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      Clare switched the store lights on, wincing from the brightness. The exotic and unmistakable scent of Nag Champa incense filled her nose. Marcella must have been burning it last night.

      As if most of the tourists could tell the difference between types of incense. Better to burn the cheap stuff for them.

      That was not kind, Clare told herself.

      She closed and locked the door behind her, juggling the bank bag and her keys. The bell hanging near the top chimed delicately.

      Tea. She desperately needed caffeine. What flavor should she have today?

      The store looked mostly tidy. Books on their shelves took up half the store. The rest was filled with: crystals, candles, incense and burners and display cases containing beautiful silver and gold jewelry, much of it decorated with semi-precious stones. Hand drums, painted and not, hung high on the sky blue walls. In one corner a rack held beautiful velvet, hooded capes in a rainbow of colors.

      Near the check stand was a box containing lavender caramels for sale. For spur of the moment purchases.

      The front display window was full of local interest books about Glastonbury Tor, the Chalice Well, and the White Spring. Designed to appeal to the tourists. Tourist season was drawing to an end, she’d need to change the window soon. Figure out what would appeal to the local villagers.

      She needed to step up her game.

      It was quiet in the shop. She needed to get the music on. Soon, things would be bustling. Mornings were always rushed for her. She should probably get here earlier.

      Clare walked into the back, flicked the hallway lights on and tapped in the numbers to turn off the alarm system. Then she went behind the main glass display counter, set the bank bag down on the chair and checked the messages. Only one, a supplier hoping to deliver today. She’d call back later when she could face talking to someone.

      On the counter sat a pile of notes from Marcella. She always left behind notes about things that had gone wrong, customer requests and problems, and ideas for the store, many of them quite good. Plus a lot of clutter: books that needed to be shelved, an open pack of tarot cards, wrappers from the lemon candy that she loved and three very expensive crystals.

      Which should be in the case.

      Clare sighed. Marcella always left a mess when she worked. No matter how many times she’d been asked to clean up after herself.

      In the back room, Clare hung up her purse on a hook and draped her tan jumper over it. She took the kettle into the loo and filled it with fresh water and back to the stockroom to plug it in. She pulled out a clean teapot and spooned some Irish Breakfast tea into it.

      Clare pulled her current favorite mug off the rack. The turquoise one with the lovely painting of a green woman on it.

      It had been a birthday gift from him.

      Even though James was gone and her feelings for him still held an edge of bitterness, she loved the beautiful mug enough to overcome the connection.

      She put some soft flute music on the store’s sound system and glanced at the clock. Time to open.

      Glancing longingly at the kettle which was still heating, she turned to the mirror, straightened the silver and jasper pendant around her neck. Pulled her tan blouse down and her tan slacks up. Ran a hand over her shoulder length hair, smoothing it. At least she looked neat and tidy. Like a well-run shop’s owner should.

      Clare went out to the front and unlocked the door.

      She hadn’t gotten her morning things done, but the tourists from the first buses would be descending soon. Opening the cash register drawer, she sorted the bills and coins into their slots and closed it. Then slid the empty bag onto the shelf beneath the counter, tossed the candy wrappers in the trash and picked up the crystals, returning them to their cases. She patted them lovingly.

      She noticed four other large crystals were missing from the case. Perhaps Marcella had sold them last night.

      Clare shelved the books, poured the hot water into the teapot, then went back in front to tidy up while the tea steeped. She managed to get her first cup poured before the first customers came in.

      She perched on the chair behind the counter, cupping her warm mug with both hands. Cold hands, despite the sun shining outside.

      Fall was coming. The mornings had a bite to them. Leaves were beginning to turn and the gardens she passed by on her way to work had that wan, worn-out look they always had in late, late summer.

      The three older women looked like typical tourists. Dressed in colorful trousers with matching blouses and jumpers. Two of them carried small purses that hung like a rucksack, only over one shoulder and the other had one of those silly fanny packs on. Probably practical, but funny looking.

      The women passed by the books quickly, made appreciative sounds near the crystals and jewelry. Then they saw the fairy houses. They oohed and aahed over those.

      Another group came in and began to make the circuit of the store.

      Clare closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of the tea, sipped it and tasted the fullness of the fermented leaves and the richness of the cream. Lovely, just lovely.

