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* * *

Fate whispers to the warrior: 
“You cannot withstand the storm.” 
The warrior replies: 
“I am the storm.”

* * *


Chapter 1

Into the Night

The mists reached out long fingers to the girl in the velvet cloak, frightening her as they lingered around her ankles, then twisted up her body until they were weaving around her throat and through her hair. Shivering, she clutched the edges of the soft black material more tightly around herself, and tried to get her breathing under control. Tried to stop the hammering of her heart that she felt sure could be heard all through the dense woodland. 

The full moon overhead usually calmed her, but tonight its light only added to her fear, revealing shadowy silhouettes of twisted trunks and shining creature eyes that offered no comfort. The dark moon would have been easier, because the glimpses of movement she could just see out of the corner of her eye made everything more frightening. Sometimes it was better not to know what was out there. 

But eventually she saw the warmth of candlelight ahead of her and quickened her pace, relieved beyond measure. For a moment she’d thought her best friend’s older brother had sent her out into the woods as a prank, or a test, but he was here as promised. For the past three weeks she’d been studying the notes he’d given her, the books he’d lent her, and practising with him when they could slip away from friends and family. And tonight, the night of the full moon, they would finally work real magic together – casting a spell to heal her mother.

Her breath caught as she stumbled into the clearing. A circle of tealight candles in pretty glass lanterns marked out the space they would work within, and scattered rose petals between each of the golden flames filled out the magical boundary. On the altar in the centre, several ritual objects were set up around a vase of deep red roses. The scent swirled around her, making her momentarily giddy. 

“Rhiannon, beloved, you are here,” Evan said, and in the flickering light he looked much older than he was, the dark shadows dancing across his face hollowing out his cheekbones and adding a sinister flare that made her pause. Beloved?

He strode from the middle of the circle to the entry point he’d marked with clear quartz crystals – to amplify their working, she remembered – and smiled at her. 

“It’s a magical night, a powerful night, so our spell will work, I promise,” he told her, confidence obvious in his manner and his tone. Her shoulders sagged with relief, and she let out the breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. When he reached out his hand to her, she swallowed her hesitation and took it, allowing him to draw her into the space he’d created between the worlds. Voice strong, he welcomed the deities and the directions, using words they’d practised earlier that week. The familiarity soothed her. 

But suddenly he pulled her closer to him, right up against his body, and she gasped – he seemed taller now, and broader of chest, and she faltered again, his new proximity to her far more intimate than she was comfortable with. 

“Come Rhiannon, let me anoint you, and we will stand before the goddess together.”

Quickly he took a small bottle from a pocket in his cloak, then untied the ribbon fastening it at his throat so that it fell to the ground. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she was trapped by his gaze, and by the magic he’d promised her, and so she stood there powerless, clinging tightly to her belief that this was the only way her mother would become well again. 

Unscrewing the lid of the bottle, he tilted it so that a single drop of oil splashed onto his finger, then he rubbed it into the centre of her forehead, its rich scent, combining the heaviness of frankincense with the lightness of lemongrass and the sweetness of peppermint, adding to the dreaminess of the moment.

And then he spoke.

We welcome you god and goddess, under this beautiful full moon light,
Please come into our circle on this portentous night. 
Bless us with your strength during this rite, 
And imbue us with the immense power of your healing magic and might.

His voice was deeper than usual, and reverent, and Rhiannon stared at him in wonder as light seemed to glow from within him. When his fingers moved to her throat and untied the ribbon that held her cloak in place, she felt it fall to the ground, leaving her totally exposed. Yet the power she saw glinting in his eyes, the presence of the god within him that she convinced herself she could sense, made it feel almost natural, almost normal, in this heightened reality, that they stood here together, their naked bodies caressed by the golden moonlight.

She shivered as he rubbed the next drop of oil onto her chest, between her breasts, and her breath caught as goosebumps rose on her skin and the first inkling of fear and suspicion rippled down her spine. 

Desperately she sought comfort in his next words.

God and goddess, as supplicants we stand before you, 
Please come into our bodies so we may ease Beth’s pain.
Lend us your power so we can help her move through,
Darkness into light, illness into health again.

His words made her ashamed of her suspicions, and when a soft golden glow shimmered around him, she was awestruck by the immense sense of power emanating from him. For the first time she allowed herself to believe that this would actually work, that he really did know how to heal her mum, and she felt tears welling in gratitude. 

It was so kind of him to be helping her like this, instructing her over the past few weeks in his own time, facilitating this ritual tonight, and asking for nothing in return.

She allowed that sentiment to lull her into a place of calm, to fill her with a sense of security and safety, yet her body trembled when he rubbed a drop of oil onto her solar plexus, and this time she wasn’t sure whether it was from the cold, from her fear, or from the naked desire she saw in his eyes. 

Time seemed to slow as she stared up at him, trying to read his intentions, to sense whether she should be worried. Surely she was just being a prude, because magic was supposed to be intimate, and raw. It was a stripping away of the physical self and a merging with another’s spirit, and with the spirit of the earth and of the god and the goddess.

An owl hooted overhead, making her smile, and the sound of a small creature scrambling through the underbrush nearby distracted her for a moment. As she turned towards the noise, she felt Evan move even closer, felt his leg push against hers, felt his breath on her face. Panic made her heart race.

“What are you doing?” she whispered, suddenly frightened as his hands clamped down on her shoulders and his mouth came down roughly on hers.

“Shh, Rhiannon, shh,” he crooned, as his tongue traced a path down her neck. “We have to be the god and the goddess, and come together as they do, to power the spell.”

Part of her mind accepted this, so desperate was she for their magic to make her mother better, and she tried to breathe through her fear, to accept that this sacrifice would fuel the working. 

Yet another part of her resisted. Tried, as his hands moved from her shoulders down to her chest, then lower, to scream out against it. Prayed, as he crushed her to him, that she could somehow stop him. But physically she was frozen, rooted to the earth, to the woodland, trapped by the heavy scent of the oil burning on her forehead. And even the sound of an approaching storm did nothing to dampen his ardour, or help her find the strength to move and get away from him.

Vision clouding, she tried to float out of her body as panic threatened to overwhelm her. Filled with despair, she wondered how this would affect her friendship with Debbie. Would she be able to look at her friend in the same way, talk about boys so innocently, share her secrets with her? Would she still feel comfortable going to her house for dinners, let alone sleepovers? 

Her heart pounded in time with the roll of thunder overhead, and her eyes were squeezed shut – but when she heard him swear, she opened them wide, and was shocked to see a beam of torchlight dancing through the trees behind him. 

Hope flared in her heart as she heard the soft but steady tramp of someone moving towards them, and she almost collapsed in relief when Evan released her, knocking the candles over and fleeing into the darkness. He didn’t even pick up his ritual tools or close the circle, so she did her best to unwind it, but it was one thing to watch someone else perform a ritual, and quite another to try to replicate it herself. 

Shrugging, she sank to the ground, blindly groping for her cloak, then stood up, wrapping it around her body and clutching it nervously to her chest. Listening intently, she tried to centre herself, to control her breathing, and to work out what new challenge faced her. Who else could be out in the woods tonight? The steps got steadily closer, but she couldn’t get a fix on the direction they were coming from, as gusts of wind buffeted the trees from all angles. 

When she heard a twig break behind her she stilled, terror racing through her veins and chilling her blood. Visions of darkness, of nightmares come to life, flooded her mind, and she tried to shut out the flash of intuition that was telling her to run. Where would she go?

When a hand closed over her shoulder, she screamed and tried to twist away, but the bony fingers held her fast.

“Rhiannon,” the voice said, gentle and full of love. 

She spun around, hand flying to her mouth, which was hanging open in shock. 

“Mum?” she gasped, voice quavering with the remnants of fear that clouded her mind. “What are you doing out here?” 

“I could ask you the same thing,” Beth replied, drawing her daughter close and holding her still-shaking body in her arms. “Are you okay? What’s going on? Honey, you must be so cold,” she added, as Rhiannon’s cloak slid open and revealed that she was naked beneath it. 

