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For those who choose life again and again

and

For those who walk by their side as they do


"Never put your faith in a Prince. When you require a miracle, trust in a Witch."

— CATHERYNNE M. VALENTE
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Rhiannon - [ree-ANN-non] / Rhy - [rye] (rhymes with why)

Ceridwen - [keh-REED-wen] / Ceri - [keh-ree]

Seren - [SEH-ren]

Deryn - [DEH-ren]

Gwendolyn - [GWEN-dol-in]
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WITCHES, CROWS & DRAGONS
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Salem Village, Massachusetts Bay Colony… September, 1692
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They hanged the preacher. She should’ve cottoned on then and ran out of town. Except, she hadn’t. It was her refuge and she felt safe there. The stones of her mother and grandmother protected her. Until they didn’t. And now she was alone in the dark. In the cold.

The chains around her ankles clinched heavily, all rust and pain, the metal digging dully into skin, seeping into bone. In the pitch black of midnight, her eyes took in the meager cell, the shackles, the bars, the blood. Her blood. The blood of those already put to death.

It would take a single spell to blow this entire place to smithereens. Leave rubble in her wake. And she was so full of venom and rage, just one breath and she was certain the incantation would fall from her lips by itself.

The righteous fools had left her hands unbound. Mistake. But then they had been making nothing but mistakes for days. They fed her. Stale bread and rainwater, but they fed her, nonetheless. They kept her in a cell by herself, left to her own devices. And those devices were slowly driving her mad.

Just one breath…

She could hear the other prisoners and their chains rustle in the darkness. Some were injured, their moans echoing against the moldy walls. Their jailers resorted to torture if they didn’t confess soon enough. And so most were all too eager to sign their own death warrants just to escape being pressed or hung by their arms. She rubbed her own shoulders. They had let her down after a day of being strung up, and only she knew what it cost her to keep her power from unleashing, from destroying them all. Still, she had gritted her teeth and had borne it all in silence.

The wet stones under her skirt reeked of rot. She felt as if she would soon become one with them. Barely moving, she sat still, the fear of her craft escaping the confines of her body and leveling the cursed place too great. The temptation to give in, to avenge, to hurt and to kill, like they hurt and killed…

After all, where the craft was concerned, she was nothing but a vessel. Blessed with it. Damned by it. Smothered in it, shielded by it, only by the skin of her teeth able to keep it secret, sacred, safe. And yet, the craft wanted exactly the same for her. To keep her secret and sacred and safe. Which meant that at some point, her will and the craft would face each other, and she knew she was no match for the power that lived inside her.

And so, the drip-drip-drip of the sewer nearby was counting the seconds till the fire in her chest could no longer be suppressed. Till the wind in her hands could no longer be contained. Till the earth under her feet no longer lay dormant.

Wrapping her arms around her belly, she reclined, mind working, eyes studying the walls, looking for a crack, a crevice. Perhaps her escape would tamp down the poison burning her throat, seeking revenge, for the beatings, for the surely broken shoulders.

The heartbeat inside her, her child’s life force, was making her even more afraid that the power would simply tear this place to pieces. Kill everyone. Ruin them the way they tried to ruin her.

She sighed, her eyes closing in prayer to the Mother.

Do not come… Please, do not come… Not yet.

“You cannot ask her that.”

She didn’t jump up, but it was a very close call. Taking a deep breath, trying to quiet her heart, she looked up. In the cell opposite hers, two yellow eyes glared at her with the hatred usually reserved for mortal enemies. But then, when all was said and done, she had been one. An enemy. A witch.

“She will come when she wishes to come. And then we will all be dead. All dead but you. All dead because of you.”

The voice, hoarse, raspy, slithered its way into her cell, and she could no longer ignore it now that it had become a wet slap to her face.

“I… I don’t reckon I know what you’re talking about.”

And now she was the one who had made a mistake. The laughter that followed her feeble attempt at a lie was worse than the words. Her fingers tingled, she knew her eyes would be sparkling by now, the craft rearing its might inside her, insulted, humiliated, vengeful. Any moment now.

“You think I don’t know what you are, Gwendolyn Abigail Crowhart?” The crone’s voice slashed like a knife across her chest, the fire coursing under her very skin. One more gash and it would escape and damn them all. “You’re the reason we are all here. You are the reason they hanged all those innocents. The minister. The babes. You are the reason, Crow.”

As she listened to the accusations, her fingers found a crack in the damp brick and latched on. Maybe if she focused hard enough, if she channeled the power, it would not⁠—

“You’re a witch, Gwendolyn Abigail Crowhart. The only witch in Salem and all those people died because of you. May the men that murdered the innocents never let you know peace. May the bird-catcher and the hunters find you, always. Curse you, witch!”

When the fire erupted, Gwendolyn felt empty, weightless, the darkness taking her under. When it let her go, the ocean was warm and the sand under her naked feet was a succor. In the distance she could see the blinking life of a town. Nothing but a row of tiny dots on the horizon. She was free. The child inside her kicked. She was alive.

With one last look at the distant lights, she turned away. In front of her the island spread its wings, shielded by rock and waves, full of secrets and shadows. She knew this place. A piece of land surrounded in legend and lore. A piece of land no man had lived on before, the storms and the ocean keeping its solitude. A piece of land she would be alone on. Just her and her babe.

She took a deep breath, the salty warm air comforting just like the sand.

She was Crowhart. And as the power surged from her fingers to conjure shelter, it soared from the earth and the woods closed around, vigilant.

She was Crow’s Heart. And as the moon shone down on the new dwelling, she felt her sinew sing with her power, her bones strengthen, her shoulders mend in an instant.

She was Crow. She had her nest, and it was protected by beings larger than life. Surrounding her island, three stone giants rose like soldiers, like guardians, like dragons. Her Three Dragons. She was home.
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PRUDENCE, LISTS & UNREQUITED INFATUATION (OF A POSSUM)
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Crow’s Nest… Present Day
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THE PRODIGAL DAUGHTER RETURNS!

Rhiannon Crowhart, the disgraced scion of the illustrious town mainstay family, has bestowed her presence on Crow’s Nest once again, more than twenty years after departing in a cloud of acrimony and mystery.

She has taken over the abandoned Atelier on Market Square, and clouds of construction dust attest to her intent of restoring the landmark.

Watch this space. And Market Square.

—Crow’s Caw

Prudence Fowler rolled her eyes at the ridiculous shenanigans of the town’s newspaper and as always wondered who was behind the gossip rag. It was entertaining—she’d give the writer that much. Even if it was, on occasion, over the top. Still, in this one instance, Pru figured the-all caps headline was warranted.

Rhiannon Crowhart had to be the most fascinating woman in the world. Never one for exaggeration, and trying to have facts on her side, Pru had a list to back up her assertion. She had, after all, done her research, and Crow’s Caw was no match for her resourcefulness. Granted, Pru had something the newspaper couldn’t claim. She had proximity, as her bookstore shared a wall with the aforementioned landmark the prodigal daughter took possession of just a month ago.

But back to the list. Not that Pru put anything on paper, but the points were clear in her mind.

Number 1. Rhiannon Crowhart was not a morning person. The dark green eyes, narrowed and disdainful, took in the bright skies above her with an alarming sharpness for someone clearly displeased to be awake this early. The withering light in those depths was indication enough.

Number 2. Rhiannon Crowhart had a coffee addiction that was both concerning and impressive. She was never without a to-go cup in her hand, no matter whether it was one of those ridiculously early mornings or late afternoons.

Number 3. Rhiannon Crowhart was polite but rigidly distant with the construction crew who were putting the finishing touches on what was once a broken-down and abandoned eyesore on the otherwise idyllic, if rustic, Market Square. She spoke little, despite supervising most of the process herself, her monosyllabic answers delivered in a clipped, low voice. A voice that was most definitely illegal in the Bible Belt states. There surely were regulations against the employment of said weapon of mass seduction. The unfairness of having such a voice, velvet glove over deadly steel, had to be studied. Still, at least she spoke to the architect and the construction crew, since the other townsfolk were yet to be deemed worthy of a conversation.

Number 4. Per the previous point, Rhiannon Crowhart was not into introducing herself to the neighborhood or neighbors. Not that she needed to. Obviously, that lack of necessity came with being a Crowhart. Even one who had left the island in a torrent of scandal twenty-some years ago if the Caw was to be believed.

Number 5. Rhiannon Crowhart clearly cared very little about what people thought of her back then, and certainly these days. She moved through town decidedly unencumbered by the remnants of said scandal that followed her along with the gossipy whispers of the townies.

Number 6. Despite all the fascinating evidence and days of observation, one thing was abundantly clear. Rhiannon Crowhart had no idea Prudence Fowler kept glancing her way from her very busy bookshop next door. Or that Pru Fowler was running a list of the conclusions drawn, based on the aforementioned glancing.

And in all honesty, Pru only glanced periodically. Very rarely. Just enough to notice that the coffees were always scalding hot as the second-oldest Crowhart sister moved the cups from one hand to the other, caressing the paper sleeve with those long, slender fingers, generously adorned with thin silver rings.

But not the finger that mattered. No, that one was suspiciously bare, even though Pru had heard—in passing, thank you very much—that Rhiannon Crowhart had skipped town all those years ago in the midst of a scandalous affair with someone who was already attached. Even more scandalously, this someone had been a woman.

So yes, Pru’s attention darted over to the brick building next door only occasionally. Very occasionally. When her own busy schedule permitted. She was extremely busy. And otherwise engaged in business. And cared very little for her new neighbor, the famous and scandalous Rhiannon Crowhart.

What didn’t make it on the list, and only because Pru had no idea how to even begin to properly articulate it, was the fact that Rhiannon Crowhart came to her every night in her dreams.

Pru couldn’t remember much by the time she woke up, but she was always exhausted, wrecked by memories she could never place, as if they didn’t belong in her own life yet were unquestionably connected to her. And above all, a woman looked at her with those Rhiannon Crowhart forest-green eyes and there was no trace of indifference. In her dreams, the woman knew her. Saw her. In ways that made Prudence shiver despite wearing her favorite sweater and the day on Dragons promising nothing but sunshine and warmth. In those dreams, the eyes were sad, scared, almost desperate, and they made Pru want to break down walls to wipe away the fear from them.

“Will you return?” The woman always asked as the dreams would come to an end.

“I won’t leave you!” Prudence would promise before waking up.

Pru shook her head, trying to forget the feeling of powerlessness as she drew the feather duster through the few shelves situated closer to the entrance of the store, forcing herself to note the gaps in her inventory and make mental notes to push her regular restock forward by a few days.

She had no time for fanciful visions or silliness. Fall on Crow’s Nest, a tiny town on the drop of land off the coast of Massachusetts, was spectacular and by far the season that drew the most tourists. The foliage and the craftsmanship of the local artisans attracted folks who had a day to kill and money to spare.

The island’s lore and the Nest’s quirky mysteries helped as well, even though Pru, coming from a long line of Nesters, rarely thought too deeply about it. Her family had a storied past, at times virtuous and other times rather sullied by their political allegiances. The following generations of Fowlers had tried to distance themselves from the later as much as possible either by becoming upstanding citizens and public servants, or by leading a quiet, unobjectionable life. Pru counted herself among the latter. Lore was important; it paid to remember it, and it certainly paid to preserve it. She was a merchant, and she was savvy enough not to look the gift horse in the mouth. If people wanted to buy literature on the history of the town or about its founder, they were more than welcome.

A Crowhart had resided in the Crow’s Nest since its founding. At least, that’s what Pru’s books said. And now there was one more. But who was counting? Certainly not Pru.

Next to her, the fuzzy creature occupying a pillow in the sunlight snorted theatrically.

“Patience Petunia Fowler, if you have something to say about this, I suggest you do so to my face.”

Dismissing entirely the stern tone of voice or her full government name, the critter, also known as Patches the Possum, grumbled before turning away from Pru and back to gazing longingly out the window.

And that was another thing.

Patches, who had no need for obfuscation or hiding of her scrutiny of the building next door—not that Pru needed any, absolutely not—was ensorcelled. Patches was bewitched. Patches was a total goner. All because Rhiannon Crowhart was accompanied almost everywhere by a black cat whose size really brought the animal closer to a small panther than a regular house feline. The sleek menace followed its mistress with the same level of grace. If not for Rhiannon’s striking red hair, they could be family, both possessing those haunting green eyes and the deadly presence of a predator on the prowl.

Patches snorted again, this time with something akin to ridicule, and Pru shook her head. Yeah, even her possum was laughing at her train of thought.

Haunting? Darn it, she had never exchanged a word with the woman. Pru felt awkward and silly.

Oh, but the dreams… The ones where you whisper promises as if she’s yours to call for in the night⁠—

Pru gritted her teeth and valiantly attempted to bring herself back to reality. A diversion was in order.

As if to answer her request, the universe provided. Though when Victoria Crowhart-Moreau shook out the morning dampness from her long, braided gray hair and settled on the little stool next to the cash register counter, Pru considered the distinct possibility that the universe had a rather perverse sense of humor.

“I am here to gossip and spy, Prudence Ophelia. And for coffee, of course.”

Pru could tell the latter was an afterthought. Not an excuse exactly—the woman in front of her needed no excuses and made no apologies for herself. Ever.

At an indecipherable age—anywhere between sixty and eighty—Victoria was anything but apologetic. In fact, she was a renowned mischief-maker and trouble-rouser on the island.

Tall, slender to the point of brittle, though deceptively so, excessively profane, and completely irreverent, Victoria Crowhart-Moreau was pure unadulterated fun, and that made her a particular favorite of Pru’s.

“Now, silly goose, how about that brew and what about your new neighbor?”

Little devils danced in Victoria’s eyes as she waved the slightly arthritic hand in the direction where the coffee carafe was being kept warm in the machine.

Pru did as bidden, hiding her smile. She also attempted to hide what she thought was a discreet glance she threw out of her front shop window to where the neighbor in question carried her own coffee into the construction site, ignoring the appreciative stares of the crew as she passed them by.

“You are about as subtle as they are, child.”

So much for thinking she had been inconspicuous. Caught, Pru dropped the dainty cup. Victoria snickered. The china fell and Pru was ready to reach for the broom, except instead of shattering into a thousand little pieces, it rattled on the stone floor of the shop and Victoria’s laughter ceased abruptly. Pru watched in wonder as the cup stopped its awkward bounce and turned handle up. Intact. Victoria gave Pru a calculating glance before nodding toward the coffee again.

“I wasn’t staring.” Pru sighed. Even to her own ears, the words were completely dishonest. Setting the somehow unbroken piece of kitchenware aside, she filled a new one for Victoria, who took it and winked.

