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March, Present Day





“I think they’ll be very pleased with it!” Birdie said, feeling smug as she studied the open-plan living room and kitchen area. “They get their own tower. What could be better than that? I think we’ve made a good job of tidying it up.” 

Morgana laughed. “We will also get a modicum of peace. As for tidying it up,” she cast her grandmother a sly smile, “I hate to think how messy this place will become. As much as I love my son and Como, I know they will be typical young men. This floor will probably be knee-deep in dirty clothes and unwashed plates the next time we come here.”

“It will give Mrs Bell something else to complain about,” Birdie pointed out, referring to their cleaner who visited once a fortnight for an entire day with her daughter. The house was so big, they tackled parts of it at a time. Magic kept it clean in between the visits. As far as Birdie was concerned, though, nothing beat a proper, manual cleaning. “Although, of course, we know that she will love fussing over them. As will I.” She was so excited about the prospect of Lamorak, her great-grandson, and Giacomo, her great-nephew, arriving that she had barely slept. It was an unexpectedly warm day in mid-March, but the room was chilly, and with a word of command, the logs in the grate erupted into flames. “Perfect.”

“Now that I’m here, I’m wondering why my bedroom isn’t in one of the tower rooms.” Morgana walked to the east window, leaning her hands on the stone sill as she looked out of the arched, Gothic window. Her long, dark hair was loose over her shoulders, the grey streak curling around her chin, and her black dress hid her slim form. “The view is amazing.”

“I know why mine isn’t. The stairs would play havoc on my knees. And it’s too isolated up here for me,” Birdie pointed out. “Even though I’m more youthful now. Besides, I love my room. It’s an oasis of calm.”

Before Christmas the witches had performed a banishing spell on a Fallen Angel, and there had been unexpected consequences. The Goddess had reduced her age by twenty years, taking her from being an infirm 89-year-old who could barely see or walk, to a vibrant sixty-something. However, that didn’t give her the energy of a teenager—thankfully. Age brought its own rewards, like wisdom and knowledge, and the unapologetic need to do what she wanted without caring what others thought.

It was Sunday morning, and the two witches were on the top floor of the southeast tower that overlooked the orchards and the front of the house. The tower was part of Moonfell’s original Gothic building, and over the years had been extensively renovated. It emerged from the second floor of the house, with another two floors above that level. When the young men had stayed with them over Yule they had been given their pick of rooms, seeing as they had declared that they wished to move in permanently over the summer, and both had chosen the tower. There was a bedroom and bathroom on each floor, and the top floor contained a comfortable lounge and kitchen that they had opted to share, decorated in the fashion of the house, with dramatic colours and oversized furniture; a fusion of Gothic and modernity. Totally self-contained, it was perfect for their needs.

Birdie joined Morgana at the window and gave her a brief hug, knowing how nervous she was about Lamorak moving in. Morgana hadn’t always had the easiest relationship with her son, but it seemed to have improved over Christmas, so that was something. “They’re only here for a couple of weeks, so it’s a good way to judge our success, don’t you think?”

Morgana nodded, her gaze distant, and it was obvious that she wasn’t really seeing the garden anymore. “We need to introduce them to the bees. We never did it at Christmas.”

“It was too cold. They were hibernating. This is the perfect time.” Birdie smiled to herself as she surveyed the gardens that were springing into lush life again with the advent of spring. Ostara was a week or so away. The view also afforded a glimpse of the Waxing Moon Gate to the east, the Full Moon Gate to the south, and the tangle of paths and planting around them. 

“It will seem so quiet here after university halls. All that hustle and bustle, plus the pubs and restaurants. They’re bound to be bored. I can’t see them wanting to stay here for long.”

“Good grief, Morgana. We’re in London, on the edge of Richmond Park, not deepest, darkest Peru! Storm Moon will keep them entertained. It’s hard to be bored around shifters—and magic! They wanted to come!”

“I know, but…”

“No. Let’s not second guess. I certainly do not expect them to live here forever, but even if they only stay a year, isn’t that something to look forward to?” Birdie bit back her impatience with Morgana. Sometimes she forgot to enjoy the present because she was so focussed on the future. “What time are they arriving?”

“Late this afternoon. About four, I think.”

“Excellent. We’ll head to the bees at dusk.”

Morgana’s eyebrows shot up with surprise. “We’re doing that today?”

“Why not? Sooner the better. It doesn’t do to disappoint the bees. Besides, I’d like an excuse to stroll through the orchard.” Birdie walked away, leaving Morgana to her thoughts. “I’ll prepare everything now. And stop worrying!”

Birdie headed down the stone stairwell, past the doors to the bedrooms, and on to the second floor of the main house. She had another reason in mind for the bee ceremony. She wanted to start their Ostara celebrations early, and had found the perfect spell to help welcome spring to Moonfell. She had newfound energy since she had been gifted a few extra years, and spring, a season of new beginnings, seemed an excellent time to give thanks and weave her own sense of renewal together with that of the coming season. 

As the coven’s High Priestess, it was her role to plan their ceremonies. Well, most of them, anyway. For the last few years, Morgana and Odette, her two granddaughters who also lived at Moonfell, had picked up her roles as she had been unable to perform them. Consequently, Birdie now delegated leading some rituals, as the three witches all had diverse magical abilities, and it seemed silly not to use them appropriately.