      “Excuse me,” asked one of the women. “If I buy this, can it be shipped to the US?”

      “Of course,” said Clare. “You’ll just need to fill out an address label and pay shipping.”

      She’d learned quickly that it was worth the effort to provide the service.

      “Oh, then I definitely want it,” she said, setting the fairy house on one end of the counter and going back to the display.

      “Well, I’m going to get one too,” said the second woman.

      The third woman went back to the crystals.

      Clare pulled out a pad of address labels. The bell on the door signaled another group of people coming in the door.

      It was going to be a busy morning. She should have called the supplier back when she first got in.

      Clare turned on the lights for the large back room and went to get some shipping boxes for the fairy houses. Just where the wide hallway opened up into the back room, she noticed a large puddle ending in a trail of water on the floor.

      Where had that come from?

      She looked up at the high ceiling, but didn’t see anything leaking from above. It hadn’t rained for a week or two.

      She followed it to the door of the small empty room and opened the door.

      The trail of water led to the center of the floor.

      The spare room was square and white, nothing special. It didn’t even have windows. The floor was dark wood, far from perfect, but serviceable. In each of the four corners sat one of the crystals missing from the case.

      Clare picked up the amethyst, white quartz, citrine and blue topaz, making a hammock out of bottom of her blouse to carry the fist sized stones in.

      Sitting in the center of the room was a large chunk of opal she didn’t recognize. Most of it was a yellow-brown color with blue swirling through it. A watery stone, the same size as the crystals, but she felt a heaviness from it, a power the others didn’t carry.

      Where had it come from? Maybe it belonged to Marcella. Clare picked it up and held it, catching a fleeting sensation of desperation as she did so, then added it to the pile of stones in her blouse.

      She returned the four crystals to their case out front, except for the opal which she quickly put down by the bank bag, covering it with several paper bags. She didn’t like the way it felt.

      Clare checked on the customers and went back to find boxes. She’d mop up the water later, when there was a break from customers.

      An hour later, Jenny got there.

      “Sorry, I’m late. Me Mum didn’t come on time. And Tom’s sick,” she said, taking off her black jumper and hurrying into the back room to hang it up.

      “Life happens,” said Clare.

      She tried to keep the judgmental tone out of her voice. It wouldn’t help anything. She knew from long experience that whatever staff she hired had faults and none of them seemed to have lives as ordered as her own.

      “I’m going into the office to make a few phone calls. It’s been busy so far,” she said.

      “Brilliant,” said Jenny. She busied herself with tidying up the remaining faerie houses and chatting with customers.

      Jenny’s short, dark hair was mussed up. She had a plump, matronly appearance and people warmed to her, confiding in her and asking her opinion. And Jenny willingly gave them her opinions in such a way that it was always polite and often funny.

      Clare envied her ease with customers. She’d been in retail for decades and still had to work hard to be that friendly to strangers. She had so much to learn.

      Clare went to the back, poured herself another cup of tea, put a splash of cream in it and walked into the small office.

      The room was painted apple green. The furnishings consisted of a wood desk, file cabinet and two wood straight chairs as well as a cushioned desk chair. There was a painting across from the desk, an oil of a pastoral scene. It looked down a hillside at hedgerows, a valley and the sky. The painting relaxed Clare. An electric heater stood in the corner. The room looked tidy and cozy.

      Except that her desk was piled high with things which needed attention.

      She made a note to talk to Marcella about the crystals and water this evening.

      There were orders to put in, bills to pay, catalogs to look through to order more stock. Why did people still print catalogs anymore? Why didn’t they just post them online and save a tree?

      She returned the supplier’s phone call, but he wasn’t there. She left a message telling him, yes, please deliver.

      Then called another supplier and talked her into giving the store a credit for their recent shipment of books, half of which had arrived bent, rumpled and torn. They’d been badly packed.

      Then Clare called Kristin, the woman who made the fairy houses, asking for more. Kristin had another six ready, so she said she’d bring them by today. Tomorrow was Friday and the weekends were often busy, especially just before school started. People taking last minute vacations because summer was ending.

      At one, Jenny left for the day. She only worked part time.

      Clare was sitting in the shop, flipping through catalogs and marking things to order when the door chimed again. The chime sounded different, lighter and more trilling, which made her look up.

      In walked a woman with blonde wavy hair down to her waist. She had blue-gray eyes and pale skin. She looked ethereal.