“There’s no shame in that, Pru. She has always been gorgeous. Twenty-some years have done nothing but make her more so. All the Crowharts age beautifully. I am a living testament to that.”

“Since I have no idea how old you are, I will refrain from commenting.” Pru crossed her arms, on her toes where Victoria was concerned.

“Sassy. Always were. That’s good, because you will have to deal with her. And that’s one way to do so, child.”

Against her better judgment, Pru dared to give voice to her immediate follow-up question.

“And what are other ways?”

Victoria took a long sip, grimaced—because let’s face it, even Pru knew her brew was a work in progress, as were all her culinary talents—and then gave her a brilliant shameless smile.

“Besides sassing her? Fuck her. Either of those would work for you, Prudence Ophelia Fowler of the ancient and questionably reputable Crow’s Nest Fowlers.”

Rolling her eyes, Pru knew she had walked right into that one. The door she had left open for Victoria’s teasing was the size of a barn, she had nobody else to blame but herself. As for Victoria’s disdain for the Fowler clan, that was par for the course. The Crowharts and the Fowlers had been on the island for ages, and their feuds were legion. Nobody remembered anymore where it all began and how the clans turned enemies. Both families had resided on the island since late 1600s, but the animosity had always been there, despite its roots being forgotten.

The more recent, if you can call it that, conflict dated back to the Civil War and the Crowhart family members serving the Union and the Fowlers eschewing the fighting and remaining in Crow’s Nest, with their patriarch becoming the mayor—at the expense of the Crowhart who were lost on the battlefield. The feud ran for decades and was the veritable Hatfields and the McCoys of Dragons. It cooled down when most of the participants died off, but the town still capitalized on the warring clans, and books and tours were given, memorializing the events long past.

None of those conflicts was current, however, and so nobody presently alive cared. Victoria yanked her chain every now and then, the inside jokes getting more and more ridiculous.

On her pillow, Patches emitted what could only be categorized as a particularly pathetic sound of yearning, and both Victoria and Pru moved closer to the window to observe Rhiannon Crowhart and her feline companion exit the building and stroll along the Market Square. The disposable coffee cup was held gently by its lid, swaying along with the purposeful gait of the woman who carried it.

“Us Crowharts may all be beautiful, but nobody makes a mockery of the laws of physics quite like Rhiannon. It should not be possible to walk this easily on those stilts of hers. What are they, four inches? Mother Goddess, spare me.”

Pru allowed herself one more look at the high-heeled leather ankle boots, taking in the shapely calves and the jog of the hips before turning back to Victoria, who was watching her again as if she could read her mind. The little devils had multiplied in those forest-green Crowhart eyes.

“Instead of badgering a fellow business owner, why are you not over there questioning your niece, Victoria? Or bar that, aren’t at the Tavern?”

When she was not busy gossiping, Victoria ran the most successful restaurant on the island. It was also the most successful restaurant in a hundred-mile radius, because Crow’s Tavern had a Michelin star to show for the hard work that went into it. It had been recently awarded, but the star was a star, nonetheless. Charming and quaint, it was renowned and revered, and a large chunk of the tourists that started flocking to Dragons recently came to sample Victoria’s cuisine. Still, looking at the woman, one would never be able to tell. However, underneath the false air of the island busybody lived a shrewd and savvy businesswoman, and an amazing chef.

“With the storm coming in, they will likely cancel the afternoon ferry anyway. Not many tourists are milling around today. And I’ll be fine feeding the ones that will brave the weather.”

Not for the first time, Pru was taken aback by the older woman’s ability to speak of weather as if she had a direct line to the heavens. It had been dewy earlier but was sunny and warm now, and Pru herself had forgone her umbrella this morning. Granted, she lived above her bookstore, so her commute was not exactly long, and unless Victoria was foreseeing a torrential storm, she’d be fine climbing the back stairs into her tiny studio.

“Your weather abracadabra notwithstanding, you very diligently sidestepped the question about why you are hiding here and spying—as you put it—on your own niece.”

Victoria made a production of cleaning her glasses and taking another sip of coffee before leaning closer and lowering her voice conspiratorially.

“We aren’t on speaking terms. I put a hex on her when she left the island years ago.”

And that was one more curiosity that would often perplex Pru when spending time with Victoria: her singular sense of humor. At least everyone in town either pretended it was humor or just another one of Victoria’s many eccentricities. She’d joke about hexes and spells and potions, and people would laugh and laugh. Pru didn’t find the magic talk all that funny. For some reason it always made her do a double take, if only to see the smirk on Victoria’s face. Pru wasn’t a skeptic, it wasn’t in her nature, but observing something so fantastical flaunted…didn’t sit right with her. So, she oftentimes chose to dismiss it and move forward rather than dwell and give herself an ulcer.

“Setting the joking aside, did she do something that warranted you not speaking to her?”

Victoria gave Pru a careful look, as if assessing how much she’d believe, before shaking her head and resting her chin on her hand.

“In all honesty, nothing that I wouldn’t have done. Or haven’t actually done. Her timing could’ve been better, though, hence the not speaking. And the less-than-warm farewell. So, for now, I’m just going to observe her from afar for a bit. Safer that way. Rhiannon can hold a grudge like no other.”

As Victoria spoke, both observed the grudge-holder in question return to the construction site with a new cup of coffee. When she passed by the shop window, she threw a glance in its direction.

And just like that, the air around them filled with a distinct scent. A strong, comforting one. One that reminded Pru of green pastures and thundering storms.

She inhaled, marveling at the electricity making her lightheaded.

Or, was it actually the air?

There was no possible way Rhiannon could have seen them, obscured by stacks of books and displays of merchandise as they were, and yet for a brief second, Pru felt pierced.

A needle through a butterfly, the green eyes from her dreams caught her in place, pinning her, rendering her breathless. They moved on as quickly as they had ensnared her, and when Pru finally inhaled again, closing her eyes and allowing herself to savor, she was unable to explain what was happening.

Except she knew the scent. Familiar, sweet, and fresh. There was nothing like it.

Petrichor.

The second the thought crossed her mind, above her, thunder split the pleasant silence of the autumn day, and when Pru opened her eyes a flash of lighting almost blinded her. The world was suddenly very alive, the colors bright, vivid, the sounds of birds and rain permeating her bookstore. She blinked once, twice, and everything was gone, the quiet falling over her again.

On her stool, Victoria sat still, the cup in her hand lifted halfway to her mouth, and watched Pru with wide eyes.

When Pru shook her head to dispel whatever had come over her, Victoria slowly lowered her coffee.

“See? The storm is here. And that’s my cue to not be. Here, that is.”

Her long gray braid bouncing on her back, she sidestepped the counter and bussed Pru’s suddenly chilled cheek, patting the other one.

“Um… Victoria? What kind of thunder comes before lightning?” Pru’s voice trembled slightly as she spoke.

“Hers” was the only answer she got.

For a second, Victoria’s hand lingered on her skin, and Pru could swear she heard the older woman whisper “Come what is meant” before she was gone, a whirlwind of colorful silk and jingling bracelets.

Patches yawned and turned over on her windowsill, giving Pru a strange look.

“It’s nothing, Patch. Must be that weather Victoria was predicting.”

As she murmured the words, the foreman, the one particularly guilty of ogling the younger Crowhart, slipped on the suddenly rain-slick cobblestones and tumbled backward into a vat of mixed cement. Thunder sounded again. Rhiannon didn’t even flinch or turn his way. The cat hissed. Patches whined pathetically from her perch, gazing at the beast hurrying after its mistress into the building next door.

How did Victoria put it? “Safer” away? As rain fell in sheets over the now deserted Market Square and the construction workers scrambled to get out of the downpour, Pru touched her sternum. For some reason the skin there felt tender. Bruised.

Then she rolled her eyes at her foolishness. As she chastised herself for imagining things like being speared by the sheer force of a gaze that didn’t even see her, the one thing Pru couldn’t shake was the scent of petrichor. In the quiet of the bookstore, with all the windows closed, it surrounded her as if she were standing in the middle of the deluge.
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RHIANNON, NOSY NEIGHBORS & BELONGING (OR LACK THEREOF)
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THE PRODIGAL DAUGHTER RETURNS!

We’ve last seen Rhiannon Crowhart twenty years ago, departing the Nest and Dragons, promising never to come back.

With construction in full swing at the Old Atelier, the town awaits with bated breath the fate of its most coveted property that has been languishing for decades and wonders about the reason behind the return of the banished Crowhart.

—Crow’s Caw
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Rhiannon Crowhart did not roll her eyes at the screaming headline and ink wasted on lines of innuendo in the yellowish publication, but she wanted to. Still, she knew bait when it walked in and introduced itself. She had never been banished, unless one counted one’s own conscience, and nobody needed to know that. Certainly not her next-door neighbor.

Rhiannon made a point of never making lists, especially for things that were beneath her notice. She decidedly didn’t make lists of observations about people she did not care to observe in the first place. And the young, willowy creature stealing gazes at her from her small bookstore was not someone Rhiannon bothered with as a rule.

Still, if she were to concoct such a list, it would be very short.

Number 1. The shopkeeper had prying eyes and, by the look of it, straw-like silky hair that kept escaping the messy bun the woman tried to fix every so often.

Number 2. The shopkeeper was nosy.

Rhiannon caught her watching all the comings and goings approximately ten days after she moved in. She’d have certainly noticed sooner, but then again, Rhiannon Crowhart was the one being noticed, not the other way around. As a former auctioneer with over a decade of experience running one of the biggest auction houses—some might even say one of the best out there—Rhiannon knew that oftentimes she was the one observed, catalogued, and admired. The pièce de résistance. The crown jewel and the most desired object in every collection on display. As such, it was none of her business who looked at her. She shined, so being stared at was par for the course.

Those curious eyes had probably watched her from the very first day, if for nothing else than the fact that she was Rhiannon Crowhart of the island Crowharts, returned to her ancestral nest. Pun intended. And here, in this accursed place, attention came with the last name.

Number 3. The shopkeeper’s prying eyes were of a remarkable gray. They sat on a pretty face, touched by a guileless sort of naiveté Rhiannon would normally cringe at, due to how utterly defenseless it seemed.

If Rhiannon was perfectly honest with herself, and she tended to not be quite so often—life was hard as it was, there was no need for more sharp edges—she would confess to seeing those remarkable gray eyes in her dreams, night after night, since stepping foot in the town’s limits. The dreams always faded and left her with more questions, a sense of fear and claustrophobia that she had never known herself to be afflicted with, and yet she remembered calling out, reaching for the woman who looked at her as if she had come to save her…

Rhiannon blinked and then simply closed her eyes. No, just dreams, just this godforsaken place, this island, this town, this damned house.

She needed to keep moving, doing, building, fixing. These were the only things that kept her sanity. As for the neighbor? Rhiannon’s list of observations about her ended. Pretty eyes or not, this wasn’t someone Rhiannon sought out. She preferred her women older, experienced⁠—

Rhiannon took a deep breath and forced herself to abandon that train of thought. There were no women. Once upon a time she might’ve had a preference, but for the past two decades there had only been one. Rhiannon had nobody to blame but herself.

Another deep breath and she put the fresh-faced ingénue out of her mind, crumpling the newspaper and three-pointing it into the trash can. Then she looked down at her manicure and saw that the petty gesture smudged her just applied coat of burgundy nail polish. Dammit. Fighting back in this town always cost her.

She thought how she really should’ve learned her lesson by now. Don’t react. Go through the motions. Let time pass. After all, in her predicament, the only way out was through.

A year. Twelve months. Margaux’s last act of revenge, even from the grave, was her will and testament. Nothing lets a surviving spouse know about the depth of their wife’s hatred of them as the sheer pettiness included in the remains of the crumbling estate. All the little hurtful stipulations, all the slaps at her, all the words the lawyer had to read in front of a crowd—because of course Margaux had to have a crowd at the reading of her will—nothing had bothered Rhiannon. Nothing had touched her. Until the last set of provisions. The business they had started together, the one Rhiannon managed by herself most of their twenty-year marriage, the one that became successful due to her guile, acumen, and her restorer’s talent—that business would be forever tied in legal quagmires unless Rhiannon returned to Dragons and Crow’s Nest and took possession of the Old Atelier for one year.

She lowered her face to the windowpane, the cool glass soothing heated skin, allaying her anger. It was a useless emotion anyway, even if Rhiannon allowed herself to indulge in it. Her lawyers fought for months, and it had still come to this. Rhiannon Crowhart was back on Dragons, back in Crow’s Nest, and back in the Atelier that, despite all the hours of renovations, paint, cement, and construction glue, still smelled the same. Twenty years and she could still smell Margaux in these walls. All the noise of the renovation site and she could still hear old man Jerome’s cough as he leaned over the magnifying glass inspecting some stitch in the leather binding.

So, nothing changed on Dragons. Except twenty years ago the bookstore next door had a different owner, one who didn’t have eyes as pretty. The widow Fowler. Well, she had been quite feeble back then, the judgmental old biddy. Rhiannon felt the judgment on her own skin every day, even before the whole Margaux affair blew up in her face. The Crowhart and Fowler feud or some such ancient nonsense that nobody remembered but the old crone. And the bookstore itself did not look as inviting.

It didn’t matter, though. Rhiannon had to endure exactly twelve months in this godforsaken place, and so she would. Otherwise, not only would her auction house be in trouble, but the Old Atelier itself would revert to the state. And one thing the Caw was right about—the damn heap of brick and oak was valuable. It was also storied, a fact Rhiannon preferred not to think about. She tried to tell herself that not all sins were hers to wash.

The Atelier had been storied and extremely valuable even back when Rhiannon was silently pining after the sad and lonely woman of the house. Its position opposite the town hall on the main square of Crow’s Nest afforded it amazing views and strategic placement. It had been worth a fortune twenty years ago. It had quadrupled or quintupled in price since the eighteen-year-old Rhiannon crossed its threshold the very first time.

Still, it hadn’t been the money that forced her hand making her shutter her business and sell the house in Malibu. It wasn’t the prospect of finally owning the most famous building in Crow’s Nest.

No, none of those things mattered. She was a wealthy woman with or without the Old Atelier. She would remain wealthy even if her auction house was ripped away from her.

When it came down to it, Rhiannon knew what had made her drive off the damn Dragons ferry and onto the cobble streets and down to the Market Square and use the ornate antique key on the rusted ancient lock was spite. A simple, petty, and very effective reason for doing things one abhorred.

Margaux had taken so much already. Rhiannon would be damned if she would give her another inch more. Spite worked for her in this case.

