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INTRODUCTION

The following novelettes all originated from screenplays.

You will see this in some of the formatting, chapter headings and flow that I left in screenplay format.

I hope you enjoy them.

Peter
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​A CAVERN–night
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Thunder cracked like a warning shot across the hills. Beneath the rolling blackness of a storm-swollen sky, the entrance to the cavern gaped wide, a jagged wound in the earth. Wind howled across the moors, tearing at the heather, dragging with it the icy breath of something ancient.

Inside the cavern, it flickered with firelight. Shadows curled across the walls, warping with each gust of air that slipped in through unseen cracks. The stone was slick with damp, the ceiling low, and the smell of brine, earth, and something fouler—rot, perhaps—hung thick in the air.

At the center of the space, on a crude iron grate, a cauldron boiled. Its surface writhed with a sickly green froth, and every few seconds it spat steam with a hiss like snakes in the grass. Bits of something—animal or not—floated just beneath the surface.

They stepped out of the darkness one by one.

The first witch was tall and bent-backed, her silhouette long and crooked, hair like dried moss spilling from beneath a hood. Her voice scratched the air like flint on stone.

"Thrice the brinded cat hath mew’d."

The second came muttering, eyes wide and white as boiled eggs. She twitched with each crash of thunder, lips curling in a grin that never reached her eyes.

"Thrice and once the hedge-pig whined."

The third arrived last, barefoot and slow, her skin pale as wax and streaked with dark earth. Her words came soft and low, nearly drowned by the rising wind.

"Harpier cries, 'tis time, 'tis time."

They circled the cauldron, moving in a ritual rhythm older than memory. The fire snapped, casting molten light on their faces.

"Round about the cauldron go," the first witch intoned, casting in something pale and wet, "In the poison'd entrails throw."

Steam belched as the ingredients fell, one by one. A fenny snake, blind-worm's sting, slips of yew, baboon’s blood — their names fell like spells, each line a beat in a strange and terrible chant.

"Double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble."

The words echoed off the stone walls, rising with the smoke.

As the last charm was cast, silence fell, as sudden as a dropped curtain. Only the cauldron bubbled, thick and sluggish. The second witch stepped forward, lifting her nose to the air.

"By the pricking of my thumbs..." she whispered.

A beat passed. 

Then came three slow knocks on the cavern door.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

Something wicked this way comes.
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​RAVENWOOD STUDIOS – MACBETH, TAKE ONE
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The thunder cracked on cue. Lightning flared through the artificial storm rig, illuminating the witches gathered around the cauldron on the studio's shadowy soundstage. A wind machine hummed just off camera. Smoke curled up in lazy coils, and somewhere in the rafters, a bored technician hit “crash box” with theatrical flair.

Three actresses in heavy cloaks circled a bubbling prop cauldron. The lines came in rhythm, perfectly timed:

“Double, double toil and trouble.”

“Fire burn, and cauldron bubble...”

Walter Raleigh leaned forward in his director’s chair, chin on fist, watching with narrowed eyes. At forty-something, he still had the lean swagger of a man used to getting his way. His scarf was too clean, his boots too expensive. He radiated control — or at least the need for it.

Behind him, Peter McLaren sat stone-faced in a canvas chair. He looked older than fifty-six, the kind of man whose scowl came from both creative frustration and decades of familial bruising. Next to him, Monica — ex-wife, closest friend, and unofficial conscience — leaned in, whispering over the droning wind machine.

“Are you okay?”

Peter didn’t look at her. “No. This is not what I wrote.”

Monica blinked at the witches. “Didn’t you base it on Macbeth? Those are the lines.”

“Seriously? Et tu, Monica?” Peter growled, voice low. “Did anyone actually read the damn book? Macbeth is the prophecy, not the story.”

He pushed to his feet, stiff-backed and stormy-eyed.

“I’ll have to say something.”

“You promised,” Monica warned.

“Yeah, well...” Peter started down the aisle between lights and cables, muttering, “Shoot me.”

***
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ACROSS THE SET, WALTER barked, “CUT! CUT!”

He clapped his hands loudly, his voice ringing out across the cavernous space. “Our executive director has some input,” he said dryly. “Which I’m sure will be... enlightening.”