Blushing furiously, she pulled the dark cloak more tightly around herself, then slowly raised her eyes to her mother’s face. Beth sighed as she heard the sharp intake of breath, and saw the mingled emotions of fear, relief and love, and a sliver of disgust, that flashed through her eyes before she steeled herself and was able to meet her mum’s gaze.

“Come on, you’ll freeze to death out here. How about we go to the cafe for a hot chocolate, and you can tell me what’s going on before we go home to your dad.” 

Rhiannon blushed again, and Beth looked at her quizzically, before understanding crossed her face. “Where are your clothes darling?” she asked gently.

Tears fell down Rhiannon’s cheeks as regret settled on her brow. Her mouth tightened as she shook her head, and her mum knew she wasn’t ready to talk just yet. Taking off her own long, thick coat, Beth handed it to her daughter, who gratefully pulled it on and did up every single button, not caring that her cloak bunched uncomfortably at the back. Modesty finally assured, she relaxed slightly and nodded that they could leave. 

Beth took her hand, then switched the torch back to full so she could lead them out of the closely growing trees and back to the road. 

They trudged along in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts, but when the streetlights brightened as they approached the village, Beth felt Rhiannon’s steps slow, and could sense the growing reluctance and shame radiating outwards from her stiff body. 

“So, would you like a hot chocolate first, or would you rather head straight home?” 

Fear flashed across the young girl’s face as a clap of thunder boomed overhead, and her mum took her hand again and turned in to the High Street. Glad that she could still sense her daughter’s moods, Beth smiled to herself. Her husband Mike was the least scary man she’d ever known, but it was clear that facing her father was the last thing the shivering girl next to her could deal with right now.


Chapter 2

Shelter From the Storm

A bell tinkled as they opened the door to their favourite cafe and rushed inside into the warm and cosy dimness. Rhiannon scurried to the small table at the back of the room, close to the fire and more shadowed than the others. Beth smiled in greeting to her friend Kylie, who ran the cafe, and made a subtle gesture to ensure she didn’t ask Rhiannon any questions when she brought over their drinks. Then, with a sigh of relief, she collapsed down into the soft, comfy chair opposite her daughter. 

Now that the adrenaline rush of her search had drained away, she felt the weakness within her body and spirit, and cursed her illness. A shiver went through her, part anger, part cold, part deep sadness.

“I’m so sorry Mum, you must be freezing,” Rhiannon said, embarrassed, as she saw Beth shivering by the fire. As much as she’d like to though, she couldn’t return the coat, and the thought that she was making her mother suffer even more than usual through her stupidity broke her heart.

Forcing a smile, Beth waved away the apology, then waited for Kylie to bring their hot chocolates over then leave them in relative privacy before she spoke. 

“Oh my darling, what were you doing out in the woods this late at night, with no clothes, no torch, no coat, nothing? Are you okay? Did anyone hurt you, or pressure you? And where are your clothes?”

Rhiannon shuddered, a flush rising in her cheeks as she wrapped her arms around her body, seeming to shrink in on herself as she huddled miserably across from her mother, and looking suddenly so young, so small, in the huge old armchair.

“It was just a prank with Debbie and Sue,” she whispered, but as her mother’s shrewd eyes raked over her, she knew she couldn’t lie to her. Beth was immensely intuitive, and her disbelief was obvious. 

“Okay, that’s not true,” she mumbled, resigned to having to reveal the truth, no matter how mortified it made her. “Only please don’t tell Dad, okay? He’ll ground me for months, for years. And I have definitely learned my lesson, I promise. Please?”

Beth took a sip of her hot chocolate, visibly enjoying the sweetness of the drink and the heady aroma of the steam wreathing around her face. It reminded Rhiannon of the mist that had reached out to wrap around her neck though, and she felt a chill rush up her spine. 

Her mum leaned over and took her hand. “Oh honey, you don’t have to be afraid to tell me anything. I’m not going to judge you, or be angry with you.”

Tears pricked Rhiannon’s eyes as she felt the truth of the statement. In some ways the fact that her mother understood her and would forgive her anything made this even harder. “Fine,” she grumbled, but her voice shook a little as she tried to gather her thoughts. “I was trying to do a ritual, a healing ritual, to make you better,” she finally admitted, voice a wisp. 

Beth felt the words like a dagger in her heart. She doubled over, the pain almost physical, as she lamented again at what her illness was doing to her family. It devastated her, that her daughter felt that she had to take care of her now. She was the parent, the adult, she should be protecting her children, not the other way around. Finally noticing that Rhiannon had stopped talking and was looking sharply at her, not sure whether to continue her explanation, she took a deep breath and motioned for her to go on, trying hard to mask her physical and emotional suffering.

“I’ve just been so worried about you, and so frustrated by my inability to cope with your sickness, or help in any way. But, well, Debbie’s brother is home from travelling, and when I was there a few weeks ago, he told me he was an apprentice witch, and he could help me weave a spell,” she said.

“So I’ve been meeting him after school, learning from him, studying this book of magic that he lent me and trying to impress him with my knowledge, so that he would teach me the spell. We did a practice ritual, and it was like the ones that Rose does, with candles and incense and the building of energy,” Rhiannon explained. Her words tumbled over themselves as she tried to make her mother understand her intentions, and to defend her actions, and those of Debbie’s brother too. 

“So, you’ve been learning magic from this man?” Beth asked slowly, and her tone made Rhiannon feel like she’d been doing something wrong. 

“He’s not a man, not really,” her daughter stammered. “I mean, well, I guess he’s nineteen or twenty...” she trailed off.

“And does Debbie know that her older brother is meeting up with her young, teenage friend for magic lessons?” Beth continued, and the emphasis she placed on the words made Rhiannon feel dirty and ashamed, and judged, despite her mother’s assurances to the contrary. 

A blush stained her cheeks. “Well, he said the working would have more power if it was our secret, that it would contain the energy we raise in a purer form,” she insisted, but even as she spoke the words, she began to doubt him, to doubt herself. And as it became clear just why he had sworn her to secrecy, she felt like an even bigger idiot. 

She’d believed him, that talking about the spell with others would dilute its effectiveness. But now it was dawning on her that he’d just wanted to take advantage of her, and not let her have any allies, anyone who would question him or encourage her not to go through with it, not to trust him. She’d been so distraught, so focused on her mum and the spell she wanted to weave to make her well, that she hadn’t thought of anything outside of that. 

Suddenly she looked up sharply at her mother. “How did you even know where I was?” she asked, and the look of anger on her mum’s face made her quail before her. 

“You mean, because you told me you were staying the night at Debbie’s?”

Rhiannon shrugged her shoulders, her gaze slipping to the mug of hot chocolate in her hand, unable to meet her mother’s eyes. Embarrassment swept over her, that she’d been caught out lying, yet she desperately wanted to know how Beth had known where she was, and that she needed saving. 

“Debbie came over to borrow your history notes,” Beth revealed, and Rhiannon cursed herself for her foolishness. Clearly saying she was with Debbie when she was actually with her brother was stupid – she should have said she was staying at Sue’s, and let Sue know about it. Now she’d be in even more trouble – sneaking out with a boy and lying about it, lying about her friend, and Debbie knowing she’d lied about her too. 

Trembling inside, she finally lifted her eyes to her mother’s face. She still looked angry, but Rhiannon had to know everything now. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her that you were out with your dad, so she didn’t know you’d used her,” Beth snapped, and Rhiannon felt tears well, of gratitude but also of shame. Disappointing her mum, especially now, was the last thing she wanted to do.  

“Honey, I’m not angry at you, I’m angry at him. And I’m trying to understand,” Beth said, and this time her voice was gentle. “What were you doing out in the woods? And why did you have no clothes on?”

“He told me that I had to come naked to the circle within the woods, so I was pure enough that I could draw down the goddess and borrow her power for the spell,” she muttered, her earlier defiance fading away. “And that I had to do everything he asked of me, no questions asked, in order to please the gods and achieve my goal.” 

As she spoke she realised how ridiculous it sounded, how naive she’d been. Tears began to fall, and Beth reached over to take her daughter’s hand and offer what comfort she could. But nothing could erase the mortification in Rhiannon’s eyes.