It also worked in helping ignore the curious stares of the townies. Even if some of those were coming from a pair of very pretty eyes.

Rhiannon chose not to dwell on the fact that those eyes also made her lose control for one second. It was only one second, after all. Nobody noticed. It was fine. So something sparked between them. So what? It was nothing.

“And they needed the rain anyway.”

Rhiannon chose to ignore the small voice inside her restless brain telling her otherwise. Telling her this “nothing” was as far away from actually being nothing as Dragons was from Los Angeles. Something did happen. Something important. And it dovetailed with the dreams.

Those damn dreams…

Rhiannon again ignored the voice and put the woman next door out of her mind entirely. She wasn’t in control of her dreams anyway, and moreover, dismissing things and forgetting they inhabited the same planet as her was always the right way to deal with any nuisance.

Boleyn meowed her agreement to her mistress’s musings, and Rhiannon scratched the silky ears absentmindedly.

“It’s when you start saying things like ‘they need the rain’ that they cart you off to the big house, Your Majesty,” a cheerful voice boomed from the back room, and Rhiannon blamed the weather for her mood and for her state of distractedness. She hadn’t sensed her assistant’s presence.

He sauntered in and sidled up to her, loud and boisterous as ever, and took a bite out of a rather large carrot. Rhiannon ignored his remark and answered with a question of her own.

“Did the lumber arrive here in time? Or will I have to deal with soggy boards on top of everything else?”

He gave her a sideways glance before simply pointing to the back of the space.

“Delivered, brought in, stored properly. Even with all those asshats falling over themselves drooling over you. Talk about barking up the wrong tree. When I am right here, ready and able and very willing⁠—”

“Don’t be gross, Lachlan.” Rhiannon took a long sip of her still relatively hot coffee. “And despite me doing my absolute best to not pay attention to the revolving door of your bedroom, I could’ve sworn you were engaged to some prancing blond pony just days ago.”

Lachlan’s laughter rang loudly, echoing off the mahogany walls of the Atelier. All six foot seven inches of him folded into a ball of hilarity, spilling to the stripped wooden floors of the front showroom.

Rhiannon gave him exactly one minute before she kicked the closest Doc Marten with her Louboutin.

“No need for violence.” His voice was still full of giggles, but he had the decency to stand up. If one could call standing up draping his hulking frame over the nearest stack of new windows waiting to be sanded down.

Then his beautiful face sobered.

“While I adore the fact that you do pay attention to the goings-on in my bedroom, more than you actually wish to admit, Barnaby and I broke up. You got saddled with this place and I said it was time to make a decision about his and my relationship, otherwise I’d have to follow you here…”

Rhiannon placed a hand on his shoulder, a rare form of support, and gave it a firm squeeze before returning it to her coffee cup.

“And here you are. Barnaby, I assume, decided to stay in LA.”

They shared a moment of awkward silence, and Rhiannon marveled at the twists and turns of the past months of her life. And the domino effect that they had on so many other people’s fates. She imagined before today was over, she’d wreak havoc on more unsuspecting souls.

But then, as her smile turned razor sharp, wreaking havoc was Rhiannon Crowhart’s stock-in-trade. Ask anyone. Ask Margaux Belcourt-Crowhart. She could write an entire treatise on how Rhiannon ruined her life.

But since that was no longer possible without a good Ouija board, ask Victoria Crowhart-whatever-was-the-last-name-of-that-useless-man-she-had-married. Had she really thought Rhiannon would not sense her skulking about her place of business?

Place of business?

Rhiannon lifted a chilled hand—Goddess, she really hated the Northeast—and pinched the bridge of her nose. Boleyn, sensing her mood, jumped down from the windowsill and bumped her legs, doing a great job of leaving as much cat hair as possible on Rhiannon’s ankles.

Lachlan was just as good a judge of her moods as Boleyn, hence she knew that his first order of business would be to change the subject. And he did.

“I know you always said this is a bit of a hick town, but Rhiannon, darling, I saw the most fascinating woman dash earlier into the bookstore next door. Tall, willowy and oh my god, the boho chic clothes… To die for. And I swear, if you hadn’t told me you don’t have family here…” Rhiannon pinched the bridge of her nose harder. This was not happening. She could practically see the wheels in Lachlan’s head turning as Victoria stepped out of the book shop and straight into what had immediately become a downright monsoon.

Rhiannon counted to ten. The rain and the wind did not stop. Didn’t even slow down. She frowned, and as if mocking her, thunder rolled in the distance.

Defeated, she closed her eyes. This island always undid her. What was one more humiliation?

So, of course, because the universe was perverse and the Mother Goddess had a mile-wide cruel streak, Victoria took two steps before slipping and landing on her behind in the puddle nearest to the construction site.

Rhiannon cursed Victoria, cursed the rain, and cursed this entire godforsaken town before setting her coffee down and making her way outside.

To her credit, Victoria was sitting quietly in the rainwater, her face a picture of complete innocence. When Rhiannon, now drenched herself, took two steps and came to a stop right in front of her, Lachlan hot on her heels, Victoria lifted her head and made the fakest possible production of looking at Rhiannon.

“Goddess, Rhiannon Crowhart, as I live and breathe! You’ve hardly changed, child. I heard tell someone took over old Jerome’s place, but never in a million years would I have assumed my own kin⁠—”

“Can it, Aunt Vicky.”

Behind her, Lachlan’s gasp was loud and just as theatrically honest as Victoria’s earlier speech had been fake.

“Aunt Vicky?”

“You know that it is and always has been Victoria, never Vicky, if you please. Now be a dear, young man, and give me a hand. My tired bones cannot take this rain and this cold and the abuse they are suffering on these cobblestones since my niece here cannot be bothered at all to help her feeble aunt.”

Lachlan’s jaw dropped at the information pouring down on him along with the rain. He blinked then obviously swallowed a dozen or so questions before deciding that the best thing to do was spring into action.

“Oh, of course, ma’am, and may I just say that you are by no means old⁠—”

“My dear, I did not utter that ghastly word. Never have I ever spoken it out loud about myself. Feeble. That’s more my speed. Now, gentle, please.”

Rhiannon rolled her eyes at her aunt’s antics and led the way back to the building, fuming. Above her, thunder boomed stronger. Mocking her again. As she scowled at the sky, lightning severed the clouds and she exhaled in defeat, even as her body sang with the storm gathering speed and power around her. Inside her, her own storm was powerless to answer the call of the island. She had made sure of that years ago, and if she could control anything in her life, it was the craft in her blood.

Or so you think…

The voice laughed, and Rhiannon felt the skin of her palms tingle as she bit her cheek to refocus, to stop thinking… To stop the howling of the tempest. As she gritted her teeth, the wind picked up, lashing at her and at the unsuspecting, cheerfully colored buildings of Market Square.

Rhiannon curled her fingers into fists, her knuckles cracking, and willed herself to move. When she turned around, she caught Victoria watching her, tsking and shaking her head as Lachlan was carrying her up the stairs.

“Always had a temper, didn’t you, Rhiannon Elizabeth?”

Rhiannon chose to ignore Victoria’s words and her eyes lifting to the dark moody skies as she spoke. As Lachlan sat Victoria down on one of the overturned buckets the workers were using and hurried off in search of— presumably—something to use to dry off, Rhiannon finally turned and took a good look at her gossip-seeking aunt.

Time had been graceful to Victoria. But then the going cliché was that time had always been gentle with the Crowharts. With those who were privileged to age at all, that is. Rhiannon knew she herself was a testament to that.

Victoria allowed her the perusal and then stood up, as if she hadn’t just taken a fall in the rain and didn’t resemble a drowned chicken, and dished some of her own.

“I have to say, I am a bit afraid to approach the two of you now, ladies.” Lachlan had returned with a towel and was standing a few feet away. “You look like you are about to start tearing strips off each other, and while I’d pay to watch, I feel that it’s not my place.”

He shoved the towel into Victoria’s hands and was gone as silently as he’d come in, something Rhiannon always admired about him. His perceptiveness and his way of moving without disturbing the air, for such a giant of a man.

“Your boy is smart, Rhiannon.”

Victoria did not lift the cloth to her face and kept looking as if she was trying to catalogue the differences. Well, twenty years, while very kind still, had left quite a few of them. Her aunt had changed too. Rhiannon’s treacherous heart squeezed at the depth of lines on the older woman’s cheeks, at the brightness of her white hair. Crowharts aged gracefully, but they aged, nonetheless.

“It has been a long time, dearest.”

Victoria broke the staring contest and finally allowed herself to wipe the rain off her face.

“Am I still?” Rhiannon had no idea why she was asking things she had no desire to know the answer to. And honestly, after all this time, did it matter?

“My dearest?” Victoria lifted the patented Crowhart eyebrow and smiled. Rhiannon had pictured this moment often in the first few years of her self-imposed exile. She would return, triumphant and all-conquering, and they would all recognize how much they had wronged her. And Victoria would look at her with absolution.

Except, there was no absolution in her aunt’s eyes, so like her own. And since they were exactly like Rhiannon’s, there would be no getting over what had happened. A Crowhart never forgot and never forgave. It was, after all, their motto. Forged on their crest as a way of self-preservation at a time when they were hunted and haunted, and now it was just as heavy as the haunting itself. What was one more curse on their family name?

Victoria took a step closer, interrupting Rhiannon’s bitter train of thought, and lifted her hand. Since she didn’t know if her aunt would strike or caress her, Rhiannon braced for whatever was to come. A slap perhaps.

“You get this one free, old woman. But just one.” She gritted out the words and was met with her aunt’s characteristic cackle.

“Still such a child.” The bony, too-bony fingers neither slapped nor caressed. Her chin was clasped a bit too hard, and her face was turned to the light, her aunt’s gaze examining it with a lingering curiosity. “The years might have been kind to you indeed, Rhiannon Elizabeth, but the Fates have not. Your skin is bright, but your eyes are lifeless.”

Rhiannon shook her head, freeing herself from Victoria’s touch, and took a step back and turned, her mind reeling. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself, trying to stave the chill and the penetrating stare that was causing it.

Her thoughts ran rampant and she bit her lip to avoid voicing them. She came to Dragons out of spite and yet she didn’t belong here anymore. She didn’t miss her Malibu house either. It felt like she swapped one hotel for another, one temporary space for another. Was there a place where she was happy? And if so, why couldn’t she find the damn door into it? Would someone for the love of everything holy just please let her in already?

A lifetime had passed, and her aunt could still read her like an open book. A lifetime and her aunt still saw things that Rhiannon herself chose to ignore.

She heard steps behind her and cringed, wrapping her arms around herself tighter. The movement behind her stopped, a sigh echoing loudly in the empty space around them.

She didn’t need to turn around to see Victoria wringing her hands or dropping the towel. Or giving her more of those long, lingering, deciphering looks. She didn’t need the admonitions. She knew exactly the accusations her aunt could lay at her door. Rhiannon deserved every single one of them. And yet… Why was she so desperate for this one person, with a face so like her mother’s, to not judge her harshly? And perhaps not ask her any questions.

The latter was, of course, too much to demand of a Crowhart.

“You brought that handsome boy, and Christian Astor is helping with whatever it is you are doing here, I heard. You also contracted about a dozen too many builders and are in a hurry to finish the renovations. I assume you’re bringing the Atelier back to its old and dubious glory days, waking up the old ghosts. Are you staying on Dragons, then?”

The gaping hole that held what was left of Rhiannon’s heart pulsed, open, defenseless. She choked on words and then simply resolved to say nothing. Victoria’s second tsk told her what her aunt thought of that tactic.

The steps receded, and then the door to the shop opened to the rain still pouring outside, and Rhiannon exhaled. As she turned to see Victoria exit, she caught the older woman’s eyes. Victoria’s surprisingly held no judgment at all. And neither did her words. In the darkness of the room with the storm raging in the Square, Victoria’s quiet “You always were and will always be my dearest” broke what was left of Rhiannon’s heart.
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PRUDENCE, POSSUM & AWAKENINGS
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BOOKS IN PERIL!

Christian Astor, the esteemed town magistrate and Library Board chairman, has convened the Board members meeting today to review the latest slew of book challenges.

Will more books be removed from the shelves based on accusations of obscenity and distortion of history? And what does Mayor Jedidiah Fowler have to say, given that his reelection campaign is heating up?

—Crow’s Caw
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Patches was gone.

The morning had foretold a disaster brewing.

She had a terrible night. One that started innocuously, all things considered. Pru had gotten used to the dreams. She had had them for weeks now.

A woman—Rhiannon’s spitting image—looked terrified and alone, and sought Pru’s hands, leaned into her touch, even as cold, rusty iron bars prevented them from fully embracing. That was standard for her dreams. But then the usual scenario changed, as if a mirror broken, the shards spilling onto a muddy floor, her fingers covered in blood. Pru was the one trapped, the air around her full of smoke and despair. And a male voice shouting, “For what is yours, for the sin, you shall bleed!”

She woke up in cold sweat. No amount of coffee managed to get the visions out of her head. Then to make things worse, her father had stopped by. Not that he himself made things worse, no. Pru loved her father. She really did. She enjoyed his occasional dropping by. But their time together today was interspersed with his boasting about the upcoming mayoral campaign, and she had neither the interest in it, nor the actual wherewithal to tell him so. Oh, she was very involved in the town’s politics, just not in his.

A child of divorced parents, Pru had grown up juggling their affections and grudges. There were many said grudges, no matter how loudly they claimed their divorce had been an amicable one. Sometimes those claims were true. Other times, not so much.

Pru always felt that her father completely buried himself in the town’s affairs, in his responsibilities as the mayor. While his life changed very little by his wife leaving him, Pru thought he still lost himself a bit, becoming distant, constantly busy. Her mother was a different story. Demonstrative and extroverted, she suffered out loud, and perhaps it was that suffering that made Pru make the difficult choice of leaving Dragons with her. After all, her mother just seemed to need her so much more.

Still, Pru’s relationship with her father was something she cherished. He had been understanding when she moved to Boston with her mother and equally supportive when she chose to return to the island as an adult after graduating college.

Pru had never regretted it. She always viewed it as a sort of homecoming, since the big city had never appealed. And when all was said and done, despite regular weekends together, being closer to her father was an important factor in her decision.

But that closeness never truly came, and Pru blamed herself. Surely, it had to be her, because her father had tried very hard to involve her in his life, in his duties as mayor and deacon of the town’s church. He was even fine with her bisexuality, or as fine as Pru expected him to be. He never said a word against it, nor had he ever asked about her one and only girlfriend. And that had been a blessing in itself, because Jedidiah Fowler could be stubborn and hardheaded, all qualities that Pru respected in a mayor but found difficult in a father.