The crew went still. Everyone had learned to enjoy this brand of theatre.

Peter marched up to him, flanked by cables and half-assembled props. His hands carved the air as he launched into a quiet but passionate monologue, while Walter folded his arms and listened — just long enough to regret it.

“I’m the director,” Walter snapped. “This is my film. You just sit still, keep quiet, and let me work!”

Peter leaned in, eyes blazing. “Over my dead body! This is my story, and you’re killing it.”

Walter’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tempt me.”

And then he walked away.

Peter stood motionless, seething.

Walter didn’t turn around, but he raised his voice as he headed for the monitors. “Oh — and we lost two more actors. They got a better offer. Like that’s hard.”
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​RAVENWOOD STUDIOS – DRESSING ROOM
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The dressing room smelled of sweat, spirit gum, and desperation. Heavy velvet costumes hung on overstuffed racks like exhausted actors taking a bow. A cluttered vanity blinked with rows of tired bulbs. Makeup pots, coffee cups, and hairspray cans littered every surface.

The three witches had shed their cloaks. Black tunics hung over chairs, wigs lay askew on mannequin heads, and their faces were in various states of de-witching. A damp wipe smeared green makeup down the Second Witch’s cheek like melted seaweed.

“What’s his problem, anyway?” muttered the First Witch, tossing a powder puff onto the counter with more force than necessary.

“It’s not what he wrote,” the Second Witch said, squinting into the mirror. “Not in the screenplay. And definitely not in the book.”

First Witch rolled her eyes. “The director makes the call. He wants the scene closer to the original play.”

“Macbeth?” asked the Third Witch, rubbing eyeliner from beneath one eye.

The room fell silent.

The First and Second Witches gasped at once and turned to her with horror. The First Witch crossed herself so aggressively she nearly knocked her elbow into a can of hairspray.

“You said it,” she hissed. “Oh my God, you actually said it.”

“Brought the curse down upon us,” the Second Witch whispered, sliding a compact shut like a coffin lid.

The Third Witch blinked. “What are you two on about?”

“The curse,” said the First Witch, solemn now. “Everyone knows the Scottish play is cursed. You never say its name inside a theatre. Or a studio, apparently.”

“She’ll have to run around the building,” said the Second Witch, nodding gravely.

“Three times,” the First Witch confirmed. “And spit. That’s important.”

“Curse loudly,” added the Second, ticking off the steps on her fingers. “And then knock to come back in.”

“Naked,” the Second Witch added as an afterthought.

The First Witch frowned. “What?”

“I heard somewhere she had to be naked,” Second said, as if this were the most natural rule in the world.

“Well, I’m definitely not doing that,” said The Third Witch, standing.

“You don’t have to be naked,” The First Witch said briskly. “That’s not canon. Just go. Go now. Quick!”

The Third Witch looked around. “Where’s my jacket? I left it here on the back of my chair.”

Without missing a beat, The First Witch grabbed a nearby movie crew jacket and held it out like a nurse offering a defibrillator.

“Take mine.”

The Third Witch slipped it on. “You know this is nuts, right?”

“Go!”
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​EALING - BUDGET INN – the previous day
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The hotel room was clean, in the way budget rooms often are — wiped down but tired. A thin bedspread stretched over the single mattress like a skin. Beside the bed, a rickety cabinet strained under the weight of a half-drunk glass of water, three overlapping blister packs of pills, a flickering lamp, and a paperback novel with its spine cracked in half at the spine.

Under the small window, a desk bore the chaotic remains of Peter McLaren’s battle with his own screenplay — pages strewn like wounded soldiers, covered in scribbles, arrows, and frustration. His glasses rested among them, slightly askew, as though they'd been tossed there during a passionate rewrite.

The room’s other amenities — a wall-mounted TV, a metal clothes rail, and a bathroom no bigger than a cupboard — rounded out the space.

A knock at the door.

Peter opened it with theatrical flair, grinning. “Morning, baby cakes.”

Monica stood there, coat half-buttoned, eyebrows raised.