      “Hello,” said the woman.

      “Hello,” Claire replied.

      “I’m looking for space to rent. I’m a massage therapist and energy worker and I need a workspace.”

      “And you have insurance and are all set up to work?”

      “Yes,” said the woman. “I’ve spent the last ten years working in the U.S., in Seattle. But I’m from the west of Ireland, so I’m familiar with the requirements here.”

      “Ah, I thought I recognized the accent,” said Clare. “You don’t do acupuncture or any other medical things, right? You know they require more thorough licensing.”

      “No, just massage therapy and energy work.”

      “The shop down the street has a man who does what he calls Faerie Healing. He makes a good living at it.”

      The woman smiled and said, “I’ll have to check him out. It’s not my thing though.”

      “I’m Claire Grigson. I own the shop,” she said, extending her hand.

      “I’m Skye O’Hanlon,” said the woman, shaking it.

      “Do you have a clientele here?”

      “Not yet, although I had a following in Seattle.”

      “What brings you here then? To Glastonbury?”

      “I needed a change of scene. Seattle’s a very big city. And I’ve always wanted to live here.”

      Another one. A pilgrim who wanted to soak up the vibes from the Tor. Or the Chalice Well. Or the Goddess or the Faeries. Or the ley lines. There were so many spiritual seekers who came to live here, but they always moved on, never stayed.

      Well, that’s why she had a business, wasn’t it? A revolving customer base.

      “Do you have a place to live?” asked Clare.

      “Yes, I’ve taken a room in a boarding house in town. I don’t need much space.”

      “Well, I’ll show you the room. It’s just off the stock room, so it’s fairly quiet. My staff will be told when it’s occupied they need to be quiet back here.”

      Clare led Skye through the stock room to the back.“We open at 10:30 and close at five. In the summer, sometimes we close earlier if it’s really slow.”

      “That works for me. I really don’t want to work evenings anymore. I did enough of that in Seattle.”

      “We all need to have a life,” said Clare.

      So where was hers?

      Skye said, “I don’t have a bank account yet. I really prefer to do everything with cash. If I have a customer who can’t do that, can I have them pay you with their plastic and have you pay me cash?”

      “I don’t have a problem with that.”

      They discussed the rental fee and agreed on an amount. Skye handed over the first and last month’s rent in cash.

      “Is it possible for me to paint the room?” she asked.

      “It needs it, doesn’t it? I’ll tell you what, I’ll pay for the paint if you pick it out. I’ve never liked the white. It was an office before I bought the store. There are brushes, tarps for the floor and supplies over in the maintenance cupboard there. And a ladder in the corner,” Clare said.

      “Perfect,” said Skye. “I’ll be back this afternoon with the paint.”

      “You are on top of things.”

      “I want to get started and it’ll take some time for paint fumes to go away.”

      Clare nodded.

      Skye left.

      Clare sat and began going through catalogs again. She needed to get all her holiday orders in soon.

      Things were looking brighter. Clare had a tenant for the room she’d never let before. It had always been part of the plan, but she’d never gotten around to fixing it up or advertising. She’d only had the shop for six months and was still figuring things out.

      This would help take some of the pressure off.

      Shortly afterwards, Kristin came in, lugging a big box filled with Faerie houses. The middle-aged heavy-set woman didn’t look like someone who would make Faerie houses. She had short cut dark hair, speckled with gray. Her baggy jeans and trainers were topped by a bright purple T-shirt.

      People who made Faerie houses should look like the massage therapist who just left, not like moms.

      Clare helped her unload the little houses and place them on the display table. Each one was unique. Most were made of wood, sticks and twigs formed into unusual shaped dwellings with artful decorations.

      “I got two more finished, so there’s eight,” said Kristin.

      “Oh, I love this one,” said Clare.

      The house had a tiny porch made from twigs with some sort of cone the size of her fingernail used as the top for each of the rails. The porch had a minuscule chair on it, with soft green moss for the cushion.

      “That’s a fun one,” said Kristin. “I am having such a lovely time making these.”

      “The tourists adore them. Keep making them please,” said Clare, handing Kristin cash for them.

      “My pocketbook loves them too. Looks like we get to go out to eat tonight.”

      “Let’s hear it for not cooking,” said Clare.

