back to England? So she is British then.’

‘Oh, yes. English nobility as far as I can tell. Well educated and extremely talented.’

He put down his glass and pulled open a small drawer which was set into the sidetable. Peering inside he pushed his half moon glasses back on his nose and withdrew a notepad and pen.

Montanari is a brilliant artist in her own right, has always been a recluse but used to exhibit her art through an agent by the name of Alexi Carter,

‘I’ve heard of him,’ said Summer, excitedly. ‘ Didn’t he die in some gruesome accident involving a lift shaft?’

‘My point, young lady. The word is that he crossed Montanari over that exhibition and stole all the money from the sale of her life’s work. That’s when she hooked up with the Slades. She started forging for them and Carter had his ‘accident’.

‘I see. Well, thank you for the warning, Sir Abelman, but we have to pursue the case regardless. We promise we will take every care. Thank you for your time.’
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THE SIREN WAS THE FIRST thing Trish was aware of, then the hard ground against her cheek, then cold, really, really cold. Faces peered above her and voices. She couldn’t separate them, they were just noise. Then one, clear voice.

‘Clear some room, let us through.’

She felt people come closer to her, a thud on the ground jarred through her body. 

‘Alright, Ma’am. You’re in good hands now. Were you alone in the car?’

Trish tried to speak but couldn’t.

‘Was there anyone else with you when the car went over the bridge, Ma’am?’

‘No.’

‘That’s good, well done. Can you tell me your name?’

‘Trish’

‘OK, Trish. I’m Pete. We’re going to get you out of here. Do you know what day it is?’

‘Sund..’

‘Right. And the time?’

She had no idea. It had been light, and then it was dark. Now it was light again.

‘That’s alright. You’re doing great. Have you taken any drugs or alcohol? That’s important Trish as it will affect the treatment we can give you.’

‘No.’ She felt a tear roll down her cheek, though it could have been from her wet hair. She could not be sure of anything.

‘We are going to move you onto a board now Trish and get you into the ambulance, but we have to collar you first to make sure we don’t do any damage.’ 

She felt the collar being put around her neck by unseen hands and then she felt herself rolled from the ground onto another hard surface. Vaguely in the distance, she could see the blur of a crowd. Where had they all come from?  Movement, she was being carried to the ambulance. She saw the blue sky above her and the foreheads and summer hats of the tourists that had gathered becoming momentarily clearer. As she was being lifted into the ambulance she caught a flash of a tweed cap.
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Chapter 20
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Rembrandt & Retaliation

––––––––
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IT WAS BUSINESS AS usual on Monday morning at Moons & Runes. Just a week to go now before the Summer Solstice and the opening of the Moons & Runes Wellness Centre, and the builders were well into the construction of Thea’s and Jeremy's individual apartments on the third floor.

Thea had made the executive decision to go ahead with the build and the transformation of her Grandmother’s flat into offices for the investigative agency. She saw it as a demonstration of her positive belief that he would make a full recovery and be back to run his side of the business at some point in the future.

She had met with Marianne and Summer as often as possible in the last few weeks to perform the ritual that would send healing energies to Jeremy, but to date, there had been no sign of any improvement and the worry was beginning to show on her face. Her concealer barely hid the dark circles under her eyes anymore, and she must have lost half a stone that she could ill afford to lose. She was living on a diet of coffee and anxiet, plus a little of whatever Barnaby could persuade her to eat  at lunchtimes.

The investigation seemed to have stalled. Taking SIr Henry’s advice after hearing about Trish’s ‘accident’, they had contacted the Police to once again share all the information they had gathered. Surely, now that it was obvious that Trish’s life was in danger, they had to take things more seriously. The police officer at the station had been very tight lipped about the case, but did display an element of recognition when Thea handed over the name of The Slade Brothers although not so much with the nick-name Montanari. 

Trish had been taken to Casslewich General after the attempt on her life but was allowed to go home the next day as long as she kept a neck collar on at all times. She was sitting having coffee with Marianne and Thea in Socra~Teas as they went over the evidence once again.

‘They have an APB out for the guy in the Tweed cap but I could only tell them the colour of the car, not the make. It’s likely he will have put it out of sight for now or had it repaired by some dubious garage. I don’t think they will get very far as I didn’t see his face.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure, dear.’ Marianne nodded toward the display windows at the front of the store.

Several uniformed Police approached the front door and stepped inside. At the same time there was a hammering on the rear delivery door. Thea stood up.

‘Barnaby, go see who is at the back, please. Be careful.’

Barnaby put down his tea towel and swiftly came out from behind the counter and through Glad Rags to the back door. A dozen customers looked around, wondering what was going on, and as one officer placed himself firmly in front of the door, they began to panic.

Thea, was as surprised by the intrusion as everyone else, but gathered her wits and called out to her customer.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, it’s nothing to be concerned about I am sure. Please, all come and sit down over here. There’s coffee or hot chocolate on the house for everyone. Rachael, will you take care of that please?’

Once her customers were settled, Thea walked over to the officer who appeared to be in charge.

‘I’m sorry about this, Miss, but we have a warrant to search the premises.’ He turned to his team. ‘ Off you go. Make it thorough but try to do as little damage as possible.’

The policemen and women darted off in all directions, more of them coming in from the rear entrance with Barnaby, who looked at Thea for an explanation of what was happening. She shook her head and shrugged.

‘Am I allowed to know what it is you are looking for, Officer?’

‘No, Miss. I’m afraid not, although I can tell you that we have had a tip-off.’

‘Ah. An anonymous tip-off, of course.’

‘I believe so, Miss. Now if you would be so kind as to take a seat with everyone else.’

Barnaby helped Rachael carry over the trays of drinks to the waiting customers and then they both sat down, Rachael with the Glad Rags staff and Barnaby with Thea, Trish and Marianne. 

‘This is us being told to back off, Barnes. Sir Henry said not to mess with The Slades.’

They could hear banging and crashing coming from upstairs and Thea cringed at the thought of the mess they were making. Then the noise stopped and a shout came down the stairs.

‘Found it.’

‘Found what?’ said Thea, and she was on her feet again.

‘If you could sit down, Miss.’

Thea did not like this. This was her business and she had done nothing wrong, though she knew she had no choice but to do as she was told.

An officer, covered in plaster dust and wearing gloves carried a large framed painting. He showed it to the officer in charge who nodded and gave him some instruction which must have been to do with placing it into evidence.

‘What is that? That’s not something I recognise. Where did it come from?’

The officer ignored Thea’s questions.

‘Thea Dawson, I am placing you under arrest for handling stolen goods. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something that you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Thea was embarrassed that this was happening in front of her customers, and furious that is was happening at all, but she knew better than to argue.

‘Barnaby, get on to Mr Doidge. Tell him what has happened. Marianne let the knitting group know that I won’t be available this evening. They will have to do their stuff without me.’

Marianne nodded in understanding as the officer placed cuffs on Thea’s tiny wrists and led her out of the building through the back door and straight into a waiting police car.
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Chapter 21
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Visualisation & Visitation

The holding cell was cold and uncomfortable. The sounds of the drunk in a cell across the corridor echoed through the uncovered walls and the smell of disinfectant was an assault on her senses. She had been questioned for an hour or so earlier in the evening and had told the investigating officer everything she knew about the case. There was nothing she could tell them under caution that she had not already told them as a free person trying when she had been trying to get their help with her own investigation. She could not, however, explain why they had found the piece of artwork inside one of the stud walls in her therapy rooms, and this had apparently given them the right to detain her overnight.