“You’re cheerful,” she said, stepping inside. “Did you sleep? You look awful.”

“Thanks,” he replied dryly, before brightening. “I got some. You know how it is.” He rubbed the back of his neck, but there was a spark behind his tired eyes. “But today’s the day, Monica. This day. This day is that day. I could dance. I could sing.”

“Please don’t,” she said, dropping her bag onto the chair by the desk. “You’re awful at both.”

“I’m a fantastic singer,” he protested with mock injury. “Could have gone professional.”

“As if.”

“How’d you sleep?”

“Surprisingly well. Comfy bed. Didn’t expect that.” She reached into her coat pocket. “Happy birthday, by the way.”

Peter blinked. “What?”

She held out a small gift bag and a folded card.

“Aww,” he said, softer now. “Thanks.”

He opened the card slowly, reading it to himself, a private smile flickering over his face. Then he set it on the cabinet gently, as if it might break. From the bag, he pulled out a slim box and opened it.

“Aftershave. You remembered.”

“I always remember.”

He stepped forward, wrapped her in a brief hug, and kissed her cheek. She didn’t flinch, didn’t retreat. The warmth between them was easy, worn-in like an old coat.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get to the studio. I want to get there early.”

She gave him a look. “To cause trouble or to be helpful?”

He smiled. “Yes.”
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​RAVENWOOD STUDIOS – morning
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The set buzzed with a low, coordinated hum. Gaffers adjusted lighting rigs. PAs scurried past with coffees and clipboards. Wires snaked across the floor like lazy serpents, and everywhere Peter looked, someone wore a bomber jacket or T-shirt emblazoned with the Macbeth: A Prophecy logo.

Peter walked in with Monica beside him, wide-eyed and grinning like a child on Christmas morning.

“This is so exciting,” he breathed.

Monica, ever composed, reached into her coat pocket and handed him a pair of tablets and a half-filled tumbler of water. “Here. You forgot to take your pills this morning.”

Peter took the pills and swallowed them quickly, then passed the glass back. “Thanks.”

He looked around, bouncing slightly on his toes. “Aren’t you excited? First day of shooting! Can’t you feel it? The energy?”

“I can feel something,” Monica muttered, then added, “Just... take it easy, Peter. You know what you’re like.”

He laughed. “I promised the director total control.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Remember, you’re only here as the writer.”

“And executive director,” he added a little too quickly.

“So... not total control, then.”

He winked. “Well, it’s my baby. It has to be done right.”

Just then, Wendy approached, waving her phone above her head like a flare. “Mother’s here.”

Monica’s posture shifted. “What’s she doing here?”

Peter stiffened. “No clue.” He turned to Wendy. “You invited her?”

“I didn’t know she was coming,” Wendy said quickly. “I swear, Uncle Pete. You asked me not to tell her, and I didn’t. You know, Mother — if it’s not about her, she’ll make it be.”

Peter sighed, his jaw twitching once before he forced a smile. “How did she even know we were filming today? I’ve got so much going on. This is the last thing I need.”

He paused, closed his eyes briefly, and inhaled. “No, no, I will not let this ruin my day. It’s my big day.”

Wendy gave him a sympathetic look. “She’ll probably be bored and leave by lunch.”

Peter ignored that. “Today’s the day, Wendy. Today’s the day.” He softened. “How’s your brother doing?”

“Thomas?” Wendy brightened. “Actually... he’s enjoying himself.”

Monica tilted her head. “How can you tell?”

“I know, right?” Wendy laughed. “But he cracked a smile last night and actually talked with Mum and Dad about being on set. He was pretty animated.”

Peter beamed. “Excellent. See? It’s going to be a great day.”

He strode off, already lost in the dream of it all.

“Today’s the day!” he called out, arms wide as he walked toward the soundstage.
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​RAVENWOOD STUDIOS – EXTERIOR
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Petra Ruthers did not walk — she strode. Fast, focused, and faintly offended by the very idea of gravel beneath her heels, she made a beeline toward the tin-clad barn where filming was underway.

