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* * *

Doubt whispers to the warrior: 

“You are broken, so you are weak.” 

The warrior roars back: 

“I was broken and weak, 

so now I am stronger than you will ever know.”

* * *
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Out of the Fire
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Beth

* * * * *
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The pain was almost more than she could bear. She tried to let go, to dissolve back into the dark, into the nothing. Into that place where there was no thought, no feeling, no... anything. 

No her. 

And yet a tentative thread of starlight was holding her. Trapping her, she knew not where, or how. There was a pulling at the core of her, and a pushing from outside. A force trying to reassemble her. What was it? And why was it? 

Swimming in a lake of incoherence and confusion, Beth was unable to form words or thoughts, let alone find answers to questions. The world was blurred around the edges, her mind vague and foggy, as though she was trying to peer through a veil of mist. A mist that swirled around her, drawing her down, drawing her under, trying to drown her. Panic clutched at her. She tried to fight it, to form herself back into some semblance of herself. Which was...

A ghost. 

She was dead, and yet something – the yearning of her family perhaps, or her own guilt – was keeping her here. Which was its own kind of torture. In this strange half-existence, she was able to see just how much her death had devastated her husband, confused her young son, and broken her daughter’s heart.

Her daughter. 

The evening before Beth died, Rhiannon had stolen out into the dark woods to work a healing spell with an older witch. A male witch. Beth had thought her awful premonition had rescued her in time, but she was wrong. So wrong. Last night – or last week? – she’d discovered that the guy had assaulted her sweet, innocent daughter, within the sacred boundary of the circle no less, and Rhiannon had allowed the grief at losing her mother the next day bury her trauma deep within, and beneath. For eighteen months she had repressed the memory, ignored its impact – until she ran into her attacker on the High Street and fell apart. 

Beth had borne horrified witness to her daughter’s breakdown. Watched as the memories of that night slammed back into her and brought her to her knees. Walked with her as she wandered, blind with tears of pain and anger, down deserted lanes, too scared to go home. Seen her submerged in a flower-strewn bath, wrestling with whether or not to allow herself to drift off into the peace of oblivion the warm water offered. 

Beth understood the pain and suffering that made it feel like a good option – she’d felt that despair as the cancer had eaten away at her own body – but she refused to let it happen to her child. Somehow she’d managed to pull her molecules together enough to reach into the water and drag her daughter above the surface, although whether she’d actually achieved some kind of physicality, or just projected her terrified emotions and psychic will to Rhiannon, she had no idea. 

The effort had torn Beth apart. She’d exploded into a million tiny pieces and scattered to the four directions. But she was glad to pay the price, to no longer exist, in whatever shaky form she’d been in, in order to help her daughter. She’d thought that was the end.

And yet here she was, a searing heat forcing her mouth open in a silent scream of anguish and agony. Was she in hell? Was she really the awful person she’d always feared herself to be?

The heat intensified, scorching every part of her, then she heard a loud crackling. Her eyes snapped open. She was in the woods, in the hour after the gloaming, and there was a furiously burning fire dancing on a witch’s altar. An eerie woman with long black hair, deep ruby lips and a flowing scarlet dress was seated on the forest floor, her piercing eyes looking as though they would incinerate the person sitting across from her.

Rhiannon. In the billowing red dress she’d found in her wardrobe right after her bath. Looking terrified. Of the fire, of the woman, of herself.

No time had passed. Beth saw the chamomile flowers still twisted through her daughter’s hair from the bath, saw the dampness of her curls, and knew it was the same night. 

But what was she doing out here, back in the woods, in the very place she’d been assaulted? Being challenged by... Who was that woman? What was she?

A wrenching sob dragged her attention back to Rhiannon, and the pain etched into her face, clawing through her shoulders, ripped at Beth’s heart. She couldn’t hear what was being said – she still felt as though she was underwater – yet she could see its impact. She tried to move, to float down to her daughter and fold her in her arms, but she was frozen in place. 

Completely helpless. 

Beth wanted to scream at the woman to stop, to leave Rhiannon alone, to realise the damage she was inflicting with whatever she was saying, but she could only hover there, powerless, as she watched her darling daughter collapse in on herself all over again.

And yet...

Slowly she became aware that Rhiannon was changing. She was sitting up straighter. Her head was no longer bowed, and whatever she was saying to the mist-wreathed woman crouched across the altar from her, she was speaking with more confidence. 

Beth’s heart lifted. Expanded. It seemed the strange woman in red was helping her daughter in some way, healing her. Gratitude coursed through her, that she’d been able to witness this before she faded away to nothing. Because, crushed and defeated just an hour ago, Rhiannon’s fortitude was beginning to emerge. Beth could sense her spirit blossoming, feel the courage spiralling out from her centre, and she felt great pride as she watched her daughter rise up, transformed, and head determinedly, defiantly, home. She moved to follow her – until the red-clad woman stared up at her, mouth open in an O of surprise. Or was it alarm?

Her dark, glittering eyes pinned Beth where she hovered above the altar, then she felt herself implode, and collapse down in a fiery jumble at the woman’s feet. 

“Who are you?” she hissed. “What are you?”

Beth stared at her in shock. “You can see me?”

A hand shot out and grabbed Beth’s arm. “And you can see me. Very few people can.”

“My daughter can.” A sob escaped Beth, as the helplessness she’d experienced earlier returned. It devastated her that she could no longer help her children. Know them, and be known.

The woman peered more closely at her, just as Beth realised her own ghostly form had become solid. Her arm was being held, and she could feel the sensation, feel the pressure of the woman’s grasp – a cruel, tight, grasp – and the warmth of contact.

“You are her mother.” It wasn’t a question.

Terror pulsed through Beth. Who was this woman, this stranger, who was clearly so close to her daughter? Was she a new priestess from Rose’s circle? But why had she never heard of her? And what did she want with Rhiannon?

“I am called Aideen by some,” the woman conceded, as though she’d read her mind. “I am... a guide of sorts. You do not need to fear on her behalf.”

Easier said than done.

“I am more concerned about you Beth.”

Shock made her tremble. How did Aideen know her name?

Shrugging a delicate shoulder, the woman leaned in closer. “You are supposed to be dead.”

“I am dead,” Beth insisted angrily, then the fight went out of her. “To be honest, I don’t know what I am, or why. I just want to help Rhiannon, and help my husband, but I can’t seem to make myself known to them.” There was desperation in her voice, and deep pain.

In an instant, the strange woman was by her side, one arm around her, and her touch this time was a sweet comfort in this moment of confusion, her presence a soothing balm. 

“Can you help me?” Beth implored her. “Tell me why you can see me. Tell me how I can make my family see me too...” 

As quickly as she’d arrived, Aideen was back across the altar, and Beth felt the absence physically as a deep chill, and emotionally as though she’d dropped into a freezing ocean of isolation. She shivered – and then she saw, out of the corner of her eye, a flash of gold. Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, she tried to breathe slowly in, then out. Tried to calm her mind, and steel herself against hallucinations. But when she finally opened her eyes and looked up, Aideen was gazing curiously at the spot where the gold had been, and Beth wondered again if something was following her. Chasing her. Sent to lure her back to the emptiness of real and final death. 

“Did you see that?” she demanded. 

Aideen gazed at her, perplexed, then shrugged it off. “We must close Rhiannon’s sacred circle, and return her ritual objects to her,” she said. “Will you help me?”