She closed her eyes and attempted to create a better environment for herself. Visualising first her bubble of protection which would block out any negativity, and hopefully the constant repetition of Fly Me To The Moon which was coming from the other cell. She pictured a comfortable bed, warm pastel colours on the walls and soft lighting, an armchair and a bookcase. She thought about the relaxing music that always played at Moons & Runes and imagined it softly playing in the background, and finally, she allowed the smell of frankincense to drift into the cell.

That’s better, more like home. Now perhaps I can get some sleep.

She plumped up her pillow, closed her eyes and drifted off into a a world of her own.

‘Thea, Thea, wake up. No sleeping on the job, we have a case to solve.’

‘Jeremy, how... what... what are you doing here?’

Jeremy Tait was sitting in the armchair, elbows resting on his knees and his chin propped up on his fists. He was smiling at her the way he had when she had fallen asleep in the car on their way back from Norchester last year.

‘I thought it was time I took up the reins again, I am the investigator after all.’

‘But you’re in...’

‘Ssshhh.’ He leaned forward and placed two fingers gently on her lips to stop her from speaking. ‘I don’t have long. Let’s review what we have.’

She sat up on her bed and rubbed her eyes, half expecting him to have disappeared when she opened them again. No, he was still there.

‘It’s good to see you, Jeremy.’

‘Yes, I know. Let’s focus. You’ve been doing a great job so far, but there is one important piece of evidence that is missing. The Police have not been able to find it, or perhaps have not even tried, but it is still there, at the factory. You need to find it, but be careful, don’t go alone.’

There was the sound of a key turning in the cell door.

‘That’s my cue, Thea. Gotta go.’

The cell door swung open and the custody sergeant announced that her solicitor was here and she was being released under investigation. Still not feeling entirely awake she turned to speak to Jeremy, but he had already gone.

‘Strange, he didn’t even say goodbye.’

‘Beg your pardon, Miss?’ said the custody sergeant.

‘Oh, nothing. Nothing important. Thank you.’ And with that Thea walked gracefully out of the holding area and met with Mr Doidge, her solicitor, in reception. She collected her belongings from the desk and swiftly exited the building, glad to see the back of it.

‘I’m sorry about this, James. It’s really embarrassing to have to drag you down here to get me out of jail, but you do understand I had nothing to do with hiding that painting.’ As she said the words she realised that they were not entirely the truth. ‘Well, actually, I suppose I did have something to do with it. It is clear to me that this was ploy to get me out of the way and stop me investigating Mrs Harrison’s case.’

‘My advice to you, Thea, would be to do exactly that?’

‘What?’

‘Stop investigating the case. You are not an investigator. You cannot possibly understand what danger you might be putting yourself in. Look what happened to Dr. Tait.’

‘Oh, Jeremy. Yes. Er, could you drop me back at the store please, James. There is something that I need to get sorted.’

James Doidge dropped Thea off as requested at seven thirty, and as she opened the rear delivery door to the understairs storage area she realised that for the first time since her Grandmother had shown her the cavern under the store, over ten years ago now, she had missed her evening ritual.

All she really wanted to do now was to go upstairs and take a shower, but duty came first and she switched on the coffee machine in Socra~Teas, made herself a cappuccino, let herself into the hidden door behind the stacks in The Book Nook and descended the stone steps ready to access the Grimoire.

The circle of candles, which floated around the lectern and burned constantly without ever melting away looked different, the flames were higher and the wax was shorter. Her absence had made a difference and Thea worried what significance that might have. Placing her cup on the coffee table, she walked up to the circle and it opened as usual to let her in, closing behind her as she stepped up to the lectern.

So far so good.

She placed her hand on the Grimoire and noticed a stronger energy than usual emanating from it. As she stood there, absorbing its energy she could sense a change in the direction of flow. Instead of radiating the energy from the Grimoire, the ancient tome was drawing energy in. Thea already felt drained and the Grimoire was asking more of her than she had to give. She pulled her hand away and the flow stopped. She could not do this alone. She needed the other members on ‘The Knitting Club’. She needed Marianne and Summer and she needed to find out what this change in the flow of energy meant.
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AFTER A QUICK SHOWER and some fresh clothes, Thea began to feel a little more human. It was gone nine now and the store would be open. Marianne would be in already and Summer would likely be on her way. She had to find the time to speak to them soon, there were so many things to discuss.

She called Jeremy but the call went straight through to a voicemail message saying that the number was currently unavailable so she climbed the stairs to the third floor expecting to find him supervising the building work in his offices. There was no sign of him. 

Odd. So much for keeping people informed of your whereabouts?

She checked the Life 360 app on her phone but all that told her was that Jeremy’s phone had been switched off since the day he was attacked. Then it dawned on her. They never found his phone at the factory.

Stupid! She scolded herself. You have got to be more on the ball than this, Thee. Get a grip.

She needed another coffee so headed down to the shop floor to catch up with Barnaby about what had gone on in her absence and to fill him in on what Jeremy had said.
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Chapter 22
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Convicts & Crowbars

‘Hey, Boss? Good to have you back. Guess I’m not the only one with a criminal record now.’

‘That’s right, Barnes, you laugh it up, but they didn’t charge me, not yet anyway.’

‘I should think not, but it is a tad concerning to think somebody has been in here and planted that painting.’

‘Yes, I’ve been thinking about that. I’ll have to have a word with Ewan to see if he has had any strangers working for him while he’s been here. It was obviously placed there while the work was being done. I haven’t been able to face looking at the Wellness Centre, did they do much damage?’

‘It was a bit of a mess, two rooms destroyed. Summer and I did what we could to tidy up after we closed yesterday, but it will need Ewan to repair and replaster; it might put us a few days behind with the opening.’

‘I hope not,  it will mean we’ll miss the Solstice and we’ve spent the advertising budget already. I don’t want to have to redo everything. I’ll have a word with Ewan and see what he can do.  Anyway, on to more positive things. Has Jeremy been in to see you yet?’

‘Jeremy? No. He’s awake?’

‘Well, yes. He came to visit me in lock-up. I think the chance of seeing me in such an embarrassing situation must have been enough to bring him out of the coma. He’ss be teasing me about it for years.’

Barnaby looked puzzled. He glanced across to where Marianne had been sitting. She was just saying goodbye to her first client of the day and was heading over to the Socra~Teas counter.

‘Marianne, did you know Jeremy was awake and out of the hospital?’

‘No, dear, he’s not. Who told you that.?

‘Thea. He visited her whilst she was incarcerated.’

‘Thea, dear. I’m sorry, but I called in to see him before I came in this morning. Jeremy is most certainly still at the hospital and still in his coma.’

The colour drained from Thea’s face and she hung on to the counter to stop herself from falling. Marianne caught her arm and helped her onto a nearby barstool, although a chair would have been preferable. She stayed close.

‘Barnaby, could you get her a glass of water please?’

‘Coming right up.’ He looked concerned as he quickly got some iced water from the fridge and handed her the glass.

‘Sip this slowly, Thea dear. And when you’re ready you can tell us why you thought he was awake.’