“How could I be so stupid?” she cried, the force of her words making the hot chocolate spill out of her cup and on to her mum’s coat. “Oh god, I’m so sorry!” Clumsily she tried to mop it up, but Beth’s hand touched hers again, stilling her.

“Darling, the coat doesn’t matter. I’m just scared for you, that you would trust some older guy and play into his hands like this. You’ve been to a couple of Rose’s rituals with me, you know that when you’re working magic with others you should only ever do something you feel totally comfortable with, and that anyone demanding that you be naked and submit to their will is not a genuine practitioner. My goddess, I want to find this man and rip his heart out, that he could prey on a young girl like this.”

“I’m not that young,” Rhiannon snapped, trying for defiance again. She pushed her shoulders back and sat up straight in an attempt to regain some of her own power, her own confidence, but she couldn’t convince herself, and at a sharp look from her mother, she slumped back into her chair. 

“You’ve just turned sixteen Rhiannon,” Beth said sternly, and her daughter quailed at the use of her name. That always meant she was in trouble. 

“I know that you feel grown up, that you’re testing your boundaries and wanting to experiment and experience new things, but being naked in the woods in the middle of the night, all alone with a man who is clearly using the promise of helping you with magic as a way to make you vulnerable, is not going to teach you anything useful. He wanted to have sex with you, and how could you have fought him off all on your own?”

Rhiannon blushed scarlet. She hadn’t fought him off, she’d been frozen, unable to move or do anything to get away, but she couldn’t bear for anyone to know that. “Mum, it wasn’t like that, I promise. He just wanted to help me help you,” she implored, trying hard to believe that what he had done to her was part of the spell, and still had to be protected. 

But with a shiver of fear she remembered the feeling of his hands on her body. And the chapter on sex magic he’d made her memorise. And the overtly sexual comments he’d made about her and others. And his promise to “initiate” her into magic. She was embarrassed to have to admit that she’d felt flattered by his attention, and all grown up – for once not the girl with the dying mum, but the girl with the power to save her mum.

Beth placed her mug back on the table with shaking hands. “Oh honey, it’s not your fault. He took advantage of you, he knew how to flatter you to gain your trust. And magic is a powerful force, an intimate force, and it’s easy to confuse the sense of connection you share with those you work magic with for a relationship of sorts. Did it really feel like one of Rose’s circles when you worked with him?”

Shaking her head, Rhiannon stared morosely into her empty cup. How could she have confused the two? And how had her mother known that she needed saving, let alone where she was?

“It’s a mother’s intuition I suppose,” Beth said quietly, startling her daughter, that she could read her thoughts. 

“Seeing Debbie on the doorstep had me worried, since you were supposed to be at her place, so I meditated a little and took a chance that the vision I saw was a true one. But it was just luck that you’d left a trail between the trees that I could sense, and that Debbie came when she did, because goddess knows what would have happened if I’d been any later.”

Rhiannon shuddered. She’d been late enough.

“It sounds like he’s a smooth talker, and knew exactly how to make you feel comfortable with him, enough to reveal what you wanted so that he could pretend he could give it to you,” Beth continued, and Rhiannon felt a deep unease that her mother seemed to be able to see into her mind. 

“But darling, no one can do that. There is no spell to heal me – don’t you think Rose would have already cast it if that was possible? That I would have?”

Rhiannon nodded, kicking herself that she hadn’t realised even that simple truth. How could she have possibly thought that a teenage girl just learning magic would be able to do what even long-time priestess Rose Tyler could not? 

“It’s just my time honey, or it will be soon, and we all need to accept it,” Beth said, heart breaking as she saw the fear and the grief etched so starkly in her daughter’s face. 

“I can’t accept it,” Rhiannon whispered, her voice cracked with pain, her eyes deep pools of hurt. 

“Well, we need to face it, even if we can’t accept it,” her mother said sternly. “And I need to know that you’re going to be okay without me, that you will make wiser choices than you did tonight, because I won’t be around to save you next time.” 

The cafe owner came over then with fresh mugs of hot chocolate for them, and Beth took hers from Kylie gratefully, her thin hands curling around the cup as she tried to warm herself. She wondered if her now-constant chill was a presentiment, a sign that death was fast approaching and the grave was calling for her. Railing at destiny and fate, she tried to pull herself back together, to be strong for her daughter. But her wander through the trees on such a cold night had really taken it out of her, and for a moment she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to stand up from this comfortable chair by the fire and walk out into the sudden, unseasonable storm to get home. 

It made her want to scream and shake her fists at the gods, to broker any deal with any devil to be granted just a little more time – time to see her beautiful daughter grow up. Right now their teenage girl was poised on the cusp of womanhood, and Beth was scared for her, and scared for her husband Mike too. He was a wonderful father, a wonderful man, but perhaps too soft and compassionate, too endlessly patient, to set any boundaries for their perfect yet precocious daughter. She didn’t have the same fears for their son Brodie, knowing he was young enough to accept and adapt to the approaching splintering of their family. But her daughter… 

As Beth’s thoughts swirled, Rhiannon stopped obsessing over her own failings and really looked at her mother. She’d been trying to avoid that for the last few weeks, had thought she seemed fine. But as she peered at her across the table, she wondered how on earth she’d managed not to see the gaunt cheeks and sunken eyes, the grey tinge to her skin, the extreme fragility of her bones, and the skin pulled so tightly over them. 

Was it the shock of her own situation and her narrow escape from it tonight that was making her so horrifyingly aware that her mum was wasting away before their very eyes? Making her even more afraid that she would soon leave them? How would she, her brother and their dad survive without her? Beth was the warm centre of their family, the glue that stuck them together, and Rhiannon doubted her own ability to step up, let alone her little brother and their father Mike’s, to keep the family together. 

It had shaken them all when Beth had gone to the doctor four months ago to get a migraine prescription, and mentioned in passing that she’d been feeling more tired than usual. All she’d expected was a lecture on her sleep patterns, instructions to meditate, and perhaps some iron and B12 supplements. Instead a routine blood test had seen her rushed off to hospital to undergo a gruelling round of chemotherapy, which had ravaged her body and broken her spirit. 

But after six weeks of chemo sickness, she had rallied. Her doctor declared the treatment a success, and Beth looked and felt much better. They’d all headed to Scotland at the beginning of the summer holidays, and the sunshine, break from work, relaxation and family time seemed to have been just the tonic Beth needed. They’d all breathed a sigh of relief, and thought her illness was something they could put behind them. 

Until four weeks ago, when the new school year had gotten underway, and Beth collapsed on her first day back at work. This time the treatment didn’t work, although it had still ravaged her increasingly frail body, and she’d been sent home with medication to make her more comfortable, but little hope of being alive by Christmas. 

The fierce warrior in Beth refused to accept it though, and she’d tried everything over the past month – from the herbal potions Rose brewed for her to acupuncture, reiki, a raw food diet and dozens of other supposed miracle cures people recommended – because she was desperate to survive for her children’s sake. And she’d done a spectacular job of reassuring her kids and her husband that she was on the mend. Her skin was rosier, her body filled out, her attitude far more positive, and she’d promised she was getting better. But as Rhiannon gazed at her mother now, she suddenly wasn’t so sure. 

“You said after you saw the doctor this week that all your test results were better, and you were starting to improve, but that was a lie, wasn’t it?” she demanded, while praying her mum would deny it. 

Beth gazed at her serenely, managing with a great act of will to maintain a cheerful expression, before she slowly let out a breath and allowed her shoulders to slump, instantly looking older, sicker and even more gaunt than she had moments before. Rhiannon gasped, and Beth managed a tired smile. 

“A simple glamour,” she whispered. “Just a small trick, so that I didn’t scare you and Brodie with my illness-ravaged body, and I didn’t upset Mike even more than I already have.” 

For a moment she looked as though she would dissolve into tears, but Beth was clearly more practised in the art of magic than her daughter had known. A blush of colour returned to her cheeks, then they filled out again, and her air of reasonable health returned.

“I’m scared honey, scared that your dad will fall apart without me,” she confessed. “How can I leave you all?”