And speaking of said girlfriend. As soon as she had finally seen her father out the door, Lisa called, and Pru’s already souring mood plummeted entirely. Her girlfriend did not understand the word no. Her ex-girlfriend. They’d been together for seven years, and if Jed Fowler had only recently started showing signs of unwillingness to bend, Lisa’s bullishness had always been there.

Initially Pru ignored it. Lisa was her first girlfriend. She was in love. Head over heels, mushily, starry-eyed in love. Or so she believed. Looking back, Pru thought she might’ve lied to herself a touch about the strength of her affection. She remembered being lonely and falling headlong into the charming quagmire that was Lisa. She had dated a few men in town before, but being with a woman was exhilarating in its own way. A way that Pru tried not to analyze too closely.

Then during their seven years, something changed. Shifted. At times Pru thought that she had grown up and Lisa just never did. Except things were never that simple. Lisa’s cantankerous nature started chipping away at everything Pru felt for her. And at everything Pru felt for herself. Grown up or not, Pru began questioning her own worth. Nothing she had ever done was good. Nothing was ever right. And nothing was ever enough.

“This oatmeal is cold. And has the consistency of cement.” Lisa hated Pru’s cooking. Granted, Pru hated her own cooking, but she had been the only one trying.

“This apartment is cramped. I don’t know how you live like this!” Lisa hated Pru’s studio above the shop. No, it wasn’t palatial by any means, and her father had a much larger three-story villa on the outskirts of town, the Fowler Place a staple in Crow’s Nest for generations. All stone arches and drafty hallways. Nobody needed five dining rooms. Well, nobody but Lisa, who really pushed for them to move there.

“You could be doing so much more with your life instead of staying here at the Nest in this quaint shop. I hate it here. Can’t we move to New York?” When it became clear that Pru was not going to move to the Big Apple, back into her father’s mansion, or anywhere else for that matter, Lisa decided that bigger and better things beckoned. And maybe they did, but not for Pru.

Prudence Fowler was happy in her little corner of the world. Her shop was thriving. Her life was settled. And so she and Lisa parted ways.

Except, Lisa hadn’t gotten the message, as she kept calling and coming over. Instead of pursuing those dreams of moving cross-country, Lisa had applied to one of the many positions that opened at the Dragons School For Girls. With the new regime, the school expanded and required an increased staff in almost all of its departments.

Headmistress Nox did not do things by half, and soon enough a lot of townies were traipsing daily up the cliffs to their new place of employment. It made for an interesting change of dynamic between the sleepy town and bustling school, always so apart and now suddenly dependent on each other for everything. Pru wondered and waited for this particular brew to show its true colors. No change ever went this smoothly.

In the meantime, the townies had more money and were gainfully employed close to their homes, the businesses on the island boomed, and the school boasted an increased number of students. A win-win?

Pru was not ready to draw a firm conclusion just yet. Especially when it came to Lisa and her new job. How she even managed to get that job was a mystery to Pru. Her only previous professional experience was working at the island flower shop. Maybe the owner put in a good word for her?

The owner. Well, that was Pru’s other visitor of the day: Ceridwen Crowhart, the proprietor of Crow’s Blossoms. A touch taller than her younger sister, her hair pulled into a simple knot at the base of her head, she was almost Rhiannon’s spitting image.

Almost. Not that Pru had looked that closely at Rhiannon Crowhart. So technically she didn’t allow herself to acknowledge that Ceridwen had lighter eyes the color of tormented sea or that her hair was darker, more mahogany than the fiery auburn of her sister. Nope. Pru had no way of noticing any of that, because she never paid Rhiannon Crowhart that much attention.

“My darling.”

And that was another distinct difference between the sisters. Ceridwen was tranquility to Rhiannon’s storm. Serene and friendly, she radiated a calm that was enviable even to Pru, who always thought herself a laid-back person. Yet Ceridwen Crowhart was on a level all by herself.

“I couldn’t not stop by, Pru. I was just at the Library Board meeting. Can you imagine we have another anonymous complaint about several queer books?”

Pru sighed. She loved her town, and she found it somewhat isolated from the world on the mainland, from the ugliness and the despair that had been inching closer and closer to Dragons’s shores. Still, sometimes that ugliness and that prejudice did cross the Dragons strait and unleashed itself on the town. Book bans were something they had been seeing a lot of lately. Always anonymous. Always against queer or racial justice literature.

Ceridwen was a councilwoman and sat on the Library Board. Pru had no idea how the woman did it all.

“Did you manage to deflect the complaint? This whole anonymity thing is just wrong. If you’re going to challenge a book, show your face, let everyone see your bigotry!”

Pru heard the alarm in her own voice but didn’t care. Some things were too important.

“We’d need to change the library statutes to exclude anonymous challenges. I don’t even know when that whole thing started and who wrote it into the governing documents. But no, I didn’t have enough votes to overrule this particular challenge. I don’t know how these people who call me a colleague have the gal to look me in the eye every time they vote to ban queer literature.” Ceridwen’s smile was sad, frayed at the edges. “So, we lost two more books, Pru. Will you⁠—”

“Yes, I’ll order more copies, put them on sale. Freaking give them away, if it comes to that. Just send me the titles.”

Ceridwen nodded, and when the corners of her full mouth lifted this time, the smile reached her eyes, the faint crow’s feet giving her an ethereal air. Damn, those Crowharts really won all the genetic lotteries. Pru wanted to chastise herself for the objectification, but then she was simply being objective. The sisters were unfairly beautiful.

They hugged, and for a second, unlike any other dozens of hugs they had previously shared, Pru felt a distinct shock of electricity the moment their bodies connected. The spot, dead center of her chest where Rhiannon’s eyes had pierced her during the tempest, twisted with an almost painful pull. The ache was shades lesser than yesterday, but it was there nonetheless.

There was no thunder and no petrichor this time, simply a sudden slow turn of her heart, a recognition of sorts that she couldn’t name nor place.

Pru shook her head and adjusted her sweater.

“I’m so sorry, my clothes must’ve gotten some static during the wash.”

Pru finally lifted her eyes up only to catch Ceridwen giving her the strangest of looks. A long assessing one, as if seeing her for the very first time. It lasted for a good minute, the sea-green eyes penetrating, warm in their perusal, and Pru was just about to say something, anything to break the awkward silence, when the front door banged open loudly, making her jump. Elegant as ever, Ceridwen turned around, not a sign of fear in her calm features.

“This wind. It’s been strangely drafty here lately.” Pru hurried to close the door, the weather still rather moody after yesterday’s storm that had lasted until the early hours.

And that is when she noticed the absence. The pillow on the windowsill, always occupied at this hour, was empty.

“Patches?” Even to her own ears, her voice was shrill. “Patches!”

She darted to the back room where the possum would occasionally hide from rude customers, but her trusted companion was nowhere to be found.

“Could she be upstairs, Pru?” Ceridwen’s words were gentle, and the hands tenderly patting her back were managing the near impossible—keeping Pru from flying into a full-blown panic attack.

“No, no, I brought her in the basket—” Pru turned sharply to the woven basket, one of the signature crafts of the island, only to find it empty by the counter.

“Darn it! Patches!” Tears threatened. The possum had never run away before.

“Maybe when the door flew open?” Ceridwen pointed toward the now closed main entrance, and they both reached it together in an instant only to have it thrown open in their faces once again by the one person Pru thought would never walk into her store.

Rhiannon Crowhart stood on the landing holding an entire handful of what seemed like… trash? Candy wrappers, an old garment, and what looked distinctly like a semi-burned-down candle. The candle that was one of the better selling items in Pru’s store. Book Nest was proudly emblazoned on the side of it. And was that the shirt she had thrown away last night while cleaning her closet?

Pru gulped and opened her mouth. To say what? She did not know, but something surely, because Rhiannon’s face was the picture of profound displeasure, veering toward anger, and while Pru found herself fascinated by how the angular features were somehow more attractive when displaying such strong emotion, she’d rather not have it directed at her.

She was saved by Ceridwen, whose voice Pru barely recognized. The note of ice in it was foreign and out of place.

“The trash is a little too on the nose even for you, Rhiannon. Why are you carrying around Pru’s garbage?”

The smile that suddenly appeared on the face Pru had just been admiring was perhaps scarier than the touches of earlier anger. It was the smile of a tigress before she went for the kill.

“Why Ceridwen, how wonderful of you to confirm that the trash strewn all over my property, including in my own bedroom, belongs to… Who are you again?”

“I’m Prudence, owner of Book Nest, um…”

Pru could only muster a few words, but she was ignored entirely, Rhiannon taking a step closer, now standing face-to-face with Ceridwen, Pru slightly to their side, almost completely inconsequential. Despite discussing her trash, the sisters had clearly forgotten all about her. Their eyes met and held, and for a split second Pru was certain she’d hear the thunder from yesterday. Or the wind. Something that would come crashing down all of them any moment.

For the life of her she couldn’t say why she suddenly imagined storms everywhere. What was it about this woman? Even in her dreams, Rhiannon was always accompanied by storms, wild and violent, leaving Pru often battered and bruised by their intensity.

Except after a heartbeat, two, the air around Pru chilled and Ceridwen stepped back. A tiny step, yet the smile on Rhiannon’s face widened. If Pru expected grace in victory, she was mistaken. And when did mean-spirited delight become hot?

Pru shivered, and the small movement alerted the predator in the room to her existence once again. The gaze should not be this attractive either. It really shouldn’t. And yet here they were.

“And Ceridwen, would you care to explain how it is that you know to whom said trash belongs?”

Ceridwen’s own smirk was entirely too self-satisfied.

“Oh, you live, you learn. You live on the island long enough and you most certainly get to do all that learning. Actually, no, you wouldn’t know.”

It was like watching a tennis match. One played between two evenly matched pros. A serve, a backhand, a forehand. The ball was in Rhiannon’s court. And she would have probably volleyed back with a zinger, except a chubby gray ball of fur fell off Rhiannon’s porch with a squeal before struggling mightily to get on its four short feet, made a fierce face toward the step it had fallen off, and hurried in the direction of Pru’s door, all the while holding on to a small piece of candy wrapper. One matching perfectly others in the pile in Rhiannon’s hands.

“Patches!” Pru felt a wave of relief mixed with dizziness at seeing the possum.

“Excuse me?” Rhiannon’s features were all confusion and disgust.

“Oh my gosh, that’s my possum!”

In the cacophony of exclamations, Patches’s little legs worked double time to escape the scene of the crime. Once she reached the relative safety of the bookstore entrance, the possum threw a longing look toward the Atelier’s second-story window where a black cat was lounging, ignoring the world.

With another squeal, Patches was suddenly airborne, Rhiannon’s elegant hands holding her up till they were almost nose to nose.

Pru held her breath. Patches stilled. Ceridwen stepped closer. Silence reigned. Rhiannon and the possum glared at each other.

“I think Patches is courting your cat.”

Pru was aware of how she sounded. She was also aware of how the entire situation looked. And of course, she was very much aware of the stares she was getting from both sisters. The moment felt awkward. She felt awkward. In her years-old slacks and a sweater carrying the store’s logo, her hair its usual mess on top of her head, she looked precisely the country bumpkin that she was. This was definitely not the way she wanted to meet Rhiannon Crowhart. Not that she wanted to meet her at all. Absolutely not. Not after the visions that came to her at night.

Rhiannon just kept staring at her, still holding the possum at eye level. Pru barreled on.

“I owe you an apology. I’ve never seen Patches do this before.”

Rhiannon lifted an eyebrow. When Victoria did it, it was impressive. This? Like the voice, this should be illegal. Pru bit her lip. Any second now she’d whimper. The eyebrow lifted higher.

“Am I to understand that you have a possum as a pet and that he is somehow in love with my cat, bringing her trash as a sign of his affection?”

“She. Patches is a girl. Patience Petunia, Patches to friends and family.”

Now both eyebrows went up, and Pru wanted to smack herself over the forehead. Could she look even more pathetic in front of this woman?

But then the angular features transformed, and Rhiannon let out a peel of laughter so smooth, low, and seductive, Pru wished the frown was back. Because this laughter was pure sin. Just a stone’s throw away, in the days of her childhood, the town pastor at the church off the Market Square had warned about this.

The road to perdition…

Oblivious to the preacher’s warnings, Rhiannon pursed her perfect lips and made Pru think that perdition would be quite worth the price of admission indeed.

“A queer possum girl. How charming.” Then Rhiannon extended her arms and deposited the critter in question in Pru’s hands.

“She is that. Both charming and a queer possum girl. Though, ‘girl’ is perhaps no longer fitting. Patches will be ten this coming spring.”

In her peripheral vision, Ceridwen’s eyes grew wider. Was she surprised at how old Patches was? Pru wanted to argue that she was perfectly aware it was a rather advanced age for this particular species, but it was something in the way Rhiannon was looking at Patches that made Pru reconsider further ramblings.

Rhiannon, who ignored her sister entirely, kept looking wondrously at the possum, the corners of those damnation-worthy lips twitching still. Yes, Pru thought, nobody could resist Patches. The sweet and funny-looking critter who was now giving Rhiannon a decidedly enamored gaze.

“I think, judging by Patches here, you are the charming one, actually.” The second the words came out of her mouth, Pru wanted to smack herself again.

Rhiannon allowed her smile to blossom once more, a full, delighted one that transformed her entire face, the angular features turning from austere to criminally gorgeous. Pru started to pray for the floorboards to open up and consume her whole. She’d be swallowing her tongue any second now.

“There are very few who don’t find me charming,” Rhiannon purred, still looking at the possum.

Swooning wasn’t an option, Pru realized. She’d never recover if she did so in front of the Crowhart sisters, yet she really wanted to. Who says things like that with a straight face and looks honest when they do? In fact, Pru would bet her last dollar that people and possums everywhere dropped dead from longing and lusting after this woman.

Patches whined, squirming, no longer the center of attention, and for a second Pru thought she’d drop her. Unexpectedly quick, Rhiannon extended a long slender arm, making sure the finicky possum didn’t fall.

Their hands touched.

A full skin-on-skin contact, and suddenly the tempest from yesterday entered the store once again, thunder rolled, and the air grew thick and heavy. Rhiannon’s eyes were stormy, the green almost entirely black and unreadable. Time stood still, and Pru could swear she heard chanting, words as old as the cliffs, permeating the space, palpable in the saturated air around them.

If yesterday she had been a butterfly pierced by some collector’s hand, today she had been one encased in amber, the warmth enveloping her, making her blood molten. Something surged inside, spilled and took hold. She felt lightheaded, and yet her mind was clear and her senses sharp. Sharper than ever. The heady intensity mixed with the honeyed, languid feeling of the amber was a curious combination. Pru wanted to stop and admire the sensation, wanted to savor it.