Taking a deep breath of satisfaction at the future unfolding before her, Birdie absorbed the sights, sounds, and scents of Moonfell as she walked down the richly decorated hallway. She had never lived anywhere else, and her soul was deeply entrenched in the estate. She had only been a teenager when the house declared its intent that she would be its guardian. It was hard to explain how that had happened, but every guardian experienced the same thing, more or less. It was a type of knowing that just struck one day. Sometimes it happened in dreams, sometimes during a spell or while gardening, or even just reading in a quiet room in the house. The house decided, and then informed you. It also let the current guardian know who the future one would be, too. The house, with its own innate magic instilled by generations of witches, instinctively knew who to choose, and when Birdie died, Morgana would take over. The guardianship had skipped a generation, her two sons and her sister’s children completely bypassed. However, it was a wise choice. Morgana was steadfast, level-headed, and a skilled witch, but Birdie sometimes feared the responsibility would isolate her too much. With luck, Odette would continue to support her. Someone always did.

Birdie was suddenly struck by how hushed the house was, almost expectant. She patted the wall. “Not long now…then you’ll wonder what has hit you,” she muttered under her breath. 

Not that their recent months had been uneventful. They had dealt with a demon-summoning witch who had been imprisoned in their other tower. The house’s magic had contained him when he tried to attack them and the shifters guarding him. Several members of the Storm Moon Wolf Pack had stayed there for a few nights after the demon attacked them to recover from their injuries. Birdie hoped that nothing like that would happen again any time soon, but it had been fun to work with Maverick and his pack again. 

The bright gleam of sunshine through the window at the end of the hall beckoned with its promise of burgeoning life, but she still had much to do before she could stroll through the garden. Quickening her pace, she descended the stairs to the first floor and entered the library that housed their enormous collection of journals, spell books, history books, and magical treatises, along with many other varied titles. Her research was spread out on a table that lay under one of the huge, arched Gothic windows that overlooked the interior courtyard. The centre of the collection was a slim volume about bee lore, the myths surrounding it, and associated spells, written in the seventeenth century by one of her ancestors called Caleb Masters. She knew very little about him, other than he seemed to be fascinated by the bees that had lived in the orchard before the house had even belonged to their family.

It was valued more for its illustrations than its content. Caleb was a fine illustrator, and he had sketched and painted the hives, bees, sections of honeycomb, and the orchard itself. The hives looked different now, but nevertheless, the other illustrations demonstrated the continuity of the house. 

One spell had caught her attention. It recommended a ceremony in which the members of the household reintroduced themselves to the bees at the spring equinox, binding themselves to the growth of the hives and the garden. To Birdie, at least, it was charming. For as long as she could remember, this had never been observed in her lifetime. Not surprising, she reflected as her gaze swept over the vast array of family histories in the library. There were far too many spells and rituals to do them all. With every generation, the manner of honouring the seasons changed. Only the yearly Yuletide protection spells had survived the five hundred years of Moonfell history.

The good thing about this particular spell was that Caleb recommended it be cast on the new moon before Ostara, and the new moon was that night. A time to set intentions for the month ahead. Birdie consulted the spell’s ingredients, made a note in the margins, tucked it into the pocket of her long cardigan, and headed to the still room.


      [image: image-placeholder]Odette, at thirty-one, was the youngest permanent resident of Moonfell. She observed the narrow path she had cut through the long grass strewn with bluebells in the orchard.

Over the winter, although the grass hadn’t grown much, the bluebells and crocuses had sprung into life, almost obliterating the main path that led from the lawn to the beehives in the centre of the tangled, wizened fruit trees. Pink and white blossoms were already emerging, a mix of apples, pears, plums, and damsons, and all, despite their age, were heavy croppers. 

She cast aside the old-fashioned scythe that she had used, peeled off her gardening gloves, and rubbed her sweaty hands on her jeans. Despite using gloves, she could feel tender skin at the base of her thumb from where she had wielded the gardening tool. The sharp scent of earth and young growth was rich, and she breathed deeply, savouring the warmth from the sunshine on the back of her neck that felt like a tickle. However, the tickle persisted, and she absently rubbed her skin as she turned towards the hives that basked in the unexpected heat of early spring.

Half a dozen hives were spread under the trees in the centre of the orchard, and the deep thrum of bee song added to the drowsiness of Odette’s surroundings. The hives were painted in shades of pale yellow or green so that they blended in with their surroundings, and the witches had freshened up the paint over the previous weeks. It had taken longer than they expected. The centre of the orchard, as was its wont from time to time, would prove elusive to find, as if the bees had willed it so. The phrase hivemind kept circling Odette’s thoughts. 

“It’s all right,” she said out loud. “I won’t cut any more grass. I just wanted an easy path to find you. Not that it will help, I’m sure. When you want to stay hidden, you’re remarkably stubborn.” She pursed her lips, hands on slender hips as she studied the few bees that had emerged from their winter hibernation. “We’ll be back later. We have new members of the household to introduce to you, so you better not hide then!”

The buzzing intensified, and for a moment, Odette swayed, dizzy with their hypnotic song. Unable to control an overwhelming need to sit, she rested cross-legged in the long grass, the cool earth beneath her. Closing her eyes, she concentrated, as if she might understand what the bees were saying. Their murmured song intensified until it was all she could hear. The sounds of bird call and the creak of branches vanished, and spring sunshine painted a golden glow upon her closed eyelids. 