Rhiannon leaned across the table and gently took her hand. “Oh Mum, please don’t waste your energy on this! You need to be letting your body heal, not pushing it past its limits just to make it easier for us. Besides, you have been looking better, and that naturopath said her tonics would start to kick in now, and their effect will increase week by week, so I know you’re going to be all right. You will get better, if you let yourself. If you stop wasting precious energy on glamours, whatever they are.”

Beth smiled, and squeezed her daughter’s hand. “You’re right, of course,” she said meekly. “And thank you my darling, you’ve been so strong, which is a huge help to me. Brodie is lucky to have you, and so am I.”

Kylie walked over to them to ask if they needed anything else, but Beth shook her head as she thanked her. “We should be getting home, because it is a school night after all,” she replied, with a pointed look at Rhiannon. “But thank you so much, you know how much I love your hot chocolate.”

The cafe owner leaned over and helped Beth stand up, disguising it as a friendly hug, and Rhiannon smoothed her mother’s coat over her hips and thanked Kylie for the drinks, before putting an arm around her mother’s shoulder and walking with her out into the chilly night. Desperate to distract herself from the present, from reality, Rhiannon turned to her mum.

“Tell me again about when you and Dad fell in love…”


Chapter 3

Making Friends and Falling Hard

Beth... Twenty years ago...

The tall blonde woman stood alone, gazing out the window, lost in her own little world. There was an air of melancholy clinging to her, and a shred of anger radiating from her, that kept the other guests from approaching her. She’d known the people milling around her family’s formal lounge room all her life, and she was not in the mood for any of the usual cheek pinching and “my you’ve grown up since last time I saw you” cliches she knew she would be subjected to. 

It burned her with a cool rage that she even had to be here. Two years ago she’d left this small English town, and her narrow-minded, money-loving parents, determined to escape their influence and find out who she was when she was out of the shadow of her perfect sister Jennifer, and no longer under the control of her cold, cruel and brittle mother Patricia. 

A year spent working and studying in London straight out of school had allowed her to spread her wings, but her heart had really opened up, and she’d discovered new aspects of herself, when she’d moved to France. She’d travelled around the country for months, from glamorous beaches to ancient forests and sacred standing stones, from the tiniest villages to the bright lights of Paris, the City of Love, learning the language, making exciting new friends, and soaking up the culture and the history of this fascinating country. Her time there had given her new confidence, revealed her independent streak, and helped her glimpse the potential she had within her. 

So the swell of boring conversation around her, delivered in boring accents by boring people over boring food, had her gritting her teeth in frustration and longing for escape. She’d loved the job she’d found six months ago, as nanny and English tutor for a chic Parisian couple and their two cherubic young daughters. Why had she put that on hold to come home?

Cursing herself again for her stupidity in caving in to her mother’s demands, she paused mid mental mind lashing, then froze as she sensed said nemesis approaching. Jaw clenched, she turned to face her, steeling herself for another lecture about what a disappointment she was, how much worse her attitude had become, and why she must definitely not embarrass her father at this most important social gathering. 

“Elizabeth, darling,” Patricia said, the fake smile on her face doing nothing to distract from the fierce chill in her eyes. “I thought you were going to wear the beige dress,” she hissed, and Beth felt a sliver of satisfaction at her tiny effort at rebellion.

“Sorry Mother, I thought the pearls you insisted I wear went better with the black dress,” she replied, voice as insincere as the smile she pasted across her own face. Her amusement died quickly though, in the wake of the older woman’s scornful expression, and she wondered why she bothered. 

Her moments of defiance never gained her anything, and she felt the oppressive weight of family expectations closing in on her again. In Paris she had been herself, had been free, but all that was gone now. Across the room her older sister laughed, and Beth shrank back into herself, her carefully constructed independence and sense of self falling from her as the guests swooned over perfect Jennifer. 

Why her parents persisted in trying to mould her into their image of the ultimate daughter she had no idea – her sister was everything they’d ever wanted in a child. Couldn’t she be enough for them? Jenny had just graduated from university with honours, and topped her year, but even more importantly, to their mother at least, she was about to marry the perfect son-in-law, and would no doubt soon produce the perfect grandchildren, at the perfect time no less. 

A spark of bitterness flared within her as she looked across at her sibling. It was Jenny’s fault she’d had to leave her magical life in Paris, with a job she loved, friends who liked her for herself, and even a passionate romance. 

Then she sighed. She couldn’t hold on to her rage at her sister. She’d never been anything but kind to her, albeit aloof, and it wasn’t her fault that their parents liked her better. Jenny had even let her choose her own bridesmaid dress, a black one they knew their mother would hate, but Jenny had stood up for her, insisting it was not negotiable. Reluctantly she acknowledged that her sister wasn’t to blame for the fact that she was stuck here. Her mother on the other hand…

“I need some air,” Beth muttered, turning to go, but Patricia clutched her arm in a vice-like grip and glared at her.

“We talked about this, and you are going to be sociable,” her mother said sternly. “Now come and speak to the Starks. You know your father is trying to close the deal with them, so make an effort for god’s sake!” Then, pasting on her dazzling but hideously fake smile again, Patricia turned back to the room and dragged her daughter with her.

“Anne, darling, how have you been?” she purred. “You remember our daughter Elizabeth don’t you, the one who’s been away travelling?” The disdain in her voice was impossible to miss, but the smartly dressed woman she was addressing held out her hand to Beth, a genuine smile on her face. 

“Of course sweetie, how have you been? Your father mentioned that you’d been off on a grand and wonderful adventure. Paris, wasn’t it?” she asked kindly, and with real interest. “That would have been incredible.”

Beth took a deep breath and tried to relax her racing heart, nodding as enthusiastically as she could in response.

“Et j’espère que vous avez rencontré aussi de charmants garçons français,” Anne said cheerfully, and Beth was amused to see her mother’s horrified expression as she and Mrs Stark spoke to each other in a language she couldn’t understand. It also made her smile that this woman would want her to have met some lovely French boys – a thought that would horrify her mother if she knew.

“Un ou deux,” she grinned. “Et j’ai fait de merveilleux amis. Mais je ne pouvais pas manquer la véritable roman de Jenny, alors je suis ici.” She had made some wonderful friends, but sadly she couldn’t miss Jenny’s true romance, so here she was. She tried to keep her tone light, tried to keep the anger and bitterness from her face, but it was tough. 

Anne laughed, which cheered her up, but Patricia looked uncomfortable and ready to lash out at both of them for being so rude as to exclude her from the conversation. God, did she always have to be the centre of attention?

“Is Mike here too?” Beth asked Mrs Stark, switching back to English so her mother would know she was doing her bit for the family plan. “I haven’t seen him for more than two years, which sounds crazy. Where did that time go?”

Taking her arm, Anne smiled at her, eyes twinkling with mischief, and led Beth over to the other side of the room, leaving Patricia stranded and momentarily lost for words.

“Mike sweetheart, you remember Beth don’t you?” Anne asked her son, and Beth could have kissed her for using her preferred name, instead of the formal version her mother used, which always filled her with dread. 

“You used to keep each other company during those infernal business conferences our families attended – although she’s all grown up now, and has been living in London and Paris and thoroughly enjoying every minute. Beth, I salute you for your courage in leaving the safety of the village, of the familiar, and going off to create your own life.”

Gratitude swept over her at the recognition and acceptance in this woman’s tone, and for the first time since returning home she felt somewhat understood. Her good mood stayed when Mike turned to face them, hand extended, and a cheeky smile lighting up his face. 

“Of course I do, but I’m not sure Beth would remember me. I was just a kid when she headed off to see the world,” he replied, voice friendly and a little deferential, and much deeper than it had been the last time she’d seen him. 

Beth held out her hand too, and muttered that of course she remembered him – then as their eyes met and their fingers touched, she froze, jolted by the spark of electricity between them. What the hell was that?