Her veins pulsed with the rhythm of the chants, and she had a distinct vision of lifting her arms to the sky, rain falling all over her, soothing, caressing, seducing…

And then, just as quickly as it overcame her, the feeling was gone. Rhiannon removed her hand slowly, allowing it to drop gracefully to her side even as lightning illuminated the far corners of the bookshop. Her bright eyes were wide, unseeing, red lips, almost bloody, parted on a prayer or a scream.

Pru suddenly felt deflated, empty. Hollowed out, as if denied sustenance. She blinked and looked around herself, seeking something she had no name for.

Next to her, Ceridwen’s face was unreadable. Rhiannon, her hand firmly at her side, finally focused her eyes on Pru. The remnants of the storm swirled around her, and with something akin to fear carved into her features, she exhaled. The air cleared. Pru felt the shift in her bones. In the ensuing silence, not even the snuffles of Patches could be heard. It was like everyone was collectively holding their breath.

What would Rhiannon do?

Ultimately, the choice was taken from her by a noisy group of tourists who bustled into the store, completely oblivious to the moment they were interrupting.

Pru opened her mouth, words eluding her once again, and she stared, feeling foolish, feeling gauche as this woman who had seemingly conjured a squall just moments ago looked away.

“I’ll let Boleyn know she has a suitor, because I am afraid Patches’s efforts have been deemed a nuisance. Ceridwen.”

With a nod to her sister, Rhiannon was gone, and Pru was left on the porch with an armful of squirming possum and the realization that Rhiannon Crowhart had not actually stepped over her threshold at all, and yet the havoc she wreaked just by coming close was considerable. What would happen if she ever crossed that line?
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RHIANNON, SISTERS & HOLDING UP THE SKY
[image: ]


SPARKS FLY IN SISTERLY SPAT!

Crowhart sisters were spotted picking up exactly where they left off as if years hadn’t passed. The family drama has spilled into the streets of Crow’s Nest, as first Victoria Crowhart-Moreau has been seen arguing with her niece before being bodily carried away by a man who looks to be Thor’s long-lost son. Today the Market Square was treated to Ceridwen Crowhart feuding with her wayward sister right after she took the entire Library Board to task about not protecting the rights of minorities to be represented in literature and the right of all citizens to have access to said literature in the first place.

Watch this space. The Crowharts are dramatic, but never boring.

—Crow’s Caw
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Rhiannon did not run back to the Atelier, but she very much wanted to. Her hand burned. Not hurt, not throbbed. It burned as if encased in molten gold, the pain a twisted combination of euphoria and agony. She had no name for the sensation, but it was as if something inside her broke open, something that had been dormant, tore the skin and blinked at the blinding sun, both new and ancient.

She had been fighting her craft for years, decades, and considered herself a winner in their daily battles, so much so that she realized she had gotten complacent, arrogant. The complex spell that held her magic at bay had been exhausting to cast, difficult to maintain, yet for twenty years she managed well enough. Certainly fooled—or at least pacified—Margaux. Sometimes Rhiannon even fooled herself into forgetting.

But the craft was cunning, power was heady, sly, and it came in forms she had clearly not anticipated. And for once, for the life of her, she had no idea how to quiet it.

Rhiannon didn’t even know if it was the craft. The girl awoke something, something uncontrollable, something she hadn’t realized was inside her.

Rhiannon Crowhart knew power, her wind and her storms brought destruction and ruin. And yet this sensation was nothing like that. It was both more and entirely different, and she could barely catch her breath as she walked into the still empty front room of the Atelier where the bookshelves were yet to be arranged, the door slamming behind her.

Lachlan popped his head out from the storage area.

“Christian is on his way back from the librar⁠—”

When their eyes met, he immediately dropped whatever tool he was handling. He was by her side in a second.

“What? Rhiannon? What? Water? Tylenol? A baseball bat?”

She had to laugh. And she was extremely grateful. Both for his kindness and for his innate sense of knowing exactly when to touch her and when to let her be. Because she wasn’t certain she could hold herself under control right now. Not when this something felt so new, so fresh, and so painful at once.

Even as Lachlan clucked over her, the front door opened, and Rhiannon closed her eyes. Ceridwen was still Ceridwen, and knocking had never been her sister’s style. One look and Lachlan was bowing his fair head and making himself scarce.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve finally learned to pick your boy toys, Rhiannon.”

Ceridwen’s tone was neutral. No hint of emotion. No clue of what she’d come here for. Rhiannon suddenly felt thirteen years old, and her big sister was sneaking her into the dance club on the outskirts of town. Everyone knew Ceridwen. Everyone worshipped the ground she walked on. Tall and beautiful, then eighteen, she was popular and adored.

But nobody had adored Ceridwen Crowhart as her middle sister. Not even the twins, who seemed to prefer Rhiannon, who was much closer to their age. Rhiannon thought the sun set and rose in Ceridwen’s eyes. Her protector. Her teacher. Her best friend. Until she was neither of those things. Until all she had for Rhiannon were accusations and demands.

Twenty-two years went by, and they stood in the same room, breathed the same air, and were total strangers.

Rhiannon must’ve said that last part out loud, because Ceridwen recoiled, the first true emotion in those familiar features, barely touched by age.

“We might as well be, and you know it.” Her voice didn’t waver despite the acute, almost unbearable pain in her hand, and Rhiannon was proud of it. Of herself. For holding it together. Now and in the past few weeks since she came back to the island. This fucking island. This fucking town.

“Is that why you never showed your face at the Tavern? Or at Blossoms? Or even at the coffee shop? I can understand avoiding Victoria and myself. But Seren? She was a child and did nothing to you.”

If Ceridwen had slapped her, Rhiannon’d be less hurt. Already on the very edge of keeling over and folding into a ball of torment, she simply averted her face.

“I saw Victoria yesterday.”

It was Ceridwen’s turn to be shocked.

“She didn’t say.”

“Does she have to give a report of who she sees and what she does, Ceridwen?” Rhiannon all but spat the name, so tired she was. All she needed was for Ceridwen to go away. Her vision wobbled at the edges, and she stumbled, Ceridwen immediately catching her in one smooth move. When had she gotten so close? The moment her sister’s hands touched her, Rhiannon wanted to cry. In relief, in memory.

“You’re in pain, Rhiannon. Mother Goddess, you’re in so much pain. Why didn’t you say anything?”

Ceridwen’s face was transformed from anger and recrimination to concern and tenderness. Rhiannon knew this face. This expression. Her heart lurched in her chest, and she sagged to the floor, her legs no longer able to hold her. The weight of the past, of the memories hitting her already-weakened-by-pain body like a sledgehammer.

“Something happened back there…with Pru. The temper tantrum of the storm aside, you felt something when you touched her, didn’t you? Is that where the hurt is coming from?”

Rhiannon stubbornly shook her head and her sister tsked, face now attentive, eyes focused on the palm of Rhiannon’s hand that felt scalded by fire itself.

“You did. You felt it. I didn’t need the storm unleashed on the store to prove it. It wasn’t the first time either, was it? Was yesterday’s thunder because of her? It didn’t feel like yours…” Rhiannon shook her head again, but the pain was making her weak, and she couldn’t muster words to deny anything.

“Just as well.” Ceridwen traced her fingertips over Rhiannon’s lifeline, and it felt as if she had been laid on warm grass, the scent of it comforting and familiar. Ceridwen kept tracing and kept talking. “I sensed it when I hugged her earlier this morning. And believe me, I’ve hugged her plenty of times and there wasn’t anything there before. So you must’ve done something. Why do you always have to do something, Rhiannon? And why her?”

The pain in Rhiannon’s hand, soothed almost completely, suddenly spiked at the words, at the images of her sister hugging the girl, and Ceridwen wrenched her own fingers away as if stung. Rhiannon’s vision darkened, and Ceridwen smirked.

“Wow, sister mine, now this is an entirely unforeseen development.” Ceridwen’s face was too self-satisfied for this train of thought to bring Rhiannon any sort of pleasure.

“You’re delusional. She’s just some townie.”

Rhiannon got to her feet. Her hand throbbed but there was nothing of the earlier danger of fainting or vomiting. Damn Ceridwen for still being very, very good at this thing. Rhiannon refused to give it its name.

“She isn’t ‘some townie,’ Rhiannon. She’s a brilliant woman, and by the looks of it, she is a witch, just like us. You unlocked her power, dear sister. Congratulations, I guess.”

Rhiannon’s palm flared, but the pain did not return. Warmth settled in and spread. The craft answering its sister’s call. Rhiannon gritted her teeth and shook her head, painstakingly tucking in every tendril of power. Her blood was boiling, her hands were shaking, but after a long moment, when she looked into Ceridwen’s eyes, she knew her own were devoid of any remnant of her essence. And her sister… Well, her sister knew her and the craft too well.

The planes of the austere face, so like her own, turned ashen, and Ceridwen’s mouth fell open. It seemed she had forgotten how to speak, her shock so deep. But Ceridwen being Ceridwen had never needed much time to shake off emotions and reach for the flagellation that were words.

“You’re a fool, Rhiannon. I thought you were merely irresponsible. Young and hasty and hotheaded back then when you screamed from the rooftops of leaving the island and everything it came with behind. Now? You’re all that and just damn foolish. Denying your power? Suppressing the craft? How dare you? How dare you treat magic like this? How dare you go through life as if the gift is a curse and not a blessing?”

“It is a curse. And it brings more curses along with it. Or have you forgotten?”

Rhiannon turned around, marching toward the thankfully half-equipped kitchenette and poured herself a glass of water, Ceridwen hot on her heels. It pleased her greatly to see her always oh-so-serene sister disheveled.

“I’ve forgotten nothing. And I’ve forgiven nothing either. You’re the one⁠—”

Rhiannon downed her water in one long gulp and whirled on Ceridwen.

“Yes, yes, I am the one. The good-for-nothing one. The irresponsible one. The disgrace of the family tree.”

The anger was immediately wiped off her sister’s features, and Rhiannon felt a pang in her chest, her heart already beating double time, opening up to more pain, more memories.

“I always wondered what you remembered from our last conversation, what you thought of all these years—” Ceridwen began, but Rhiannon had no pity left for old hurts.

“Conversation? This is rich, coming from you. You cursed me in every way you knew how and then you slammed the door…” Heartache forgotten and only more insult added to the already open injury, Rhiannon laughed, the sound brittle and fake to her own ears, yet she reveled in it just the same. “You wondered about me? Well, I haven’t thought about you at all. About any of you. And had it not been for Marg—” She trailed off abruptly, even the beginning of her wife’s name tasting like poison in her mouth.

She expected Ceridwen to latch on to that dangling end of the conversation. Nobody like her older sister to press on the most infected of wounds under the guise of drawing out the puss.

Except when Ceridwen spoke, her voice held no rancor.

“You might not have thought about us, yet you still managed to support⁠—”

“Don’t. How I soothed my guilty conscience is none of your business. You made it clear you hated me anyway.”

Ceridwen took a step, then two, and touched her hand again, letting go only when she was satisfied that the pain that seared Rhiannon just moments ago was sufficiently pacified. She traced the lifeline one more time for good measure, and Rhiannon closed her eyes.

The smell of flowers, all at once and none in particular she could discern, was familiar and comforting. When Ceridwen touched her cheek and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, Rhiannon almost leaned into the touch, just as familiar and just as comforting.

But when she opened her eyes, she saw her sister’s were calculating, and so she slowly pushed away while tugging her hand free.

“Thank you. You know where the door is.” Rhiannon turned to go. Where? She didn’t know, anywhere really, away from here, away from Ceridwen, and away from that something that no matter how much comfort was applied, still lurked just under her skin. The fact that her sister couldn’t feel it anymore, when it breathed and pulsed just beneath the surface, was surprising and something to think about.

Damn it to all hell, as if she had nothing else to think about.

“I do know where the door is. And you know where the coffee shop is. It’s been four weeks since you crossed the town line. If you think Seren didn’t feel it, you’ve lost some of those smarts of yours in Los Angeles. And if you don’t care? Well, then you’ve lost your heart.”

Rhiannon wanted to argue, to hurl insults, to drag them back to that last year just before she had fled Crow’s Nest, when all they did was scream and curse each other. But that would solve nothing and that would not make Ceridwen leave sooner. And so Rhiannon didn’t take the bait carefully laid down.

“I’m busy, Ceridwen. Look around. This place has languished for years⁠—”

“I see just fine, baby sister. I see that you rode into town in that spiffy car of yours on a quest to rebuild something that maybe would’ve better been set a match to.”

Ceridwen’s fingers flew to her mouth, and she swallowed audibly. She shook her head and held out her hand, in supplication perhaps, but Rhiannon had had enough.

“These aren’t my ghosts to lay to rest. You were so hellbent on it not being my place to do so twenty-two years ago, Ceri…”

Rhiannon felt more than heard her sister’s gasp at her use of the childhood nickname, and she let her shoulders droop. This day was a lost cause.

“I will go see Seren. And I will visit Victoria at the Tavern. And I will restore this place and do what I must. I have my reasons, sister. Trust me to at least have that much. Then I’ll leave. We all will do what we must and then the cards will fall as they will.”

“You know exactly how those cards were drawn, Rhiannon.” But Ceridwen’s voice held no malice, just resignation. Any other time, especially twenty-two years ago, Rhiannon would have fought her tooth and nail to wipe that resignation off the face so like her own. Their younger sisters were twins, but Ceridwen and her looked more alike than Seren and Deryn. Seeing her own eyes look back with so much defeat, hurt, no matter how much bad blood separated them, stirred a different emotion in her.

Before she could say what might’ve been the most foolish thing to ever cross her lips, Ceridwen waved her off.

“Be that as it may, I know where you stand. Prudence, however, doesn’t. And now that you’ve unlocked what’s in her, she is your responsibility, Rhiannon. You know this.”

Well, all the goodwill she held for her sister evaporated in one fell swoop of Ceridwen’s precisely crafted manipulation. Did Rhiannon really think her older sister of all people would let sleeping dogs lie? Did she feel that she wouldn’t use the one ace left on the table to wreck Rhiannon’s hand?

“I know nothing. And neither do you.”

Ceridwen smirked, and Rhiannon hated the way the sly lips arranged themselves with that air of superiority. Arrogance ran in the family and they both wore it better than anyone, but in this particular moment Rhiannon despised it.

