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      Cynthia Rowan writes cozy fantasy and paranormal romance filled with magical small towns, starlit spells, slow-burn love, and ghosts with strong opinions.

      She is the author of the Elderberry Bay novels—where sea-fog meets fae magic—and the Moonlit Mausoleum Mysteries, a southern-gothic cozy series featuring haunted cemeteries, broody ghosts, and heroines who catch feelings almost as often as they catch murderers.

      Whether brewing enchanted tea or bantering with the dead, Cynthia’s characters always find their way to hope, humor, and the kind of romance that glows long after the last page.

      

      Visit her website to find out when the next book is coming.
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      The origin story of Elderberry Bay’s first tea witch.

      Elderberry Bay hums with gossip, salt air, and secrets.

      

      Esmeralda Larkspur just wants to reopen her crooked little tea room and keep her temperamental magic under control. But when a stranger washes ashore in a storm—claiming to have fallen through the stars—her quiet seaside life turns luminous.

      As Esmeralda and Aric Vale uncover a hidden ley line beneath the harbor, their connection deepens into something both impossible and inevitable. Yet every spell has a cost, and their discovery may awaken a power that changes Elderberry Bay forever.

      Before the Stardust is a tender, moonlit origin tale of love, legacy, and the first spark of starlight magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Esmeralda

          

        

      

    

    
      The kettle hissed like it had opinions about my life choices.

      I’d been coaxing it for ten minutes, whispering bargains to the copper kettle that had served three generations of Larkspur women without a single complaint. On the morning I reopened the tearoom, it chose rebellion.

      “Please,” I murmured, wrapping my hands around the warm handle. My fingers trembled—not from cold, but from six months of working to prove I belonged here. “Just this once.”

      The kettle rattled—annoyed, judgmental, or maybe attempting to warn me about something. In this town, it was hard to tell. Things developed personalities if you looked away long enough.

      Outside, mist drifted in from the sea, swallowing the harbor one boat at a time. Elderberry Bay’s kind of fog—the kind that carried secrets and never appeared without a reason.

      My heart stuttered. The whisper of magic at the edges of the morning seemed too familiar, too much like the days when my grandmother was still here. When she’d maintained the ley line binding every dawn without fail, the shop humming around her steady presence. Six months since she’d passed, and the magic beneath the bay had been restless—longing for the anchor it had lost.

      Reaching for me, though I had no idea how to answer.

      “It’s fine,” I said to the kettle and myself. I adjusted the tin of chamomile on the counter, needing something solid. “We’re fine. We’re doing this.”

      Thunder rolled out beyond the cliffs. I stood in my crooked little tea room with the scent of sea air and memory, and sensed it—the tiniest flutter of something waking up.

      Hope or magic. Elderberry Bay rarely bothered to separate the two.

      “Talking to the kitchenware again?” Mrs. Winters’s voice drifted from the ceiling—or the rafters. Hard to tell with ghosts. “That’s how gossip starts, dear.”

      “The rumors have already started.” If I couldn’t brew right, I’d at least pretend. “Apparently, I’ve been alone so long I’ve forgotten how to talk to people.”

      “Have you?”

      “Forgotten?”

      “Been alone too long.”

      I poured the chamomile into the waiting pot. Six months since I’d inherited this crooked building and the magic that came with it. Six months of trying to match what my grandmother had made look easy—the daily binding work, the ley line maintenance, the careful attention that kept the thin place beneath our harbor stable. My grandmother had spent an hour every morning in meditation, coaxing the earth magic to stay balanced, keeping the boundary between realms from fraying.

      I’d managed ten minutes before my concentration scattered and my magic flared hot enough to crack a teacup.

      The shop judged my hesitation. I touched the nearest teapot—warm porcelain that remembered three generations of careful hands—and tried not to compare my chaos to their grace. Every surface held some relic of Larkspur history. Teapots that poured themselves when the mood struck. Cups that changed color with the drinker’s emotions. A taxidermied crow wearing a tiny hat that may or may not have been my great-aunt’s familiar. Walls leaned at angles that defied architecture but stayed standing.

      Outside, Elderberry Bay prepared for the storm. Fishermen secured boats. Shop owners shuttered windows. The Sugar Sisters—Mabel and Dot, though I’d never learned which was which—hurried past my window carrying fresh bread and enough gossip to last through winter.

      Ordinary town. Normal afternoon.

      Except for the magic that hummed beneath everything, quiet enough that most folks could pretend it wasn’t there. Loud enough that I felt it—a vibration in my bones that said this place remembered things the rest of the world had forgotten.