Although the woman had ignored her similarly worded request, Beth nodded numbly and bent to pick up her daughter’s wand. For a moment her eyes rested on the black raven feather on the altar, then she raised her arms to thank and farewell the directions and the deities, confident they had assisted Rhiannon in some way. 

A smile softened her face. It had been so long since she’d lifted a wand, or taken part in a magical ritual, and she loved the energy that coiled up from the earth and coursed into and through her, and the light from the moon and the stars that illuminated her and the strange red-clad woman. It was a moment to savour, to treasure, to be able to do this again. 

Carefully she stepped out the circle widdershins, her daughter’s wand held high, closing the sacred space by absorbing the border of the portal between the worlds into her and returning the clearing in the heart of the woods to its usual vibration.

The circle is open, but never broken. 

The words she’d said so often in the past had lost none of their power, and she felt such a yearning to weave magic with Rose again, to call the directions with Laura, to invite her daughter to join her within the boundaries of the enchanted realm she’d so often been part of.

Desperate with longing, despite the joy from the touch of magic on her brow, she turned to speak to Aideen again, to demand answers. But there was no one there. And it was as though there never had been. The altar tools had vanished, the heat of the fire had been erased, and not even the lush grass appeared to have been sat upon. 

Had she hallucinated everything here tonight? She wouldn’t accept that, she couldn’t. She had to believe that Rhiannon had been here, and that the red-robed Aideen had been with her, soothing her despair, easing her pain, healing her trauma. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about. 

Blackness swirled up around Beth, and this time she prayed for oblivion.

Chapter 2



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The New Normal
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Rhiannon

* * * * *
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“Kraw, kraw, kraw.”

Rhiannon stumbled through the woods, branches smacking her in the face, and twisting vines and ground creepers tangling around her ankles and threatening to send her crashing to the hard earth. The rich scent of mouldering leaves made her recoil, so when the faintest hint of jasmine wafted past on a thin breeze, she tried desperately to focus on that. Jasmine reminded her of her mother, and made her feel safe – but she wasn’t safe now. She was trying to outrun the thing that happened, and a world of pain.

“Kraw, kraw, kraw.”

The sound was louder now. 

Suddenly a huge black raven swooped down in front of her, the rush of air from its beating wings hitting her cheeks, and perched on a low-hanging branch. Imposing, intimidating. Gulping nervously, she forced herself to lift her gaze to his. The bird regarded her with fierce, beady black eyes, head tilted to one side. She trembled, but her nervousness faded when she saw the mischief in his expression, then noticed the small silver key he was clutching in his beak. 

Hesitantly she held out her hand, then shut her eyes in panic when she sensed him lean down towards her. But she felt no pain, and he didn’t bite her – he simply dropped the key into her palm, winked at her, then flew away. A wave of curiosity swept through her as her hand closed around the cold metal. Whose key was it? What would it unlock? Where did she need to take it? How could she figure it out? 

A ripple of despair shuddered through her. She had no clue, and no way to discover one. Why would a bird torment her? Desperately she called out to him, begging him to return, to let her know what she was supposed to do with the key.

“Use your imagination beloved.”

She gasped in shock at the strange voice. Was the bird speaking to her, or was it just her feverish imagination? Had one of the mist-wreathed women turned up? Staring around herself in growing horror, she realised she didn’t even know where she was. And the huge trees around her were closing in on her. How had she ended up in a part of the woods she’d never seen before? A part of the woods filled with darkness and shadows, and ancient trees that seemed to want to harm her.

Struggling backwards to get away from a brooding old oak that was bending menacingly towards her, she smashed her head against the trunk of the birch behind her, then felt its rough bark as she slid down to the hard, cold ground. The sharp edges of the key bit into her flesh, and when she looked down, there was a bead of blood on her palm. 

“Rhiannon, do not be afraid,” the voice crooned. “You will discover how to unlock your pain.”

She screamed in frustration – and the sound brought her abruptly back to consciousness, torn from a sleep so deep that surfacing made her groggy and disoriented. Feeling her quilt twisted around her legs, relief pulsed through her, that the horror had all been a dream.

Until she realised her waking life was its own kind of nightmare.

Her heart raced as flashes of memory and pain from the past few days hit her, one after the other, a relentless flurry of punches to her gut. 

Being devastated and betrayed by the break-up with her first boyfriend. 

Enduring the horrifying, recurring dreamscape said boyfriend no longer entered to save her from, which triggered the re-emergence of the trauma she’d long buried for so long.

Coming face-to-face with the guy who’d inflicted that trauma, which ripped her apart all over again. 

Tears trickled slowly down her cheeks, and her body trembled. With great effort she brought her breathing under control, then impatiently wiped her eyes. 

She sighed. This was her new normal. Aware of what had happened to her, but not wanting to dwell there. Working on some kind of acceptance so she could move forward in order to function, yet recoiling from the reality.

Still shaking, she tried to force the images from her mind. She had to focus on what had come after. 

The ghost of her mother, somehow dragging her from the bath she’d considered surrendering to. 

A strange ceremony in the woods with the woman in red, who had provided comfort and healing, and reassurance that the assault was not her fault.

That was all fading though, and Rhiannon was terrified that she wouldn’t be able to cope with school today. Already the insights she’d gained and the forgiveness she’d worked towards felt dreamy, elusive, a half-forgotten notion she could no longer quite grasp. 

It scared her that she was now a completely different person than the one who had headed to Scotland a week ago for a holiday with her father and brother. Before they left, she broke up with her boyfriend. When they returned, she broke down. Falling apart, body and soul, as the long-ago trauma resurfaced. And while her spellcasting and ritual making in the woods last night had been soothing, even therapeutic, she wasn’t anywhere near put back together. 

She didn’t know if she ever would be.

Desperately she longed for a week off, alone at home, while she tried to come to terms with what had happened. She felt too raw to be scrutinised by her classmates, or worried over by her teacher Laura. How could she focus on lessons when her heart and mind were torn apart and her soul was trying so hard to repair itself? 

Perhaps most difficult of all, how would she keep her secret from her best friend? Try to appear normal to the girl she worked magic, and shared everything, with? She couldn’t tell her what she’d endured eighteen months ago. Carlie’s mother had suffered through far worse than Rhiannon had at the hands of a brutal man, and her friend was still working to come to terms with that, and reconcile Violet’s mysterious past with her own perception and knowledge of her.

Besides, Rhiannon couldn’t stand any more sympathy. After her own mum’s death, she had resented the looks of pity cast her way, and the awful, hateful isolation she was consigned to as her friends tiptoed around her, or even worse, ignored her completely, not knowing how to deal with her grief.

Ugh. 

Remembering how ostracised she’d felt from her childhood best friends Debbie and Sue back then made her feel even worse. How would she cope with seeing Debbie in class today, since it was Debbie’s older brother who had... hurt... her? A flare of misplaced fury roared to life and coursed through her veins when she considered her old friend, but she took a deep breath and tried to tamp it down. It wasn’t Debbie’s fault.

Guilt and fear boiled in her stomach as she came back to the thought that had been torturing her. That it was her own fault, the thing that happened. She had been so desperate to do a healing ritual to save her mum’s life that she’d ignored her instincts, or drowned them out all together, and entered the woods that full moon night with Evan, shedding her black velvet ritual cloak and standing trembling and naked before him when he insisted they must come together as the god and goddess did in order to fuel the spell.

She’d never been intimate with a guy before, never even had a boyfriend, and the assault on her body and her senses had devastated her. Which had been heightened further when her sick, frail mother had come staggering through the trees in an attempt to save her – then died the next day. 