Clutched in her hand, slightly creased but still proud, was an old copy of The Telegraph. The front page featured a photo of her brother Peter looking mildly uncomfortable between a grinning Monica and an insufferably handsome man identified as Walter Raleigh. The headline read:

TOP DIRECTOR TO FILM UNKNOWN WRITER’S MOVIE.

Petra rolled her eyes. Unknown writer, indeed. The photo was from last year, but it still boiled her blood. She had supported Peter through the worst of times — family dinners, hospital visits, that unfortunate poetry phase — and now? Not even a ticket to the premiere.

She reached the main entrance of the studio, where a uniformed security guard stood like a stone lion.

“Sorry, miss,” he said, his voice polite but firm. “This is a closed set.”

Petra gave a tight-lipped smile. “I’m the sister of the writer. I’m expected.”

The guard raised one eyebrow and pressed his radio. “I have a Miss...?”

“Ruthers,” she said. “Mrs. Petra Ruthers.”

The guard repeated her name into the radio, nodded at whatever response he received, then turned back to her.

“Someone’s coming, Miss.”

Petra bristled. Miss. She hated that. As if she were waiting to be allowed in, like a child outside a club.

She glanced down at the newspaper again. Monica’s smile gleamed up at her like a trophy. Petra folded the paper sharply and tapped it against her thigh.

She was not going to be ignored. Not today. Not by Peter, not by Monica, and certainly not by some underpaid walkie-talkie jockey in a jacket two sizes too small.

Her foot tapped a quiet rhythm on the tarmac. Someone was coming — they’d better be fast.

***
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THE STUDIO DOOR CREAKED open with a reluctant groan.

Zara stepped out.

She was young — barely eighteen — with oversized boots, sleeves pulled down over chewed fingernails, and eyes that didn’t quite meet yours. There was something in the way she stood. Weight shifted to one side like she wasn’t sure if she belonged here or anywhere else.

“Mrs Ruthers?”

Petra lifted her chin. “Yes, yes, that’s me.”

Zara gave a stiff nod. “If you’d like to come this way.”

Petra didn’t wait for elaboration. “Yes, yes — lead on.”

With the newspaper folded tightly under one arm like a weapon, Petra strode through the door without another glance at the security guard.

Zara held it open just long enough before slipping in behind her, the door clicking shut with a finality that made the guard exhale and mutter something into his radio.

Inside, the cavernous building swallowed them quickly — one driven by purpose, the other by something quieter and harder to name.
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​​RAVENWOOD STUDIOS – MOVIE SET, Late Morning
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Thunder cracked, echoing through the rafters like cannon fire. Lightning flared from the rigging above, bathing the cavernous set in pulses of electric white. Fog machines hissed. Smoke curled in eerie spirals. Somewhere in the background, a wind machine howled with a steady, ghostly note.

Enter the witches.

They swept onto the set in full costume — black cloaks swirling, wild wigs bouncing under the lights. The bubbling cauldron in the centre belched green mist as it simmered atop a concealed heating plate.

“Double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble,” intoned the First Witch, arms raised dramatically.

“Ooh, that’s good,” the Second Witch whispered.

“You like?” First Witch shot her a glance, breaking character.

“I do. Centuries from now, it’ll be a form of song, you know.”

Third Witch blinked. “Really?”

“Yes, Rapid Speak. Or Rapid Music, I think.”

“Sisters, please,” hissed the First Witch, slipping back into the script with professional determination.

“She’s always so bossy,” muttered the Third.

“Because she’s the oldest,” said the Second.

“We’re twins,” snapped the First.

“Older is older,” the Second said sweetly.

The First Witch gave her sister a theatrical glare and cleared her throat.

“Double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble.”

“You said that already,” the Second Witch muttered. “Oh, wait, my bit—hang on — By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes...”

“He knows thy thought,” the Third Witch said, her tone shifting into something deeper. “Hear his speech, but say thou nought.”

Thunder roared. Mist surged up around the cauldron, thick and sudden. All three witches leaned in at once—then leapt back with a yelp as the potion erupted in a sudden, violent burst of steam.

From behind the monitor, Walter Raleigh stood and clapped his hands.

“OK! Special effects, special effects — keep looking into the mist, keep your eyes on the cauldron. And... now.”