Odette was used to this state. Her magic encompassed a type of knowing beyond her own mind. She saw to the truth of things, whether she wanted to or not. Secrets could not hide from her for long, even if she tried to block them—or if people tried to block her. It wasn’t mind-reading, though, and the revelations seemed to come when she least expected them; when she was relaxed, perhaps, or engaged in conversation about something else entirely. It was a heightened perception, really. She had learned to live with it, and she had certainly learned to keep secrets—some of them, at least. Often, insights would emerge as she painted in her studio, as if the paintbrush were a conduit to the hidden realms. Or the moon gates would reveal glimpses of the past, like they had at Yule.

Her breath slowed as the murmur of bees filled her up until she thought she might overflow with the sensation. Then suddenly an image entered her mind, and she saw a collection of hives that were very different to the ones they had now. The wood was silvery with age, the trees that surrounded them weren’t quite as gnarled as the present, and it was later in the year…late summer, perhaps. Ripening fruit hung on twisting branches, and the deep green leaves made a cave of the orchard. A breathy, uneven sound disturbed the silence. 

Crying.

A whirlwind of emotions hit Odette so hard that she took a sharp intake of breath. Someone was so panic-stricken, so overwhelmed that he or she could barely think straight. This person was drowning in fear, and Odette ached to help whoever it was. She waited, hoping that her vision would change to show the figure responsible, but annoyingly, the sound started to fade, and in desperation, Odette tried to force it. It was the worst thing she could have done.

Abruptly, the normal sounds of the orchard returned, the golden glow receded, and all trace of the unbidden images vanished as if it was a dream.
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July, 1664





Eliza Wildblood finished reading the letter from her Uncle Lester, and was so cross that she balled it up and threw it across the room. 

“That man is useless! He’s a beef-witted buffoon, and if he were standing in front of me right now, I would hex him!”

Her younger brother, Ansel, bent to scoop up the letter and smoothed it out so he could read it. “Honestly, Eliza, you should calm down.”

“How? We have hardly any money, and magic alone will not keep this house standing.”

Ansel rolled his eyes. “It’s hardly falling down.”

“It will if we can’t make decent money!” She paced across the room to the windows, skirts flouncing around her. “The work we do for the peasants doesn’t pay much, and I am sick of wearing old clothes. And no,” she said, rounding on him before he could speak, “I don’t want to keep casting spells to make dresses. We need material and money to pay a seamstress. What is the point of being here if I look like a peasant, too!” She flung her arms around to encompass Moonfell, the grand, Gothic manor that was their ancestral home. 

She and Ansel were in the small parlour on the first floor that overlooked the front of the house. It was her favourite view, because it contained the Full Moon Gate and the sprawling orchard that looked lush with verdant greenery in the midsummer sunshine. At least, she reflected, the garden was thriving, unlike the family. It had been a very hard few years. The Witch Trials had swept across the country and Europe, and the residents of Moonfell had been forced to be extremely circumspect with their magic. They had retreated behind the walls, keeping to themselves, and only helping those who they knew to be firm allies. Unfortunately, those had been few.

Consequently, they had lost all of their influential customers they had been accumulating ever since Sibilla Selcouth’s time. All the lovely, landed gentry with their deep pockets and even deeper obsessions that required a little magic to help them. Heirs, money, influence at court, good health, gardens that dazzled their visitors, and protection spells to keep them safe. The witches of Moonfell had offered all those things at one point or another, but not for close to thirty years—decades before she was born. She had contacted a few descendants of their old customers but had heard nothing, and she decided it was too risky to pursue. Their accumulated wealth was quickly dwindling.

Eliza was twenty-three years old, with responsibilities far beyond her age, and those included looking after her younger brother, Ansel, who was twenty-one, and their fifteen-year old sister, Jacinta. Their mother had died six months previously, and her useless Uncle Lester, her mother’s younger brother, was in Europe, pretending not to be a witch, and making his living as an English tutor. Her mother’s last words had been to promise her to be careful about using her magic for customers again, even though King Charles II had been restored to the throne, and the Puritans no longer had any influence. Well, very little. Over the last couple of years, the country had thrown off the dour, grim lifestyle they had endured following the Civil War, and the king had ushered in a new era of frivolity. 

Her mother, Virginia Wildblood, the old High Priestess of Moonfell, had remained cautious, however, and Eliza had respected her wishes, but now that she was dead, she was free to pursue her own agenda. Her mother, always prone to drama, had become increasingly so in her elder years. Although Eliza was sad about her death, she also had to admit to feeling a little relieved. The last few years had been hard as her mother had become increasingly difficult. Her paranoia had grown, and her spells became ever more convoluted. Now, surely, it would be safe to find new clients, perhaps to open Moonfell’s doors—discreetly—to new business. Theatres were booming, women could act now, and the court, by all accounts, was filled with music and dancing. Yes, there were religious divisions, but when weren’t there? They would navigate those just like they always had. 

“Ansel.” She turned to look at her brother. He was slim-built, tall, with a shock of dark hair just like hers, inherited from their father who had left Moonfell years before. “We need to start finding customers again. Ones that can pay. Either that or we need to work—proper jobs.” 

Ansel was still reading their uncle’s letter. “He’s staying in Lisbon, then. Well, I suppose if he has good employment, and feels safe…”

“But what about us? He said he’d come home after Mother died, but he didn’t and never will. Neither will Aunt Angelica’s children. Our cousins have forsaken us!”