Racked by pain, shock and shame, Rhiannon had buried the trauma and let her grief at losing her mum consume her instead. Which had seemed like a sensible idea. It certainly put everything in perspective. But now the darkness had resurfaced, and she couldn’t put it back in its bottle and hide it away again. 

At first her anger had kept her warm, and lent her strength. During her ritual she had become the heat of the fire. Had felt herself being forged and strengthened in the flames. But now the fury had burned out, and she didn’t know what she was left with. 

Pulling on her school uniform, she picked up her hairbrush with a trembling hand. How was she going to do this? 

A sparkle out of the corner of her eye dragged her attention to her dressing table, and the gold necklace the woman in the woods had gifted her. Stretching out a shaky hand, she picked it up, placed it around her neck and did up the clasp. The deep ruby red of the crystal gave off an eerie glow, even so far from the fire that had ignited between them during her ritual, and she focused on the deep shadows within the gem’s surface as she slowly breathed in its steadying calm and power. The same soothing warmth seeped into her body, and she felt steadier. 

Stronger. 

During her ritual she had felt powerful, invincible, at one with nature and the earth. At one with her self. Now she just had to hold on to that. 

Maybe she could do this after all. 

Determined, she hurried downstairs and out the door, ready to face her first day back at school as a person transformed...

Chapter 3
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One Moment At A Time
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Rhiannon

* * * * *
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Dragging her feet up the steps of her school, Rhiannon shook off the sprinkling of spring snow that had gathered on her shoulders, and straightened up. She felt older, and colder in some ways, yet she reminded herself that she was stronger too. 

At least, she hoped she was.

Her history teacher Laura waved to her across the corridor, and looked as though she was going to come over and chat. Not yet. Ducking quickly towards her locker, Rhiannon managed to avoid her – and bump right into Debbie.

“Hey Rhi, how are you?” her friend asked.

Forcing a smile, she lifted a hand to her pendant and desperately gripped the stone. “I’m fine.” 

Her voice sounded high, and shrill, and not in any way believable. Breathe. Just breathe. “How are you?”

“I’m great! Evan’s down at the moment, home from college, and we’re planning a party this weekend. You should come! It’s been ages since you’ve seen him.” 

Rhiannon clutched at her stomach, the words a physical blow, and staggered backwards, up against her locker. She felt hot then cold. Fire then ice. And there was a buzzing in her head. Was she about to faint in front of everyone?

In the distance she heard the bell ring, and she held tight to the sound, an anchor to get her away from Debbie, away from invitations to party with the guy who... hurt... her.

“Anyway, it’s on this Saturday, from three o’clock. Bring Carlie too. See ya!”

People swarmed around her, but Rhiannon felt alone. Adrift. As her knees started to buckle, she had a flash of another moment exactly like this. Eighteen months ago, the morning after the thing that happened, her back had slid down her locker as she fell to the floor, Evan’s friend’s taunting words in her ears. She couldn’t do this, not again. She turned to run.

“Rhi, hey, sorry I’m late.”

It was Carlie, cheeks flushed, breath coming quickly, arms thrown around her in greeting. “How was Scotland? When is spring actually going to start? And did you finish your homework?”

Her friend’s touch warded off the darkness, and her casual chatter brought Rhiannon back to this moment, back to herself. Her panic receded, and not even the thought of how embarrassed she would be to not hand in her homework could drag her back under. Sheepishly she shook her head, and Carlie looked at her with sympathy. 

“Don’t stress, I’m sure Laura won’t mind. Are you feeling okay?” She peered at her more closely. “You look, I don’t know, not quite right? Are you sick?”

Grasping at that explanation as they hurried off to class, Rhiannon babbled about food poisoning and feeling washed out, and not getting home from Scotland till late the night before. No one need know they’d come back a couple of days early – just in time for her whole nightmare with Evan to resurface. 

Laura bought the food poisoning excuse too, and told her to hand her homework in the next day. Smiling gratefully, Rhiannon took her seat and tried to focus on the lesson. If she just concentrated hard enough, maybe she could survive the day. Then maybe the week. And then the one after that. 

One moment at a time. One day at a time. 

One problem at a time. 

* * * * *
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AS THE WEEK PROGRESSED, Rhiannon began to think that maybe she would survive this. Maybe she could find the strength to move forward, eventually. Her journal became her confidante, the repository of her tears, her fears and her wonderings. Writing about it helped, and reminded her of what she had to do. 

First up, she had to forgive herself for burying it for so long. She’d had to pretend away the thing that happened so she could function after her mother died. Not that she’d functioned well, not for a long time, but it was self-preservation that had made her repress the assault. She wasn’t conscious of it at the time – her brain must have worked of its own accord to enable her to cope. She supposed she should be flattered that her inner self now considered her strong enough to deal with it all. 

Next, she had to figure out a way to face people and act normal, whatever that was. By Wednesday she was able to chat to Debbie without flinching, although she made an excuse to get out of the party. And by Friday she was feeling hope. Impatience even. She was over it. She wanted to be done with it. Which meant moving on.

Despair glittered in her eyes as she faced Carlie across the cafeteria table. “God, I hate being single. When will I meet someone, someone amazing? The mists women said love was coming for me.”

Carlie tried to smother her laugh. “Seriously Rhi? It’s only two weeks since you broke up with John. I’m sure you’ll survive. I’m sure they would counsel patience if they were with us now.”

Nodding grudgingly, Rhiannon sighed, and thought back to her dream of the raven with the key in his beak. Months ago, the woman in blue had told her to look for the raven and she would find her love. But where was she going to find a raven? Were her dreams of the mysterious black birds just another way for her to torture herself? Punish herself? 

Before she could figure anything out, Jake rushed over to them with his lunch tray and slid in next to Carlie.

“Do you think we could get away with not working on our assignment this weekend?” he asked hopefully. “It’s just that my cousin is coming down from London to stay for a few days, and I haven’t seen him for a couple of years. So I’d feel bad ditching him and leaving him all alone with Pop to go off and study.”

“Of course, we’ll be fine,” Carlie said. “And we can catch up Monday after school, yeah? Besides, we’ve got two more weeks, and we’re pretty much done, so no worries.” 

Rhiannon hid a laugh. Carlie and Jake’s Australian lingo always amused her, while also making her feel a little left out. These two had so much in common that she desperately wished her friend would see him in a romantic light. If anyone deserved a happy, loving relationship it was Carlie, not her. She was suddenly glad she hadn’t cast that spell on Jake to make him fall for her.

“Is your cousin Australian too?” she asked.

“No, sadly he’s English,” Jake replied, deadpan, then laughed at her consternation. “Just joking! He was born in London, and has spent most of his life there, although he did live with us for a year in Perth when I was, I don’t know, ten maybe, and he was thirteen.”

“And is he cute too?” Rhiannon pressed.

Her friends both stared at her, and she blushed. “What? Can’t a girl ask these things? People need to know!”

Jake grinned. “I’m sorry, of course you can ask. But I’m not sure – I haven’t seen him since he was sixteen, and that was only briefly, when I came to London with my parents for a family reunion. He seemed kinda gangly and goofy, but I probably wasn’t the best judge. And he might have grown into himself now. I think he’s been apprenticing at a tattoo studio the last couple of years, so for all I know he could be a long-haired biker with a huge beard and full sleeve art by now.” 