“Well, if you do nothing, it will be up to me to pick up the pieces. But then I always do, Rhiannon. Prudence will not be the first or the last of your broken dolls that I have to fix, sister. And be sure that I will do so.”

The wound in Rhiannon’s chest opened up with malice and almost screamed “Stay away from her!” Except she could see the triumph already in Ceridwen’s eyes, bright and proud, and so she bit her lip and held her tongue, curling her fingers into a fist, the pain searing her palm yet again, the skin where it had connected with Pru’s on fire anew.

“So stubborn, Rhiannon.” Then Ceridwen’s features sobered, all traces of vicious victory gone, and she was her unflappable, serious self once again. “I’m not goading you into embracing magic again. I can sense you haven’t done so in some time. However, that’s your business, tending to your power, to your storms. You know where to find the coven for help and a circle for payment, should you need them. But don’t for a second think that I would abandon someone like Prudence, unaware of what is happening, to the devices of a witch who is torturing herself by denying her own craft. I can’t do that. It goes against everything that I’ve been gifted. And you know it too.”

With that, Ceridwen stepped up to her and laid a tender kiss on her forehead before Rhiannon could push her away.

“You look like you’re holding up the sky all the while knowing it will crush you. It’s painful watching you do so. I don’t know why you’re here, baby sister. On the island and in this place where you’ve chosen pain again and again. But whatever it is that brought you back, I am grateful either way. I missed my sister.”
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PRUDENCE, FAIR LADIES & NOBLE KNIGHTS
[image: ]


Patches bumped her head into Pru’s ankle, and she picked the possum up, absently scratching behind her fuzzy ears. The critter made her usual strange meowing sound of contentment and Pru kept scratching, if for nothing else than to give herself some time and to process what had happened earlier, just before the crowd of tourists interrupted her and Rhiannon.

Something had. Pru had no name for it, for the heat searing her palm, for the warmth coursing in her veins. For the dreamlike sunshine seemingly awoken under her skin.

She felt like floating, like smiling. It made no sense and yet strangely Pru didn’t question it. It was natural. It seemed entirely normal despite having an ethereal and fantastical quality to it. It also held no urgency at all. It was like coming home and finally inhabiting your own skin after years of wandering and being a stranger.

She wanted to laugh at herself. For thinking these thoughts that held neither rhyme nor reason. Her emotions were tangled in a sense of contentment, a feeling of peace she could neither explain nor had any desire to.

And yet something had happened. Something overwhelming. Momentous. Something within her reach, if only she dared to extend her hand and grasp it.

Pru was not naive about the place in the world she called home. Nobody who lived on the island and particularly not in the town of Crow’s Nest was entirely oblivious of the legend and myth surrounding it. But Pru thought herself a practical soul. Someone grounded and skeptical of the fantastical. And what had just happened, what had been happening since Rhiannon set foot on the island, the dreams, the feeling of being called and seen and suddenly brought to life… These were nothing short of fantastical.

She took a few steps toward the local guidebooks section and reached for a thick volume with golden trim. She had just sold two of these to the people who came in earlier, eager as they were for the island legendary history. It was a popular one, and during the season, gullible tourists scooped it up by the box. Pru had a standing order for a weekly delivery of this title. It sold better than romance, and as everyone in publishing knew, nothing much accomplished that feat.

Yet, Dragons past had its own allure. From the establishment of the mysterious school on the cliffs to the birth of the town surrounded by the stone giants and its quaint streets and charming lagoon.

Crow’s Nest was too small, and yes, quaint, to attract the wandering hordes that other islands in its vicinity did. But Pru liked it that way. From spring to fall, they had just enough tourists to maintain the local businesses to last the cold and scarce winters. The transformation of the old Tower on Viridescent Cliff into a state-of-the-art hotel had increased the number of tourists but had not as of yet disrupted the locals’ lives.

And the island’s pull on people remained, its legend only increasing the appeal of the idyllic geography.

Pru leafed through the pages of the guide until she reached the chapter she had been looking for. The Crow and the Dragons.

The witch who ran away from the noose and the Dragons that saved her, shielded her, her family, her descendants, and then stood to witness the curse that followed them to the shores and to the cliffs. Followed the magic. Followed the power…

As she juggled Patches and the book, the doorbell signaled a customer. Pru shook her head, desperate to return to herself, and shoved the book hastily back on the shelf, making her way to the front of the store, Patches snuffling curiously in her arms.

“Is that a trash panda?”

The man in front of her had to be some kind of Viking deity. An Odin or a Thor, surely. Pru blinked and the tall, blond, broad-shouldered stranger burst out in laughter. Instead of embarrassing her, it had that wonderful quality of being engaging and kind, and soon she was laughing along with him, Patches joining in with her chortles.

“I think those are raccoons?” Pru answered and looked down at the possum in her arms before setting her down on the windowsill. Patches stretched and turned her back on the visiting Viking.

“I see. And I take it this isn’t a raccoon?” He reached out a hand toward Patches, a hand that was immediately snubbed in visible insult by the now-curled-into-a-ball possum. “Is it playing dead?”

His voice had a lovely quality to it. He could really ask her anything and she’d not be offended, it came out so very earnest and sincere. Gentle even, despite his size and the fact that he could probably break her in half without even a drop of sweat.

“No, that’s not playing dead. That’s ‘you’ve hurt my feelings.’”

The Viking actually gasped, his immense hands lifting to his chest.

“What does it like? What does it eat? I shall do anything to smooth this over with…the trash creature?”

Pru tried very hard not to laugh at him.

“She is a possum.”

“Not an opossum?” His eyes narrowed in what looked like an earnest attempt to understand.

“You may be correct; I just prefer possum. Mostly because every time I say opossum, I half expect her to request a pint of Guinness and to quote Yeats. Or Joyce? Both of them wrote equally gorgeous poetry, which would sound equally awkward in her interpretation.”

His laughter boomed.

“Way to incorporate Irish stereotypes in there and make them funny. Seeing as she is a romantic soul, she’d probably go with Yeats. Tell me more about this fascinating queen.”

“Well, Patience Petunia being her government name. And the name she hears when she messes up. Like just before you entered the store.”

He looked back to the entrance and then smiled.

“Ah, Patience Petunia lass, I do beg your pardon, however, I was not entirely wrong when I dared to imply that she is somewhat of a trash panda, even if those are indeed raccoons. She has been sneaking garbage into the Atelier next door and for some reason piling it on and around the places where the lady of the house is present most frequently.”

Pru lifted her eyebrows. Seeing her reaction, the gentle giant immediately amended his previous statement.

“Oh, you misunderstood. Boleyn the cat is the royalty of that house. Rhiannon and I are mere mortals at her service. And now I am at yours. Lachlan Vesely, of the Vesely clan hailing from Odessa, Ukraine by way of Galway, Ireland.”

Pru could not hold back the grin anymore.

“Hence the Lachlan, I assume. And the deep knowledge of Irish poetry and stereotypes?”

He extended his hand and bowed low. They were finally of the same height, and it made Pru giggle.

“Prudence Fowler. Human of Patches, owner of Book Nest, and apparently your next-door neighbor. You and Rhiannon…” Pru faltered, unsure of what she was about to ask. Except that was a lie. She knew exactly what she wanted to ask. How to ask it was an entirely different matter.

Because suddenly a distinct probability that had never occurred to her became a glaring possibility. Was this man Rhiannon’s partner? He was much taller than her and Pru suspected a bit younger, but then Rhiannon was a stunningly beautiful woman and could really have her pick of pretty much any gender.

She tasted bile. Why had it never occurred to her? She’d been watching this woman for weeks and only now did her being straight, or at least bisexual, cross her mind?

Lachlan watched her entire thought process with a curious expression she couldn’t decipher.

“I think I can spare you some of the agony written all over your face by disclosing that while me and my fiancé recently parted ways, my darling was very much a man. And that I am—despite your flattery, as I choose to take your assumption that I could ever be with Rhiannon Crowhart as pure unadulterated compliment—a very, very gay man.”

Pru let out a breath. She had been aware she was holding it throughout his speech and was very glad she could exhale. He watched her expectantly. Pru looked up, all the way up to where his sparkling-with-mischief eyes were, and bit her lip.

“I plead the fifth?”

This time his laugh boomed and Pru was certain a book or two fell off their shelves. She didn’t care. It felt like she had just made a friend. A new friend, and wasn’t that wonderful?

He leaned conspiratorially closer to her and whispered, “Your secret is safe with me.”

Pru sighed, feeling both that it was true and not actually so, but not really caring. Whatever was happening between her and Rhiannon Crowhart—and no, nothing Pru had wanted to happen, more of the inexplicable things that she desperately wanted to talk about to someone, preferably Rhiannon herself—was not something that Pru would be able to hide.

“You have a beautiful face, Prudence, one that is cursed with the truth,” her father always told her. She had learned to live with it. She couldn’t control it. And she was fairly certain Rhiannon had learned to live with people just tumbling all over themselves around her. So what was one more?

What was one indeed, when they had an entire mystery surrounding them? Her palm was still tingly and warm. And there were so many questions to be untangled.

“If you’re going to ask me whether or not I know what brought Her Majesty here, I shall sadly say that as her trusty knight and Jack-of-all-trades personal assistant, I don’t have an answer to that and it’s entirely embarrassing. We took over the Atelier and that is that. Why? I do not know. We had quite a business in California.”

Pru couldn’t help but find herself curious. About the two of them, their business, and their reason for being on the island. She also couldn’t help but find herself enchanted. He was so darned ridiculous with his massive shoulders and boyish floppy hair. All six foot zillion inches of him. And moreover, she was very glad he had interrupted the embarrassing course of her thoughts and redirected them toward safer topics.

“And since the reason for you being here is obscured by a secret, perhaps the answer to where Her Majesty and her knight come from might be an easier one to find?”

It was his turn to smile, and Pru felt the thread of their connection solidify. She took off in the direction of the counter, Lachlan walking slowly behind her. As she pointed toward the coffee, he made a supplicating gesture.

“You are a goddess among women, a blessing upon your house, and a gift to all humankind. Coffee would be great. I’m not precious.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. After a few seconds, he folded.

“Fine, fine, I am very precious, but this is the wilderness, and as such I have to do with what I have. Rhiannon makes magnificent coffee when she can be bothered these days, and once all the equipment arrives it will be even better. For now, we get it at the Rooster pub, but I have to say it’s not very good. The town doesn’t have much to offer.”

Pru handed him a paper cup. He sipped and grimaced before hastily hiding it behind a second sip.

“Don’t let the mayor hear you say that! He is very proud of the service industry he encouraged here in Crow’s Nest. As his daughter, I shall try and keep your secret safe, though it might cost you.” She winked at him and Lachlan winked back. He really was easy be around, which Pru felt she severely lacked these days. “The town has plenty of good coffee to offer, kind knight. Crow’s Brew is excellent and has the benefit of being owned by the third Crowhart sister…”

She trailed off and they stared at each other in silence. Then as he took another large gulp, Pru decided that perhaps it was best to move this conversation along. If Rhiannon’s brush with Ceridwen just minutes ago was any indication, Rooster’s substandard coffee choice was very much by design.

“We should all know our limitations, Sir Lachlan. I certainly know mine. The coffee I make is decent but nothing to write home about. So, where is said home?”

He exhaled audibly and winked at her.

“You’re good, fair maiden. Very good. Subtle and tactful, sidestepping the uncomfortable and making people feel at ease. Thank you. For the sidestep and for the cup. And I never look gifted coffee in the mouth.” He drained the cup before attempting to throw the paper cup into the can. He missed, huffed, got up, and gently placed it there without attempting to prove himself again. The entire scene was…dare she say it, cute, notwithstanding his disgruntled expression and massive hands.

When he finished disposing of the remnants of his coffee, he sat back closer to her, the mischievous gleam back in his baby blues. “Home is in the distant and now sadly forsaken kingdom of Los Angeles of the California realm. I shall refrain from asking if you have heard of it, since its glory precedes it.”

“I have indeed heard about it, even if I do appear as a mere country bumpkin stuck in the middle of this wilderness, Sir Lachlan.”

“Fair maiden, you wound me! I have never implied any such thing.” He clutched his chest again before straightening and smoothing the creases he had made on his linen shirt. “Gotta be careful with this baby. Can’t get this kind of luxury here. And we’re here at least for twelve months.”

“That is a very precise timeframe, kind sir.”

“It really is! The countdown started the moment Rhiannon signed those papers at the town hall to enter into possession of the building. By the way, she will not keep that name, just so you know. Whoever called it ‘Old Atelier’ really lacked imagination.” He shrugged.

“It was always called that. Sometimes they add Old ‘Jerome’s’ Atelier to it.” Pru tried to remember the man who once owned it, but he passed away when she lived on the mainland, and all she ever heard of him was never anything she cared to dwell on.

“Is the reason they didn’t keep the name because he was horrid? I swear Rhiannon shuddered when she stepped into the Atelier weeks ago. Did some awful, horrible, stuff-of-nightmares ordeal happen in there? Is it haunted?” Lachlan’s face was transformed with morbid curiosity.

Pru shook her head at him.

“Not to my knowledge. But then this island has the history of being…shall we say…unorthodox. Still, since the place has always been super high on developers’ lists, I assume nothing out of the ordinary occurred. Though would those vultures even ever care?”

He nodded comparably.

“Judging by the ones I had the displeasure of meeting—and yes, several already tried to drop by and persuade Rhiannon into selling before being run out on their ear—they’re vultures indeed. And she made them shake in their boots.”

The picture Pru’s vivid imagination drew of vengeful Rhiannon throwing the developers out of the Atelier was too hot to dwell on. She might do so later, but not now when Lachlan was watching her every move. She decided to change the subject.

“It is a very nice shirt, so I suggest you abandon the theatrics then, Sir Lachlan.” She gave him another stern look. He pouted.

“I live for theatrics. If I was better at it, I’d be on the stage. As it is, I am just gorgeous. Not talented. And apparently you need a sliver of the latter if the former is to be of any help.”

Pru rolled her eyes at his antics.

“Are you fishing for compliments, kind sir? Because it is unbecoming of the honorable knight you portray yourself to be.”

“Portray myself? I am all earnest honesty and unbridled…” He paused, clearly looking for a word. When nothing came, he looked at Pru hopefully. She shrugged.

“The only unbridled anything I can come up with is lust, and since you have disclosed your passionate preference for other knights, I might as well tell you that it is mostly maidens for me. Hence, I am of no help.”

His brow furrowed, and he pursed his lips.

“Oh, but you are. Forget unbridled. Since we are clearly not destined to share a passionate affair that would change the course of history⁠—”

“The only type of affair to share, if you ask me.” Pru nodded along with this ridiculous tale getting more entertaining by the minute.