“Can you blame them, after what happened to their mother?”

Angelica, her mother’s older sister, had almost been arrested after being accused of witchcraft, and it was only by magic, ironically, that she had escaped and fled to Ireland, where she and her family lived very different lives in County Cork. It had been a terrifying time. They should have stayed at Moonfell, where the strong protection spells would have kept them all safe, but some members of the family railed against it, saying it felt like a prison. Prison! Moonfell was never a prison. It was a sanctuary. 

“We’re better off without them, anyway,” Ansel continued. “The house is ours. Well, yours, legally and magically. That counts for a lot.”

The house was always passed to the firstborn, whether male or female, but the house itself chose its magical guardian, and that had fallen to her, too. She sensed it on the day she turned sixteen. 

“I’m serious. We need customers! It’s time to re-join the world.”

Ansel threw himself into the nearest chair. “You make it sound as if we never go out.”

“We go to the market to sell vegetables and chickens, and treat the folk in the villages and farms, but we need more than that. We need money. Proper money.” She studied the room’s faded furnishings again, and noted the general air of polite abandon. She could glamour it, of course, but that didn’t change the root of the problem. 

All three of them spent most of their time in the garden that fortunately provided them with an abundance of fruit and vegetables. They had chickens, two cows, and the bees, of course, so they had milk, eggs, and honey to sell, too. In any spare time they had, they painted, kept diaries, and wrote silly plays to amuse themselves, as well as practice their magic. Ansel should have apprenticed himself to a skill by now, but their mother had been so terrified of witchcraft accusations that she had kept him at home.

“I have an idea,” Eliza said, hoping Ansel wouldn’t think it was madness. “We’ll go to the theatre.”

“Why?”

“Because we need to meet the landed gentry, and that’s where they go. Especially The King’s Playhouse. It’s the king’s favourite theatre, and it’s where King’s Company perform. We’ll go and mingle.” 

Ansel pursed his lips, looking incredulous. “You just think we’ll waltz in there and meet a duke who’ll offer us a magical job?”

“Of course not. We’re going to talk pleasantries, eavesdrop, cultivate friendships, and then find a duke to offer us money.”

“That’s dangerous and foolhardy, and sounds remarkably simplistic.”

“Have you a better suggestion?”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Spells for wealth.”

“I cast them all the time, especially at new moons. I have also checked the records of all the landed gentry that we worked for, trying to decide how to rekindle our contacts. The ones we had the strongest connections with are dead. I sent letters to another couple, but have heard nothing.”

Ansel’s eyebrows shot up. “You kept that quiet.”

“I didn’t want to get overly excited, or give anyone false hope. They haven’t replied.”

“The thing is, our skills were only considered after everything else failed—well, for most people, anyway. And we relied on word of mouth. It will be hard to get that again.”

“Exactly. We’re starting at the beginning again, so that means we need something else.” Eliza took a breath, wondering how her next suggestion would be received. “We know someone at the Playhouse, not very well, admittedly, but it’s a contact, and she knows what we can do.”

“You’re talking about Nell. She’s just an Orange Girl.” 

Orange Girls sold oranges to the theatre audience, and were scantily clad, by all accounts. They also carried messages backstage to the actresses. Assignations. Everyone knew what they did. It was common gossip.

“Not anymore. She’s been given a few small acting parts, and they’re getting bigger. She’s good, apparently.”

Ansel frowned. “She’s ambitious. I’m not sure we can trust her.”

“We helped her. She owes us a favour.” Nell had a mother who drank too much, and a sister who was constantly in trouble. Her mother ran a bawdy house, and when she had fallen ill, it was Virginia who had helped her. Eliza remembered going with her into central London, and feeling overwhelmed by the crowds, but she’d met Nell. She was feisty and spirited, and they had got on immediately. “She’ll remember me, I’m sure. We had to see her mother a few times. She was always there.” Plus, the place itself was unforgettable. A cheap house filled with prostitutes.

“Even if she’s acting, she is still a peasant.”

“But she mixes with the right people. I was hearing it only the other day at the market.” 

“I’m not convinced. You do know that theatres’ backstage areas are sometimes little better than a brothel? Most of the actresses are prostitutes. Nell might be, too.”

Eliza’s frustration and rage at their circumstances was building. They needed to be bold. To leap into the unknown. “I don’t care. If the bees agree, will you come with me?”

“They aren’t soothsayers.” He rose to his feet. “I’ll come and listen.”

“No!” Ansel could communicate with animals, an unusual family magical ability inherited from one of the first witches who lived at Moonfell, and she did not want him influencing the bees. She could communicate with them well enough in her own way. “You will interfere. You can talk to them on your own.”

“I can’t influence them!”

“I’m not risking it.” Eliza knew she was being petulant, but didn’t care. “I shall see you later. Check on Jacinta, please. She’s suspiciously quiet.”

The heat was suffocating when Eliza left Moonfell’s cool interior to cross the garden. The summer had been indifferent up until a few days ago, and now the heat was like a furnace. It was a relief to enter the orchard and walk through cool greenery beneath the trees, accompanied by the somnolent buzz of the bees who were busy foraging in the shade, but there wasn’t a breath of wind, and when she reached the hives, she was hot and sticky. She pulled her long, dark hair free of her ribbon so that it coursed down her back. She had hoped the walk would calm her down, but if anything, she was more incensed, and by the time she arrived at the hives she burst into tears and collapsed in the grass.