The smoke above the cauldron shimmered. A flickering image appeared—an overlay of ghostly kings and queens drifting across a blackened sky.

“The Prince of Light,” whispered the First Witch.

“He comes,” added the Second.

“But when?” asked the Third.

Walter waved toward the effects team again. “Now give me the royal procession—more fog—yes, images of Kings and Queens. And... now.”

“Many years, Sister,” said the First Witch, watching the phantom figures flicker across the set.

“Those two—why do they appear so?” asked the Second.

“People will know them as Lord Protectors, not Kings,” said the Third.

“Troubled times ahead,” murmured the First.

“How can we save this night?” asked the Second.

“Myth,” said the First.

“Legend,” said the Second.

“A play,” whispered the Third.

The fog thickened once more, swallowing their words.

*
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THE THUNDER MACHINES roared on cue. Lightning strobed through the rafters, illuminating the three witches as they circled the bubbling cauldron in perfect harmony. Smoke curled and hissed. Their voices rose like a chant from a long-lost ritual.

Behind the monitor, Walter Raleigh leaned forward, eyes sharp, jaw tight. He didn’t blink.

Peter and Monica sat farther back, perched on folding canvas chairs with coffee cups in hand, watching the scene unfold. Around them, the crew moved with focused ease — sound, lighting, makeup — each absorbed in their part of the machine.

“Cut!” Walter called.

The set settled. The witches dropped their characters, breaking into grins as a ripple of applause spread through the crew.

Peter sprang to his feet.

“Admit it,” he said, bounding toward Walter, “that was great.”

Walter raised an eyebrow. “It was good.”

“Good?” Peter gestured wildly, spinning on his heel. “Can’t you feel it? The buzz, man. The buzz. Look around you — everyone’s smiling, they’re energised, they’re happy.”

Walter folded his arms. “Alright, alright. It was great. You were right. Can we move on now?”

Peter, beaming, pulled him into a spontaneous hug.

“I’m just so glad you’re doing this,” he said. “I know you’re only here filling time until the real project comes in, but all the same—thanks.”

Walter rolled his eyes. “You’ve said that. Many times. No need to keep thanking me. Besides,” he added with a crooked smile, “if I didn’t believe in this film, I wouldn’t be here. Certainly not for the money you’re paying me.”

Peter laughed, walking away without a backward glance. “Just you wait. It’s going to be huge. Huge, I tell you!”

He wandered off across the set, still talking to no one in particular.

Behind him, the cast and crew were smiling, laughing, exchanging inside jokes and back pats. The energy was buoyant.

For a moment, Ravenwood Studios felt like the happiest place on earth.

And just like that — you knew something was about to go wrong.

​
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​RAVENWOOD Studios – Green Room, Lunchtime
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The Green Room was a modest lounge set aside for the cast and crew — couches sagging with fatigue, side tables cluttered with mugs and half-eaten pastries, and a buffet table along one wall offering sandwiches, tea bags, fruit, and a large silver urn that hissed like an old radiator.

Clusters of people stood chatting, laughing, grazing. There was a low hum of camaraderie. For now.

Peter stood with Monica and Petra near the coffee table, all three holding drinks but saying very little.

The silence between them had mass.

Nearby, two cast members — a sharp-jawed man with a rigid posture and a woman with a stiff smile — hovered just close enough to be noticed. Peter turned toward them with mild curiosity.

“Excuse me,” he said to the man. “Have we met?”

The man turned. “Aye,” he said. “We have. My wife and I auditioned for you last year.”

Petra brightened. “Really? How wonderful! Congratulations. Which parts did you get?”

“None,” the man said flatly.

“Oh.” Petra blinked, then drained the last of her wine. “Awkward.”

She glanced around for the nearest bottle.

Peter squinted. “I remember you two now. Angus and... Mary?”

Angus nodded once. “That’s right. I auditioned for Unwin — a Scotsman, 35, ex-special forces. Mary was up for Mel — also in the military. Just like us.”

Peter nodded. “Right. Yes, I remember that. You were both very strong.”

Petra returned with a full glass in hand. “But you didn’t get the parts?”