Confused, she stared at him. He was right. When she’d been stuck talking to him in the past, he’d seemed so much younger than her, thin and gangly and obsessed with comics and skateboards, and perfectly content to live in this village forever. She’d thought that was terribly lacking in imagination – she couldn’t wait to escape their small town, and meet new, older guys. Now though, he had definitely grown up, and filled out too. And irony of ironies, he was more attractive and seemed far more mature than any of the guys she’d met in London or Paris, not counting her supposed boyfriend. 

A stab of pain shot through her as she recalled their last meeting, but she masked it with a smile. “It’s good to see you Mike,” she said, as soon as she’d composed herself a little. “Do you want to leave the oldies for a while? I’ve got some new music we could listen to.”

Nodding happily, he followed her upstairs, then blushed as she opened the door to her bedroom. Grinning wickedly, she pulled him inside, then took pity on him and pointed to the purple beanbag near the window. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to drag you into bed with me and have my way with you,” she teased, although she realised it wouldn’t be the worst choice she’d made of late. Instead she handed him a pile of CDs and told him to pick one, then sat down on the floor opposite him. 

Once the music started they both relaxed, and she spoke about her travels, and some of the places she’d been to and the people she’d met, while he told her his plans for university and what he dreamed of doing with his life. He seemed genuinely interested in her and what she thought, which was so nice after her last… well, was boyfriend even the right word?

She’d had a passionate love affair with Andrew, an English guy she’d met at an alternative music festival in Brittany. They’d been together for five months, her falling deeply in love with him, and he making all the moves and acting as though he felt the same way. Then a week ago, out of nowhere, he’d told her that he had to return to London, effectively ending their relationship. 

She’d been totally heartbroken, so when her sister invited her home for five weeks of festivities – a bridal shower, hen’s weekend, kitchen tea, dress fittings, rehearsal dinner and eventual wedding ceremony – she’d agreed. Admittedly it had been with an ulterior motive – she’d managed to bury her dread at being with her family under the excitement that she would be able to continue her romance with Andrew. But he’d been less than thrilled when she’d told him she’d be going back to England too and could still be with him – and he’d disappeared from her life as quickly and mysteriously as he’d entered it. 

“Are you okay?” Mike asked, breaking into her reverie. 

Slowly she became aware of her surroundings again. God, had she just totally zoned out? “I’m so sorry Mike,” she stammered, and was surprised to realise that she actually was. “That was rude of me, I apologise. It’s been quite a culture shock to come back home – and back into my old childhood bedroom no less,” she shrugged. “But tell me more about your life. What do you do around here for fun these days?”

* * * * * 

Three nights later, Beth found herself standing at the bottom of a staircase in a new age store filled with crystals, candles, cauldrons and velvet robes. Soft golden light spilled out onto the landing from a room at the top, and the gentle murmur of voices seemed to beckon her forward. 

But she halted. What the hell was she doing here in some hippie shop, about to climb the stairs to spend time with the very villagers she’d been so eager to escape? This was madness, surely, trying to fit in here. 

Cursing under her breath, she spun around, determined to flee – and walked straight into a woman dressed in a long and floaty deep green gown, dark hair tumbling loose and wild around her kind face, and a beautiful pink crystal nestled above her heart. She was probably around her mother’s age, late thirties or early forties, yet she couldn’t have conjured a person more different than the uptight Patricia if she’d tried.  

“Welcome,” the woman said softly, with a smile that somehow filled Beth with a sensation of joy and comfort. How was she doing that? 

“I’m Rose, the priestess leading the circle tonight,” she continued. “Are you here for the ritual? It’s just up here,” she added, shepherding her back towards the base of the stairs. 

Beth shook her head. “I was just leaving. I’m, well, a friend told me I should come along tonight, but I don’t want to intrude. I should go,” she stammered. 

“Nonsense Beth, you’re more than welcome,” the enigmatic figure replied. 

Shock crossed the younger woman’s face, but Rose chuckled. “Don’t worry, it’s no magic trick,” she said, her voice soothing her fears. “Mike mentioned that you might be coming. He’s upstairs with Violet. Come on, we can go in together,” she added, taking her arm and steering her up the first steps. “You’ll see that there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

And despite Beth’s misgivings, Rose was right. It was one of the strangest yet most magical nights of her life. Suddenly she didn’t miss Paris any more, or yearn for Andrew, or feel stressed about her overbearing mother. She felt understood, and a part of something, welcomed with open arms into a community of warmth and caring. How was that possible?

When she entered the sweetly scented candle-lit room with the priestess, everyone was standing in a circle, hands linked. Beth looked around wildly, heart beating in panic, with no idea of what to do. They all looked so natural. Like they belonged. Again she turned towards the door, determined to leave this time, but her companion gently propelled her further inside, guiding her over to two women with long, loose hair who were wearing flowing gold dresses. Unlinking their hands, Rose walked between them into the centre of the room, then beckoned Beth forward, smiling as the gold-clad women each took one of her hands, including her in the circle. 

The priestess made her way to an altar piled high with fresh flowers and golden candles. Then, raising her arms above her head, she began to speak, and Beth stared at her, awestruck by the air of power that was swirling around her, and through the room. She could even feel it touching her. 

Most of them went over her head, yet Rose’s words, as she welcomed everyone then explained that she would invoke the god and the goddess and call in the elements and the directions, touched a part of Beth’s soul that she hadn’t even been aware of, and she felt her heart breaking wide open and filling with joy and light. Despite her nerves, and her fear that she would do something wrong, she felt herself falling into the enchantment of the ritual, and opening herself up to all the potential and possibilities of her life, things she’d never dared to contemplate before.   

When people started to move, she nervously copied the women who’d been holding her hands, as it seemed that each person was taking it in turns to leap over a huge pot. Or was it a cauldron? That sounded far more witchy, she thought with a giggle. It was burning fragrant herbs in the middle of the room, and the sweet scent spiralled around Beth, weaving itself into her mind and imagination.

But nerves shot through her too, as she watched each person speak aloud their wishes and hopes for the coming month as they leaped over the fire. Just as she thought about slipping away again, she felt Rose’s eyes on her, and would swear she heard her voice in her head, telling her to relax. And the next person who jumped over the flames did so in silence, with a dreamy look on his face as he sent his wish skyward, which gave her enough confidence to leap across the fire, as gracefully as she could, and offer up her own silent prayer. 

Later, as the evening wound down, Beth sank into the meditation the priestess led, no longer worried that she might appear foolish. And when the deities were farewelled and the circle was closed, she felt warm and floaty, stripped of stress and expectation. She hadn’t noticed just how weighed down she’d been feeling this week, how trapped, until some of the load had lifted, like magic, during the ritual. In this moment, a sensation of joy and peace enveloped her. 

Self-conscious again as people broke into groups, she anxiously searched for Mike. He was talking to someone across the other side of the room, and Beth wondered whether it would be okay to go over and say hello, or if she should wait. She didn’t want to interrupt him, or annoy him in any way, to turn him off her before they’d had a chance to take anything further. 

Before she could decide what to do, a pretty, faery-like girl with long dark hair and a vibrant green and gold dress skipped over to her corner and held out a hand to her. 

“Hi, Beth?” she asked, voice kind and welcoming, and just a little unsure. When Beth nodded, the girl scooped her into a hug. “I’m Violet, Rose’s daughter. Mike said you might be coming tonight, so I wanted to say hello.”

A rush of jealousy stabbed at Beth, as she thought about how wonderful it must have been for Violet, growing up with such an amazing mother. She couldn’t bear to be in the same room as hers, the same house, but here Violet was, working magic alongside hers. Clearly she loved and respected her mum, and the feeling was obviously mutual. Who’d ever heard of a teenager wanting to spend time with their parents? 

She bet Rose understood her daughter too, and encouraged her and accepted her and loved her. She probably even got on well with her friends and approved of her boyfriends. For a moment her resentment boiled over, until she realised Violet was still speaking, and tried to shake off her bitterness and pay attention.

“Come and have something to eat – you need to ground yourself after a ritual,” the girl was saying, and although Beth didn’t understand what she was talking about, she obediently followed her over to a long table laden with food. 

“I feel all weird and floaty if I don’t have a cookie straight away,” Violet explained, grabbing Beth’s hand and dragging her to the end that was filled with sweet treats. Taking a bite out of a piece of shortbread, and motioning for Beth to do the same, she poured cups of tea for the two of them, raised an eyebrow to enquire if she wanted milk, then grinned.