This was not how her life was meant to be, she was sure of it. She should be casting spells and making money, and wearing fine clothes and eating fantastic food. Then she realised how shallow that sounded when she was surrounded by the magnificence of Moonfell, and cried even more. 

What was she doing? She was selfish and vain. She owned more than most people ever would. If the roof developed leaks, and the soft furnishings had moth holes, what of it? Magic would help. At least that was something they would never be short of.

This was a beautiful place, gifted to her family for good and generous deeds that she did all the time. They were good witches! They helped people. She should be happy. However, there was no denying that they needed more. Her ancestors had invested well, but the way their fortunes were going, it wouldn’t last forever. Unfortunately, some family members had presumed it would, and had been a little footloose with their investments. 

Plus, if she was honest, she was bored. 

She sat up, brushed her tears away, and faced the hives. Even they looked a little worn. The bees, however, were industrious. They buzzed back and forth, wings jewel-bright in the shafts of sunshine, and for the most part, ignored her completely.

“I need your help, bees. I need advice.” She waited until the murmur quieted, and then outlined her worries and her plans. “Is it a good idea?”

A few moments later, a bee landed on her hand, and she held it up to her face to see it properly. It traced a dance on her skin, a sunwise circle, round and round three times before it flew off. It was a sign. 

Yes, the bees approved. 
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She had spent her time in the garden with Jacinta, trying not to appear too anxious in front of her younger sister. Not that she should worry, though. At fifteen years of age, Jacinta was smart and already controlled her magic well. Plus, it was obvious to anyone with eyes that Moonfell needed work done and they needed money.

When Ansel finally appeared, they were in the kitchen organising their dinner, a simple omelette and vegetables. 

“How did you get on?” Eliza asked, wiping her fingers on her apron.

“We need to make them an offering, and I have just the one. We can do Great-Uncle’s old spell. The one that offers a binding.”

Jacinta, lips and chin stained with raspberry juice, her hair knotted and wild, asked, “We’re binding ourselves to bees? What for?” She looked between them. “You’re up to something. What?”

Ansel nodded at Eliza. “Your sister has come up with an intriguing way for us to make more money.”

“I didn’t think that you were worried about that.”

Eliza glared at Ansel. “I’m not worried. I’m just aware that what we have won’t last forever. I asked the bees if they approved of my idea. They did. With caveats, clearly.”

“The binding spell.” Cinta wiped the juice off her chin and smeared it over her cheeks instead. Eliza despaired that she would ever become a lady. “Elaborate then, brother.”

“It will strengthen our connection.” He grinned at Eliza. “Tonight.”

“We have a connection! They’re our bees! Well,” she qualified it hastily. The bees truly belonged to no one. “You know what I mean! What does that have to do with my plan?”

“Patience, dear sister.” Ansel reached into the bowl of fruit and fished out a peach. “As you know, they approved your suggestion, and they have promised to help our endeavours with a little bee magic.”

Eliza narrowed her eyes. “I have never heard of such a thing before. Is this something new?”

“Something old. Something Great-Uncle Caleb discovered when he went on his travels. You know he was obsessed with the bees.”

“Like you.”

“I’m not obsessed. I’m respectful, as we all are. You know, they are very wise. Uncannily so. They even remember him.”

“How? That was years ago. They can’t possibly be the same bees.”

Ansel smirked, which made him look rakishly charming. “Bee memories. They pass them down, you know. It’s sort of like a collective memory. The hivemind. They work as one and remember as one.”

Eliza wasn’t scared of much, except abject poverty and losing Moonfell, but the bees were unnerving. It was as if they had power to rival her own. “Well, I suppose that’s even more reason to keep them happy. What do we do?”

“We search Caleb’s papers. I know what we’re looking for, because I read them a while ago. Unfortunately, it’s not the most optimal time of year, but it’s what they want. If you stop filling your face with raspberries, Cinta, we can gift them to the bees.”

“We have plenty.”

“Not the way you’re eating them.”

Eliza looked around at the partially prepared food. “Dinner can wait. Let’s go to the library now.”

The library was a grand room, designed by one of their relatives, but unfortunately only a small portion was filled with books. The rest was lined with shelves waiting to be filled. It had tall windows capped by high Gothic arches that overlooked the inner courtyard, and a narrower raised level was accessed by a spiral staircase. One day it would be breathtaking, but right now it was draped in shadows and dust—except for the family grimoires, of course, which were looked after with reverence. 

Ansel headed unerringly to a shelf in the centre of the room, leading them past Sibilla Selcouth’s grimoire that was wrapped in a linen cloth. Eliza had looked through it, but had been warned not to damage it. It was 140 years old and spelled with protection, but even so, they treated it gently. The grimoire they used most often now was one started by her mother. The Wildblood Grimoire, bound in dark, reddish-brown leather. All three siblings, however, had started writing their own grimoires, too.

“Here they are,” Ansel said, full of confidence as he lifted out a bundle of papers, carried them to the table, and fanned them out. “We should really bind these properly. He died before he could do it, and he spent so much time on them, it would be a shame not to.”

Eliza smiled. Her brother could be very thoughtful—sometimes. 

“This is the one,” he said, extracting a couple of pages and scanning the contents. “We need to make offerings at dusk. And it’s a new moon. It might not be Ostara, but the new moon will help.”

Cinta folded her arms across her chest, her superior expression muted by the smear of berries. “What will this binding do?”