“Indeed, and are you engaged in any such affair at the moment, fair maiden? Or has someone broken your heart? Then as an honorable and distinguished knight, and while my queen is otherwise occupied, I shall defend your honor.”

Pru’s palm warmed a bit at the mention of Rhiannon, and she wondered if Ceridwen had gone over to the Atelier. Since she couldn’t hear any screaming and hurling of heavy objects, she assumed all was clear on that front. As for the answer Lachlan was patiently waiting for…

“There is no other fair maiden, Sir Lachlan. There was once, for seven years. But that ended.”

His face sobered, all traces of joking around erased, leaving behind an earnest expression of concern. He reached out for her hand, stopped just shy of touching her, and lifted his eyes to hers. She smiled at the seeking of consent. He was a rare man indeed. Pru laid her own hand on his forearm instead and they sat in silence for a moment before he murmured, “I’m sorry. Seven years is a long time.”

“Don’t be. It was for the best. She wasn’t very good for me.”

He straightened immediately. Pru could tell where his thoughts went, but she didn’t have it in herself to add anything else. And what would she say? That she should’ve left a long time ago? That she had known better and still stayed? That she saw all the signs and chose to ignore them?

And so, she said nothing and patted his forearm. He leaned closer again.

“I came because something happened with Rhiannon just now, and I wanted to make sure you’re okay, Pru. And because I can use a friend. Seeing you and talking to you, I think you can use one too. I’m not the prying kind…” He trailed off and she just looked at him before he lifted his hands in defeat. “Fine, I am the prying kind. But it’s all in the spirit of love. I’m just next door during the day, should you need anything, and especially if the seven years that put that look on your face come calling again.”

The bell on the front door rang, this time signaling the arrival of a rather large group of tourists, and Pru squeezed his forearm. He booped her nose and made her laugh, whistling as he walked out the store, leaving a drove of men and women enthralled behind him.

Pru had to shake her head. The neighbors were ridiculous. And ridiculously attractive and both of them knew it and seemingly got what they wanted. Lachlan was already halfway to being her best friend.

Now if only Pru could get what she wanted for once. Some answers from Her Majesty Rhiannon would be an amazing place to start.
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CEMENTING NEIGHBORHOOD RELATIONS OR REIGNITING OLD FEUDS?

Are the Crowharts and Fowlers at it again? Rhiannon Crowhart and Prudence Fowler were observed deep in conversation at the Book Nest. Are the neighboring business owners getting along, or will the age-old conflict of the clans be resurrected? With Mayor Fowler running for office again and the Crowharts a force to be reckoned with on the Nest’s Chamber of Commerce and Town’s Council, is his daughter courting the vote of the influential family? Or is Rhiannon Crowhart up to her old troublemaking ways?

Watch this space.

—Crow’s Caw
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“I suggest you go see her.”

Lachlan took a swing from a plastic bottle and attempted throw it into the empty bucket in the middle of the almost finished front room. The place was really coming together, even if Rhiannon, who looked on in disgust as he missed the target by an entire foot, had to say so herself.

The dark wooden panels and the heavy drapes accenting the floor-to-ceiling back windows gave the place an inviting and mysterious vibe. A lair, one where either a villain or a hero could live, both equally seductive.

She wanted to take more pride in her work. After all, every single detail, from the floorplan to the number of windows, was her touch, her attention, her choice, and her impeccable taste.

And she poured everything into the Atelier. Was she trying to exorcise the ghosts of old? And which ghosts were those exactly? What happened centuries ago was not her fault and could never be changed. And yes, Margaux tying her to this place was a particularly perverse punishment when all was said and done. She understood the disbelief in her relatives’s eyes when it came to her taking it over. But her barrier spell was holding, and her dreams were filled not with tortured witches of old, but a woman who could’ve been Prudence’s twin. So ancient history was just that to her. Ancient history, with all the ghouls better left there.

Could it be that she was aiming for the more recent developments? Well, Rhiannon still remembered her first time stepping into the Atelier. Dark and busy, it was filled with thousands of old books, tools, and papers. The scent of glue and ink, leather and ancient pages filled the space, making it both smaller and yet comfortable. Her fingers shook just thinking how much she wanted to touch everything. Rhiannon Crowhart, age eighteen, had been given a once-in-a-lifetime chance to learn under the no longer steady hands of old master Jerome Maginot. A recluse who chose to leave France behind and bring his once-in-a-generation talent and knowledge for restoring antique tomes to the US.

She had been hungry for that knowledge. Then hungry for his wife. And then hell opened with its own hunger for them all.

Rhiannon blinked and the vision of the Old Atelier faded, the renovated space filling her sight. It didn’t smell the same, she had made sure of it, the dozen or so dispensers enhancing the air with a powerful scent neutralizer. And yet she still felt eighteen and awed. That hadn’t changed. However, she was no longer hungry. And she didn’t want to be here, neither in this room nor in this town, and hence nothing quite drew her.

Except whatever it was Lachlan was droning on and on about. Because he has been doing just that for what seemed like an hour now since Ceridwen left and he returned from the mysterious errand he had to run the second her sister showed up.

“It’s not mysterious. I went to see Pru. We’re BFFs now.”

He shuffled to the bucket and tried a two-pointer instead.

“Dammit, I keep missing today, but not with Pru. She’s a sure thing, I’m telling you.”

“Pru?” Rhiannon looked up to where the one chandelier had just been installed, inspecting the handiwork.

“Prudence Fowler. The mayor’s daughter. The pretty girl next door. She’s my fair maiden and I am an honorable knight.” He missed the two-pointer as well.

Well, damn. Fowler. Fate had a strange and perverse sense of humor. Sure, Rhiannon figured that the widow Fowler left her bookshop to family, but she just didn’t remember Jed Fowler having children. Some remnants of casual old conversations between her mother and Victoria about his divorce flitted in her mind, and she perused them absently.

It didn’t matter, and yet it felt like a cursed circle of sorts. Jed Fowler’s daughter. It should be funny. After all the things that had transpired between them. Even if he acted as if he let bygones be bygones when they met at the town hall in August, it was quite an irony. It should be hilarious, really. Jed Fowler’s daughter. Damn, indeed.

Rhiannon’s palm still smarting from her earlier excursion warmed up. Just a touch. Nothing as violent as when Ceridwen mentioned the neighbor, but Rhiannon felt it just the same. She turned slowly to see Lachlan’s long-suffering eye roll as he was forced to pick up the mangled plastic bottle and deliver it to the bucket.

“Is she aware that you would abandon her in a moment’s fancy to take up with the court’s jester? Or a footman?”

“I’d do so even with a chandelier cleaner, Your Majesty. Or the baker’s boy?” Lachlan came closer and they both proceeded to pretend that the aforementioned work of glassblower’s art was of immense interest to them both. “And yes, she is aware. She is also not troubled by such developments as she’d rather run away with a fellow fair maiden, unless she could get herself in the sights of the Queen herself.”

His voice was coy, all aflutter with mischief and innuendo, but Rhiannon was not ready to bite yet. She kept her eyes steady on the intricate glasswork. Lachlan sighed then sobered.

“And she has an abusive ex. Or somewhat abusive? There was some sort of situation there. Maybe still is.”

And now both of Rhiannon’s hands flared and all the back windows were flung open, the gust of angry wind overtaking the tranquility of the room.

She said nothing and proceeded to close them one by one, giving herself some time to settle down. Twenty-two years she had no issues controlling her craft, her power dormant and silent, her barrier spell holding steady. By her own design. It wasn’t easy, but it had to be done.

And yet the moment she stepped within the town line, her ankle boots touching the concrete of the Broad Street, Rhiannon knew her days of keeping the power leashed were over. Too many memories here. Too much pain. And now, apparently, a mystery. A connection she neither needed nor wanted. Nor—if she was perfectly truthful with herself—able to take up.

“Abusive?” Rhiannon did not recognize her own voice.

The Prudence from her dreams had sad eyes. Rhiannon knew their shade and shape, their warmth and their tears. She had wiped those tears herself, half-suspended in the sensation of soft skin, half understanding that it had been a dream, one where she touched and comforted, one where she wanted and was needed, but a dream nonetheless. Even in that dream, her craft raged against the bruises her hands caressed. She felt it now, howl just under her barrier spell, just as angry, just as desperate to sooth, to allay, to save.

She could see in the periphery that Lachlan winced before reaching for another bottle. His ability to act as if she wasn’t leaching magic, dripping it like blood from an open wound everywhere she went, was truly astounding. He took his time with the water, and she figured he needed something to do with his hands, and it only made her skin burn hotter, since whatever he found out must have distressed him.

“She didn’t say much.”

“Lachlan…” She turned to face him fully, his name a warning, and he lifted his hands palm forward in surrender.

“Look, I don’t know. She is…fragile. If I had to choose a word. I can’t explain. And yet there is a strength there that was a lovely surprise. For what it’s worth, she didn’t mention abuse, just that I shouldn’t feel sorry her relationship of seven years ended. That she was better off.” He twisted the cap but did not raise the bottle to his lips. “It was more that her expression was…relieved? And you and I both know the relief of something painful ending. You’ve lived it and I’ve seen it in your eyes.”

If he had thrown the water in her face, she’d have been less shocked.

“Lachlan…” If the first time his name was a warning, this sounded like a plea. A white flag of surrender. She had no idea he knew what had been going on in her marriage. And the knowledge that Prudence, that naive, innocent woman next door, could have lived through anything remotely resembling her own experience…hurt her in a way she couldn’t explain. The fire under her skin aside, it was the slow stutter her heart gave, the low ache under her rib, the one that made her touch her chest in a useless effort to quiet it down.

“You sleepwalked through the last five years of your life, Rhiannon. You can’t think I didn’t notice. And you can’t honestly believe that I didn’t know who was causing your dissociation from everything and everyone.”

“I didn’t want anyone to know, Lachy.”

He smiled at the name she’d occasionally teased him with.

“Well, I knew. I mean, I was right there. And I have eyes. Beautiful eyes, if I might say so myself, however… Despite you being a rather closed-off individual⁠—”

He ducked quickly enough to avoid the cap he discarded earlier hitting him in the head.

“Fine, fine, but it’s not like you are an open book, pun unintended. I had no idea you had a sister who could be your twin and an aunt who is probably running some world domination agency from the basement of her restaurant that serves as a cover. Not to mention another Crowhart operating a coffee shop on the island?” His eyes were earnest, attempting a joke to put a smile on her face, the effort of avoiding her aim putting some pink in his chiseled cheeks. She reached and traced his stubbled chin, surprising them both with the touch. Yet, she drew strength from it, and he allowed her the pause. When she spoke, she let her hand glide down to his shoulder.

“I have three sisters, Lachy.”

His mouth made a comical O, and she closed his jaw with a snap of teeth.

“Ceridwen is the oldest. By five years. Then me. Then five years later still, the babies. The twins, Seren and Deryn. Seren runs the coffeehouse.”

“Are you all, like, deeply bourgeois? All the businesses… Are the Crowharts managing the entire island’s commerce or something? And were your parents Welsh, ’cause, Your Majesty, those names…” He trailed off, allowing himself a tiny giggle and she joined him.

“My family is known for strange names. The first Crowhart of record, the one who allegedly was the first inhabitant of the island, hence naming the town Crow’s Nest, was Gwendolyn, which is also Welsh. Gwendolyn Abigail Crowhart. There’s always a Gwen or an Abigail in our pile somewhere, for generations.”

“And where did those end up in yours?” He reached out his hand and she gave him hers, on instinct, immediately glad for the touch.

“Ceridwen’s middle name is Abigail. Seren’s Gwen and Deryn’s Lyn.” She smiled at the long-forgotten image popping in her head of her sisters dressed to the nines going to some family affair only to return with their clothes in tatters, full of mud and an explanation that they chased puppies being met with their mother yelling out their full names. There was a photograph of the four of them with Deryn, always the chief troublemaker, holding both pups in her arms.

“And you? Did the ancestral middle name skip you? It’s Elizabeth, that much I know, no matter how secretive you are. Can’t hide it from me when I handle most of your affairs.”

She poked him in his rock-solid abdomen and smacked him on the arm when she hurt her finger.

“Workplace abuse!” He giggled some more, and she risked her fingers by tickling him, knowing where his weakness lay.

“Uncle! Uncle!”

She laughed even as he surrendered and scooted far away from her on the work bench. When he stopped panting and laughing, he looked at her expectantly, and she knew there was no escaping his question.

“Gwendolyn’s daughter. And… My mother.” The last word alone was like dunking into ice water. Everything was pain and she couldn’t breathe. Tears threatened, and she stood up. She couldn’t do this with him looking at her with those kind eyes. It would just make everything worse.

She waved his protests away and took the untouched water from his hand on her way out.

Rhiannon rushed outside only to be met with a sunset and crowds of placidly wandering tourists. Toddlers chased each other and parents swayed to the sound of the jazzy music coming from the Rooster. Just off Market Square, the line for the Crow’s Tavern was getting longer at a steady pace.

She imagined Victoria presiding over the dinner rush, her thin, sinewy arms flexing under the weight of plates. The image was so vivid it might as well have been a memory, and Rhiannon gasped at the rush of power to her chest, almost taking her an entire foot backward and into the charming and quaint little yellow building, so unlike the one she had just exited. Book Nest basked in the evening sun like a ginger cat, a touch sleepy, blissfully unaware.

And inside was Prudence, who made Rhiannon’s skin burn, who caused her craft to erupt stronger than her hurried memories and who was hopefully just as blissfully unaware of what was going on around her.

Except maybe that was not entirely true, as Rhiannon lifted her gaze to see herself being watched by a pair of charcoal eyes, level and steady. She had felt these eyes on her so many times in the past weeks. Like ashes on a brand. No longer sad like the ones in her dreams, but rather wary. Careful. Prudent.

How fitting…

Rhiannon had lived long enough, had seen too much, and had a code of conduct that was largely based on her mood that very day. And despite her own claims to the contrary, she honored her debts and her responsibilities. And after what had transpired earlier—and no, Ceridwen’s admonishment was not the reason she took a deep breath and started on the stairs to the ornate second-floor balcony overlooking the Market Square—she knew she had to at least try to explain herself. And maybe wipe that cautious look from Prudence’s face.

She took her time climbing up, still not knowing how to begin this conversation.

“Hi, I’m a witch and so are you” did not sound remotely like the strategy to go with, even if it was the truth. So, Rhiannon reached for the tried and true.

Fake it till you make it.

“The new resort really brought business to the island.”