      She knew Kristin was divorced with three boys. Cooking must really be something at her house. Boys were always hungry.

      “So how’s business otherwise?”

      “It’s coming along. I’ve never had a store before, always worked for someone else. I’m not sure what to expect. Especially since tourist season is winding down.”

      “Then you should offer things for the locals,” said Kristin.

      “I’ve been thinking about that. What things do you think I should do?”

      “Programs. Lectures. You know, workshops.”

      “I don’t have that much knowledge,” said Clare.

      “No one expects you to. But there are so many gifted people in the area who don’t have a venue. You could provide that. Hold celebrations for the high holy days.”

      “Here, in the store? There’s no room.”

      “I’ve seen the size of that back room. You’re not using half of it. Do some rearranging and make a space back there. It wouldn’t have to hold many, maybe twenty people. Make it an exclusive event. Charge a small fee to get in, enough to cover your costs and to pay the people leading it. You might have fun.”

      “I don’t know anyone to ask to lead it. I’ve only lived here six months.”

      “I know several. I could introduce you. Tell me what sort of focus you want. I’ll have you all over for tea and you can see if it’s a fit. Make plans. It would be ever so much fun.”

      How long had it been since she’d had fun?

      “Let me think about it. Figure out what it would take to make it happen.”

      “I’m not going to let this go, you know,” said Kristin. “Your shop is so much nicer than the others. I want to see it succeed. The places that keep going here cater to the locals as well as the tourists.”

      “Thanks. I will think about it.”

      “It means you’d have to step out of your shell. Take the lead.”

      She’d already known that and it both excited and terrified her.

      Buying and running her own store was a huge leap of faith in herself. But what Kristin was talking about was even larger. It was taking her some time to screw up her courage.

      “Well, I’ve got to run. Need to pick the boys up. Do some soul searching and really think about this.”

      “I will. Thank you,” said Clare.

      After Kristin left, Clare went into the stock room. It would be easy enough to find the space in the store. She could decorate the walls with gauzy fabric and lights. Make it look magical, just as she had the front. After all, the front had been nothing but ugly bare walls when she moved in. She’d made it look beautiful.

      So what was she afraid of?

      Stepping out into the world and being seen by others? Then she’d have more work to do. It always happened that way.

      Being responsible for whether other people were safe or even had a good time? She’d done that her entire childhood. Kept her sisters fed, clothed and helped with homework, while her parents drank themselves into a stupor every night.

      Just remembering it brought back the sweet rot smell of wine. It made her stomach roil with nausea. She took a deep breath and sipped water from her mug.

      She didn’t want to be responsible for other people. She’d had enough of that and clearly wasn’t any good at it. Look how both her younger sisters had turned out. Pregnant young, married young and always complaining about their lives, their kids, their husbands and being eternally broke.

      Clara didn’t want that life.

      But what life did she want?

      She wanted a life filled with love and joy, the love of a man who was her equal, not more, not less. She wanted to make a success of running her store, have enough money to travel, to buy what she wanted when she wanted to buy it, to pay her bills and to put a little away for the future. She had modest ambitions.

      Clare glanced at the clock. Time to close up. She locked the front door, turned off the overhead lights, leaving just the twinkle lights on. Then emptied the register drawer and took the bank bag, money, checks and credit slips back into the office.

      After she’d finished her accounting, Clare washed out her mug and set it on the rack to dry. Just as she was getting her jumper and purse, there was a knock on the front door.

      Who could that be?

      She peered around the corner to see Skye.

      Clare unlocked the door.

      “Hi, I know I’m late. It took me longer to get the paint than I expected. Can I just drop these off and then I’ll start painting in the morning?”

      “That would be fine,” said Clare.

      She let Skye in with her two cans of paint. Skye put them in her room and closed the door.

      Clare picked up the bank bag, turned off all the lights and set the alarm.

      Skye said, “I’m going out to eat, want to join me?”

      Clare almost said no, then decided she should go. She needed to make some friends. Get out more. Her life was far too solitary.

      “Where did you have in mind?”

      “I passed a chip shop on the way back here and I’ve been craving them like crazy.”

      Clare’s mouth watered at the thought. When was the last time she’d let herself eat something as unhealthy as fried chips and fish?