      “You should open tomorrow instead,” Mrs. Winters announced, manifesting near the bookshelves. “This kind of weather keeps people away.”

      “Weather like this is perfect for tea.” I pulled down a cup, the ceramic cool against my palms—different from the warmth building under my skin when my magic stirred.

      “Weather like this is perfect for staying inside with someone warm.”

      I focused on my brewing, arranging cups. Mrs. Winters meant well, but her matchmaking attempts were legend. She’d spent her living years trying to set up every unmarried soul in town, and death hadn’t dimmed her enthusiasm.

      Chamomile steeped while I tried not to notice how the storm was building. Lightning flickered on the horizon. Wind picked up, making the shop sign creak—a sound I’d been meaning to fix but kept forgetting.

      Or avoiding.

      Because once the shop was perfect, once everything worked as it should, I’d have no excuse for the restlessness or for the feeling that something was missing from a life that looked complete on paper.

      “Magic always starts small,” my grandmother used to say. “Like a whisper or a wish.”

      I’d never been good with whispers. I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear, my fingers catching on the braid that was already coming undone. My magic tended toward shouting—half my experiments ended in minor explosions while the other half required explanations to the fire department. Grandmother’s magic had been steady as the tides. Mine felt like summer storms, all heat and chaos and golden light that didn’t know when to quit.

      Thunder rolled closer. The kettle cooperated, heating the water quickly. I poured, measured, and tried to channel grandmother’s grace instead of my usual mess.

      The first cup came out perfect—an amber liquid that smelled like comfort and tasted like home. I allowed myself a moment of pride before Mrs. Winters appeared in front of me, her expression urgent.

      “There’s someone on the beach.”

      “During a storm?” I set the cup down, willing my hands steady.

      “Washed up. Lightning struck offshore—I saw it from here. Brightest thing I’ve seen since my own passing.” She drifted toward the window. “You should go look.”

      I shouldn’t have. Every instinct said to stay inside, to let someone else handle whatever poor soul had been caught in the storm. Harbor patrol would find them. The Sheriff could deal with them. I had a tea room to open and a kettle that had finally stopped mocking me.

      But I looked.

      The beach stretched gray and churning out beyond the shop, the waves clawing at the sand that usually held its ground. And there⁠—

      Someone lay where the water met the shore. A dark shape against a darker storm. Too still. Too far from help.

      “Call the sheriff,” I said, grabbing my coat. My pulse kicked up, the magic rising with it—warmth flooding my chest, the scent of cardamom and lightning.

      “Esmeralda—”

      “I know.” I pulled the coat tight, feeling the magic rise. Heat bloomed against my ribs, pressing outward. “But I can’t just watch.”

      Mrs. Winters’s expression softened. “Your grandmother would have done the same.”

      “Grandmother would have brewed something appropriate first.” I fastened the last button with shaking fingers.

      “Grandmother would have lectured about appropriate tea pairings while doing what you’re doing.” She smiled. “I’ll mind the shop. Try not to get struck by lightning yourself.”

      I left through the back door, the one that led down to the beach path. Rain hit cold and hard, soaking through my coat before I’d gone ten steps. Wind pulled at my hair and my resolve, but I kept moving.

      Magic that usually hummed quietly now sang—high and bright and urgent, golden warmth flooding through me even as the storm bit at my skin. Something about the tempest wasn’t right. No—not wrong. Different. Like reality had cracked and was showing its edges.

      Lightning split the sky, and I saw him clearly.

      His clothes looked strange—too formal for beach weather, too pristine despite the storm. His dark hair stuck to his face, and his pale skin worried me. And his hands⁠—

      In his hands was something that glowed.

      I ran.

      Sand grabbed at my shoes. The tide was coming in, the waves reaching higher with each surge. If I didn’t reach him before the water did⁠—

      I dropped to my knees beside him, checking for breath, for a pulse, for any sign of life. His chest moved—shallow but present. Relief flooded through me, then confusion.

      He was too warm. The storm should have left him freezing, but his skin radiated heat like he’d been sitting by a fire instead of drowning in the ocean. Not the chaotic, golden heat of my magic—something else. Something that felt like winter moonlight given form.

      And the thing he held—it wasn’t natural.

      It was a silver key, or something that looked like a key, covered in markings that hurt to look at. They moved—these markings, shifting and rearranging in patterns that made my magic flare. Heat spiked through me, the scent of summer storms sharp.

      Runes. Ancient ones. The kind my grandmother had warned me about in stories that ended with “and that’s why we don’t meddle with fae artifacts.”