Thea took a sip of the water followed by a few deep breaths. A moment or two passed before she felt able to speak. She was aware of the bustle of the busy cafe going on all around her, but she was once again in her own little bubble, not one of her making, not consciously anyway, but it was there. Another sip of water she felt ready to allow Marianne and Barnaby into her safe space, she extended her bubble to include them, then tried to explain what had happened.

‘I saw him. As clear as I see the two of you now. He was in my cell. We were discussing that there was important evidence still to be found at the factory. I was so happy to see him,Marianne.’

‘How did he get into your cell, Boss? Visitors would not normally see a prisoner in their cell.’

Thea shuddered at the word prisoner but had to accept that is what she had been.

‘I don’t know, Barnes.  I was asleep. He woke me up.’

‘And what about when he left, dear? Did anybody else see him?’

‘Yes. They must have. He was with me when the Sergeant came to tell me I was free to go. I didn’t imagine it!’

‘We’re not saying that you did, dear. But something doesn’t add up. Did he go out of the cell before you, or after you?’

‘I don’t know. It was all a bit... Everything happened at once. He was... sitting in the chair... I stood up when the sergeant came in and when I turned around he was gone. Come to think of is, so was the chair... the chair I had created... Oh, Marianne. Did I imagine the whole thing?’

‘I think it would be a good idea if we had a chat in private,’ said Marianne as she looked around at all the customers milling about. How about we go up to your new office and I’ll bring a nice cup of tea.’

Thea nodded, although she never drank tea, and Marianne ordered the drinks from Barnaby and then followed Thea up to the first floor.

Thea’s office was not yet fully furnished, it had been painted in the soft duck-egg blue of her choice and fortunately was not one of the rooms destroyed by the police search, so it had a calming effect on her once they had closed the door. It had a couple of office chairs, still wrapped in the cellophane that had protected them during delivery, but no desk yet, so Marianne placed the tea on the floor beside Thea and sat with her own cup in her hand.

‘It seems perfectly obvious to me dear, and I don’t think you are going crazy. Tell me, what were you doing just prior to Jeremy visiting you?’

‘I was sleeping as I said. He woke me up.’

‘Are you sure it was sleep? Think back, what is the last thing you remember before Jeremy?’

‘It was noisy and uncomfortable and to be honest, I was scared, so I meditated. I did a visualisation to create a safer more comfortable environment, and then I just drifted off.’

‘So you were in the astral plane, yes?’

‘Wel maybe, for the few minutes while I was doing the visualisation, but not when Jeremy was there.’

‘Of course you were, dear. You fell asleep in that higher vibration which enabled Jeremy to make contact with you. The two of you have a very strong connection, partly due to your shared bloodline, but I think it is something beyond that. Even so, that was quite an achievement on Jeremy’s part. He must have been desperate to reach you.’’

‘So it was a psychic visitation then, not a physical one.’ Thea felt as though the one glimmer of hope she had been holding onto had been dashed away. It was all too much, she was exhausted.

‘But don’t you see, dear? This is a good thing. It means Jeremy has found a way to communicate with you from within his coma. All you need to do to reach him is to raise your vibrations again.’

‘Thea, Marianne.’ The voice came from outside of the office.

‘Yes, Summer.  We are in my office.’ 

The door swung open and Summer bounded in with her usual enthusiasm and love of life.

‘Thought you might need me.’ She said as she sat down cross-legged on the newly polished hardwood floor.

‘Thea has had a visitation’ said Marianne. ‘Jeremy came to see her in her cell.’

‘Cool!’ said the youngest of the three, not in the slightest surprised by the news. ‘That would have taken a lot of energy on his part. Any changes at the hospital?’

‘No, nothing that the nursing staff were concerned about, certainly, Summer; I was there this morning and they would have said.’

‘So could we try to contact him again, now that all three of us are here? Maybe we can all connect with him.’

‘Probably not the best idea, Summer, not yet anyway, just in case it takes too much out of him. I would wait until we have some news before any of us try to contact him again. So, Thea, what did he say?

Thea brought Summer up to speed on Jeremy’s message. She could not remember if he had mentioned what they should be looking for, only that there was some kind of important evidence that was still at the factory.

‘Oooh! Another break in, this is exciting. I haven’t worn my black dungarees since we cast the midnight spell round the oak tree.’

‘Yes, but let’s not make it a midnight trip this time. We can go as soon as it gets dark. The guard is not going to fall for Marianne’s lost tourist routine again so we have around eight hours to think of some other way of getting in to the building.’ Thea was beginning to feel her energy returning which was often the case when she spent time with her two best friends. They seemed to be able to boost each other’s energy, whatever the situation.  ‘In the meantime Ladies, I have a store to run so I had better get on with it.’

***
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‘HE’S OFF AGAIN, HIT the timer, Marianne.’ Thea handed the binoculars to Summer in the back seat of the MG5 ‘That’s on the hour, every hour.’

The three women waited quietly in Marianne’s car as they completed their surveillance from the car park of the indoor paintball site which stood next to the old shoe factory. The guard set off regularly for his perimeter inspection and had been taking thirty minutes to get around the building. Marianne stopped the clock.
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‘THIRTY- TWO MINUTES that time. He’s slowing down.’

‘That’s good enough for me. We’ll go on the next hour and head straight for the front door. With any luck it has not been repaired yet from when the Police broke it down.’

Thea glanced at the crowbar in the passenger footwell and considered how her life had suddenly come to involve being held in a Police cell and breaking and entering. She shook her head to stop the negative thoughts from stealing her confidence. This was for Jeremy.

‘Um, I don’t think I can sit here for another hour, dears. Is there any chance we can go somewhere that I can use the facilities?’

‘Oh, yes of course Marianne. I think we could all do with some refreshment, too. I think we had better avoid go in anywhere all dressed in black like this, we will look a bit suspicious. We could go to the drive-through, though, and you can go inside alone, Marianne, whilst we order the drinks.’

‘Excellent. Thank you, dear.’

Within forty minutes they were back, refreshed and ready to go. Each armed with a powerful torch and Thea with the crowbar, they snuck around the guard hut as the guard disappeared around the corner of the building for his ten o’clock inspection.

They stooped to pass under the police tape and found that, as expected, the main doors were easy to get into. Summer took a door wedge from the pocket of her dungarees and slid it under the door so that it would appear still firmly shut. They were fairly sure that the boarding on the windows would prevent any light from being seen from the outside, but they kept their torches low just in case.

Slowly, with Thea leading the way, they made their way up the stairs to the room in which Jeremy was attacked, searching the route as they went in case the attacker had dropped any evidence on his way out of the building. They found nothing.

‘It’s got to be here. Jeremy would not have made all that effort to get the message to me if there was nothing here. It must be here somewhere. Summer, did you bring your crystal?’

‘Always.’

‘OK, let’s give that a try.’

Summer took the crystal pendant from around her neck, reconnected the chain and placed the end of it over two fingers so that the crystal hung freely. She waited for it to settle whilst she closed her eyes and focussed her mind.

‘How do you get the crystal to locate something when we don’t know what it is we are looking for?’

‘I don’t think we should ask her questions, dear. I think she goes into some kind of trance when she is doing this sort of thing. Best we just watch and make sure she doesn’t fall over anything.

Summer opened her eyes just as the crystal pendulum began to swing. There was no particular direction at first, just small circles, but then it seemed to behave in a more decisive manner, swinging back and forth in a straight line.