      “Wonderful,” she said.
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      Skye bit into the fish and felt the heat. The fat and the rich tartar sauce filled her mouth. It tasted glorious. Food in Faerie was extraordinary, but sometimes humans did amazing things with it too. Still, she couldn’t go as far as using the vinegar.

      She sat back in the hard chair and looked around.

      The Spiffy Chippy was full of people on their way home from work. Every table was taken and there was a line out the door of people getting orders to go.

      Clearly, this was the place in town to come for a quick meal.

      It was in a new building, the colors were more conservative than they would have been in a chip shop in Seattle. A bold navy and white checked tile floor that made her eyes want to cross. She preferred more subtle patterns. Navy seats on metal chairs and a shade darker table, also made of smooth metal.

      The smells were what had caught her attention as she’d walked past on her way to Clare’s shop to drop off the paint. Deep fried fish and chips. The rich scents had filled the sidewalk outside as she’d passed by. Luring her in.

      Across the table Clare ate her chips, delicately dipping them in ketchup pooled in the cardboard box her order came in.

      Skye sipped the cup of hot black tea, feeling it warm her all the way down to her belly. How long since she’d eaten?

      Probably not today. She’d been out pounding the pavement all day. Making sure her licensing and insurance were all in order and then looking for likely places to set up her practice. She hadn’t eaten last night either.

      She needed to remember to take care of this human body which covered her own Fae body. It was tiresome. Her natural physical body was so much easier to care for. Sylphs didn’t need much. A little concentrated food. Some water. And a lot of fresh air. Wind was her element.

      “So, how long have you had the store?” she asked Clare.

      The woman seemed so unobtrusive. Probably in her mid-thirties, she had dishwater blonde hair that stopped at the top of her shoulders, brown eyes and she was dressed all in tan clothes that washed out any color in her pale skin. She was nearly invisible. And her posture said she liked it that way, slightly hunched over, only occasionally making eye contact.

      Skye longed to have a session with her, make her open up and watch her blossom.

      “I just opened it six months ago.”

      “Really? It looks like it’s been there for ages.”

      “That’s the look I was going for. I wanted to look established, but I also wanted to appeal to novelty. Have new displays float through a couple times a month.”

      “It’s a lovely store.”

      “A few of the locals think I should hold events there, but I’m a bit torn about that.”

      “What sort of events?”

      “Speakers, rituals.”

      “Why are you torn? It seems like a natural thing.”

      “It means putting myself out there in a way I’ve never done before.”

      “Change is always challenging for us humans. Even though it’s a normal part of life,” Skye said, lying about the “us humans” part.

      “I know. I’m just afraid.”

      “Of what?” asked Skye.

      She sipped her tea, loving the heat, feeling it to the core of the human body. Her Fae body rarely felt cold, she was a sylph after all.

      “Of looking stupid, of failing, of alienating customers.”

      “Well, that sounds pretty normal. I will tell you one thing though, in my not so vast experience, when we’re called to do something that looks like a big challenge to us, but it seems the right thing to do, then not doing it is like taking a step backwards. And if you keep going backwards, then that’s just dying a slow death.”

      “I know what you mean. I’ve done that too often in my life. I really don’t want to do it anymore.”

      Skye chewed on one of the chips, dipped in ketchup. She’d grown accustomed to using ketchup in Seattle.

      “Then it looks like you’ve already made a decision.”

      “I guess I have. I’m just afraid to move forward with it.”

      “You seem like a person who needs to plan and organize things before you move forward.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, plan out a schedule. Figure out what you’d be comfortable with. Then adapt as needed.”

      Skye sent a small surge of energy in Clare’s direction. A shot of courage and clarity. not large enough for Clare to realize it came from outside of herself, but enough to make a difference.

      “You make it sound so simple when you put it like that.”

      Skye laughed. “That’s because I’m on the outside, looking in. My life is rarely that simple. It looks all muddled.”

      Her life was definitely not simple. A sylph masquerading as a human. An air spirit trying to ease the way for the rest of Faerie. To prepare humans for the shock that they weren’t alone on this lovely green and blue planet. That they never had been. They had just lived in denial of other beings’ presence for several hundred years.

      And now that Faerie’s boundaries had been opened that transition needed to happen quickly. It couldn’t take decades. And Faerie didn’t want war. But humans were dangerous once cornered. They were a paranoid lot and easily threatened. At least that’s what their history said. Skye liked to think that as individuals they were decent. But as a group, they were pretty scary.