      “This is going to be complicated,” I said to no one, because talking to unconscious strangers was next on my list of questionable decisions.

      He opened his eyes.

      Not brown or blue or any other color that belonged in a human face. They were silver, like starlight given physical form. They focused on me, and my breath caught.

      “Fell,” he said, his voice rough. “Fell through⁠—”

      Lightning struck close enough that I felt it in my teeth. Runes on his key flared bright, and my magic responded without permission, reaching for that light. Golden warmth rushed through me, meeting that cool silver brilliance, and the difference was stark—my chaos against his structure, my heat against his moonfire.

      “Don’t,” he managed, but too late.

      Power connected us—his to mine, mine to his—and I could feel it. The breach in reality. Thin place where his world had touched this one. The ley line sleeping beneath Elderberry Bay that had never quite woken but hummed on the edge of consciousness.

      All of it rushed through me at once, too much and too bright and impossible to explain.

      His grip on my wrist was strong for someone who’d just washed ashore half-dead. “You’re a witch.”

      “I’m a tea witch, which is different.” Though at the moment, with magic crackling between us and the storm raging overhead, the distinction felt minor. “Can you stand?”

      “I think so.”

      He couldn’t. Not on his own. I ended up hauling him upright with more determination than grace, his weight against my side as we stumbled toward the shop. Magic still connected us—I could feel his exhaustion, his confusion, and underneath it all, something ancient and not a bit remotely human. Cool where I ran warm. Structured where I tended wild.

      This was going to be complicated.

      Mrs. Winters met us at the door, her expression cycling through surprise, concern, and what looked like matchmaking satisfaction.

      “Don’t,” I warned, adjusting my grip on the stranger’s arm.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Whatever you’re thinking.”

      “I’m thinking you’ve brought home something that fell through the stars.” Her voice held wonder. “I’m thinking your grandmother would be proud. And I’m thinking you should get him inside before the entire town sees.”

      She was right about the last part. I maneuvered us through the door, dripping water across floors that had seen worse. The stranger’s weight was substantial, his heat still radiating despite the storm—but different from mine. Where my magic felt like standing too close to a summer bonfire, his felt like frost and starlight.

      And his eyes—those impossible silver eyes—never left my face.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Don’t thank me yet.” I helped him toward the chair nearest the stove, my hands still trembling from the magic that had connected us. “I still don’t know what you are or why you’re here or what’s happening with that key you’re holding like it’s the last solid thing in the world.”

      He looked at the silver object, then back at me. “Because it is.”

      Which didn’t explain anything, but before I could ask, his eyes rolled back and he slumped forward.

      Unconscious. Again.

      “Well,” Mrs. Winters said from the ceiling. “This is exciting.”

      I looked at the storm still raging outside, at the stranger now occupying my best chair, at the runes on his key that continued their impossible dance. I pressed my hand against my chest, feeling the warmth there—my magic still singing from the contact, golden and chaotic and refusing to settle.

      Exciting was one word for it.

      I pulled off my soaked coat and tried to remember if my grandmother had left any instructions for “what to do when something falls through the stars and ends up on the beach during a storm.”

      Pretty sure that hadn’t been covered in the inheritance paperwork.

      The kettle whistled—reliable, perfect timing, exactly when I needed it least. I turned to silence it and saw my reflection in the window. Hair wild. Clothes soaked. Expression somewhere between terror and wonder.

      Magic always starts small, grandmother had said. Like a whisper or a wish.

      Mine was about to start quite a bit louder. I could feel it building, pressing against my ribs, demanding acknowledgment. Whatever had just washed up on my beach wasn’t just a stranger in need of help.

      He was a door opening. A choice being offered. A path diverging from everything safe and known.

      I should have been more frightened.

      Instead, I reached for cups, tea, and for the comfort of familiar rituals while everything around me shifted into new patterns. My hands moved through the familiar motions—measuring leaves, heating water—while magic hummed warm and golden beneath my skin.

      Tomorrow, I’d figure out what it meant.

      Tonight, I had someone to keep from fading, and that was enough purpose to start with.
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            Aric

          

        

      

    

    
      The storm tasted like copper and endings.

      Aric came to awareness slowly, pulled from darkness by warmth and the smell of something brewing. His body ached in ways that suggested he’d been thrown quite far by whatever force had shoved him through the veil. The key still gripped his palm—good. Losing that would have been catastrophic on top of already catastrophic.

      Voices drifted from somewhere nearby. Female. Arguing, though the tone suggested comfort rather than conflict.

