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This was no way for a goddess to travel.

Branwen, Welsh goddess of love and beauty, was currently face-to-face with a horse’s behind. Or face-to-backside, as it were. 

She heaved a dramatic sigh and kept plodding. It wouldn’t be so bad except for the mud. With every step she took, her feet sank ankle deep in the stuff. The hemlines of her petticoats and cotton dress were coated with it, dragging her down with its heavy weight. 

There was a time she could have waved her hand, and the mud would have disappeared. Better yet, she could have transported herself anywhere on Earth without all this walking nonsense. But those days were long gone. A goddess—or a god—got her power from the worship of her followers, and it had been a long time since anyone had visited one of her shrines or given an offering or prayer to her. Heck, most people had never even heard of her. 

More’s the pity. Some of them could really use her help.

How she’d come to be a goddess was a truth lost to time itself. Even she didn’t remember. But for centuries women had visited her in secret to ask for her favor in matters of love, but the world moved on, and her power waned. She lingered in darkness until she decided that waiting around, hoping someone would remember her, was beyond boring. She’d left Wales to roam the Earth, looking for adventure and, secretly, for the answer to restoring her power. 

In the end, power had been elusive. No worshippers meant no power. There were no shortcuts. There was, however, a long shot. One she’d discovered only recently.  

As for adventure? There’d been plenty of that. She’d joined a pirate crew in the Caribbean, visited the pyramids of Egypt and ridden camels across the vast desert, worked on a tea plantation in China, and learned about herbal medicines from a Celtic witch in Scotland. She’d even visited the Sandwich Islands—which had only recently reverted to their original name of Hawai’i—and learned to surf.

And now she was part of a wagon train traveling the Oregon Trail across the wilds of the United States. She must have lost her mind. Traveling by ship was bad enough. But wagon train?

She gave a shiver despite the increasing heat of the day.

“Hi, Branwen,” a soft voice said from her right. “How are you holding up?”

She glanced over to find her new friend, Isabelle “Jones,” plodding along beside her. Isabelle’s pregnancy was just beginning to show, her belly slightly rounded beneath her voluminous skirts—what was with this era and so many layers?—and petticoats. Branwen hoped they made it to their destination before the wagon master discovered Isabelle’s condition. He’d been reluctant enough to bring the pretty, young “widow” along. He’d probably have kittens if he found out she was pregnant too.

“I’ve been on better trips,” Branwen said dryly. “I’m more concerned with you.”

Isabelle waved her off. “I’ll manage. And we’ll be there soon.”

“Soon enough,” Branwen agreed.

She’d met the young “widow” when she first arrived in St. Louis, Missouri. Branwen was there simply because she thought seeing the edge of “civilization” would be interesting. Isabelle, on the other hand, was headed west by wagon train. Or at least she was trying, and Branwen had decided joining her would be an adventure. She would have preferred teleportation, but since that wasn’t possible thanks to her vastly reduced magic, she had to travel the old-fashioned way. She did have enough oomph to convince the wagon master to let her and Isabelle join, but that was about it. 

Normally, she wouldn’t have bothered to help someone else. Her power was so limited she had to be judicious with it. But she’d known without a shadow of a doubt that she had to help Isabelle. For one, she had no doubt the woman’s real name wasn’t “Jones.” If the black eye was anything to go by, she was on the run from a brutal man, and Branwen had no time for men of that ilk, which more than a few long dead pirates could attest to. She’d be hanged if she let anyone harm her new friend. For another, she’d felt the power inside Isabelle, churning just below the surface, a magic stronger than any she’d felt in a very long time.

Isabelle Jones was a witch.

And not just any witch. If what Branwen felt was true, then Isabelle was descended from a long line of powerful Scottish witches. Her ancestors had fled persecution there only to find it once again in Salem. They’d disappeared after that, but now here was one of their descendants. If Isabelle was even half as powerful as her ancestors had been, Branwen was going to need her for the next part of her plan.

Because Branwen was going to get her power back—and Isabelle was going to help her.
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Chapter Two
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“You sure about this?” Isabelle asked, squinting against the sun. 

“Sure as I can be,” Branwen replied.