      She, and the others who’d volunteered for the same task, had much work ahead of them.

      Clare pushed her cardboard plate away from her.

      “I’m stuffed. I can’t remember when I last ate so much, and such unhealthy food. But it tasted wonderful.”

      “I know. You’ve got to do it now and again. Can’t live on a diet of veggies and bland food,” said Skye.

      “No, you can’t and I’ve tried for far too long. So let’s do this again. Or maybe curry next time?”

      “I love curry. Just let me know when it works for you. I have kitchen privileges where I’m living, but I’m not fond of cooking.”

      “Deal,” said Clare.

      After they finished and left the chippy, the two of them walked through the crisp evening towards their homes. They both went the same direction for quite a ways.

      The fog had come in, apparently that was common here. With it came a misting shower that felt cool. It soaked through Skye’s hoodie and jeans in little time. She said good night to Clare at a corner, then turned and walked four more long blocks to the three story brick boarding house.

      The front door was still unlocked and she entered, closed it and went up the narrow stairs to the attic, passing by the crowded common room.

      She unlocked the door to her room and went in, closing it behind her and locking it. She could smell the dried lavender she’d brought from Faerie, sitting in a paper cup near her bed. She sighed, releasing the stress of being around so many humans all day.

      Privacy. Something she’d come to value while living among humans. It was so necessary for her survival. A place where she could hide and be herself. This small, cozy room at the top of the house was a sanctuary for her in the human world.

      She switched on the small bedside lamp, stripped off her wet clothes and hung them over the metal bed frame at the foot of her bed.

      Then she pulled on a pair of soft cotton PJs with dragonflies printed on them and sat crosslegged in the big comfy chair in the corner, the peaked ceiling of the room slanting just over her head. The room felt warm and delicious, but it took some time to get her human body warm again.

      She’d need to get some thicker waterproof clothes. She’d need this human body for some time.

      Skye longed to leave her human body in the chair and go flying. But she worried about it, the temperature was still too cold. Human bodies were so fragile.

      She missed the freedom of flying, of being light enough to float on the breeze. Skye missed the company of her own kind, but she was used to that. She’d only had other Fae nearby for the last several months. Before then she hadn’t seen another Fae for nearly a thousand years. Ever since she’d left Faerie the first time.

      But even when she’d returned a few months ago and the boundaries of Faerie were unraveled, the other air spirits had vanished. Fleeing from Egan’s fire. He was the new Luminary and it had taken him quite a while to get his heat under control.

      The strange thing was that the other air spirits hadn’t returned. Had they been devoured by the Formorians' winds? It wasn’t the first time she’d considered the possibility. She sensed an emptiness that couldn’t be accounted for.

      The breezes and winds whispered nothing to her. As if they were lifeless. Never in her long life had she felt such a vacuum.

      And it alarmed her.

      Did the other elementals feel the same thing?

      She was the first to venture out into the world after the fall of the boundaries and the imprisonment of the Formorians, the old primordial gods.

      Had they taken large parts of Faerie with them, as they’d planned?

      She had no answers and a million questions.

      Perhaps once she’d settled in and was earning money again, a trip back to Faerie would be possible. Just to check in and see if anyone else felt the same emptiness.
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      Clare unlocked the door. She smelled Nag Champa again.

      Was someone breaking in? How could they get past the alarm system? Was it even working? Perhaps she should call the company and have them do a test.

      Maybe she needed to invest in better locks, even though she’d purchased a brand new deadbolt before opening the shop. And only two other people had keys. Which reminded her, she needed to get a key for Skye.

      She’d forgotten to call Marcella last night and ask about the water and the crystals. She’d been too tired.

      Clare put the kettle on and the money in the cash register drawer. Then she walked around the store, looking for things that might be out of place. She moved some books around and noticed crystals missing from the case again.

      She went in the back towards Skye’s room. There were pools of water on the floor again. She opened the door. The crystals and opal were back where they’d been yesterday morning, forming four corners. Another pool of water in the center.

      Clearly, someone or something had been there. She shivered.

      “That’s just silly,” she said, pushing the idea of a ghost or some other spirit out of her head.