“Bind us to the bees, so that their magic will help us. If we want wealth and success, they will court it.”

“Binding always makes me suspicious,” Cinta complained. “They will help us do what, exactly? You still haven’t told me!”

Eliza knew the excitement that this would cause. “We are going to the theatre to find rich clients—but we’ll be subtle, of course! We’re not shouting about magic and spells!” She mimed sealing her lips to her sister. “There are still religious zealots and Puritans lurking in the dark like rats in the sewers. We must be careful not to alert them.”

Cinta’s eyes widened with surprise. “The King’s Playhouse?”

“Yes, of course, but perhaps we’ll try all of them. This is not going to happen overnight. Before you ask, you are too young to come with us.” Plus, Eliza didn’t want to expose her sister to the greedy eyes of the men who would be there. 

Cinta shrugged. “That’s fine. I’d have to get all dressed up, anyway. I’d rather stay here. Perhaps I can cast my own spell to help you. Help us!” Her gaze raked the room, lips twisting with distaste. “The Goddess knows we need it. Perhaps you should find a husband, too.”

A weight settled over Eliza. She was late for marriage, and even later in having children. “There are reasons for that, as you well know. I must first trust who I marry. They will have secrets to keep.”

“But we know people who will keep them,” Ansel pointed out. “Men who like you, if only you weren’t too worried to entertain the thought. One in particular is very sweet on you—” 

Eliza cut him off before he could continue. “I will not be drawn into that conversation now, because I do have other things to worry about. Like this spell. So, let’s get on with it.”








  
  

three
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Present Day





Morgana frowned at her twenty-one-year-old son, watching him shovel chocolate cake into his mouth as if he hadn’t seen food in months. “No one will steal it, Lam. Slow down!” 

“But it’s so good,” he said, once he’d swallowed. “Have you put a spell on it?”

“It’s made with a little love, that’s magic enough.” Giacomo, her second-cousin or something of the sort—he was her great-aunt Horty’s grandson—was sitting next to Lamorak, equally absorbed in eating, and having little interest in anything else. “The same applies to you, Como.”

He grinned at her, revealing chocolate in his teeth. He was a year younger, dark-haired and dark-eyed, much like his Italian father, and he’d inherited his stocky build too, looking quite different to Lamorak, who was tall with light brown hair and pale skin. “Sorry, Morgana, but Lam’s right. I could inhale it.”

“I think you already are.”

Both young men, behaving like teenagers, were sitting at the wooden table in the dining end of the main kitchen in Moonfell. It was an enormous Gothic room, with huge windows looking over the north side of the grounds, and it was furnished dramatically, just as Morgana liked it. The tiles were black, the cupboards and work surface were made of dark wood, and the stainless-steel appliances gleamed. However, it wasn’t austere. It was warm and lived-in, with jars of herbs and well-thumbed recipe books stacked on shelves—along with her kitchen grimoire, of course. Like most kitchens, it was the heart of the house.

The boys had arrived only half an hour before, and after dumping their bags in their rooms and declaring themselves very happy with their living arrangements, had promptly asked for food. And so it starts, Morgana had thought, reflecting on the fact that she would need to buy three times as much food as usual from now on. She had forgotten how much they had eaten at Christmas. It was a good job that she loved cooking. Besides, she had years of mothering to make up for. Lamorak had lived with his father for most of his young life, so this was something that she would relish.

Morgana checked the time, noting the thickening twilight. “Well, you had better finish up. We’ll be heading to the orchard soon.” 

Lam wiped his finger across his empty plate and licked it. “For our introduction to the bees?”

“Yes. So comb your hair, please. You look as if it hasn’t seen one in weeks.”

Como snorted. “Do the bees care about our hair?”

“It’s a sign of respect! You can’t just rock up looking like you have fallen out of bed. This is a proper ceremony.” She ran her hands down her dark green dress, admiring the smooth velvet and lace. It had been her mother’s and had a distinctly seventies vibe that she rather admired. “Wear a shirt, too, rather than a t-shirt.”

“A tux, perhaps?” Como asked sarcastically.

“We’ll have one somewhere.” She laughed as his eyes widened in horror. “You’d be surprised what we have tucked away in our many cupboards.”

“I have no objection to wearing tuxes in the right place, but not in an orchard!”

“I really don’t think the bees would mind. As I said, first impressions count.”

Lamorak leaned back in his chair. “Are their consequences if we disappoint them?”

“If you’re very rude or insulting they might sting you, but seeing as you won’t be, I really wouldn’t worry about it. Although, perhaps you should ask Birdie that. She’s been doing far more research on the subject than I have, and it’s been years since we’ve made such formal introductions.” 

“Because we’re moving in permanently in the summer?” Como asked. She nodded, and he continued, “So, visitors don’t need an introduction?”

She collected the plates and headed to the sink. “No, although we always keep them apprised of our news. It’s been a long time since we had new residents. You, though,” she said to her son, “were introduced as a baby a few days after we’d informed them of your birth. That’s another requirement. Births, deaths, and marriages.”

Lam grimaced. “They sound like a council office.”

Amused, she said, “I wouldn’t tell them that. Enough chat. Go and get ready or Birdie will hex you if we’re late. She’s already out there, setting up.”

They scooted out of their chairs and headed to the door at the back of the kitchen that led to the narrow rear stairway, very different to the grand one in the entrance hall, leaving Morgana musing on how much they had to learn about the house and its ways. 