She and Isabelle had parted ways with the wagon train when it reached the end of the Oregon Trail at Oregon City. They joined a smaller group travelling south before slipping away in the dark of night to head west. Branwen hadn’t wanted anyone to know where they were going. Just in case.

Isabelle worried her lip. By now her belly was poking out so far, Branwen was afraid she’d pop any minute. She did not want that baby arriving until they were safe. Or at least as safe as she could make them.

Rumors had reached her on the wind. Rumors that the man who Isabelle had fled was on the hunt. If they didn’t reach their destination soon, Branwen may not be able to protect her friend.

And if she couldn’t protect Isabelle, she’d never be able to get her power back. She needed a powerful witch for the ritual, and Isabelle was the first she’d met that was strong enough for what needed to be done.

Problem was, in order to regain her own power, Branwen would have to take Isabelle’s. But once she got her powers back, she could restore Isabelle’s magic, too. She hoped.

“We can stop for a bit if you need to,” Branwen said, although reluctant to do so. She could almost feel time running out.

Isabelle shook her head. “You said we’re close. I just want to get there.”

Branwen nodded, and they continued their plod uphill. Just when Branwen began to doubt her own assurances, they hit the top of the hill and Isabelle gasped.

Spread out below them was a glorious vista of lush, green forest, sandy beaches, and the rolling blue waves of the Pacific Ocean.

“It’s beautiful,” Isabelle said in awe, her hand on her belly.

Branwen smiled slightly. “It is.” She’d seen it before, of course. She’d seen most of the world. But this spot was more beautiful than just about anywhere else on Earth in her opinion.

“I can’t believe we’re going to live here,” Isabelle said softly. “He’ll never find us here.”

Whether he did or not was immaterial. Not once Branwen put her plan into action. Once she had her power back, there was no way Isabelle’s husband could ever hurt anyone again. “Come on. We’ll set up camp down near the beach.”

They wended their way down hill, the pack horses following along behind them. They were travelling light. Everything they needed they’d find once they got there.

They pitched their tent high on the beach far away from the tideline and gathered driftwood for a fire. While Isabelle tended the fire and prepared batter for flapjacks, Branwen wandered down to the water. She slipped off her shoes and stockings and then stepped into the chilly ocean barefoot. Almost immediately, she felt the eddies of water magic surging around her feet.

She tucked her hem into her belt and waded out until the water was up to her knees, then she waited. It didn’t take long for the flash of silver scales. She held her hand beneath the waves, and someone slapped something into her palm before swimming rapidly away. Branwen smiled. At least the merpeople knew who and what she was.

Carefully, she turned and waded ashore in the fading light, her offering clutched in her hand. 

“You caught a fish?” Isabelle squealed in excitement as Branwen arrived in the circle of fire light.

Branwen glanced down at the fish clutched in her hand. “Yes, I did.” She had no idea what kind it was, but she was guessing the merperson had brought it from deep water. It was already gutted and ready to be skewered, thank goodness. She did not enjoy gutting things. 

“Here, let me skewer it over the fire. It’ll be delicious.” Isabelle took the fish from her and went about skewering it with a long, green branch and placing it carefully over the fire. 

Between the fish and the flapjacks, they dined well that night. It wasn’t fancy, like the feasts of old, but for once Branwen didn’t care. She was in the most beautiful place in the world with her friend, and that was all that mattered.

Maybe power was overrated.
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Chapter Three
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“Isabelle!” 

The roar bellowed through Branwen’s dreams, startling her from a dead sleep. “What the—”

“He found me,” Isabelle whispered, her face pale in the dim morning light that filtered into the tent. 

“Who?” Branwen asked, feeling a little slow. Her brain hadn’t kicked in yet. It was still nearly dark outside, the sky just turning gunmetal gray.

“My husband,” Isabella said, voice trembling. “I can’t let him find me, Branwen. I can’t. If he does, he’ll kill me. And my child.”

“For being a witch. I know,” Branwen said grimly. 

“H-how—”

“That’s a story for another time.” Her brain scrambled for a solution, finally lighting on one. It meant giving up all her plans, but protecting her friend was more important. If only this worked... “Right now, we have a chance. One single chance. Are you with me?”

Isabelle’s expression grew determined. “Whatever it takes to save my baby.”

Branwen nodded and yanked back her covers, not bothering with a wrap or even a shawl. There wasn’t time. “Come then.”