“Mike won’t be long, he’s just talking to our history teacher – trying to get another extension,” she explained, rolling her eyes in mock horror. “But he told me that you’ve been living in France. Is it amazing? Do you think you’ll go back? Are the people as wonderful as I’ve heard? Oh, I’d love to go there some day,” she continued wistfully, leaving no space for Beth to answer, but amusing her with her bubbly personality and sweet, innocent smile. 

“I want to walk through the countryside there, clamour into the ancient burial mounds, dance in stone circles...” 

The girl’s eyes had a faraway gleam in them as she finally paused for breath. “Gosh, I’m so sorry, here I am babbling on at you without pause, asking you questions but giving you no time to answer them. And you might want some quiet time after the ritual?” Violet offered, although she was clearly eager to keep chatting.

Beth surprised herself by shaking her head. “It’s fine, really. I am a bit spacey, but I’m glad you came over. I was feeling a bit shy, not knowing anyone,” she admitted. For some reason she liked this kind young woman, who looked so vibrant and alive with her crown of ivy and flowers woven through her hair, so she cheerfully answered her queries about France, while furtively casting her eyes over to Mike every minute or so. 

“Everyone here is really friendly and welcoming,” Violet said, breaking into her thoughts, and Beth realised she’d been gazing at Mike and daydreaming about him again. Oops! Reluctantly she brought her attention back to the girl she was standing with, and was supposed to be conversing with. 

“You’ll have a room full of friends in no time,” she continued, and Beth smiled with relief that Violet didn’t seem offended by her vagueness and lack of attention. 

“So are you and Mike school friends?” Beth finally asked her, casting another wistful glance in his direction, and hoping to get a bit more information about him.

A strange look flitted across Violet’s face, but it was gone before Beth could identify it, and her bright smile returned. “You could say that. We’ve been dating since… I don’t know. Mum loves telling everyone that we declared our engagement when we were six years old, and planned how many kids we’d have by twelve, but I think she’s exaggerating a little,” she revealed, laughing and rolling her eyes. “But it seems that he’s finished hassling Mr Arthur,” she added, and took Beth’s hand to lead her over to Mike. 

Struggling to control the fiery blush that lit up her face at this admission, Beth barely heard Violet’s next words. He had a girlfriend. Panicking that she would give away her distress, she quickly tuned back in to the conversation. 

“Hey you, you’re neglecting your guest,” Violet scolded Mike, but her voice was gentle, with a smile in her words, and he glanced up at her with such a loving expression that it pierced Beth’s heart. “I’ve got to help Mum pack up, but it was lovely to meet you Beth. I hope you’ll come to more rituals, and maybe hang out with us sometime?” she asked, leaning in to give her a quick hug. 

“And I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said to Mike, with a grin and a hurried kiss on the cheek, before flitting off to Rose’s side. 

Beth was amazed. She wouldn’t be leaving her boyfriend alone with a strange woman, who’d been invited to the event by said boyfriend, for even a minute. Yet what did that say about her compared to Violet? Was Rose’s daughter so secure in her relationship with Mike that she didn’t feel threatened by a pretty girl coming along to spend time with him? 

Or did it mean that it had never occurred to Violet to cheat on Mike, and so she assumed everyone else was as principled as she was, and it simply hadn’t crossed her mind that she had anything to worry about? And what did it say about her, that she assumed every man would cheat? 

Feeling foolish, Beth admitted to herself that when Mike had invited her to the ritual, she’d assumed it was, well... not a date necessarily, but an expression of some kind of interest. Yet sadly that seemed to simply be wishful thinking on her part. And a sign that he was just so kind and lovely that he’d welcomed her into their circle, as Rose and Violet had, because she so clearly needed friends here. Oh god, did he feel sorry for her? 

Desperately she tried to remember what he’d actually said, and turned beet red when she realised his invitation had been totally innocent, a friendly gesture to someone who had been away from the village for two years, and a friend of the family no less. It seemed that it was only her that sized up every guy she met as a potential partner, and only her who didn’t trust people. Who assumed a boyfriend would cheat if he was left alone to talk to another girl for five minutes, in public no less. 

Not that she had, but did this mean that she thought she would cheat on someone, and thus expected that everyone else was capable of doing the same thing? It wasn’t like Mike had been sneaky in any way – he’d told his girlfriend all about her, and let her know that he’d invited her along tonight. Hell, even Violet’s mum knew who she was. And both women had welcomed her with open arms, as a potential friend, and allowed her into their magical circle. And yet here she was, tainting their kindness with her suspicions and bad intentions. What was wrong with her?

And the stupidest thing of all? She didn’t even want a boyfriend, did she? After the heartache of Andrew letting her down, hadn’t she vowed to be single for a while, to concentrate on making female friends and considering her future? Well, when she wasn’t trying to figure out how to get in touch with her former flame and somehow win him back.

Besides, Mike wasn’t even her type. He was younger than her for a start, which she’d never liked the idea of. It would be fine in your late twenties or your thirties, but he was still in high school for god’s sake, and at this point even a couple of years seemed like such a huge gap of life experience and maturity. Not that he or Violet came across as young by any means – and really, of the three of them, it was she who had acted the most immaturely in this situation. 

Mentally shaking herself, she met Mike’s eyes. He was offering her friendship, and she knew that was precious. It dawned on her suddenly that before she’d been with Andrew, she would have been honoured to have been considered a friend by these people. His abrupt change of heart had made her suspicious, cautious and paranoid, destroyed her self-esteem, and left her wondering why anyone would like her. 

Although that wasn’t quite fair, she reluctantly acknowledged. Her mother had done all of that to her long before she’d fallen for Andrew, and she’d felt as though she was in competition with her sister – for attention, for love, for praise – her whole life. Sighing, she decided it was time for her to rediscover herself, and to be a person she could be proud of. A person that people would like for who she was. 

“Hi Mike, it’s lovely to see you again,” she began. “Thank you so much for inviting me. I met Violet and Rose, and they’re both so lovely, and so welcoming. As I’m sure you’ve gathered, I haven’t exactly been thrilled to be back in town, so I really appreciate it. You have no idea how good it felt to be part of something so inclusive,” she added, and was embarrassed to hear her voice tremble. 

Mike smiled at her, and she felt a pang of sadness and regret at the openness and innocence of his expression. God, she really wished that she could view the world from such a positive and non-bitter perspective. 

“So what did you think?” he asked nervously, and she was surprised to see worry in his eyes. “It wasn’t too weird for you, was it? I know it’s not everyone’s cup of tea, and I was a little afraid of exposing Rose to ridicule if you thought… well, was it okay?” he finished hopefully.

“Oh my god, it was amazing,” Beth gushed. “And really touching and inspiring. I’d love to be part of any more ceremonies or gatherings that take place while I’m stuck here, if that’s all right?”


Chapter 4

Fear and Loathing

Rhiannon... Today…

Finally they were walking up the path to their front door, and Rhiannon trembled with fear as she saw the lights still on. She couldn’t face seeing her father, not right now. Not in her mother’s coat, when there was no way she could explain why she was wearing it. Beth squeezed her hand.

“It’s okay honey, your dad is out in the kitchen. I’ll go through and see him, and you can go straight upstairs.”

“Please don’t tell him,” she begged her mum again, as lightning flashed overhead. “I couldn’t bear it if he knew.” She started shaking, and Beth drew her into a soothing hug. 

“I promise I won’t tell him,” she assured her, and although she could see it pained her, Rhiannon knew her mum would keep her word. “It’s your story to tell, and I hope that you’ll feel able to share it soon, so your dad can help you too. But right now you need your own clothes, your own bed. Not more questions, not more retelling and remembering.”

Sighing with relief, a little of the stress left Rhiannon’s body – then she stumbled on the first step, and would have fallen to the ground if Beth hadn’t caught her. Remembering too late just how weak her mum was, guilt shivered down her spine as she felt her stagger under her weight. God, she just couldn’t do anything right. She was a total mess.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, voice choked, but her mum smiled bravely and shook her head. Taking a deep breath, Rhiannon pulled herself upright and offered her mum a shoulder to lean on, then helped her up the last few steps, through the front door and into the hall. 