Then his eyes widened. “Actually, would you guys want to have lunch with us tomorrow, or do something together? I’m not sure I’m going to be interesting enough for him, and I’m worried he’ll be totally bored being stuck with just me and Pop all weekend.”

Rhiannon knew Carlie was about to say no, but something within her was screaming that she had to meet him, even if just to practise talking to a male stranger, and work out how she felt around guys she didn’t know. “Yes,” she blurted out, before her friend could speak. “And there are loads of things we could do...”

By the time the bell for class rang, they’d decided to meet for lunch, then see what they felt like doing after that. Rhiannon consoled Carlie with a promise that they could leave at any point if they weren’t having a good time, but what did they have to lose? It was only an hour of their time, it would help Jake, and she could practise her boy-conversation skills. After her short-lived relationship with John, she needed all the help she could get. 

And who knows? Maybe it would be good for her to meet a friendly, non-threatening guy, to be able to relate to him on a normal level, and try to change her not-altogether-surprising view that all men sucked.

Chapter 4
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The Starless Void
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Beth

* * * * *
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For hours Beth drifted. Barely aware. Barely conscious. Without direction or focus. Pushed and pulled within the starless void, and lacking the strength or will to see where she was or what was happening around her, or to her. She’d watched her daughter enact a healing ritual in the woods, then seen her rise up at the end, transformed, renewed, ready to be free. Healing would take time, but Rhiannon had begun the journey, so hadn’t Beth achieved what she needed to do? Couldn’t she float away now, and finally go wherever people went when they died?

Instead of the peace of eternal release though, Beth felt the flapping of black wings, and their rhythm swirled her back into being. Dizziness swamped her. When it finally passed, she opened her eyes, and found herself atop the tor. Its soothing magic was reaching out for her, anchoring her to the sacred ground and holding her safe. 

“Kraw, kraw, kraw.”

The sound of the raven drew her attention skyward, and the physical disturbance of its flight on the breeze pushed against her as it dove right at her. She flinched, then laughed at how pointless that was. She was a being of air now, rather than of the solidity of earth. Wondering if the bird was real, or phantom too, she peered back at it, just as curious about it as it seemed to be with her. 

An image of the raven feather on Rhiannon’s altar in the woods flashed into her mind. Was it a memory, or had the black winged creature transferred it to her? Maybe this bird was Rhiannon’s spirit guide. Ravens appear to people when transformation and transmutation has kicked in. When they are in need spiritual rebirth. 

“Will you help her with that?” she asked the raven, and was shocked when the bird nodded.

And even more shocked when it spoke. “Of course.”

Despite feeling ridiculous that she was talking to a bird, her relief was palpable. “Thank you,” she said cautiously. 

“And your butterflies will help you,” the raven cawed, then flew off in a flurry of feathers and distorted air currents.

Her butterflies. 

Beth had forgotten all about them...

An image of a dawn ritual she’d done with Rose and her circle long ago swirled around her. They’d been up on the tor one new moon morning, not long after she and Mike had wed, at that magical moment between night and day, when the first light of the approaching dawn colours the sky, and the whole world thrums with possibility and promise. 

She plunged backwards into the memory...

* * * * * 
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BETH PLACED ANOTHER tentative foot before her on the darkened path, her long blue cloak eddying around her ankles, her breath coming out in little puffs of white mist. She shivered in the pre-dawn chill, but pushed onwards. Any second now, the path would open out before her, the air would warm slightly, and the steep climb up the side of the tor would bring a flush to her cheeks and heat to her body. 

A smile lit up her face as she caught up with Laura, and they hugged hello before beginning the solemn, silent processional to the summit. The faintest wash of pink and gold in the eastern sky silhouetted the hulking hill, and Beth marvelled again that she had returned to this village. She had been born here, and had grown up here, yet was always so desperate to escape. Now though, without her parents in it, it was her perfect home.

“Good morning girls.” Their priestess greeted them at the top, smudged them with burning lavender and sage, and welcomed them into the circle with their fellow witches. 

There were thirteen of them this morning, and Beth grinned at the synchronicity. Her magic brought her such joy. It had healed her deepest wounds, provided a steadiness and delight to her daily life, and anchored her with such a strong sense of self, one she’d never imagined she was capable of experiencing.

The last person struggled up the hill, breathing hard, and Rose encircled her in the sweetly scented smoke then ushered her into the circle too. As the women joined hands around the altar, the priestess lifted her moonstone-tipped wand high and stepped out around them, moving deosil, and raised her voice to the heavens. 


By my will a circle formed,

Between the worlds where magic’s born.

Please guard without and hold within,

The power and energy raised herein.

Hold us safely throughout this rite,

As we journey within to our own light.

This circle is cast, so mote it be.



After she returned to her starting point, Rose entered the circle and stood at the central altar, then gazed with love at Beth. It was her turn to speak. Voice shaking only a little, she faced the south and lifted her arms to the sky. 


Element of fire, and of the south, with love, respect and gratitude I invoke you. Please burn away our doubts and fears so we may gaze with courage at our inner selves. Instil in us your seeking spirit, and fill us with passion and fiery purpose. Element of fire, welcome.



Catching Laura’s eye, she smiled as her friend turned to the west and raised her wand, then spoke her own words of invocation. Her voice was soft and watery, which was perfect.


Element of water, and of the west, with love, respect and gratitude I invoke you. Please bathe us in your purity, wash away those things that no longer serve us, and fill us with your power to flow with what life brings us. Element of water, welcome.



Next Glenda pivoted to face north. Her words were deep and rich, thrumming with an energy that seemed to rise up from the ground and flow into their circle. 


Element of earth, and of the north, with love, respect and gratitude I invoke you. Please anchor us with your strength and grounding as we go within, help us nurture our own hearts and souls, and teach us how to protect ourselves from doubt and harm. Element of earth, welcome.



And then it was Miri’s turn, and Beth gazed at her with wonder as golden light from the slowly rising sun spilled over and lit up her face, giving her an ethereal glow that only deepened her connection to her element and direction.


Element of air, and of the east, with love, respect and gratitude I invoke you. Please bathe us in your dawning light, illuminate the paths to our deepest heart, grant us your intuition and clarity, and bring us clear insight on this journey within. Element of air, welcome.



With great reverence, Rose welcomed the god and the goddess to their circle, then they all sank down onto the grass together, thick cloaks beneath them, and the chill of the morning dew balanced by the warmth of the reborn sun as it finally dragged itself above the horizon. 

They closed their eyes, and the priestess led them on a meditative journey within to discover their animal spirit guide, the creature who was drawn to them at this time to assist their growth and reflect back their spiritual learning. 

Beth had been working magic with Rose for more than two years, so she slipped easily into a trance state, a smile flickering across her face as she found herself in the cool green of an ancient forest. The rich scent of the earth grounded her, while the perfume of the wildflowers made her almost drowsy. 

Sunbeams filtered through the branches, dancing gracefully and illuminating the path ahead of her. She took a cautious step forward, not wanting to disturb the woodland or its inhabitants. This was a place of faeries and of the Otherworld, and she wouldn’t be surprised if a fae being darted out from the shadows. 

But it was a delicate winged creature of another kind that swooped down in front of her, then beckoned her forward. She followed, trusting the beautiful blue butterfly to show her what she needed to know. 

After a gentle meander through the trees, the forest opened out into a golden green meadow, with a narrow blue stream bubbling through the centre. It was so welcoming that Beth hurried to the bank, slipped off her shoes and plunged her feet into the icy water. She scooped her fingers through it too, then placed her hands in her lap, palms up. 