Isabelle followed her close behind as she marched down to the place where the ocean met the beach, and the sand turned firm beneath her feet. She ignored the angry male bellows and focused instead on the magic inside of her, the energy flowing all around. She could do this. With Isabelle’s help, she could.

She turned to her friend. “This is it, here where the land and sea and sky meet, this is a magical place. A place of power. Do you feel it?”

Isabelle nodded. “I felt it when we first arrived.”

“Good. I need you to reach down inside yourself, into the magic. Connect yourself to the energy of the earth, of water, and of wind. Feel it flow through you and from you to me. When I speak, repeat after me. Got it?”

“Got it,” Isabelle said firmly.

“Isabelle! Answer me, or you’re a dead woman!” The anger pouring off the man was palpable.

Branwen ignored it, ignored everything. Instead, she focused on what she wanted—needed—to do. “Now, Isabelle, repeat after me: Power of Earth, of Ocean. Power of the Veil between the worlds. I call on you to protect this land from all without. May only those with your magic in their veins pass through from now unto eternity.” 

As they spoke the words, Branwen focused every last drop of power inside herself, boosted by the energy Isabelle passed to her through her connection to the Earth herself. Power flowed through them, more power than Branwen had known even at the height of her godhood. She was tempted, so tempted... 

She shook her head. Isabelle and her child were the only ones who mattered.

As the last word of the spell passed their lips, Isabelle said softly, “So mote it be.”

With a crack of lightning that threw them both to the ground, the power shot up into the air in a burst of light and energy. Exhausted, Branwen watched as it fell back to Earth in a shimmering dome of energy, shimmering into place, cutting off Isabelle’s husband’s last, angry bellow. She smiled to herself. He’d never pass through, and eventually he’d even forget why he was here. He’d wander away and never find this place again. Isabelle and her baby were safe. 

“It’s done,” she whispered, more to herself than anything.

“What is?” Isabelle still looked stunned.

“Can’t you see the barrier?” Branwen asked. It shimmered above them, around them, a colorful bubble of energy surrounding the land. “From now until the day the sun burns out, it will protect this land around us. Only the magical can pass through it and be safe.” 

“Really?” Isabelle stared around them with wide eyes. “He can’t get through? Ever?”

“Never,” Branwen said firmly.

“It’s a miracle,” Isabelle whispered.

Branwen’s cheek pressed against the cool, damp sand. She could feel darkness creeping in. It would take years, decades, to rebuild her strength. Fortunately, she’d be safe here too.

She’d given up any chance of regaining her power. Isabelle and her descendants were forever tied to the land and the magic surrounding it. They’d always be drawn here, as much a part of this place as the sea and the sky. And they weren’t the only ones.

She was tied here too. She may travel the world, but she’d always be drawn back to this place. And she was okay with that. Power, after all, was overrated. It was how you used what you had that counted.

And she had used hers to keep her friend safe.

“What shall we call it?” Isabelle mused, staring up at the sky and the slight shimmer that would soon fade, eventually becoming invisible to the naked eye.

A smile curved Branwen’s lips, and just before she passed out, she said, “Miracle Bay.”

###
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BRANWEN STOOD AT THE edge of the Pacific Ocean, her bare feet tickled by the waves. It had been ten years since she and Isabelle created Miracle Bay. Since then, dozens of magical folks had shown up, looking for a safe place for them and their families. Miracle Bay wasn’t just surviving, it was thriving.

The first to arrive had been a pair of fae cousins from the Otherworld. After that a few gnomes had settled in, followed by a wizard. 

During the last decade, her powers—such as they were—had finally returned. She still couldn’t do much more than parlor tricks, but she felt more like herself. At least in that regard.

She glanced behind her at the twin Victorian houses standing above the beach. One was painted lemon yellow and the other wine red. The red was Isabelle’s of course. The yellow was supposed to be Branwen’s. In fact, she was meant to move in today. Instead, she stood here at the edge of the beach, pretending like she wasn’t about to settle into small-town living.

“You look troubled.” Isabelle appeared beside her, a small cloth covered basket in her hands.

Branwen forced a smile. She didn’t want to upset her dearest friend. “Not troubled exactly. What’s that?” She nodded to the basket.
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