‘This way’ said Summer as she headed for the door. 

Thea shone her torch onto the crystal so that Summer could follow it and Marianne walked close behind out into the corridor and back the way they had come in. They walked by two closed doors on the right of the corridor then Summer raised her free hand to signal for them to stop. She stared down at the crystal which was once again circling, like a sat nav re-calibrating to adjust for unexpected diversions.

‘In here.’ Summer tried the door handle and found it opened easily. The three of them entered the room and all shone their torches around. The room was bare apart from a wooden chair with a broken leg laying on its side in the corner.

‘Nothing, Summer. There’s nothing here.’

‘There must be. The direction was strong. It’s here somewhere, whatever it is.

Thea shone her torch up the walls. She could see where a filing cabinet or bookcase had stood in years gone by, as there were faded marks on the wallpaper. The paint was peeling in the places and Thea was reminded of when she had first shown Jeremy the sealed off area behind her Nan’s flat back at Moons & Runes. The old square ceiling tiles were chipped and stained.

‘That looks like asbestos, Thea. I didn’t think these places still had that in their ceilings. I’m sure it’s against health and safety regulations.’

‘Oh, I think they might have more to worry about than health and safety, Marianne. Look.’ Thea shone her torch straight up above her head. One of the tiles had a red smudge on its edge. ‘I think that’s blood. I think someone with a bloody hand had hidden something up there.’

‘We need to be sure before we call the Police. Hold on for a sec.’ Summer ran out of the room and came back a moment later with a chair from another room. She placed it underneath the tile. ‘It’s going to have to be you that goes up there, Thea. I’ll never be able to reach.’

‘Here, dear. Wear these.’ Marianne handed Thea a pair of surgical gloves.

‘You did come prepared,’ said Thea, astonished at the resourcefulness of her friend.

‘Never leave home without them, dear. Force of habit from so many years in general practise.’

Thea took the gloves and put them on as she climbed onto the chair. Summer and Marianne held it steady for her as she gently lifted the ceiling tile being careful to avoid the blood stain.

Unable to manage the torch as well, she felt her way around the space until she found something large but loose. She pulled it down, carefully, in order to get a better look at it.

‘It’s a crowbar! Just like the one we used to get in here.’

‘Well, not exactly like it, Summer. This one has blood on it, and I’m willing to bet that blood is Jeremy’s. Now we can call the Police.’

‘Gladly,’ said Marianne, and before Thea could even get down off the chair she had dialled the number for DS Kalia.
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Cruises & Cul-de-Sacs
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‘IT WAS REALLY EXCITING, Barnaby dear. We felt like real investigators. The Police came and took the crowbar and the ceiling tile away, and the poor guard, well he really didn’t know what was happening. You should have seen his face when two officers went in and five of us came out. It was a picture.’

‘Sounds like I missed out on all the fun, Lass, although I did have quite a productive evening too.’

‘Really? You found something in the finances?’

No, not the finances, they’re obviously dodgy but I’ve only been able to track the money back so far before I hit a dead end. It’s the taxi company that has been a more fruitful lead to follow. I managed to hack into the GPS data for all of Hamilton’s Hackneys. For a London taxi firm they did surprisingly few trips around London, but a great many to Harwich, Tilbury and Dover.’

‘Ports?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Could that have been people going on Cruises?’

‘I thought of that. So I cross-checked the trips against embarking times and dates, and tried to tie them up against card payment deposits to the bank with a plan of identifying the actual customers.’

‘That sounds really thorough. What did you find?’

‘There weren’t any. No record of those trips being paid for at all.’

‘On retainer, perhaps?

‘Nope. No signs of any regular payments showing in the bank accounts at all.’

‘Suspicious.’

‘What’s suspicious?’ Thea had just finished helping a customer to decide which dress was most appropriate for a Steam Punk wedding and had caught the end of the conversation.

‘Oh, Barnaby’s just been telling me how clever he’s been.’

‘Aye, Boss. But I haven’t got to the best bit yet. I looked into what was happening at the ports on the dates that the GPS showed the taxis were there, and couldn’t find a pattern, so I looked at the staff on all the ships.’

‘That sounds like a massive task, Barnes.’

‘Not when you know what you’re doing, Boss. You’d be surprised how easy it is to find this information. Anyhow, no regular ship’s crew tied in with the taxi journeys but I did find two names that continually came up from a cruise recruitment agency. Always together, always on a cruise ship in the port where our taxis had unpaid journeys. And the best bit... one of them is a certain James Harrison who turns out to be our Mr Peter Harrison’s brother.’

‘Well done Barnes. I’ll update DS Kalia so that she can follow up on that, too. In the meantime, we must focus on another aspect of the case. What happened to Trish in those missing hours and who put Jeremy in a coma?  I’m going to go back over those statements fromTrish’s neighbours. Maybe I missed something. I’ll be in my office if you need me.’

‘OK, Boss. Oh, we had a delivery earlier by the way. The desks have arrived, along with cabinets for all the therapy rooms. Most of the stuff is on the workshop floor but I got them to put your desk in your office, and take Jeremy’s one up to the second floor.’
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THEA ENTERED HER OFFICE and smiled at the double pedestal oak desk, still covered in a sheet of protective packaging. The beautiful desk was an extravagance, she knew, but having spent so many years working from a piece of MDF balanced on cardboard boxes underneath the stairs she considered that she deserved it. She cut open the plastic covering and bundled it up into the corner of the room, rolled her new chair into position and sat at the desk running her fingers along its cool polished surface and allowing herself a few moments of indulgence.

‘Enough. Too many things to do to sit here and do nothing.’ 

Thea reached for one of the boxes that she had brought down the day before and unpacked her laptop, a blue document folder and a photo of her and her Nan at the travelling fairground which her Nan used to keep on her bedside table. She placed the laptop into her top drawer and opened the document folder spreading the statements that had been gathered from Trish’s neighbours across the desk.

‘There has got to be something here.’ 

Trish’s marital home was in a cul de sac with just four other properties. Nobody had seen any activity at the house on the night in question but two of the occupants of the homes mentioned dogs barking in the early hours of the morning.

Mr Peterson at number 16 had received a house call from his private nurse at around two in the morning following a particularly bad asthma attack. He had heard the dogs barking shortly afterward, and had assumed they were barking at the nurse as he returned to his car.

The couple at number 20 had been having a party for their 30th wedding anniversary. They were happy to provide a list of guests, but felt that between the music from the live band and the alcohol that was flowing it was unlikely anyone would be able to provide anything useful by way of observation. Jeremy had begun to follow up on many of the guests anyway, but as expected there had been nothing of use.

‘Nowhere, this is getting me nowhere.’ Trish had been staring at the statements for around half an hour and all she had achieved was giving herself a headache. ‘Maybe I should...’ 

She sat back in her comfortable executive chair and closed her eyes, bringing to mind the words of her daily mantra, she slipped into a state of deep relaxation. It was like stepping off a never-ending roller coaster. Bliss. We have no idea how much goes on inside our minds until we slow it all down and bring it to a stop, she thought, then she let go of that thought too. Now, perhaps she could get somewhere.

‘I like what you’ve done with the place.’

Thea started. She had fallen asleep with her head resting on folded arms on her new desk.