Perhaps she needed to meditate in order to summon her animal guide. Would it be a meadow-dwelling deer, or perhaps a wolf? Or a water creature – a turtle perhaps, or the salmon of knowledge?

A flash of movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. A second butterfly had joined the first, and they dove and dipped around her head, making her laugh, making her crane her neck to follow their soaring flight. Then one alighted on her left palm, and one on her right. She peered down at them, touched by their delicate beauty, by the tickling sensation of their tiny feet on her skin, and by their total lack of fear of her. They seemed to be staring at her, almost laughing at her, until suddenly she realised. 

The butterflies were her spirit guides.

“Yes.” It was a tinkling sound, as much laughter as speech, but somehow she understood it.

“We are here to awaken you to the beauty and lightness of life. We will remind you of the joy you already have in your heart, that you share with others without even realising. And we will guide you along your path of transformation, helping you heal, and work through issues, on the way.”

She tried to remember what she knew about butterflies and their deeper meaning. “I’ve heard that you symbolise change and metamorphosis. Does that mean I will transform, that I’ll burst forth from my cocoon into a magical new life?”

The butterfly on the left looked so saddened by her words that Beth felt tears well in her eyes. But the one on the right uttered the strange high-pitched laugh again. “Sweet Beth, you have already emerged. Look at you! You have been transformed by the love of your husband, by the nurturing of the priestess, and by your own hard work and inner strength. You are a light in the world, a light to others, and we can see the inner beauty that illuminates you.” 

The other one swallowed its sadness and nodded. “You are a healer and a messenger, and we are here today to remind you that you must still make time to be playful. To laugh and love. That is a vibration the world desperately needs, and it bubbles up within you and spills out with such clarity and joy.”

A blush stained Beth’s cheeks. She’d spent her whole life being told she wasn’t good enough, wasn’t smart enough, was just plain not-enough. It was too challenging to her view of herself to accept any of the praise these winged creatures were heaping on her. 

“That is why we have come to you. To remind you to listen to your beloved, and to your priestess. They see your true self, and will help you see it too. And they will help you let go of the past that still affects you, even though it is over.” The voice was almost stern this time, and she had to stifle a giggle at the thought of a grumpy butterfly. 

“But you are correct,” said the shyer, gentler butterfly. “You are approaching a time of transition, physically and emotionally, and we want to remind you that you will be supported throughout it. This new chapter will bring you great joy, and you will blossom into an even more complete version of your lovely self.” 

Puzzled, she tried to figure out what they could mean...

* * * * * 
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“KRAW, KRAW, KRAW.”

The sound of the raven catapulted Beth back to the present, back to when she was dead, and she realised those long-ago butterflies had been talking about her transition to motherhood. Not long after that ritual she’d discovered she was pregnant with Rhiannon, and she had blossomed and grown, her magic increasing as she felt life swell within her. 

The message of those butterflies had brought her comfort over the years. She hoped, if this raven was Rhiannon’s guide, it would help her just as much.

Chapter 5
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Call of the Raven
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Rhiannon

* * * * *
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Groaning, Rhiannon dragged herself out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans. Yesterday when Jake had asked her and Carlie to hang out with him and his cousin she’d said yes, even though she knew it was the last thing Carlie wanted to do. But now she couldn’t remember why she’d been so eager. 

Maybe she just wanted to be reassured that not all guys were like her ex, who’d smirked while he told her witchcraft was, how had he so condescendingly put it? “Superstitious nonsense that ancient peasants believed in because they didn’t understand what made the sun rise and the earth turn,” and that anyone who was interested in it “was seriously lacking in intelligence”. 

She could laugh now, but it had really hurt at the time, so the idea of a boyfriend like Jake, who accepted magic and came to rituals with her, was incredibly appealing. Unfortunately she’d realised that Jake was in love with Carlie, so for a moment she’d dared to dream that his older cousin would be even more perfect, even more accepting, even more into magic. She definitely didn’t miss John, yet part of her longed for the companionship, the being held, the kissing for hours, of her first relationship. But how could she even think about kissing someone while she dealt with the fallout of her past trauma revisiting her? 

Pulling herself together, she headed downstairs for breakfast with her brother and her dad, trying to breathe out her nerves. She’d drive herself crazy with her overthinking. All she had to do was have a quick lunch with Jake and his cousin, then she and Carlie could leave and hang out together for the rest of the day. 

Piece of cake.

* * * * * 

[image: ]


THE GIRLS WERE STILL working out their excuses when they reluctantly opened the door of the cafe – but the moment Rhiannon laid eyes on Jake’s cousin, she was transfixed. Her breath caught, and all thoughts of their prearranged departure plan in case of boredom were instantly forgotten. This guy was everything she’d ever dreamed of, right here in her village, right here in this cafe, and staring right at her. 

“This is Tom, although apparently he prefers to be called Raven now,” Jake said, as he nervously made the introductions.

Rhiannon gasped. Raven! What had the woman in blue said? Love is coming for you Rhiannon, but you must recognise it, and grant it entrance to your heart, mind and life... Just look for the raven. And on her way to the fire ritual in the woods, as she began to come to terms with her past and free herself from its despair, a raven had swooped down and gifted her a feather for her altar. Could this be the guy the mist women had told her was coming for her? The love she deserved?

Shaking her head to shake off the distracting thoughts, she tried to focus back on the guy in front of her – every six-foot-tall, long-dark-hair-and-muscled inch of him. 

“Hi Carlie,” Tom was saying, as he extended his hand to her. “And you must be Rhiannon.” He turned to her, his gaze electric, and a shock zapped through her. “Jake’s been filling me in, but he didn’t tell me how gorgeous you are.”

He stared at her, down deep in her soul, and she froze. Heat shot through her, and panic, and she was terrified she would sound stupid if she opened her mouth. Yet saying nothing would surely be worse.

Nervously she giggled, silently cursed herself for it, then mumbled a shy hello. But when Tom took her hand and held it to his lips, she shrugged off her hesitation, gathered her courage and hugged him. “It’s lovely to meet you. Any friend of Jake’s is a friend of ours!” she gushed, sliding into his side of the booth so she was close to him. 

Carlie and Jake smiled in amusement as they sat down opposite them, and Rhiannon flushed red. Oh god. Any friend of Jake’s is a friend of ours? What a stupid thing to say. 

Before she could make a bigger fool of herself, the waitress came over, and Rhiannon pretended to focus on the menu while trying to compose herself. Alarm bells were ringing, because she had to stop herself from reaching out to touch Tom’s face or hold his hand. There was a magnet pulling her towards him. A connection that throbbed through her and made her heart race. It was so much stronger than anything she’d felt for John, and it shocked her, that while the thought of John touching her now made her shudder, she wanted Tom to drag her into a passionate embrace. 

What was wrong with her? It was only a week since she’d been shivering with anger and sobbing with pain as her memories of being assaulted resurfaced, yet here she was, wanting to kiss a stranger.

Dimly she heard Jake apologising to his cousin. Apparently last time they’d seen each other, Tom was a big meat eater, hence Jake choosing the cafe best known for its burgers, but since he’d started exploring paganism three years ago, he’d become vegetarian. Rhiannon’s ears pricked up. He was into magic!

Excited, she turned to face him. “Are you in a coven, or is it less structured for you? Have you been studying? Do you have a particular focus – witch, druid, shaman – or are you more eclectic?” she asked, then paused. “Sorry for the twenty questions, but I’m always excited to meet other magical folk.”