      “—can’t just leave him unconscious in thAric came to slowly, pulled from darkness by warmth and the smell of something brewing. His body ached in ways that suggested he’d been thrown quite far by whatever force had shoved him through the veil. The key was still gripped in his palm—good. Losing that would have been catastrophic on top of what was already catastrophic.

      Voices drifted from somewhere nearby. Female. Arguing, though the tone suggested comfort rather than conflict.

      “—can’t just leave him unconscious in the chair⁠—”

      “Where else would I put him?”

      “The spare room. The one you’ve been avoiding since your grandmother passed.”

      “I haven’t been avoiding it.”

      “You’ve been in there twice in six months.”

      Silence.

      “Fine. But if he wakes up and murders me, I’m haunting you twice as hard as you’re haunting me now.”

      “Deal.”

      Aric considered announcing he was awake but decided that information was more valuable than good manners. He kept his breathing even, his body still, while his mind catalogued everything his senses could gather.

      The witch—because she was absolutely a witch, her magic had left traces on his skin like warm honey—was younger than he’d expected. Her voice held determination edged with uncertainty. First-generation power, maybe. Or recently inherited. Strong enough to sense his nature but unpracticed enough to touch his key without proper shielding.

      Which had saved his life but complicated everything else.

      The room smelled of tea and old wood and something green that wasn’t quite herbal. Plants maybe, growing where they shouldn’t. Magic bleeding into the physical world without permission. Dangerous if uncontrolled. Useful if managed right.

      He felt her approach—warmth and cardamom and the particular vibration of Larkspur magic. He’d heard of them. Healers who’d gone to ground when the fae courts became too interested in them. Nature witches who’d traded direct power for subtle influence.

      This one had inherited more than subtlety.

      “I know you’re awake,” she said. “Your breathing changed three minutes ago.”

      Clever. Aric opened his eyes—slowly, letting them adjust to lamplight and the concerned face hovering above his.

      Pretty. That was his first coherent thought, followed by unhelpful and dangerous to notice. She had brown eyes that reflected the lamplight like polished wood, dark hair pulled back in a practical braid that was coming loose, and an expression that suggested she was trying hard to appear confident.

      Getting involved with mortal witches was how fae scholars derailed decades of careful work. He had three other thin places awaiting assessment along this coast alone, documentation that couldn’t wait. This needed to be quick, clean, professional.

      “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “Like I fell through a dimensional barrier and landed in saltwater.” His voice came out rough. “So, approximately as expected.”

      Her mouth twitched—not quite a smile. “Can you sit up?”

      Aric tried. His body balked, muscles protesting but obeying. The chair was surprisingly comfortable for something that looked assembled from three different pieces of furniture and pure optimism.

      “Water?” She offered a cup that smelled clean and cold and entirely mundane.

      He accepted it, noting how her hand trembled. She was afraid. Of him or of the situation, he couldn’t tell. Both, probably. She had every right to be.

      “Thank you,” he said after drinking half the cup. “For pulling me from the beach. And for not calling the authorities. For—” He gestured at the room, warm and dry and alive with low-level enchantments. “—this.”

      “You’re welcome.” She settled into a chair opposite his. “Now tell me what you are and why you washed up on my beach claiming you fell through the stars.”

      Direct. He appreciated that. “My name is Aric Vale. I’m—” He paused, considering how much truth would serve him. “—not from here. From somewhere adjacent. Connected but separate.”

      “Fae.”

      Not a question. Aric studied her with increased interest. “You know about us?”

      “My grandmother told me stories.” She wrapped her arms around herself, though the room was plenty warm. “Warnings, mostly. About thin places and things that could slip through if you weren’t careful. About the fae who’d been fascinated by the Larkspur line since before her grandmother’s time.”

      “Fascinated might be generous. Interested, certainly.” Aric set down the water cup, feeling strength return to his limbs that had been dangerously close to dissolving. “Your bloodline is unique. Magic that bridges the natural and supernatural without forcing either. The courts have always wondered about its source.”

      “And you came to investigate?”

      “I came because I had no choice.” He pulled out the key, which had stopped its impossible glow. Runes etched onto its surface were dormant now, but even sleeping they held power. “This is a wayfinder. It opens paths between adjacent realms. I’ve been using it to map thin places—locations where the barrier is naturally weak.”

      “Why?”

      “Because understanding thin places might help us strengthen them.” Aric met her eyes, letting her see his honesty. “The separation between the fae and mortal realms isn’t stable. It hasn’t been for decades. Most of my people prefer to ignore the problem. I prefer to document it.”