‘Oh, Jeremy, hi. I must have dozed off.’ She wiped her mouth with her fingers, checking for dribble; there was none. ‘Are you really here this time?’

‘In spirit, yes. The body’s not doing too well though, but never mind that, we have a case to solve.’

‘I know. I don’t think I’m very good at this, Jeremy. I just keep finding dead ends.’

‘Nonsense. You have everything you need right here.’

‘But I’ve been looking at it for ages, there’s nothing.’

‘What about the witness?’

‘What witness?’

Jeremy tapped on the notes about Mr Peterson.

‘There’s no sound.’

‘Sure there was, the dogs were barking.’

‘No, I mean there was no sound when you tapped the desk.’ Thea looked at him with sad eyes. Was she ever going to really get him back?’

‘Yeah, well. I’m a spirit, I’m not Beetlejuice. Now let’s focus, I’m not sure how long I can be here. The witness?’

‘The nurse?’

‘Right. Find out who he is and what he saw. It’s important.’

‘OK. I'll get right onto that. But Jeremy, are you going to come back to us?

‘Honestly, Thea. I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to go forward with my life, and now, just as it’s all starting to take off... well, let's just say the pull to the light is very strong, and coming back seems like going backwards somehow.’

Thea held her hand over her mouth and let out a little cry. 

‘But I need you... The Agency... I need you, Jeremy.’

‘I know. At least we can do this for now, better than nothing, eh?’

Thea nodded.

‘Good. I’ve got to go now, but chase up that lead.’

‘Will... do.’ 

Jeremy was gone.
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Getting the hang of it
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THEA CALLED MR PETERSON as soon as Jeremy had disappeared to find out the contact details for his nurse. The agency nurse, Stephan, was a regular visitor to the cul de sac as and when he was needed. The agency was not prepared to give out information about their staff but did agree, at Thea’s insistence, to pass a message on and ask the nurse to contact her directly. This, they must have done because within twenty minutes Thea had received a call.

‘I had walked there that evening,’ said Stephan, ‘I live just a few hundred yards down the road which is why Mr P is such a regular patient for me. Can’t say I noticed anything unusual though, there was nobody running, or acting suspiciously, nobody around at all, actually. Except...’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, there was a delivery van parked outside the house opposite. I’d not seen it there before but thought nearly three in the morning was a strange time to be accepting a delivery. Maybe the guy worked for the company, I don’t know. I tend to keep myself to myself.’

‘Do you happen to remember the type of van or if it had any advertising on it?’

‘No, just a white transit van. I think it was full of carpets though.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘There was one rolled up and laying over the back of the passenger seat. I could see it through the side window; tatty old thing it looked.’

‘Thank you, Stephan, you have been most helpful.’

Thea wasn’t sure just how helpful the information was. It could be that the driver was a carpet fitter, although she would have expected some kind of signwriting if it was a business, or it could be that whoever moved Trish from her bed had rolled her up in a carpet and taken her out of the house that way, and if that was the case how did it get them any closer to finding out what had happened?

She wanted to share what she had learned with the Police, but it didn’t seem like much and she was worried they would get sick of hearing from her. She needed more. Picking up her phone again, she dialed out.

‘Trish, hi. It’s Thea Dawson... no, no I’m afraid he hasn’t woken up get... yes of course I will. Thank you for your concern. What I’m actually calling about was whether you had noticed anything missing from your home since we last spoke. Maybe something that you had not thought of before? Possibly a rug... or a carpet, perhaps? No...? Nothing at all? Oh well, it was just a line of enquiry. Not to worry. I’ll get back to you as soon as we have something to report. Thank you, Trish. Stay safe.’

So, that meant that the carpet, if indeed they did use a carpet to get Trish out of the house, must have been something that the kidnappers took with them. And maybe, just maybe that little black dress would have more to give up than just the paint.’

A tingling travelled the length of her spine and Thea knew that she was on the right track. She ran out of her office with an energy she had only ever felt before when she had been casting a spell from the Grimoire. All evidence of chronic fatigue was forced out of her by the adrenaline coursing through her body. She was close. She knew it. Close to cracking the case wide open.

She took the black dress down from its hanger on the whiteboard and laid it out on the trestle table.

‘Now, where would he have put that?’

‘What you looking for, Boss?’

‘Ah, Barnes. Do you know where Jeremy put his magnifying glass?’

‘I haven’t seen it, but his briefcase is under the chair over there.’

Thea scolded herself for not being more observant and grabbed hold of the case by the handle. Placing it on the table beside the dress, she undid the catch and rummaged through the contents. She pulled out a telescopic umbrella, a copy of Perry Mason and the Case of the Howling Dog which made her smile, and then, underneath everything else she found the magnifying glass. 

‘Gotcha.’ She started examining the dress in minute detail with Barnaby looking on and wondering if the stress of it all had been too much for her. ‘Ugh, there’s not enough light in here. Grab that torch for me, Barnes, shine it by the glass... Er, please. Sorry Barnes, I’m just a bit, well I don’t know what... a bit...’

‘Distracted?’

‘Yes, that’ll do.’

‘No problem, you’ve a lot going on. What is it that you’re looking for? Summer has already examined the dress.’

‘Fibres. I think Trish was wrapped up in a carpet and taken out of the house. Not her carpet either. If I can just find some... Yes. They look like they could be carpet fibres to me, Barnes? What do you think?’ Thea handed the magnifying glass to Barnaby.

‘I don’t know, Boss. I’m not the forensic pathologist.’

‘No, no you’re not. Jeremy is. But he’s not here is he so we have to do what we can.’ Thea thought for a moment then picked up her phone again and dialled a number she had been handed a few days ago, but for some reason beyond her understanding, she had memorised completely.

‘DCS Trowse? It’s Thea Dawson...OK, Chris. Er, I’m calling to take you up on that offer of help.’
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‘I THOUGHT I MIGHT FIND you here, Thea. How’s our boy doing?’ DCS Trowse strode in confidently and took his regular seat on the far side of Jeremy’s bed.

‘No change I’m afraid, Chris. It’s been over ten weeks now, and apart from some initial reduction in the swelling in the first few days, nothing else has changed. I really thought we would be seeing some improvement by now.’

‘Be patient, Thea. This is going to take time. I’ve known people to wake up six months after their injury.’

Thea had not mentioned to Chris about the visits she had received from Jeremy when she raised her energies. She didn’t know the man well enough yet and although she got the sense that she could trust him completely, she could not be certain that he wouldn’t lock her up for her own protection.

She sat quietly, holding Jeremy’s hand and looking across the bed at the giant of a man in front of her. Somehow, along with the appearance of the rugged Norse god, she felt a warmth and protection she had only ever found before in her Grandmother’s hugs; she felt safe, secure and cared for. His long red wavy hair flopped down over his left eye and she found herself wanting to run her fingers through it and push it back for him.

‘So, is there any news from the lab?’ Thea asked trying to shake herself out of this uncomfortable desire to touch this man she barely knew.

‘Grief, yes. That’s one of the reasons I came here.’ He drew a computer printout from his back pocket. ‘Lee pulled out all the stops on the fibres you found and they have identified not only the brand of the carpet but also traces of gin, coffee, coconut, nutmeg and mint.’

‘That sounds like some weird cocktail.’

‘That’s exactly what it is Thea. I did a bit of digging and it happens to be the signature cocktail of Scruples Nightclub.