He smiled at her, and it was definitely a flirty smile. Rhiannon’s cheeks reddened, and she tried not to drown in his mesmeric gaze. Not that that would be a bad way to go. She smiled back, ignoring Carlie’s puzzled expression, although she could guess what her friend was thinking. Magical folk. Where had that even come from?

“I’ve been attending public rituals with a group near where I live, and studying with a priest and priestess I met last Mabon. They were initiated into Wicca years ago, but are more broadly pagan now, so I guess I’d just say I’m a witch,” Tom replied. “I love the discipline of learning from them though, and I’ve been doing a lot of self-study too. Why, do you know much about magic?”

Rhiannon’s eyes lit up. This was her chance to impress him. “I’ve been celebrating the wheel of the year and the phases of the moon since I was a kid. Carlie’s grandma Rose is a priestess, and one of our teachers at school is part of her circle. So was my mum – it’s all quite open here, attending rituals is just part of life.” 

Okay, yes, she was exaggerating a little. Well, a lot. She hadn’t been practising for long at all – in fact she’d turned Rose down when she’d tried to include her. Turned her back on magic. And if Carlie hadn’t arrived and begged her to accompany her to her first ritual, she wouldn’t have turned back.

She didn’t know why she was lying to Tom, but she couldn’t stop. And oh god, that was a lie too. She did know why she was lying. She wanted to impress him. She wanted to seem worldly and experienced. She wanted him to like her. 

Carlie had raised her eyebrows at the lie, but hadn’t given her away, and she was grateful for that. She’d try to explain it later. 

Then a terrible thought shook her. What if Tom liked Carlie, not her? Rowan had chosen her friend. Hell, even Jake had a thing for her. Was it the foreign accent? The air of mystery she carried with her without even realising? Or the sense of tragedy that clung to her, expressed in her big, sad green eyes, which seemed to engender sympathy in everyone?

Argh! Now she was hating on her friend for no reason at all – and thereby proving why people should choose Carlie over her. Luckily she didn’t seem interested in Tom though, in fact she looked a little repelled, so maybe she stood a chance.

Relieved, Rhiannon turned her attention back to Tom, falling more and more under his spell with every moment. He was everything she wanted in a guy – smart and well-read, mature, magical, a little wild and untamed, creative, independent, tattooed. A memory floated back to her, of sitting out the back of Rose’s cottage with Carlie not that long ago, rattling off that list. 

Perhaps Tom was the answer to her love spell. 

Forcing herself to concentrate on what he was saying, she stared into his gorgeous eyes, and felt herself falling again. As though reading her mind, Tom caught her gaze and smiled right at her, one corner of his mouth quirked up knowingly. Then he winked. Blushing scarlet, she looked down at her coffee in embarrassment and confusion – was he reading her mind?

“I consider myself a witch too,” she blurted out, trying to keep her voice even. “We celebrate the sabbats and the new and full moons with Rose – and Jake and your grandad even came to the last one, at Imbolc. And Carlie and I formed a coven six months ago, and have been studying together and doing our own private rituals ever since.”

Jake shot her a look half curious, half hurt that they hadn’t asked him to join them, but she couldn’t think about that now. Tom was looking at her with new respect, and more interest.

“Perhaps we could work some magic together,” he said, eyebrows raised and tone suggestive.

She batted her eyelashes at him. “I’d love to.”

For a moment she felt herself float out of her body and look down at herself, wondering why she was pretending to be more mature than she really was. From his sultry voice and intense gaze, she knew he was talking about sex magic, and part of her was mortified, while another part was secretly thrilled. There was challenge in his eyes though. Was he just teasing her? Making fun of how young and inexperienced she was? Desperately she wanted to prove him wrong. To pretend, even for a little while, that she was grown-up enough, and confident enough, to slip out of her clothes in front of this sexy guy and work a spell like her mum had worked. 

A vision swam into her mind, of sitting atop the tor with the blue-clad woman while white angel terns wheeled overhead. Rhiannon of the birds, she’d called her. Maybe that was their link. Maybe she and Tom both had spirit animals that were birds. Was that their connection? She certainly wanted to have a connection with him. And she’d been noticing ravens every day for the past week. Was this a sign that they should get to know each other better? She hoped so.

When the waitress brought their burgers, Rhiannon noticed Carlie staring at her. Did her friend think less of her that she was flirting with a stranger so soon after her break-up? But there was something so compelling about Tom. She was so drawn to him, and his witchyness was a big part of it. 

Suddenly all the things Carlie had told her about Rowan started to make sense. The incredible instant attraction. The weak at the knees sensation. The heart connection. The falling so hard and fast that she couldn’t catch her breath. This was so much more intense than what she’d felt with John, so much more real. 

Sitting here with Tom made her feel hot and cold all at once. All grown up, yet woefully young. Shaken to her core, yet calmer and more centred than she’d ever been. And when he stared at her the way he was doing now, she felt naked, like her soul was being laid bare, and he could see to the very essence of her. Her strengths and weaknesses. Her frailties. Her mistakes. Her pettiness. Her cruelty to Carlie over Rowan. 

As she thought her friend’s name, Tom turned to look at her across the table. “So Carlie, how do you see yourself?” he demanded.

“I suppose I’m a witch,” she stammered. “But I don’t take the goddess as literally as Rhiannon and my grandmother do, so I’m not sure I can actually claim that word for myself...” 

She trailed off, looking uncomfortable. Looking like she wanted to run. For some reason Tom was making Carlie uneasy, and Rhiannon was scared her friend would flee at any moment. 

“Her boyfriend was a druidic shaman, or a shamanic druid, and they worked a lot of magic together,” she said quickly, trying to drag Tom’s attention away from her friend, while also letting him know they dated witches. She desperately wanted to impress him. 

But she soon wished she hadn’t opened her mouth. Tom was staring at Carlie, then at Jake. “Where is he today?” he asked, suspicion seeping from his voice, and Rhiannon groaned. The judgement in his tone was palpable, as though he thought Carlie was two-timing with Jake and was beneath contempt. 

Carlie looked as though she’d been punched in the stomach, and Rhiannon felt awful that she’d brought it up. She tried to think of something to say, a way to distract Tom, but before she could, Jake put a comforting hand on Carlie’s arm and faced his cousin. 

“He died,” he said simply, coldly, and with no room for further questions. There was a note of warning in his eyes as he glared at his cousin. Yep, Jake was head over heels for her friend. 

“Rhiannon.”

Her head snapped around to Tom. He hadn’t said her name out loud, yet she’d felt it, burning her up inside. He’d called to her, and was drawing her to him without a word. Without even looking at her. She marvelled at his power, at his confidence, at his strength. Felt him absorbing something from her. Was he feeding on her growing feelings? Was he encouraging them? 

Her tummy tightened, and she felt the most incredible attraction to the guy sitting next to her. He was talking to Jake and Carlie, yet he was in her head, asking her what she wanted from life, from him. Asking her if she was ready to leap into the fire. She felt breathless. Oblivious to the conversation happening around her. Consumed with this shadow world communication between her and Tom. 

Closing her eyes, she shut out everyone and everything else, and allowed her mental barriers to fall. And she saw Tom, in her mind’s eye, standing before her, in a long cloak tipped with raven feathers. His eyes smouldered, and his lips quirked up. An invitation. A challenge. When he held out his hand, she raised her own to meet his, almost against her will. If she had any will left. The strongest sense of yearning enfolded her, and she wanted to throw herself at his feet, or pull him into her arms, she wasn’t sure which. 