“Nope,” Angus said again, his voice sharper now.

Mary tugged gently on his sleeve, but he ignored it.

“Our agent was certain. We told everyone. Practised for months. Poured everything into it.” His jaw flexed. “And then—nothing. No explanation. Just gone.”

Peter raised his hands gently. “I’m sorry. We just... went a different direction. It wasn’t personal.”

“It made us look stupid,” Angus snapped. “Stupid.”

The air in the Green Room stilled slightly. Conversations nearby paused.

Before things could escalate, a voice cut through.

“Angus,” called Justin Marks, gliding over like a man who expected gravity to yield. “There you are. I need to go over the lines again. I’m close to cracking this dialect. Come on.”

Angus hesitated, still glaring at Peter. Then he gave a stiff nod. “Yes, sir. Coming.”

He turned to go, but his eyes lingered on Peter for one more long, loaded second before following Justin out.

Peter exhaled.

Petra sipped her wine. “Wow,” she said dryly. “If looks could kill.”
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​BUDGET INN CAR PARK – Evening
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The car pulled into the lot with a low crunch of gravel, its headlights sweeping briefly across the faded brickwork of the Budget Inn. Evening had settled in, soft and grey, a light that made everything look slightly out of focus.

Steve McLaren shifted his weight, opened the door, and stepped out with a grunt. He was thick around the middle, balding, and moved like a man built for armchairs and quiet hobbies, not hotel stays or movie sets.

He rubbed his back as he circled to the boot, popped it open, and heaved out a duffel bag that sagged heavily with personal odds and ends. Underneath it, nestled beside a rolled-up jumper and a dented thermos, sat a white polystyrene box.

On the lid, written in blocky red letters:

STEVE’S EXOTIC PET STORE

LIVE CONTENT – DO NOT SHAKE

He stared at the box for a long moment, then lifted it out with surprising care, holding it steady in both arms.

Whatever was inside... it was important.

Steve glanced around the near-empty car park. A single streetlamp buzzed faintly overhead. A delivery bike zipped past on the main road beyond the hedge. No one was watching.

He tucked the box under his arm and made his way toward the lobby.
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​BUDGET INN, EALING – CORRIDOR OUTSIDE MONICA’S ROOM
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The door clicked open with a familiar creak. Monica stepped inside first, Peter following with a sigh and an air of theatrical exhaustion.

The room was modest — like all the others in the Budget Inn — but Monica had made it feel lived in. A scarf draped over the mirror. A paperback on the nightstand. And on the bedside table, facing the bed, was a framed photo: two young women in graduation robes, arms around each other, laughing in front of Oxford’s honeyed stone. Monica and her twin.

Peter noticed it, but didn’t comment.

He stepped back into the hallway, leaning slightly on the doorframe.

Down the corridor, Petra emerged from her room, adjusting the strap on her handbag. She didn’t look their way, but Peter noticed her all the same.

“Don’t go on,” he said. “I’ll sign it later.”

Monica gave him a flat look. “I don’t see why you can’t sign it now.”

“Because I’m hungry,” he said, with mock indignation. “Now just leave it. It’s not like I’m going to drop dead overnight.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “I feel fine. Better than I have in ages. I’ll do it after filming wraps. I promise.”

Monica didn’t look convinced. She stepped closer, lowering her voice.

“You’ll be up at the crack of dawn. Down at that studio hours before anyone else even shows up. I worry you’re pushing too hard.”

Peter’s smile softened. Then something lit up in his eyes.

“I love it, you know.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“No,” he said, more earnestly. “I mean it. I thought I would... but it’s more. It’s so—great. I feel so alive.”

He stepped out into the hallway, his energy rising again as he passed Monica and made for the stairs, a spring in his step.

Behind him, Monica stood in the doorway, arms folded.

She smiled. But only for a moment.
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​BUDGET INN, EALING – PETRA’S ROOM
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Petra paused outside her door, her hand on the handle, head tilted just slightly toward the hallway.

Peter’s voice floated down the corridor — bright, animated.

“...I will not drop dead overnight. I promise.”

A pause. Then Monica’s voice, lower, concerned.