‘No! Well that’s not a coincidence is it?’

‘I would be very surprised if it was. This report was enough to get us a warrant, and I’ve sent out a team who should be searching the place for the carpet at this very moment, but once they are inside who knows what other stuff will come to light. Hopefully we will be able to link Peter Harrison with the shoe factory and to the Slade brothers. Once we have got that, we will be much closer to finding the person who attacked the Lad. It was a good find, Thea.’

‘You hear that, Jeremy? We are helping to solve a case.’ She squeezed his hand and although she wasn’t expecting one, was saddened when there was no response. ‘One of the reasons, Chris, you said the fibre report was one of the reasons you had come here. There were others?’

‘Oh, er...’ 

The big man flushed, his complexion, despite being more rugged than her own was so much like Thea’s fair and freckly skin, that she understood his embarrassment totally and chose to pretend she hadn’t noticed.

‘Well, I came to see the Lad of course. I’ve been getting daily updates from the hospital but it’s not the same as seeing him in person, is it?’

Thea nodded, not really knowing what to say but understanding exactly what he meant. Chris really was a gentle soul, it seemed inconguous that he had risen to the heights that he had in the constabulary.

‘Listen,’ Chris continued. ‘Do you want to go get a bite to eat on the way home? I came straight here from Norchester and I’m famished.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea. I haven’t eaten all day either and I know I won’t feel like cooking by the time I get home. But we have to go Dutch, deal?’

‘It’s a deal. Know any good bistro pubs?’

‘As a matter of fact, I do.’
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THEA WAS THE FIRST to arrive at The Cat’s Whiskers, Chris, having had to make a call to the station prior to leaving the hospital. She saw an empty table near the large open stone fireplace but thoughts flashed through her mind of the first meal she had eaten there with Jeremy. She wondered if the goosestepping waiter from that evening was on duty tonight, then she looked around for another table, finding one by the window. DCS Chris Trowse joined her a few minutes later.

‘This is a decent place. You’re local?’

‘It’s the closest pub to Moons & Runes, yes. We often come here when my barista’s band is playing. It has a lovely atmosphere.’

Thea handed Chris a copy of the menu and to her surprise, he pulled out a pair of black framed glasses from his jacket pocket.

‘I didn’t know you wore glasses’ she said, then realised it was a stupid thing to say as she hardly knew the man at all.

‘I’ll wager there is a lot you don’t know about me, Thea Dawson. Not many people do.’

‘Is that a challenge?’ Ahh, what was she doing? She was flirting! ‘I mean... oh, I don’t know what I mean. Sorry.’ Her face was now as scarlet as he had been earlier and she buried herself behind the menu.

‘It’s a real problem, isn’t it?’

‘What’s that?’ she said, looking up.

‘Being a ‘Ginge’.’

She gasped. Nobody had called her a ginge since she was in primary school and had long red pigtails and many more freckles than she had now. She looked at him and they both burst out laughing. Oh, it was good to laugh.

‘Excuse me, Sir, Madam. Are you ready to order?’

They hadn’t noticed the young girl approach the table with her hand held EPOS machine and it took them a moment to pull themselves together enough to speak with her.

‘Yes, thank you. I’ll um, I’ll have the spinach and ricotta cannelloni, please. Chris?’

‘So, what’s good?’ He glanced down at the menu. ‘I’ll take the mushroom pasanda please, and can we have a bottle of wine? Red or white, Thea?’

‘Oh, red please.’

He nodded at the waitress to confirm the order then turned his attention back to Thea.

‘I don’t usually drink during the week, Chris. I get enough headaches as it is.’

‘Ah well, I think you will want to make an exception as tonight is a special occasion.’

‘It is?’

‘Indeed it is. Tonight you have cracked your first case. The call I took before I left the hospital; it was Lee calling from the nightclub. They found the carpet and tested it at the scene. They found traces of GHB which would have come from Trish’s mouth when she was bound up in the carpet, but better still, the lab has come up with DNA other than our boy’s on the crowbar, and it’s a match for Harrison’s.’

‘So, we’ve got him?’

‘Bang to rights, yes. My guess is he’ll give up the forgery hustle in an attempt to cut a deal, but he’ll still do time, and your client will have plenty of evidence to support her divorce.’

The waitress brought over the bottle of wine and two glasses. Chris waited for her to pour a little into his glass to try but she just left it there and went off to get their meals, so he just poured them both a glass before they continued.

‘So we know then that she was drugged, taken away in the carpet and then what, driven straight to the nightclub? That doesn’t make sense. Why would they do that?’

‘Actually. she was put into the sequinned dress first; that must have happened at her home, or you wouldn’t have found traces of the carpet on it.’

‘Ooh, that’s creepy.’

Just then the waitress was back with their meals and she must have caught Thea’s last comment because she gave her a very strange look.. 

‘Spinach and Ricotta for you Madam?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘And Mushroom Passanda for you Sir. Would you like any relishes with that?

‘No, thank you. This will be fine.

‘Enjoy your meal then.’

‘She’s a very polite young lady. They must train their staff very well.’

Thea choked on her wine. ‘You have no idea,’ she said, laughing again.

Now it was Chris’s turn to look at her strangely.

‘What have I said?’

‘Nothing.’ Thea dabbed her mouth with her napkin. ‘It’s just that the last time I ate in here we were convinced the staff were trained by the Third Reich.

‘Clearly, you had to be there,’ Chris said with a straight face making Thea want to laugh even more.

They ate their meal in relative silence and Chris topped up the large glasses when they had finished.

‘You were saying, Trish was taken out of her nightclothes and put into the dress whilst under the influence of the GHB, then rolled in the carpet and taken to the nightclub?’

‘Well, we don’t have enough yet to be sure that’s all there was to it, but it’s possible, yes. We will get more out of Harrison tomorrow after he’s spent a night in the cells.’

‘Oh, I don’t envy him that. What an awful experience that was.’

‘Ah yes, I had forgotten you were a jailbird yourself.’

‘Nice, and just when I thought we were getting on so well.’

‘We are, aren’t we... getting on well I mean? You are really good company, Thea Dawson. I’d like it if we could do this again sometime.’

The thought appealed to Thea greatly, but she began to feel a bit uneasy. Jeremy was still in hospital, in a coma. She shouldn’t be enjoying herself. It just wasn’t right.

‘Perhaps, when we solve the next case. Of course, Jeremy will be with us then, he is our lead investigator after all.’

‘Of course. Are you up for dessert?’
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Special Deliveries

‘Morning Boss. You’ve got a bit of colour in your cheeks this morning. Sleep well?’

‘Like a log, Barnes. That’s two nights running. I may even start to think I’m heading for remission, but I won’t as I don’t want to scupper my chances.’

‘Whatever you say, Boss. Of course, it could be something to do with the fact that the building work is  finished and you spent the night in your new apartment?’

‘Yes, I think I am going to be very comfortable there, though I’ll feel happier about it when Jeremy is out of danger and can move into his apartment too. I can’t believe there is still no change.’

‘Oh, that reminds me. There was some post for him this morning. Did you want to open it?’

‘Personal or addressed to the business?’

‘Business I think.’ Barnaby retrieved the letters from under the counter. ‘Yes, Dr Jeremy Tait, Moons & Runes Private Investigators.’