As he moved towards her, his cloak shifted, revealing his bare chest. When he took another step, his naked thigh slipped through. She shivered, terrified yet excited. The moment their eyes locked, she transformed into flame. Burned into smouldering embers. Crumbled to ashes, incinerated in his arms. Yet not a single thing could stop her wanting it to happen. 

She had to say something, had to break this mind connection somehow.

“How do you feel about working skyclad?” she blurted out, then groaned as all eyes turned to her. Such a great way to shift the focus from the sexual charge between them – talk about working magic with no clothes on.

But Tom was delighted by the diversion, gazing at her with another flirty smile. “It’s my favourite way to work.” He grinned. “And you?”

Blushing again, she tried to channel some confidence, to seem unperturbed by the conversation. “Well, it’s been really cold of late, so I’ve favoured practicality. And of course it depends on who you’re working magic with.”

“Of course,” Tom said, and this time his charged gaze melted her insides. He leaned in close, voice dropping to a whisper. “I wouldn’t want just anyone to have the privilege of seeing you naked.”

Rhiannon gasped, and he grinned, but then he leaned back and dialled down the intensity, and for a while the four of them chatted about less contentious things. She allowed her mind to wander again as she imagined Tom standing atop the tor with her, hand in hand, chalice held high, cloaks slipping free from their...

“Rhiannon?” 

It was Carlie, asking her something, and she sounded worried. She looked up at her friend, but wasn’t able to avoid glancing at Tom. He smirked at her, but she saw something else in his eyes. There was danger there, but also... Surprise? Had he seen something in her she wasn’t even aware of? 

She focused on Carlie, then jumped as Tom’s hand ran along her thigh. Despite the denim between his hand and her skin, it felt like her flesh had been branded. Like her soul was on fire. She concentrated her attention on Carlie and Jake, but all she wanted to do was throw herself into Tom’s arms and let him burn her up. 

She’d wanted to dance in the fire, and now it seemed she had met her match. Met the flame that would transform her – or totally consume her. She wasn’t sure which. She wasn’t sure she cared either. When he removed his hand to pick up his coffee, she almost cried out, almost snatched it back. She wanted to feel his hands on her, all over her. She wanted him to touch her, body, mind and spirit.

God, what was wrong with her? She started to shake, terrified of what she was feeling. Horrified by the need in her. Scared of what she would do for this guy she’d just met. Who wasn’t even looking at her, yet was burned into her soul. Seared into her flesh. She wanted to give herself to him, lose herself in him, and that frightened her more than anything. 

When the waitress came over to announce they were closing to prep for dinner, Rhiannon panicked. She couldn’t leave now. Couldn’t leave Tom, and whatever this... thing... between them was. Swallowing down her nerves, she turned to him.

“There’s a cafe down the road that has the best chai in town – we should all go there,” she said. And was secretly relieved when Carlie made her excuses, as she’d known she would, and Jake insisted on walking her home. He was so sweetly predictable. Rhiannon’s heart started beating faster, relief and fear combining into a heady mix.

“It was lovely to meet you Tom,” Carlie said, holding out her hand. Always the polite one.

He smiled at her. “It was wonderful to meet you too, and I’m so sorry about –”

She shook her head, cutting him off. “It’s fine, you didn’t know,” she replied stiffly, then hugged Rhiannon. 

Relieved that Tom had made amends with Carlie, and excited that they’d be alone together now, Rhiannon said goodbye to her friends then gazed at Tom. Who looked just as delighted as she was to be left on their own. Relief coursed through her, that he hadn’t wanted to go home with his cousin.

“I’ve got a key to get back in, so don’t worry if I’m late home,” he said to Jake with a wink. 

A shiver swept over Rhiannon. Of excitement, or fear? For a moment she hesitated. But she was supposed to be the new Rhiannon, right? Taking a stand. Reclaiming her power, her strength and her magic. Confident enough to speak to anyone, be alone with anyone. Filled with the courage of fire, and brave enough to trust herself, and risk her heart.

She took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

Chapter 6
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A Rising Fire
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Rhiannon

* * * * *
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Untethered. Unbound. Free. 

Carlie and Jake walked off up the street, and Rhiannon suddenly feared she would float away, off into the air. 

As though sensing her conflict, Tom took her hand. They stood on the pavement, facing each other. “Are you sure you don’t need to leave too?” he asked, staring into her eyes as he gave her an excuse to back out. Taking a deep breath, she nodded. He smirked again, and part of her wanted to slap him, wanted to tell him she wouldn’t just do whatever he wanted. And yet, she would. 

Mixed up. Confused. Intoxicated. 

She knew she wasn’t thinking clearly, yet she wanted to never think straight again. She was ready to fall. Was this the way to get over her resurfaced trauma? Fill herself with the love of a good man, to blot out the bad?

And, um, love? What was she thinking?

His voice broke the spell. “So, you mentioned amazing chai?”

“Yes. This way.” She was relieved to have a task, to have to move, and she quickly took Tom down the road to Kylie’s Cafe, where they settled together at a small table and ordered tea. But now they were alone, Rhiannon suddenly had no idea what to say. Fear clutched at her heart. What was she doing here with a guy she didn’t know?

While she busied herself with the teapot and tried to will her cheeks to stop blushing, Tom picked up the conversational slack. Gratefully she listened as he chatted about his and Jake’s grandfather, what it was like staying with his cousin in Australia one long-ago summer, the music he liked and the book he was currently reading. An hour later, when their next pots of chai arrived, he shared about losing his grandmother eighteen months earlier.

Moved by his genuine sorrow, Rhiannon hesitantly confessed that her mother had died around the same time. Tom’s hand reached for hers, and the empathy in his eyes, in his voice, was genuine – yet his touch sent her heart rate spiking, and she had trouble concentrating on his words, too focused on his lips, and their physical connection. 

Reading her mind again, he broke their contact, picking up his mug and taking a sip. “Tell me about the land here,” he said, sensing she needed to ground. Relieved, she told him about the energy of the tor, and the power of the mists, and he looked spellbound when she described the Otherworldly woman she’d met on the summit, who had helped soothe her pain in the first awful weeks of her grief.

“Will you take me there?” 

She nodded, excited that he didn’t want the afternoon to end either, and stood up cautiously, careful not to knock anything over. She was so nervous around him. Taking her hand again – which sent a rush of goosebumps up her arm – Tom let her lead him back up the High Street, and she thought her heart would burst with joy.

When they got to the meadow at the bottom of the tor, Rhiannon indicated the path to the top, but he shook his head, and gently pulled her off to the side. Puzzled, but willing to go wherever he wanted, she followed him around the lower slope of the hill. 

Apple blossoms scented the air, and she stared around herself with new eyes. She was embarrassed that she’d never come this way. Usually she took the front path up, and at her coven dedication with Carlie she’d made the climb from the back of the tor, up the steep side, which was stunning and dramatic. But this way was so sweetly magical. There was a gentle energy rising from the earth, and a sense of enchantment in the air. 

When they reached a small gate, Tom stopped abruptly, and she almost ran into him. Quickly he slid through, then closed it behind him and held up his hand. “It’s a kissing gate, and you have to pay me with a kiss in order to pass.”

Her breath caught as she stared at him. He wanted her to kiss him? Her face flushed with excitement, and shyness. What if she was a bad kisser? Or she slipped and fell on her face as she reached for him? Even worse, what if he was joking, and he laughed when she attempted to lock lips with him?