Not just them, though, she reminded herself. It had been years since any of them had taken part in such a ceremony. A new moon ritual would be fun too. She always loved celebrating the moon cycles. Once the bees had been attended to, and it was dark, she would head to the New Moon Gate in the north and cast her own spells. She wanted to foster a closer bond with her son, and it was the perfect time. She wouldn’t leave Como out, either. Potentially, he might find it hard to settle in Moonfell. His mother, Jemima, had never liked the place, resenting the fact it had chosen Birdie over her mother, Horty, to caretake the house. Not that her resentment had passed to Como, though. He’d had a great time at Christmas. 

Shaking herself out of her revery, she stared into the deepening twilight. New moon magic was already building, and she had a momentary flash of concern. Spells could manifest strongly at the new moon, and she wondered whether this would affect their bee ritual. She shrugged it off, though. What could possibly go wrong?


      [image: image-placeholder]“Where were you when you had the vision?” Birdie asked Odette after lighting the last candle-filled lamp beneath the trees with magic. 

Odette pointed to a spot beneath an apple tree. “There. It felt as if the crying person was right behind me, but I couldn’t turn to see the figure. I couldn’t even tell if it were male or female. No doubt all will become clear at some point.”

“No doubt,” Birdie said, echoing her sentiments, still distracted by the coming ritual. “It might be inconsequential, too.” 

“True. It might have just been the strength of the emotion that left an impression. Only the Gods know what other scenes these trees and bees might have witnessed. By the way, Birdie, this looks lovely.”

Birdie nodded with satisfaction as she appraised the scene. “Thank you. It should work well.” 

A dozen old lanterns filled with candles were either placed in the grass or suspended from tree branches, and a line of witch-lights bobbed along the newly scythed path, disappearing into the cool shadows of the orchard. Incense coiled around the hives, and the faint murmur of bees blended with the creak of the branches, although the bees were returning to their hives with the onset of dusk. In another month there would be many more of them, and the air would be thick with bee song. It was so tranquil, and yet, spring energy was stirring. Birdie thought that if she sat here quietly enough, she might hear the grass growing, leaves unfurling, and petals opening. 

She caught Odette’s eye. “This orchard gets under your skin.”

“I know. It feels stronger than usual today, too. As if it knows what we’re going to do. It’s spring magic—well, almost.”

It was another couple of weeks until Ostara, but the earth had started waking with Imbolc. Birdie opened the small wooden table she had brought with her and set it on the grass, then pulled a bottle of mead from her bag, and a cut glass chalice. “Can you open the bottle, please? I thought mead would be better than wine. I’ve brought sugar for the bees, too. A little gift.” She placed the goblet on the table with her other altar equipment that included a jar of the previous year’s honey. “My spell suggests toasting with the hives’ honey, so that we bind ourselves to the bees, and,” she reached into her bag and withdrew another jar, “our homemade damson jam.”

“From the orchard’s fruits. I love it. I can't believe we haven’t done this before.”

“It’s always such a busy time though, isn’t it? Bear with me while I find Hades.” 

Hades was a large Savannah cat who was also her familiar. He’d arrived in her teens when she first found out that she would be Moonfell’s guardian and had never left. She cast her awareness out, speaking to him in her mind. “Where are you, Hades, my friend? You need to be here, too.” Suddenly, she was seeing through his eyes as he eased through the prolific bluebells. A bird erupted out of the grass and vanished into the trees. “You’re hunting!”

“Merely a diversion on my way to you.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“It’s in my nature. You should be grateful I’m not a goat or a pig. I would destroy the garden.”

“You most certainly would not.”

Hades laughed. A strong, purring rumble that started deep in his chest. “I’d like to see you try to stop me.”

“Do not tempt me.”

It was harmless banter. They rattled back and forth like the old friends they were. She would never, ever harm Hades, and he would never harm her. He was an old, mysterious being, and even after seventy-odd years together, she still hadn’t discovered his past. He wanted to remain an enigma.

“Are you close?” she asked.

Then she saw herself through his eyes as he emerged from behind one of the hives, her white hair aglow from the candlelight, and her long, red dress puddling around her feet. She looked rather regal, even if she did say so herself. She blinked and snapped back into her own awareness. “There you are, you old rogue.” Voices carried to them, and before Hades could answer, Morgana, Lamorak, and Giacomo arrived. Birdie had only seen them for a few minutes when they arrived, as she was already heading to the grove. The two boys looked so large in the gloom, both much taller than herself. “Excellent timing!”

“Not without some effort,” Morgana said, raising her eyebrows. “They had to change. At least the path stayed true. It clearly didn’t want us to be late, either.”

“Wow!” Lam said, eyes wide as he observed the magical scene. “This is quite something. I feel Titania is about to emerge from the gloom with Bottom.”

“Let’s not encourage the arrival of the fey,” Morgana chastised him. “This garden causes enough trouble on its own.”

“As long as I don’t end up with a donkey’s head,” he muttered.

Birdie couldn’t resist teasing him. “I don’t think even my powers are that great, although I wouldn’t put it past the bees.”

Odette tittered. It was a wonder she hadn’t planned a prank. She always loved to tease. Maybe she was planning on something that she was keeping quiet.

“How many hives?” Como asked, eyes narrowed as he looked around.