‘Thanks, Barnes. I’d better open it. Pass me a knife would you?’ She slit open the envelope and took out the folded sheet of paper. Something dropped out of it onto the counter. It was Jeremy’s Private Investigator’s licence. ‘Oh, he passed. I knew he would.’ Thea looked the photograph on his ID card, then flipped it over and examined every word. ‘Barnaby...?’

‘Aye Boss.’

‘This is dated for the 25th of February?.’

‘So?’

‘So, Jeremy had not even completed his course at that time.’ 

‘Oh, really? Somebody must have made a bit of a mistake then.’

‘Mmmm, a mistake that means Jeremy won’t be in any trouble for practising without a licence on the Harrison case. How fortunate is that? It is almost as though someone with, shall we say ‘superior IT skills’, might have hacked into the licensing system and messed with a few dates?’

‘Curious. You can’t trust anybody these days.’ Barnaby walked away to serve a customer.

‘Barnes.’

‘Aye Boss.’

‘Thank you.’ 

Thea gathered up the rest of the post and headed over to the stairs behind Glad Rags. The lift was installed but not in regular use yet although she had tried it out a few times when the store was shut. She had just reached the back of the store when she heard Marianne’s voice call her. Turning around she was delighted to see not only Marianne, but Summer too just entering the store behind her.

‘I’m  heading up to the office. Grab a coffee and meet me up there, we have lots to catch up on.’

Summer went to the counter to order the drinks as Marianne had her hands full with a large wicker basket. Within minutes they were all sitting in Thea’s new office admiring the desk and trying out the new chairs.

‘There is so much to fill you in on ladies. Our case, as they say, has been cracked wide open.’

‘Oh, that’s very exciting, dear, but would you mind terribly if I shared my news first. I don’t think it will wait.’

‘Of course, Marianne. Go ahead.’

Marianne lifted the wicker basket onto her lap and gently pulled off the small blanket that was covering it. She placed her hands inside and pulled out a tiny grey kitten which she handed over to Thea.

‘Thea, this is Beatrice. She is meant to be with you.’

Thea held the little grey bundle of fluff in both hands against her chest. She could feel the kitten’s rough little tongue licking her fingertips and the bond was instant. Marianne was right, they were meant to be together.

‘She is beautiful, and I love the name. Nan would have loved it too.’ The kitten purred in her hands and curled up in a ball.

‘And this,’ Marianne continued as she pulled another kitten out of the basket, this time a black one with two white front paws. ‘This is x, and she is meant for you, Summer.’

‘Oh, my, Marianne. Jasper is going to love her.’

‘I thought of that,’ said Marianne, and out of her handbag she pulled a silver mesh lid for Summer’s goldfish bowl. ‘Just in case,’ she said. ‘We don’t want any accidents.’

Summer fussed her curious little kitten as its large green eyes peered over the top of her cupped hands, eager to see what was going on in the world.

‘So that leaves, Diana.’ The third little kitten, soft ginger in colour, sat on her hind legs, scratching at the handle of the basket.

‘How did these three come from the same litter, Marianne? They are all so different.’

‘Different, and yet sisters, dear. Does that remind you of anyone?’

‘Yes, of course, that’s us. But still, how is it possible?’

‘I don’t know. Of course, I never did know who the father was? Persephone kept that secret to herself, but I choose to believe that these kittens were sent to us for a reason and that is good enough for me. Every witch should have her familiar, and now the witches of the Knitting Club have theirs and all is right in the world. Well, almost all. Still no word about Jeremy?’

‘Nothing. Every time the phone rings I want it to be the hospital, but then I don’t at the same time, in case it’s bad news.’

Beatrice continued to purr in Thea’s hands and she gently stroked her tiny head and back with her finger. ‘Are they old enough to leave their mother, Marianne?’

‘Yes, they’re twelve weeks and Persephone is showing all the signs that it is time to say goodbye. I have found good homes for the others, but I saved these three for us. Something tells me that they are really special. As we are.’

Thea’s phone rang and she jumped. Beatrice mewed and Thea comforted her whilst looking to see who was calling. She shook her head.

‘It’s not the hospital. It’s Chris.’ She answered the call whilst Marianne and Summer looked at each other and silently mouthed the word ‘Chris’.

‘Good Morning, Chris. You’re on speaker and Marianne and Summer are here. I’ve kind of got my hands full at the moment.’ She held Beatrice up to her face and rubbed the kitten’s nose with her own. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Hello Ladies. I just wanted to give you all an update. Harrison sang like a bird, as we knew he would. We’ve picked up the taxi drivers and the two agency workers from the ships and we have some solid leads on a few of the paintings. It’s a great catch, thanks to you and your team.’

‘Thank you, ChrisI will pass that on... maybe use that last bit as a strapline on the business cards.’ 

Beatrice was struggling to get out of Thea’s hands so she placed the kitten carefully down on the floor. Gaia was already jumping around between the chair legs with Diana and soon all three were playing excitedly together.

‘You still there, Thea?’

‘Er, yes. Sorry. I was a little distracted. Sorry, yes, I’m listening. Did he shed any light on what they did to Trish, or why they did it?’

‘Apparently, it started off as just another step in convincing her that she was crazy. She was meant to wake up at the club on Saturday morning, and not be able to remember that she had been ‘clubbing’ all night. But there was a falling out between the manager of the club and Harrison, and they had to keep her sedated for longer than they had planned.’

‘For 36 hours? Is that dangerous? Will it have harmed Trish in any way?’

Marianne was swift to reply.

‘Long-term use could damage her memory, affect her IQ and make her more susceptible to stress and anxiety.’

‘And from what you told me, Thea, Trish was already in a state of anxiety so that may well have made things worse. It will go down as actual bodily harm, but he will be facing charges far more serious than that. Trish will have to make sure that the incident is recorded on her medical notes, and I would imagine that she will be closely monitored.’

‘Marianne will see to it that she is, Chris. I believe she has an appointment with Trish tomorrow.’

Marianne nodded in confirmation.

‘Well, thank you for letting us know, Chris. Speak soon, yes?’

‘Yes, of course. Well done all of you.’

The line went dead and Marianne and Summer looked to Thea for what was to happen next.

Thea shrugged her shoulders.

‘I really don’t know. I guess we write up a report and send it to our client, or you can give it to her tomorrow, Marianne. I have no idea what arrangement Jeremy made about billing so will just have to hope that Trish does. I’m going to the hospital after lunch to see Jeremy, but all I really want to do now is introduce Beatrice to her new home.

Thea picked up the warm little bundle of fur and Beatrice immediately resumed her purring, rubbing her head against the palm of Thea’s hand.

‘Here, dear. I bought along some bits to help her settle in.’ Marianne took the small blanket that had been covering the kittens out of her basket and handed it to Thea. She took another from the bottom of the basket to give to Summer.

‘These were made from Persephone’s bedding so should hopefully ease the separation, although from the look of them they are going to be perfectly happy where they are. I’ve made up a kind of starter kit for you both too, so that you have everything you need until you can order what you want for your new babies.

‘Looks like you have thought of everything, Marianne.’
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Chapter 27
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Thea peered through the little window in the door of Jeremy’s side room. The curtains were pulled around his bed which she knew meant he was being cared for by the nurse.  She waited outside in the corridor impatiently. She had arrived later and planned and it had been a long but rewarding day. She was tired and all she wanted was to get inside ther room and sit there beside Jeremy.