“I’m worried you’re working yourself too hard...”

The voices drifted in and out, blurred by the hallway’s acoustics and the soft buzz of the overhead light. But Petra caught enough. Something about a signature. A promise.

She waited until the conversation wound down, until Peter’s voice lifted in one last burst of cheer before fading down the stairs.

Only then did Petra turn the handle and slip back into her room — quiet, efficient, and unnoticed.

The door closed with a faint snick behind her.
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​BUDGET INN, EALING – BAR, Later
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The bar was dimly lit, all wood grain and quiet jazz, with red-shaded lamps casting a soft glow over polished tables. At the far end, seated on a barstool with the confidence of someone who felt the room belonged to him, was Graham McLaren.

He was in his eighties now, but he wore it like a well-cut suit — silver hair neatly combed, gold rings glinting, voice just loud enough to dominate any conversation within ten feet. A tumbler of whiskey rested near his elbow.

Beside him, Cathy — mid-thirties, wide-eyed, and dressed a little too carefully — laughed uncertainly.

“You know,” Graham said, leaning in, “I gave Peter the idea for his books.”

“Really?” Cathy asked. “Which ones?”

“All of them,” Graham said smoothly. “I told him — write what you know, eh? Voilà! He’s a published author. Now he’s making a movie.”

Cathy frowned slightly. “He was a spy?”

“What? No, no,” Graham said with a chuckle. “Worked at a bank. Boring stuff. I edited all his work, though. Gave him ideas. Steered the ship, you know? I was the organ grinder.”

“And you really think you can get me a part?”

Graham smiled. It didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Absolutely. There’s nothing I can’t get that boy to do for his old dad.”

At that moment, Peter walked in with Monica.

He spotted them instantly.

“Dad,” he said, already tense. “What are you doing here?”

“Son!” Graham spread his arms as if nothing were amiss. “There you are. Been waiting for you. Thought I’d surprise you.”

He turned to the bartender without missing a beat. “Put it on his tab, will you?”

The bartender glanced at Peter, who sighed and nodded once.

A server appeared at his elbow — young, efficient, and already holding a notepad.

“Sir, your table is this way.”

Peter gave her a tired smile. “Could we set another place, please?”

“Of course,” she said. “We’ve already moved you to a larger table, actually. Several of your party are already here.”

Peter blinked. “Several? Who’s...”
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​BUDGET INN, EALING – RESTAURANT, Evening
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The restaurant was quiet. A couple sat near the window, speaking in hushed tones over tea. But the long table in the centre of the room, already half-claimed, drew Peter's eyes.

Petra sat at one end, a large glass of red wine clutched in one hand like a trophy. Nick was beside her, pint in hand, grinning at something half-said. Steve, as ever, held a glass of water as if it might defend him.

A bottle of wine sat open on the table. A basket of bread had little left to show for itself.

Peter slowed.

Behind him, Graham loomed like a storm cloud, jovial on the outside, thunder in the bones.

***
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PETRA LEANED TOWARD Steve, voice low.

“I heard them just now. Arguing,” she said.

Steve looked confused. “Who?”

“Peter and Monica. He hasn’t signed his will.”

“So?”

“If it’s unsigned, it’s worthless,” Petra hissed. “The estate gets split among us. That scheming cow gets nothing.”

Steve blinked. “Oh.”

“And with the film? The rights alone—”

“Shhh,” Steve whispered. “He’s coming.”

***
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PETER APPROACHED WITH a polite smile, Monica beside him. Graham drifted behind like he belonged to no one and everyone at once.

“Never mind,” Peter told the server quietly. Then, louder, “Steve, Nick — been too long. How are you both doing?”

Nick stood up, grabbing Peter’s hand and pulling him into a hug. “Hello, bruv. How’s tricks?”

Peter let the warmth wash over him. Nick was rough around the edges, but at least he was real.

Steve stood next, offering a handshake. “Thought I’d fly over and surprise you. Seems we all had the same idea.”

Peter gave a short laugh. “Yes. It does rather.” He looked around the table. “Still — good to see you. Sit, sit.”

Just as he was about to join them, Graham caught him by the arm.