“Do you need me to –” she whispered, but Beth cut her off.

“I’m okay my darling, I promise. Your dad will help me upstairs. Now you go up to bed, and get warm, and try to get some sleep. Everything will look brighter in the morning.” 

Beth kissed her on the cheek then shuffled her way slowly through to the kitchen, where Mike was making school lunches and washing up their dinner dishes. They were such ordinary, everyday tasks, taken so much for granted, yet who knew how many of them she would still be around to take part in?

Rhiannon stood where she was for a moment, wincing at how painful it looked for her mum to walk even that short distance unassisted. Her heart constricted with fear as she heard her dad asking where she’d been, but Beth did as she’d promised, telling him they’d been out for a hot chocolate, and how wonderful it had been to spend some girl time together. 

Smiling grimly, Rhiannon dragged herself up the stairs and opened her door. Seeing her bedroom exactly as she’d left it shocked her, as though she’d expected it to look different now that she was so changed. Grabbing her warmest pyjamas, she headed down the hall to the bathroom and turned the shower on as hot as it would go. Then she stood under the steaming water, shivering despite the temperature. 

Tears spilled down her face, mingling with the water, as she felt his hands on her again. She’d managed to deceive her mother, to pretend that nothing had happened and she’d been able to save her foolish daughter in time. Save her honour, prevent her shame. But that was a lie.

Now, with no one watching, Rhiannon leaned against the cold tiled wall and sobbed as each awful moment played itself over and over in her mind. She hadn’t had a chance to reflect on it until now, too busy putting on a brave face in the cafe, pretending she was fine for her mother, pretending she was fine to herself. She wasn’t fine though. 

Her stomach churned as new memories swamped her. And as she recalled the look on his face, the cruel twist of his mouth and the bite of his fingers on her flesh, she bent over and threw up, the milky chocolate drinks she’d gulped down swirling over her feet and down the drain. 

Her shivering became more violent, and although there was soon nothing left in her stomach, she couldn’t stop the retching, or the bitter bile burning her throat. But eventually that passed too, and she slid down the wall and crouched in the tub, hot water still streaming over her, needling her, a kind of pain that was somehow soothing. 

Shuddering again with revulsion, she picked up the soap and scrubbed at her skin, trying desperately to wash away the touch of his hands, the stench of his breath, the bite marks on her neck that made her flesh crawl to think of them. Would she always feel there was some kind of sign above her now, letting everyone know what had happened to her, marking her out and showing the world her shame?

Finally she became aware that the water had turned cold, but she stayed stubbornly under it, enjoying the discomfort, until her dad knocked on the door and asked if she was all right. After shouting a vague reply, she jumped out and dried herself, then pulled on her pyjamas and brushed her teeth, carefully avoiding the mirror. She couldn’t face the sight of herself, and didn’t want to know if she looked as changed as she felt. 

Back in her bedroom, tension thrummed through her as she walked over to the window and stared out into the raging dark. It felt as though the room was shaking, that the earth was moving under her, but it wasn’t that. It was her. 

The anger rushed through her blood, pounding through her veins, and she felt her heart quaking, roaring, hammering and darkening with deep red rage and quivering purple shame. How could she face her father now? And how could she ever look her mother in the eye again after what she’d seen of her tonight? Her weakness. Her fear. Her total vulnerability. And – there was no way around it – her complete stupidity. 

When Evan’s face flashed into her mind, her blood boiled again, and she sensed before she heard a booming clap of thunder as it exploded overhead, perfectly matching her fury. Saw a bolt of lightning as electric as her emotions crackle across the sky. Listened to a roar of agony that had been torn from a throat or heart she didn’t immediately recognise as her own.

Her vision was painted blood-red with anger, with danger. A small part of her marvelled at how similar the two words were, how intrinsically linked, but the rest of her was noticing the corresponding flashes of lightning and booming of thunder that hit whenever her emotions threatened to overwhelm her. 

Panic rose in her mind, in her chest, closing tight fingers around her throat, cutting off the air she so desperately needed. She clawed at the invisible bonds, but when she was unable to shift them, she almost laughed. Tonight she had feared she would die in the woods – yet now here she was, about to be strangled by her fear in the safety of her own home. Drowning in this storm that wouldn’t give her even a single moment to come up for air. 

Abruptly she felt herself wrenched from her body and thrown out into the raging downpour. As rain splashed down on her, she struggled to comprehend how she could be outside in the wildness of the storm when she’d been in her bedroom just moments before. Sucking in a desperate breath that seared her throat, she tried desperately to understand what was happening. It didn’t make sense, yet here she was, standing in the back garden in the savage fury of nature, dripping wet, wind battered and rain sodden, and freezing cold. 

The air around her crackled with electricity, and with a growing sense of doom, she somehow understood that a lightning bolt was about to flash across the stormy sky and fry her. Even more scary, she couldn’t bring herself to care. It wasn’t that she wanted to die, but tonight’s events coming on top of her mum’s battle with mortality had pushed her to a dark place she wasn’t sure she could make her way back from, or even wanted to try. It was that part of her that somehow knew that she was the lightning, she was the thunder. She was the storm.  

As she raised her arms to the sky and prepared to become one with it all, the hammering of desperate knocking at her door reached her. She was wrenched back into her bedroom, where she stood by the window, paralysed with shock. How did she get back inside? How had she been transported outside in the first place? How had she created a storm? Fear washed over her, and confusion clouded her mind. She was so totally, terribly scared. 

There was one more bang on her door, then it swung open, and a flash of lightning illuminated the frail silhouette of her mother standing in the hallway, leaning against the door frame, looking even smaller than she had in the cafe.

“Oh my darling, I’m so sorry,” Beth said, dragging her back from the window and drawing her shivering form into her arms. A shivering form that was suddenly dry. How was she not dripping wet? And what was her mum sorry for? 

“Do you need to talk about it more?” Beth asked softly. “I’m here if you need me. And we can find someone tomorrow, a counsellor or something, if you’d rather not confide in me.”

Rhiannon stared at her mother, at her gaunt face and black shadowed eyes, and tried to comprehend what she was saying to her, to comprehend what was happening to her, but nothing made any sense. Before she could ask any questions though, her father stuck his head around the door and smiled at her across the room. 

“Hey Rhi, I’m glad you and your mum could have some girl time tonight. And I was thinking, maybe this weekend you’d both like to go over to Smithfield, have high tea at the hotel, go shopping? Brodie and I have been talking about a boys-only fishing trip, although I’m not sure he really understands what that entails, or that we’ll be out in the boat all day. But it sounds fun.” He grinned, not seeming to notice how deathly quiet his wife and daughter were as they stood together in the darkness by the window. “It’s getting late though, so we should probably all hit the sack, yeah?”

Numbly Rhiannon nodded, and her mum gave her one last hug before she followed her husband out into the hallway. 

“I love you my darling. Thank you for tonight,” Beth said softly. “And it will all be okay, I promise.”

As her door clicked shut, Rhiannon threw herself down onto her bed and pulled the quilt up over her head. The tears came again, but this time she managed to muffle them, scared that she would wake her brother in the room next to hers. 

For a while she prayed for an escape from the awful images that were playing over and over again in her mind, then she prayed for sleep – but her dreamscape was even more terrifying than her waking visions. During the long night she woke often in panic, then drifted back to sleep before waking abruptly again, until soon she couldn’t tell what was real from what wasn’t, as the awful flashbacks of her time in the woods melded with her nightmares of creatures chasing her and wanting to eat her.

When she surfaced back to consciousness the next morning, her pillow was wet, soaked with tears, yet her throat was dry and her mouth was parched. Her bones ached too, and her skin tingled and burned. 

The storm had shattered her. She was broken, like fallen twigs, fallen leaves, fallen honour; strewn across the ground, across her bed, across her life. Broken and lost in the wreckage.