A consultant and his five students bustled down the corridor toward her and swept into Jeremy’s room. She took the opportunity to peek inside as the curtains around the bed were open, but there were too many of them crowded around now so she still could not see anything.

After what seemed like an age, the consultant came out, followed by his students like a duck leading its ducklings.

‘Miss Dawson? Thea Dawson?’ The consultant looked down his long thin nose at her.

‘Yes, that’s me. Is everything alright?’

‘We have seen some progress over the last twenty-four hours and have taken the step of removing Dr Tait’s breathing apparatus. I am pleased to tell you that he is breathing without any help now.’

‘Oh, that’s wonderful news.’ She looked through the little window, but the nurse had pulled the curtains shut again.

‘He is still in a coma, you understand. That hasn’t changed, but if he remains stable without the breathing apparatus it will mean there is a possibility that he could go home. Our OT will contact you to make sure that the facilities at home are suitable for the equipment he will still need. It is a step in the right direction, but he is not out of the woods yet.’

‘I understand. Thank you doctor.’

Just then the nurse came out of the room pushing a trolley and the door closed quietly behind her, the curtains still drawn.

‘Is it alright if I go in and sit with him now, doctor?’ 

‘Yes, that will be fine. We will let you know as soon as we can about any arrangements.’

Thea took a deep breath and entered the room leaving the doctor and his ducklings to finish their rounds. She gently drew the curtains back from all around the bed and smiled at Jeremy, happy to see his face free from the masks and tubes she had become accustomed to. He looked older.

‘Hi, Jeremy, it’s Thea.’ She sat down on the chair to the left of his bed and took hold of his hand. ‘I have news to tell you. You’re going to be coming home. You’ll be there, right next to the business and I will be able to come and visit you whenever I want; every morning and every evening. You’ll be sick of the sight of me.’

She could feel her eyes burning as they started to fill up with tears. She had held herself together for so long, for the sake of her business and for his, but now it was as though just that little bit of good news had unscrewed the cap off of her emotions and they were flooding out uncontrollably. She placed her elbows on the side of his bed and brought her head down so that she could touch his hand with her lips.’

‘Of course, when you start getting better and ordering me around to help with the next case, we might have to have words about division of labour, but we’ll deal with that when the time comes.’

She let out a little laugh, but it was no use, the tears started to fall and there was no stopping them.

‘The nurse is going to be so mad at me,’ she sniffed ‘She’s just changed these bedclothes and I’ve soaked them. Sorry, partner.’

She let go of him and rumaged in her bag for a handkerchief to dry her face and she spotted the letter containing Jeremy’s licence.

‘We solved the case you know, with your help. Your first case and you slept through most of it. We can still call it a win for the team though, and Moons & Runes Private Investigators is now officially in business. Here...’ Thea placed Jeremy’s Private Investigator’s licence in his right hand and closed his fingers around it. ‘You feel that, partner? You passed. You are officially a Private Investigator now, so you need to wake up and get to work. You hear me?’ She slumped back in her chair. ‘No, no I don’t suppose you do.’

She looked around the room. It seemed calmer now without the ventilator and she found it reassuring to hear Jeremy’s gentle breaths in and out. She took hold of his hand again and closed her eyes relaxing into the rhythm of his breath.

***
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‘SO, YOU CRACKED THE case, did you?’ Jeremy was standing behind Thea as she sat in the hospital chair, with his hands on her shoulders.

‘It was a team effort; you, Barnaby, Marianne, Summer, we all contributed, but that’s how we always do things, right?

‘Right. That’s the Moons & Runes way. It’s what I love about the place.’

‘Mmmm, rub my shoulders for me, I’m so tired... that’s nice. Are you going to come back to us, Jeremy, I mean properly back to us?’

Jeremy took his hands off of Thea’s shoulders and stepped round in front of her to sit on the edge of the bed.

‘I really don’t know Thea. The pull to go forward is so strong, there’s a light just like they always say there is, it’s so big and bright and it feels as though I belong in it, that I’m a part of it. But then there’s another light, much smaller but just as intense, and it’s pulling me back.’

‘Back where, Jeremy?’

‘Back to you, Thea. You are the light. You are my soulmate, we were destined to meet and to do something important together.’

‘Important, how?’

‘Wish I knew. What seems to be important in our world, according to our rules and values, could be something completely different on the other side. There is a bigger stage, a bigger picture, more vast than we could ever imagine, and our every action is woven into its fabric tipping the scales minutely one way or another, but we’ve no way of knowing the effect that we have. Not on the earthly plane, anyway.’

‘Jeremy?’

‘Hmm?’

‘When did you become so wise?’

‘I learned everything I know from Perry. Now, don’t you think you ought to wake up and read to me? I am the one in the hospital bed after all.’

***
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THE SOUND OF THE CALL button going off in the distance woke Thea from her nap. She took a second to remember where she was and then sat up with a long cat-like stretch before reaching up and taking the clip out of her hair to release her ponytail. Every hair felt like a tiny dagger as it protested at having been restrained all day, but the pain would only last a second, and she ran her fingers through the roots to speed the process up even further.

‘Ah, heaven.’

She took a bottle of water from her bag, sipped daintily and replaced the cap. Reaching over to Jeremy’s bedside cabinet she found his copy of Perry Mason: The Case of the Sleepwalker’s Neice. She took it off of the shelf, opened it to the first page and sat back in the chair.

––––––––
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‘PERRY MASON PACED BACK and forth across his office, thumbs hooked through the armholes of his vest, forehead puckered into a frown...’

––––––––
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The end.
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Moons & Runes
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Chapter One
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Tuesday 8th August

A Case for Consideration

‘Moons & Runes Private Investigators, how may we be of service?’

Marianne Connor sat behind the small reception desk in the newly refurbished front office, situated on the second floor of the old Tudor building, and listened intently to the voice on the phone. 

‘Yes, I see. Our investigators are very busy at the moment, but please be assured we will take your case to our meeting tomorrow and will get back to you directly. Could I have your name and contact details please?’

‘Oh. Right. Well, thank you Miss Lovek. We will be in touch.’

Marianne recorded the call on her computer and tried to send a message on her phone with shaking hands. 

Need time talk hubrmter vack. 

It pinged back straight away with a response. 

I have no idea what that means Marianne. I’ll be 2 mins.

‘Two minutes’ she read aloud. What was she going to do for two minutes? This was bad. This was really bad. She paced up and down the small reception area, rubbing her hands together and muttering to herself before decisively marching through to the kitchen and flicking the switch on the kettle. A pot of tea always provided the solution, even if she did manage to miss the pot with the teabag.

There had not been many calls to the office, but then that suited everyone at this time. There were decisions to be made about how to go forward, decisions that would involve the core Moons & Runes team, but first there was this afternoon to get through.

Moons & Runes Private Investigators had taken on a couple of new cases since last year when they helped to stop an art forgery gang and saved their grateful client from being driven mad. So far, they had located a lost dog in record time and disproved an allegation against a local car mechanic who had been accused of siphoning off petrol from one of the cars that was in for repair. The accuser had been so embarrassed when he found out that his son had taken the car away for the weekend when he was supposed to have dropped it off at the garage, that he insisted on paying the fees for the investigation as well as compensating the garage owner for his trouble. The income had just about kept that side of the business afloat. But this phone call? This was a case they could do without.
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