      There had to be a simple explanation. She picked up the stones and put them back in the case and the opal on the shelf beneath the cash register. She still got a feeling of desperation from the stone. She wasn’t that sensitive to rocks, not like some people, but this one spoke to her. And she didn’t like the message. She covered it with the empty bank bag.

      Then listened to the messages. There was one from Kristin. She was trying to set up a tea with Clare, and two of her friends. Would next Sunday work?

      Had Kristin known Clare usually took that day off and let Jenny work?

      She’d get back to her later.

      It was time to open the store.

      Today, Marcella was on time, a rare occurrence. She was ready to work when the tourists arrived. Clare mopped up the water again. She’d need to call someone to take a look at the roof. The water had to be coming from there, even though she didn’t see any leaks. The pooled water was too far away from any of the plumbing. She should talk to Marcella first.

      Skye came in not long afterwards. As she entered the tourists stared at her. The woman really was quite extraordinary to look at. She looked as if she’d stepped out of a Renaissance painting and slipped into jeans and a T-shirt. Her features were perfect and the long blonde wavy hair was thick and eye-catching.

      Skye seemed oblivious. She waved at Clare and headed towards the back room, while Clare rung up some jewelry for a customer.

      When Clare was finished, she went into the back. Skye had found the paint tarps and laid them across the floor. She had the ladder set up and was carrying a brush from the storage cabinet.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      “Good morning,” said Clare. “Are you finding everything?”

      “I am.” Skye set the brush down on the ladder and began braiding her hair into one long braid, then wrapped the end with a hair tie she took off her wrist.

      “You have such lovely hair.”

      “Thank you. I’ve never had short hair like yours, it must be much easier to deal with.”

      “Except that I wake up every morning with bed head and have to soak it to get it to do anything.”

      Skye laughed.

      “What colors did you get?” asked Clare.

      “I got this lovely salmon/peach color and a pale yellow ochre. I’ll sponge that on to give some texture. And put it on the ceiling.”

      “That’ll be beautiful.”

      “I wanted something warm and comforting. People need the feeling of warmth when they’ve got nothing on but a sheet. I’ll bring a heater and a heated massage table pad, but anything I can do to help them loosen up their muscles helps.”

      “And I wanted to do the opposite out in front. Give the tourists a cool, calm place to come to.”

      “I love the blues and aquas you used out there. It almost feels like being underwater. It’s what first drew me into the store,” said Skye. “I think it’s perfect.”

      “Thanks. Well, I’d better get back out front. There’s a fan over there, if you want it. I’ll open the front door once it warms up a bit. Let some of the paint smell out. When you get up to the ceiling, could you feel if its wet?”

      “No problem. If it is, it wouldn’t take the paint anyway, right?”

      “You’re probably right.”

      Clare went back out front just as the next bunch of customers came in.

      The morning was busy. She only managed to get out of the front of the store for an hour to work on orders and the accounts. Then after Clare ate a quick lunch of roast chicken and salad greens in the office, Marcella left.

      Clare remembered, after Marcella left, that she hadn’t gotten a chance to ask about the water and crystals. Her excitement about creating events had made her unable to concentrate.

      The afternoon was quieter. Clare sat down with a pad of paper and roughed out a schedule for possible events. The first would be on October 31, All Hallow’s Eve or Samhain.

      About a month and a half from now.

      She’d have to put in some extra hours to move the back room around. To create a space. There was a lot of shelving back there with extra stock on it. She needed to compress that area. And put screens up or something to hide the mess.

      The phone rang and she answered.

      “The Sacred Space, this is Clare.”

      “Oh, hello Clare. This is Kristin. I was wondering if you got my message.”

      “Kristin, sorry I didn’t call you back. It’s been crazy busy today.”

      “I understand. The sun’s out, everyone’s spending money. Will Sunday work for you?”

      “Yes, it will. I’d be happy to come. And thank you for arranging it. Oh, and while I’ve got you on the phone, I need more fairy houses when you’ve got some.”

      “I’ve got a couple more. I’m going to really get ahead of things this winter. Make a lot of them. I just can’t seem to keep up with the demand.”

      “That would be a great idea. It’s not as if we get a lot of repeat business from the tourists. So your houses will always be new to them. I don’t see this trend dying down any time soon.”

      “Good. Because I’ve got to keep these kids in shoes and they’re growing like weeds. See you on Sunday. Oh and feel free to bring any of your staff if they’d like to come.”