“Peter,” he said, voice low and cheery, “when the bill comes, let me get it.”

Peter blinked. “That’s very generous. Thank you.”

“I’ll put it on my card,” Graham continued, “and you can pay me back later. Cash, preferably.”

Peter frowned. “Dad, I can just pay for the meal. It’s no trouble.”

“No, no,” Graham said with a wide grin. “I want to make a thing of it. Dear old Dad picking up the tab. I’ll just put my card on the plate. Smooth, like Sinatra. And then you can pay me back later. Quiet-like. No fuss.”

Peter stared. “Erm...”

“Thanks, son.”

Without waiting for approval, Graham moved to the table and dropped into a seat like he owned it.

“Have anything you want!” he called cheerily. “It’s on me!”

Petra raised her glass. “Well, wine first, I think. Red or white?”

“Have both!” Graham said, waving a hand.

Peter sat beside Monica, who leaned in.

“What was all that about?” she asked quietly.

Peter exhaled. “I’ll tell you later.”
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​BUDGET INN, EALING – RESTAURANT, Later
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The waitstaff cleared the plates, refilled the wine glasses, and the hum of dinner conversation grew softer as stomachs filled and tempers thinned. At the centre of the table, Peter sat stiffly, Monica at his side, while his family picked through the wreckage of shared history.

Petra swirled her wine, then turned to Graham with a bright, false smile. “Have you told Peter about the will yet?”

Graham dabbed his lips with a napkin. “No. I was waiting for the right time.”

Peter turned. “What’s this?”

Petra didn't hesitate. “Dad has changed the will. You’re not in it. I mean, it’s not like you need the money.”

Peter glanced at his father. “Is that true?”

Graham gave a theatrical sigh. “I would not bring it up now, but yes. It’s true. We were talking, and someone pointed out that you seem to do all right. Whereas your siblings—”

“—could use a windfall,” Petra finished.

Peter swallowed, jaw tight. “It’s your money, Father. You do with it what you will. But this fallacy that I’m sitting on piles of wealth is growing old.”

Steve chuckled. “You’ve always had money. Hoarded it like Scrooge McDuck.”

Peter turned to him, eyes narrowing. “Because I didn’t blow mine on box sets of movies that air on free TV every year.”

Steve laughed again, unfazed. “They were good movies.”

Graham looked up, intrigued. “What’s this?”

“When we were teens,” Steve said, warming to the memory, “I bought this war film box set. Dirty Dozen, Eagle Has Landed — all the classics. Peter thought I was mad.”

“They’re always on telly,” Peter said, then softened. “But I shouldn’t have said anything. I’ve got a huge DVD collection now myself. I get it. Sometimes you want to watch a film when you want, not when it’s scheduled.”

“I was broke back then,” Steve said. “Still am, sort of. You were always saving. When are you going to share it out? That’s what I want to know.”

“It’s not like you need it either,” Petra added, eyes flicking toward him. “You and the wife are still working, right?”

“We do alright,” Steve muttered. “But not in Peter’s league.”

Peter’s fingers curled around his wineglass. “What league? I worked at a bank. I didn’t rob a bank. And I haven’t worked in years.”

Petra sniffed. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“J.K. Rowling’s a billionaire,” Steve said. “She wrote seven books. You’ve published what — twenty?”

Peter opened his mouth, but Monica beat him to it. He placed his hand over hers gently.

“I self-publish,” he said. “There’s a difference. And my sales don’t come close to Rowling. Not that any of you would know — none of you bought one.”

“I’m still waiting for a signed collection,” Steve smirked.

“Tell you what,” Peter said. “You buy ’em, and I’ll sign ’em.”

The server appeared beside Petra, his notepad at the ready.

“Would you care for dessert?”

“Oh yes,” Petra said, raising her glass. “And another bottle of the red, please.”

The server smiled, collecting the plates. “I’ll bring the menu — and that extra bottle.”

Graham leaned back, satisfied. “Petra makes a good point. I want the money I leave behind to mean something. Petra and Nick could use it.”

“Don’t worry about me, Pa,” Nick said, lifting his beer. “I’m doing okay. Rather have you around than the money.”
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