“No need to look so serious Miss Rhiannon,” he teased, then leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek, before ushering her through the gate and continuing onward through the trees. 

In a daze, she raised a hand to her cheek, then grinned. Surely he must like her a little, if he’d kissed her! Her head spun with possibility and hope, the pale light surrounding them became brighter and more radiant, and a deep hum from the earth vibrated up through her body. Of course it could just be the unfolding of spring within the ground beneath her feet, but she felt her blood thrumming in her veins, felt alive in a way she hadn’t before, and she knew in her heart it was because of Tom.

Tom who had paused at another gate, and this time kissed her lightly on the lips before allowing her through. Before she could float away, made weightless with her joy, he took her hand again, and they meandered through a lush, magical woodland on the lower slopes. There was a chill in the air within this grove, a touch of magic that saturated her skin and seeped into her body, and her mind. Being with Tom was enchanting, like a faerytale.

And then, after one more kissing gate, they wove their way upward, following an almost invisible pathway to the summit. It folded back on itself at times, then hit the steep side, where they had to stop holding hands and cling to the grassy earth, before it evened out and spiralled around, like a labyrinth or a maze. 

Dizziness overwhelmed Rhiannon, and dimly she remembered Rose mentioning a labyrinth on the tor. How strange that she’d forgotten it. Or not seen it, since the pathway, though faint, could certainly be discerned if you looked. Did something Otherworldly hide it from eyes not ready to see it? From minds not aware of its purpose? Was it an initiatory path, and if so, was she equipped to handle it? And was Tom going to initiate her into something? 

A blush enveloped her whole body as she imagined what that might be, and she got even hotter when he turned to her and winked. Oh god, who was this guy? How deeply magical was he? What powers did he have? What powers was he going to use on her?

Eventually her heartbeat settled back into its normal rhythm, the slope levelled out, and they reached the top of the tor. The view always took her breath away, and this afternoon was no exception. Her whole body was buzzing, and she could feel so much raw energy coursing into her from the earth. Or was it coming from Tom? He was so powerful, she knew that already. So knowledgeable. So magical.

Sensing movement overhead, she gazed up at the brilliant blue sky. Ravens were wheeling above them, and a flash of her time with the angel terns played out in her mind, so it looked as though the white birds were dancing through the sky with the black ones. It was a beautiful image, and she prayed it meant she and Tom would be dancing together at some point, echoing the graceful movements of these winged creatures. 

Suddenly she felt a hand on her shoulder, and he spun her around, into his arms, and dipped her in a strange slow rhythm. Dizziness shot through her again, along with a moment of panic. Could he hear her thoughts? Then she grinned. Did it matter? She felt so warm, so safe, so loved.

Shaking her head, she tried to dislodge that thought. Who was she kidding, thinking Tom could ever love her? He was amazing. Smart. Artistic. Inspiring. Magical.

Sensing her distress, he gently untangled her from his arms and sat down on the grass, pulling her down with him, then letting go of her hand. 

“It’s so beautiful up here isn’t it,” he commented, looking off over the green fields and gentle hills. Rhiannon breathed a sigh of relief, grateful that he was backing off and giving her some breathing space. Even though she felt bereft now that he was no longer touching her. 

“It is.” She forced herself to focus on him and this moment, rather than the loss of his touch. To be here now. 

“You must have had some amazing experiences.” He gazed at her expectantly, so she nervously told him about her coven dedication with Carlie, when they’d each encountered a woman of the mists atop the tor, who’d gifted them their first ritual tools.

“That’s incredible, that they came to both of you,” Tom said, and he looked at her in a new light, like she wasn’t some silly schoolgirl, too young and naive for his notice. Warmth spread through her, just as the sky started to turn all pink and gold as the sun began to set. It was so breathtakingly beautiful, more beautiful than it had ever seemed before, and she wondered if it was because she was seeing everything with new eyes because she was with Tom. Or was it part of her own magic, her own knowledge? Something that taking the labyrinth path up the sacred tor had unlocked within her?

Before she could ask, Tom leaned over and kissed her. Properly kissed her. Not just the feather-light peck from the kissing gates, although it was gentle too. At first. And then he deepened the kiss, and she felt her mouth opening to him even as her heart did. Felt a stirring of desire in the pit of her stomach. She was floating, yet was more grounded than she’d ever been. He pulled her to him, until she was sitting in his lap, legs wrapped around him and body pressed close. His arms encircled her, one hand tangled in her hair, and she moaned softly, her body on fire where they touched. 

Faintly she was conscious of the sunset colours, of the sky aflame, but she was disappearing into him, melting against him, until all her awareness was concentrated in the touch of his fingers on her skin, his lips on her throat, his chest pressed against hers. She had no idea how much time passed – it could have been a single moment, or eternity. The world around them turned dark, but they kept kissing, and she felt as though they were the only two people on earth. 

His kisses became more insistent, and she felt her own fire rise to meet his. She wanted to burn up in his arms, wanted to smoulder to ashes with him. His hand was pushing her t-shirt up, and a trail of fire played across her naked stomach where his fingers swept across it. 

Her breathing became ragged, and there were tears in her eyes, but they were tears of want and wonder, not fear.

Just as she thought her heart would melt within her, thought about ripping his shirt off so she could feel his bare flesh on hers, he gently pulled back. His breathing was as uneven as hers, his lips swollen from their kisses, and there was lust in his desire-darkened eyes. 

“You’re beautiful Rhiannon,” he whispered, voice hoarse.

She blushed as she tried to get her breathing under control, but the star-speckled night had fallen, so he couldn’t see the colour of her cheeks. Drunk with emotion, she leaned forward and kissed him, just for a moment, then swayed back. “You are too.”

He grinned at her. “I’m sorry I’ve kept you out so late. Will you be in any trouble?”

She shook her head, then looked at her watch and gasped. Where had the day gone? They’d met at the cafe with Carlie and Jake nine hours ago, although it felt like a lifetime now. How long had they lingered over chai? How many hours had it taken them to make their way through the labyrinth? How long had they been kissing? 

“I like kissing you,” he said softly, then helped her to her feet and drew her into his arms. She could hear his heartbeat as she leaned her cheek against his chest, and it made her smile. Then she remembered how late it was, and groaned. Her dad would assume she was with Carlie, but she should get home before he checked. 

Regret knifed through her, and she silently swore – and Tom nodded as though she’d spoken it out loud. Had she? No, it was just that he was inside her head. And her heart, and her physical self too. Just the thought of his lips on hers was making her whole body tingle. She couldn’t bear to be torn away from him.

“Can I walk you home?” he asked, and she smiled with joy.

Looking out at the lights of the town twinkling below them, she felt like she was floating again. Or had been in another dimension. Peering ahead, she saw the light change and the atmosphere ripple before them, as though the mists that had closed so gently around them were releasing them back to the real world. The boring world. The world without Tom in it. Reluctantly she headed for the path back down, determined not to break down until she was alone in her room. 

Outside her front door he kissed her goodnight – kissed her goodbye – and a wrench of disappointment jolted through her. But Tom drew back and smiled at her, and she drowned all over again in his piercing gaze. “It’s not goodbye Miss Rhiannon. I’ve loved being with you today, and I’m grateful that you showed me the magical places of your town.”

Laughter bubbled up and out of her. “I think you showed me more than I showed you,” she said softly, then blushed. “I mean, showed me the sacred places and pathways of this town.”
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