“Half a dozen,” Odette told him. “There were three originally, but Sibilla added to them and since then, that number has never changed. When you’re here in the summer, you can learn to look after them. We all share the responsibility.”

“This place is…odd,” Como finally said.

“Odd things are always the best,” Birdie told him. “Gather next to me, and let’s begin before the light disappears entirely.”

She finished preparing the altar, aware that the twilight was manifesting odd shapes and shadows beneath the trees. She expected Hades to join the witches who were all lined up, facing the closest hive, but he stayed back, tail swishing in the long grass. 

“What are we supposed to do?” Lam asked, shuffling nervously.

“Follow my lead, stand up straight, and be confident. The bees hate slovenliness. We will have a general introduction and blessing, and then I will introduce you to each hive.” Her stare quelled further interruptions.

Birdie faced the hives, arms outstretched in supplication. “Dear bees of Moonfell, guardians of the orchard for generations, we join you tonight, on this the new moon and the cusp of spring, to introduce you to the newest members of the household and to reaffirm our connections to you. Will you consent to our presence?”

If Birdie was honest, she wasn’t quite sure what would happen. The ritual suggested a moment’s silence, and advised that if the bees weren’t interested, they should get ready to run as they would swarm to drive them away. She very much doubted that would happen, as she had already advised them of her plans earlier. Nevertheless, a faint trepidation fluttered though her as they waited.

The bees’ murmuring vanished, leaving behind a deep well of silence. Nothing stirred. Not a blade of grass, or a branch, or a breath of wind. Finally, a few bees exited the hives, and Birdie clutched her skirts, preparing to run. However, they weren’t swarming; instead, they settled in a line on top of each hive facing them, as if to witness the ritual. 

Good grief. They were actually watching. The hairs stood up on her arms as wild magic swelled in the dusk. She could not mess this up.

Moistening her lips, she ploughed on as if it were the most normal thing in the world. This was so formal compared to their general interactions. She dipped her head, acknowledging each hive. “Thank you, you are most gracious. I am Thea Cornelius, High Priestess of the Moonfell Coven and Guardian of the Grounds. I come here tonight to renew our bond. Morgana, my granddaughter and future Guardian of Moonfell—” Morgana gave a light, dipping curtsey, “and Odette, the youngest member of our coven,” Odette followed suit at the mention of her name, “share with me the care of the estate. We affirm our commitment on the auspicious new moon before Ostara. May our futures continue to grow together.” She paused as the bees buzzed in response, a warm, fruity murmur of what seemed like approval, and taking it as a good sign, waited until they had fallen silent again. “However, we have two new members of the family who will join the household in the summer, and we would like to introduce them.” She turned to the boys, sure of herself now. They, however, looked frozen in shock. “This is Lamorak Blake, Morgana’s son and my grandson, and Giacomo Santini, my great-nephew and grandson of Hortense, my younger sister.” Both blinked like owls, swallowed, and nodded. “They intend to pursue their magic. They will reside in the southeast tower, and will learn to look after you in the summer.”

She was aware of the bees’ glittering eyes that seemed to follow her every move. It was unnerving. Still nothing moved beneath the trees, the orchard waiting in unnatural silence as if they were a tableau frozen in time. Perhaps they were. Maybe she would find that either no time had passed, or it would be dawn when the ritual had finished. 

Birdie lifted the mead. “We honour you and reaffirm our bond with mead, made with the gift of honey from your hives.” She poured a measure into the goblet, sipped it, and passed it to the others, reassured as they passed it down the line, each taking a sip. “With jam, made from the fruits of last year’s harvest.” She had set the jam on small crackers, and each witch took their offering. The sweet flavours exploded on her tongue. She lifted the bowl filled with sugar, a spoonful of which she would place on each hive as she escorted the young men around the hives. “With sugar to sustain you, and our unreserved respect and regard.” Now for the peculiar charm she had found to end the first part of the ceremony. “Bee-eye bright, bee-wing's flight, let this charm our house unite. Honeycomb's gleam, bees’ delight, let this spell bring dreams to light.”

As her words drifted beyond the hives and into the deeper orchard, a golden light carrying the scent of flower blossoms and a shimmer of pollen seemed to suffuse around them for the briefest of seconds before vanishing again, renewing her connection to the land and the garden. She blinked as if waking from a heady dream, and glancing around, saw her family doing the same. The bees, however, shining like amber jewels atop the hives, watched impassively, the wink of candlelight making them shimmer. She felt enthralled, and battling for mastery of herself, said, “Now for our gift. Everyone.”

She summoned her coven to her like obedient dogs, and they walked around the hives, depositing a spoonful of sugar on each one as she introduced Lam and Como. The witches uttered a few words in hushed tones. Birdie rarely felt out of her depth, but she did now, and she knew she had woven a more powerful spell than she intended. The bees continued to watch them, their regard like a weight on her shoulders. Not unpleasant or unfriendly, just expectant, as if something else might happen. It was with relief when they reached the last hive, and after completing their final offering, they all stepped back. Unbidden, Morgana and Odette cleared away the table and extinguished candles, and she knew they were as unnerved by the experience as she was.

Birdie nodded once more at their audience. “Thank you for your time. The household otherwise continues as always, and we will update you with our news.” 

The murmurs of bee conversations started as they walked away, the witch-lights blinking out behind them, leaving the orchard in inky blackness as if twilight had long passed, and no one said a word until they were back at the house. It was only then that Birdie realised she had no idea where Hades was.
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