      “Great. I’ll come with my ideas.”

      Clare went back to planning out the bones of the calendar. She’d have celebrations on the four high holidays: Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lammas. Then on the solstices and equinoxes.

      Next she needed to make a list of locals or sort of local writers who lived near and see if she could get any of them to come out and give workshops. There were several people who’d created tarot decks or who she’d heard gave workshops of their own. Perhaps they’d like to use her space.

      And finally, she needed to start a mailing list of local people who might want to come for events. She’d put off doing that for far too long. Just like she’d put off the rest of her life.

      Time for that to stop.

      Skye appeared from the back room. The woman hadn’t even taken a lunch break.

      “I think I’m done. Want to come look?”

      Clare slid her papers under the counter and followed Skye into the back. The paint fumes were really noticeable. She needed another fan to push the smelly air out the front door.

      Skye’s room looked quite lovely. She’d already done the base coat as well as the sponging and ceiling. She’d even put the ladder and tarps away.

      “Beautiful,” said Clare.

      “I think it turned out quite nicely,” said Skye.

      Skye didn’t have one drop of paint on her either.

      Clare could never do that. She always managed to get more paint on herself than on what she was painting.

      “I’ll let it air out for a day and then bring my table and supplies in. Can you let the staff know that I’ll do free massages for them for the next week, when they’re not working? And for you too, of course.”

      “I will. That’s very generous.”

      “The way I work is different from most practitioners. I’ve found it helps to experience what I do in order to communicate it to people who might interested. Tomorrow I’ll work on getting a flyer and cards printed up with my website address. That’s where I take reservations.”

      “Great, I’ll find a place up front where we can put them. Say, I’m going over to have tea at Kristin’s on Sunday. She makes the fairy houses that we sell. Anyway, she’s got a couple of friends who have ideas about events at the store. I wondered if you might like to come along. Add in your ideas.”

      “Oh, that would be lovely. Thank you,” said Skye.

      “I’ll let her know. I can meet you here, she just lives a few blocks away.”

      “Perfect. Then I can bring a load of stuff here.”

      “Do you have a car?”

      “I don’t drive.”

      “Would you like me to help you move in?”

      “Really, it’s no trouble. I’m happy making several trips. It’s part of my workout regime. I’ll be buying a new heater, some furniture and the music player new anyway. I’ve been looking just down the street and found a lot of it.”

      “Well, let me know if you need help.”

      “I’ll do that,” said Skye.

      The phone rang. Claire ran to answer it out in front, instead of in the office. It was Jenny.

      “Hi, I just wanted to see if you needed me tomorrow. I have to take Alex to his match at ten. I could come in after that. Another parent will bring him home.”

      “That would be fine. Marcella’s coming in tomorrow morning too.”

      “I’ll see you then,” said Jenny.

      “Wait, I’m just wondering if you’ve been burning any Nag Champa.”

      “Me no, I hate incense. Never burn it. I use the aromatherapy oils instead.”

      “And you haven’t moved crystals into the small room in back and left them there?”

      “Not me.”

      “And this hunk of opal isn’t yours?”

      “No. I’ll take a look at it when I come in tomorrow, but I never bring my stones into the store. Why?”

      “Things have been out of place when I came in the last two mornings. And the smell of Nag Champa’s in the air. There are pools of water on the floor in the back. It’s not me. It’s not you. It could be Marcella, but…”

      “Wow. Maybe someone from the last business still has a key.”

      “I put a new lock on when I took over. And the alarm system’s new. I just don’t understand.”

      “Wow. That’s creepy. Have they done any damage or nicked anything?”

      “Not that I’ve seen. I need to look around some more. I think we should all be paying attention to when we see things out of place.”

      “I’ll do that. See you tomorrow then?”

      “Yes.”

      Clare hung up.

      Skye was on her way out the door.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Skye. “I’ll start bringing stuff in.”

      “Okay,” said Clare.

      She spent the rest of the day poking around near the front windows and door, looking for openings. Examining the walls in the back room. There were no openings in the ceilings or floors.

      In the end, she found nothing.

      But she was left with a feeling of violation. Someone was intruding on her space. It was all the more worrying that she had no idea who it was and what they wanted. It left a nagging tension that centered right between her shoulders and weighed on her like a massive metal anchor.
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