      “Document how?”

      “I travel the boundaries. Mark the weak points. Try to understand why some locations hold better than others.” He gestured toward the window, where the storm still raged.

      “Elderberry Bay felt different. Stronger. I came to see why and found—” He paused, the memory flashing bright. “—lightning. Or something shaped like lightning. It struck the barrier exactly as I was crossing, and instead of a gentle passage, I was thrown.”

      “Through the veil.”

      “And into your harbor. Quite dramatically, I’m told.”

      Her expression flickered—amusement, then concern. “The lightning. It struck right where you landed. I felt it from here. Felt it in my—” She pressed a hand to her chest. “—in my magic.”

      “Because this place is already thin.” Aric leaned forward despite exhaustion. “More than thin. There’s something beneath Elderberry Bay. Something old and strong and mostly sleeping. I felt it the moment I approached.”

      “Ley line,” she said quietly. “Grandmother mentioned it once. Said it ran under the harbor and had been dormant since before the town was founded. She said some things were better left sleeping.”

      “And if they’re already waking?”

      Silence stretched. Outside, thunder rumbled. The shop hummed with barely contained magic, as if the building itself was listening.

      “I’m Esmeralda,” she said finally. “Esmeralda Larkspur. And if there’s something waking beneath my town, I need to know about it.”

      “Even if knowing is dangerous?”

      “Especially if knowing is dangerous.” Her jaw set with a determination that Aric recognized—he’d worn that expression often enough in mirrors.

      “This is my home. My responsibility. Whatever’s happening, I’d rather face it with information than ignorance.”

      Brave. Possibly foolish. Definitely admirable.

      Aric responded to that determination despite every instinct warning him to keep his distance. Getting involved with witches—especially Larkspur witches—was how the fae had ended up bound to mortal realms in ways that made returning home complicated. But she’d saved his life. And his wayfinder had reacted to her touch with unprecedented enthusiasm, which suggested connections deeper than accident.

      Still, he had work waiting. Documentation to complete. A systematic assessment of the entire coastline was already behind schedule. This needed to be contained—one week at most to stabilize whatever was happening here, then back to his survey.

      “The runes on my key,” he said, holding it out in his palm. The weight was familiar, the silver cool against his skin. He turned it over slowly, watching the lamplight catch the etched patterns. “They’re a map of sorts. They record everywhere I’ve traveled, every thin place I’ve documented. Since your magic touched them, they’ve been behaving strangely.”

      “Strangely how?”

      “They’re pointing.” Aric tilted the key with careful precision, angling it so she could see the patterns shift. The runes moved like frost spreading across glass—geometric, deliberate, beautiful in their mathematical certainty. “Toward something in Elderberry Bay. Something they recognize as significant.”

      Esmeralda leaned closer, and Aric caught her scent again—cardamom and something green and alive. Her magic brushed his like curious fingertips, and the runes flared bright in response.

      The contrast was stark. Where his magic felt like winter moonlight—cool silver precision, frost patterns crystallizing in perfect symmetry—hers was summer heat, golden and chaotic and warm enough to make his carefully structured power ripple and bend. Fire meeting ice. Chaos meeting order.

      Complementary.

      He found himself leaning toward that warmth before he caught the motion and straightened in his chair, imposing a distance his body didn’t want.

      “That,” he said, voice rougher than intended. “That’s what they’re reacting to.”

      “My magic?”

      “Your bloodline.” Aric pulled the key back, needing space from the pull he felt toward her. The wayfinder’s silver surface was warm now where it had been cool moments ago. “Larkspur witches and ley lines have always been connected. Your family’s power comes from those connections—the ability to tap into earth magic most practitioners can’t access.”

      “Grandmother never explained it that way. She just said our magic was stubborn and occasionally explosive.”

      “Also accurate.” Aric found himself smiling despite everything. “But the stubborn explosiveness has a source. And if there’s a sleeping ley line beneath this town, your presence here might be waking it.”

      “So this is my fault?”

      “This is no one’s fault. It’s confluence. Bad timing and good location meeting in ways no one predicted.” He stood carefully, testing whether his legs would hold. They did—barely. “But we should figure out what’s happening before the ley line decides to wake up entirely.”

      “What happens if it does?”

      “Honestly?” Aric moved toward the window, watching the storm rage against the glass. “I don’t know. Ley lines this old are unpredictable. They remember magic from before the separation. Before the courts. Before anyone decided the fae and mortal realms shouldn’t touch.”
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