Chapter 5

The Fault In Her Stars

Rhiannon…

For long moments the next morning Rhiannon lay in bed, trying to think of an excuse not to get up. Couldn’t she just stay under the covers for the rest of her life, hide away from the world? After last night’s fiasco, she was terrified of facing her mum, of seeing the disappointment and fear in her eyes, and more embarrassed than she’d ever been. 

But slowly, reluctantly, she dragged herself out of bed, avoiding making eye contact with herself in the mirror again. She picked up the velvet cloak she’d been wearing the night before, wincing as she felt the scratches on her back sting, and scrunched it up tightly, angrily, and buried it under a pile of old clothes she’d never wear again in the back of her closet. 

Then she hastily pulled on her school uniform, choosing the long-sleeved shirt even though it was a warm day. There were bruises on her arms and shoulders from where he’d held her in a vice-like grip, and she was in no mood for explaining, no mood for questions – and in no fit state to see them herself and be reminded of what had happened. 

Not that she needed anything physical to make her remember. Her mind recoiled in horror as she saw his face again as he’d lurched towards her, and her skin crawled as she recalled the sensation of his hand on her naked waist, pulling her towards him. Desperately she tried to think of something else – but the alternative wasn’t any better. 

The fragility of her mother’s body as she’d sat in the huge armchair in the cafe the previous night, dwarfed by the high-backed brocade and momentarily stripped of her glamour, tortured her. How could the human body be so delicate? So easily ravaged by illness, by injury... by assault? 

“Life is good, people are good. I choose to see the good in every person and every situation,” she muttered, her mind latching on to a mantra she vaguely recalled from a ritual she’d attended with her mother a few months ago. It didn’t seem to help, but she doggedly kept on, repeating it over and over in her mind as she forced herself to pick up her school bag and walk downstairs, dragging her feet and dreading who she would have to face. 

Tentatively she tiptoed into the kitchen – and breathed a sigh of relief when she found it was empty. It took her several moments to realise how weird that was. Where was everyone? Had her clock stopped in the night or something? Shouldn’t her mum be up, forcing a glass of wheatgrass juice down her throat and trying not to gag? Shouldn’t her dad be trying to slurp down one final cup of coffee before he left for the office? Shouldn’t her brother Brodie be spilling his breakfast all over the table and laughing at the comic he was reading? 

Lost in thought, she jumped when she heard a crash from her parents’ bedroom. Her bowl of muesli slipped from her hands, milk splashing all over her uniform before the crockery smashed around her feet, but she didn’t even register it happening before she was running up the stairs. “Mum? Are you all right?” she called out, panicked. “Dad?”

Her father peered out of their room, face white. “Darling, find the car keys would you? No, wait… um, where’s Brodie?”

Distracted, she shrugged, her mind racing, before she finally recalled the answer. “Didn’t he stay at Ben’s last night?” 

“Of course,” her dad muttered. “Thank god.”

“What’s wrong? Is Mum okay?” she begged. 

He stared at her, expression vague. “Hmm?” 

Snapping into action at last, he turned back, then came to the door holding Beth in his arms. Rhiannon stared, aghast. Her beautiful, vibrant mum was a shell of her former self. Last night she’d looked like a wraith when the glamour had slipped, but today she was twice as pale, twice as frail, twice as deathly ill. Her face was grey-tinged, and she looked like she weighed no more than a child, no more than her five-year-old son Brodie, so thin had she become, so small did she look crushed against her husband’s chest. And he was clearly terrified, and terribly unsure of himself. 

“She passed out,” he finally whispered. “And… I can’t even tell if she’s breathing.” There were tears in his eyes, and he was gulping in air in desperate, ragged gasps. 

Rhiannon’s heart lurched at the horror of how fragile her mother had become. Yet she was so brave. What had happened to her in the woods last night was nothing compared to what her mum was going through every waking moment, battling this illness, battling her mortality, battling her fear – and on top of all that, trying to convince them all that she was okay, to save them any pain. 

She really had to get over herself. Stop feeling like a victim, and being so selfish, and focus on what was important. Her mum was in pain, was in hell, and the last thing she needed was to deal with her daughter’s stupid drama on top of everything else. 

Something switched over inside Rhiannon, as she accepted that she would have to take control of the situation. Brushing past her dad, she walked into their room and gathered up her mum’s coat, the one she’d let her daughter wear the night before, and tucked it gently around her frail body. 

Then, trying not to breathe in the scent of illness that pervaded the room, she picked up her mum’s largest handbag and threw one of her favourite dresses into it, along with her hairbrush and the blend of essential oils she loved. After that she raced into the ensuite, opened the cabinet above the sink and grabbed a new toothbrush, some toothpaste and the pain meds she’d seen her mum taking. 

It was all done in a moment, then she was leading her dad out of the room and down the stairs, picking up the car keys from the hall table and marching them outside. Opening the back door of the car, she pushed her dad, still holding her mum, inside, and shuddered at the fear etched deep in his face. 

“It will be okay Dad,” she murmured, although she was no longer sure that was true. “Put the seatbelt on, it will probably wrap around both of you,” she added, feeling another shiver of horror at just how tiny and insubstantial her mum had become. So frail and fragile, as though she was shrinking before their eyes. Not planning a dramatic exit, just resigned to fading slowly away, until she disappeared altogether. 

Not bothering to put the L plate on the back window, she slid into the driver’s seat, muttered a quick prayer, then reversed out into the street. Fortunately there was little traffic, and the hospital wasn’t far, because she didn’t know how long she could maintain her confidence. She’d only had a few driving lessons, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw two empty parking spaces in front of the emergency entrance. 

Screeching to a halt, she threw on the handbrake, turned off the ignition and pulled out the key, then flew around to the other side and helped her dad, still clutching Beth close to his chest, out of the car. He looked unsure of what to do again, so she pushed him in front of her and through the sliding doors. Once inside, she ran ahead, frantic, calling for a doctor. 

The duty nurse took one look at her dad’s face, and the bundle in his arms, and paged someone. Then she grabbed a wheelchair herself, wrestled Beth out of his arms and into it, and wheeled her down the corridor. Mike stared after her, the look of helpless terror still on his face, until the nurse turned back and gestured impatiently at him to follow them. 

Rhiannon watched as they moved through another set of doors and disappeared from view. The burst of adrenaline that had given her the strength to take charge and get her parents to the hospital ebbed away, and she shivered, her lip trembling and her eyes starting to well as she slid down the wall onto the floor, all the nervous energy that had animated her through the morning’s crisis leaving her as fast as it had arrived. Dropping her head onto her knees, she wrapped her arms tightly around her legs and finally let the tears fall. Sobs shook her body as she cried as silently as possible. 

She cried for her mum, and the pain she was so clearly in. 

She cried for her dad, who was struggling so hard to keep it together, but who seemed to be retreating further and further away from them, as though his fate was linked to his wife’s. 

She cried for her little brother, who couldn’t understand what was happening, but was reacting to the fear everyone around him was feeling. 

And she cried for herself. Right now she needed her mum more than ever. How could Beth be planning to leave her all alone? Didn’t she know how much the family needed her? How on earth were they going to cope without her? 

Time stopped and started and stopped again, until finally one of the nurses came out to the corridor, and Rhiannon gazed up at her, desperation in her eyes, fear in every sharp angle of her body. Part of her wanted to know what the white-clad woman standing over her was going to tell her, because maybe it was good news. Another part of her was sure it could only be bad though, and quailed in terror at knowing with certainty. Yet the not-knowing was crushing her. 

“You can go to school now,” the nurse said brusquely. “Your mother has stabilised, so she will be fine.”

Her face paled as Rhiannon gasped, and she looked regretful and suitably uncomfortable over her choice of words. “Well, she’ll recover from this setback,” she clarified. “And then she’ll continue her battle to overcome the greater issue.”

The “greater issue”. Wasn’t that a handy euphemism. Rhiannon’s face was blank, but her eyes were pools of hurt. “But what caused this?” she begged, even though she didn’t really want the answer. Not if it was what she suspected. 

Was it her fault her mum was even worse today, after having to go out into the storm and rescue her last night? Because if that was the case, she knew the guilt would destroy her. 
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