There, she threw the opening salvo like a challenge, like a glove for a duelist. Prudence, who didn’t take her eyes away from her as she moved up the stairs, smiled shyly, brightly, clearly happy to see her, the careful watchfulness gone in an instant. Rhiannon blinked, unused to being the cause of such a reaction. And unused to seeing the already pretty features—Lachlan had the right to dub her a fair maiden—arrange themselves as if by magic into a truly irresistible face.

Did everyone see this? Rhiannon was almost tempted to call down to the passersby and ask them: “Am I the only one seeing this?”

She stood motionless for a moment, fascinated by how the lips stretched into the most glorious of expressions, full and content. By how the eyes devoid of falsehood sparkled in the rays of the evening sun, the charcoal ashes turning to life, the fire in them breathing warmth and comfort. Then the world turned, the people went on mingling and laughing, and Rhiannon remained the sole recipient of the joyful smile.

“None of us knew if it would end up a success, except perhaps my father and Headmistress Nox. Still, even with the newfound fame after the full rebuild of the school that brought back a lot of the new infrastructure for Crow’s Nest, it’s never overwhelming.”

“Ah, the famous Headmistress.”

Pru’s smile grew wider. Rhiannon instantly despised the damn schoolmarm.

“She is quite something. She comes to the store sometimes. Her reading is very eclectic.”

Rhiannon almost rolled her eyes at the praise before catching herself. Her hand, the palm where their skin connected, was suspiciously cold. She was working herself up for nothing.

And then she almost rolled her eyes at her own behavior. Could she even believe the way she was acting? Over a young woman from this godforsaken town who was naive and too joyful for her own good and who was of absolutely no importance? So, there was a connection. So, there was magic. So, there were dreams. These things happened and Rhiannon was done with them. She had forsaken connections and magic and craft and power the day she drove her old beat-up car off the ferry and onward to Boston and New York and LA twenty-two years ago. That life was over. That Rhiannon Crowhart was dead.

Still, dead or not, she knew she had a caretaker’s responsibility where this woman was concerned.

“You must be wondering what had happened earlier in front of your store.”

She spoke quietly, her voice barely above a whisper, yet Pru did not lean closer. For some reason, it irked Rhiannon. Not that she had been seeking closeness. What she wanted was closure, as it were, of this issue. And some peace for the year to come, where she could survive the months ahead and then leave the island once again.

“Depends on what you mean.” Prudence’s answer surprised her, surprised her enough to make her take a tiny step closer, the scent of fresh linen and dewy air enveloping her senses. Was it perfume?

“I mean the…warmth.” Rhiannon finally settled on the word.

“Not the storms? Not the thunder and lightning? Not the winds? Those have been quite fascinating, since Crow’s Nest is entirely surrounded, with the exception of the lagoon, and as such sheltered from bad squalls.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes. Touché and dammit, why did she ever think this woman was naive? Was it her own desire to render her as a townie of no consequence? Or Lachlan’s earlier assertion that she was innocent?

Well, she might be innocent, young, and perhaps new to the ways of the world, but the mind at work here was astute and bright, like the wise eyes looking at her from under the longest lashes. Rhiannon had the urge to feel them on her skin.

Butterfly kisses.

She had the strongest sense of déjà vu, feeling those lashes, touching them… Last night’s dream hit her with the force of a freight train. The tenderness, the reverence of the connection, of the way the silver thread of magic reached the other woman, caressing her bruised arms…

“You shouldn’t be here… You should go! He will hurt you again.”

“No, no, he’s gone for the night. And you need to eat. How you going to be strong enough to run away?”

“Only if it’s with you. Run away with me, away from here. Away from him.”

Slim, gentle hands pushed bread at her, and she felt the tears fall down her cheeks. She was so hungry and so scared and she hadn’t heard from her mother in days. And this woman, this angel, was her one tether to sanity. The one that offered sustenance, but above all, hope. Sweet, sweet hope that maybe she would live, maybe they would both be free. Despite the cell holding her in. Despite the bruises covering the soft skin, bruises she wanted to erase. Bruises she wanted to avenge.

The woman extended her hand, laying it through the bars on her shoulder, and the connection bloomed, the emotion and the quiet murmured promise feeding her, sustaining her better than food, holding her fear at bay and awakening something in her, something so gentle she wanted to weep again. And she wanted to touch, to caress, to hold, to kiss…

Rolling her eyes at herself again was useless. She clearly was under some sort of spell, wound up by her sexless years and the memories of this place tearing her soul. Insanity was plausible if not also entirely probable.

“Have you spoken to Ceridwen, then?”

Prudence’s gaze was open, honest.

“No, but I figured if you didn’t show up here today or tomorrow, Sunday would be my chance to go visit the garden center. I can’t have any more plants, I think I am overdoing it, but seeing her is always a pleasure and she seemed…inclined to answer my questions.”

“Clever girl.”

Did her voice really get that low? Did she mean for her intonation to be that suggestive? Just two words. Ordinary, regular words, but Rhiannon felt the air suddenly change between them. They were in the view of the entire Market Square, and yet the intimacy of the moment felt complete, overwhelming in the images it instantly conjured in her mind. And judging by the way Prudence’s eyelashes fluttered, her mouth parting on a silent O, lips soft, full…a pink tongue coming out to wet them her chest and neck flushing bright red. Did this woman know what she was unleashing?

And what in the hell am I even thinking?

Rhiannon watched as the gray in those wondrous eyes darkened, and the fury of her own beating heart sounded like a drum in her ears. A call to arms, if there ever was one. A call to devour. A hungry, ravenous call to take. Flashes of blonde hair in her grip, of torn cotton and red marks blooming on silky skin, made her shudder. She could do it. One step… Just one step and her fingers could caress the edges of that flush, trace it, slip under the simple shirt, watch it pool down at their feet, and discover how low it spread, how it looked on that chest, rising and falling fast, so fast… Too fast for someone who only seconds ago was so self-contained, so sure.

Rhiannon had the strongest urge to bring her lips to the graceful neck, the flush giving it such a delectable allure, the pulse beating there double time, fluttering like a caught bird⁠—

Well, well, well…

Rhiannon leaned in, just an inch, and inhaled. The scent did something to her mind. It was instant and she felt addicted. The words sent her reeling were not enough to describe her back teeth aching with the sweetness of it, with the recognition of it. She felt drunk on the fresh, warm, ready smell of woman, of…her. She inhaled again, deeper and closed her eyes, savoring, almost tasting. Prudence actually moaned. A quiet note, barely there at all, and the biting of the lower lip suggested she didn’t mean it to slip out, didn’t mean to make that sound that almost floored Rhiannon. Another second and one of them would be on her knees. And, well…that image did nothing to clear Rhiannon’s head. It only made her mouth water, the vision of Prudence at her feet, hiking Rhiannon’s skirt up, bowing her head, her hands trembling on Rhiannon’s thighs…

A seagull swooping and stealing the ice cream cone from a tourist’s hand down on the Market Square and the answering, pitiful cry of a disappointed toddler pulled Rhiannon from the reverie. She blinked, watched her fantasy, which she could almost feel still slowly pulling her thong to the side before devouring her whole, disappear into the thin air. Prudence’s eyes, still blown wide, as if they were seeing the same images, were beginning to clear.

This was getting out of hand, and fast. And because it was getting out of hand, and because it was doing so very fast, faster than Rhiannon was comfortable with, faster than she could control, judging by her own reactions to this woman, she chose the easy way.

Wasn’t her code of honor dependent on her mood when all was said and done? And her mood was fickle and cruel and currently miffed by her own inability to stop watching the gentle blush creep up that gorgeous long neck without wanting to leave her mark.

Screw responsibility. In the long run, this woman would thank Rhiannon. Prudence didn’t need the burden of the craft. Nor the burden of Rhiannon being the one to introduce it to her.

Decision made, she gave Prudence the most placid smile she could muster.

“I came up to tell you that it’s nothing to worry about. This place is known for some of the crazy stories and fantastical legends. I think people get influenced by that.”

Prudence’s eyes flew open and the ash in them was cold, all fire extinguished.

“And I think this is the very first lie you’ve told me, Rhiannon Crowhart.”

With that, Prudence turned around and walked into her apartment, shutting the door to the balcony with a loud snick of the lock.
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“Idon’t think that cat likes you very much, Patches.”

Pru opened the blinds and set the new coffee carafe to brew. The scent filled the room as the sun’s first rays made their way through the lines of shelves lined with books. She watched them filter through the space she called her own and felt suddenly unmoored. A little bit lost. It was a new sensation, a not entirely welcome revelation. She had been so certain of her place in the world. Her life, her family, her store, her town. Why did it all feel just a touch tilted, as if in recent days a door had opened and the wind scattered the memories, making them all seem different, blurry?

Book Nest had been a labor of of love for Pru. Every shelf, every book a careful selection, but she suddenly felt like she was wearing someone else’s clothes. Her grandmother, despite never being heavily involved in Pru’s life, left the bookshop to her, so why did it feel like it had been something she was forced to accept? Her grandmother being…quite a notorious piece of work could’ve had a lot to do with it, Pru thought. But all of this wasn’t new, so why this acute sensation of missing something? Of being the square peg in the round hole? Her palms were warm, and as she looked down, she could catch the slow silver shimmer cover them for a few moments. It blinked away, like a bunt-out bulb, but Pru felt she could bring it back. How, she didn’t know, but the certainty of it was overwhelming.

She listened to the birds and the bluff, the island waking up around her. The sounds were louder, clearer. Somehow more dear. She closed her eyes and listened to the town coming to life. Soon the shopkeepers on Market Square and Broad Street would follow suit. She knew the fishermen on the wharf had already gone out into the eerie morning fog of the Atlantic. A passing thought of probably getting something fresh for dinner crossed her mind and was gone—way too early to really make to-do lists, her brain refusing to focus on anything but this extraordinary feeling just yet. Everything was magnified. And everything was in such sharp relief to all the days that preceded this one.

And so the least she could do, no matter what had been awakened in her, Pru thought as she sipped her coffee, was to be honest with herself. The bookshop had been a labor of love but also familial guilt and obligation. The place had been in her family for as long as there had been a Fowler on the island, and if her father was to be believed, that had been a forever kind of thing.

Pru didn’t question that. But she wished Jedidiah Fowler would at least on occasion leave some room for her to make her decisions herself. Or appreciate those decisions. Yet after she returned to the island and despite him mostly staying out of her life, he never stayed away far enough. She watched him limp his way along the still sleeping Broad Street, a smile crossing his handsome, fair features the moment he noticed her standing in the doorway of Book Nest.

“The prettiest girl on in town. And she’s my pride and joy!”

Pru rolled her eyes at the greeting he had been producing every day for decades.

“Father, your leg?” His limp was more pronounced today and Pru bit her lip, wondering how much she should push. When was the last time he saw a doctor? Predictably, he waved her away as he entered the store.

“It’s the storms, we should be past them by now. Something’s in the air this year.”

He kept looking out the window and Pru turned back into bookshop, a touch too quickly, hoping earnestly that he wouldn’t question her hasty retreat. What would she tell him? That the storms were indeed characteristic, native, in fact, to the island and that she suspected they simply have not been in residence for the past twenty-two years? That they were unlikely to pass anytime soon, unless Rhiannon Crowhart suddenly decided to pull up stakes and leave?

Predictably, thoughts about Rhiannon brought a sharp pang dead center of her chest that made her heart stutter, and she shook her head, reaching for her coffee yet again.

“For all the asking about me, you don’t look so good, Prudence. Have you been staying up late working on the little shop? You know you could join me as Deputy Mayor, Prudence. Sure, the family business is important, but a Fowler had always been in the town hall at the Nest, dear. That’s our legacy. And I’m not getting younger.”

His tone didn’t betray their age-old argument, and she was not in the mood to dive into it yet again. She had refused every overture he had attempted over the years at getting her involved in local politics. Pru didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth. She wasn’t interested in his politics. The fact that she hadn’t voted for him this past election since he started to become more and more conservative in some of the policies he was promoting…

She looked up to see him watching her closely and hurried her answer.

“No, Father. The store is doing well, so am I. As you said, the storms have been quite disturbing, is all.”

He threw her another careful look and took her hand, squeezing gently. She felt as if he had reached all the way into her heart. The lines around his mouth and under his eyes had grown deeper, veritable grooves now and his hand on hers was bonier, thinner.

Pru turned hers palm up and interlinked their fingers, trying to give as much comfort as she could. She and her father had been butting heads lately, but he was still her only blood.

She could almost feel her heart split, her love and her loyalties. To her family. To her own principles.

In the distance, rolling thunder boomed loudly in the clear sky. Her skin was warm, tingly. Her father’s face was impassive, devoid of all emotion, all trace of reaction. The only evidence of his awareness were his eyes scorching her hand, held roughly in his.

Desperate to escape the awkwardness of the situation, Pru murmured, “I don’t know what’s happening⁠—”

This time the door jingling open felt like a blessing. Pru jumped, stopped speaking, and hurried toward the front to greet… Rhiannon Crowhart, in a long green dress, her hair down her back almost reaching her waist, the silver twinkling in her ears and on her wrists, was a vision. The sun shone behind her, framing her in all its glory, and Pru’s breath caught in her throat. The memory from yesterday intruded. A memory that she had relived over and over in her dreams all night. The way Rhiannon looked at her, the way Pru could read her mind, the scenes projected there… The store was suddenly very hot. Pru wanted to fan herself, she wanted to run away, she wanted to get on her knees and worship with her hands and her mouth…exactly like she did in the vision.

Wait! Was I saying something?

Her father’s polite cough brought her back to the present. Rhiannon’s face, pensive as she entered the shop, transformed. A bright smile lit up the room.

“Mayor Fowler, as I live and breathe!” The fake note in the greeting jarred Pru out of her stupor. No, she did not know Rhiannon at all. But the artifice in the voice was unmistakable. And it made Pru even more curious about Rhiannon’s presence this early in her store.

“Little Rhiannon! Not so little anymore!” her father boomed in response, taking a few steps before enveloping the newcomer’s hand in his. Pru held her breath. For a spark, a sound, a change in the air, but nothing happened. Nothing at all. She chewed on the inside of her cheek, standing quietly and observing the exchange.

Rhiannon extricated herself from the handshake and gave Pru’s father a light pat on the shoulder.

“Not locked up in the town hall, are you? For some reason I always remember you there, at your window, overseeing the Square, day and night. Has it really been twenty years?”

Her father’s voice was just as fake as Rhiannon’s when he answered.

“I think you are exaggerating my workaholic habits, but then twenty years is indeed a long time. I’m afraid there is even more work now than before, the town has grown, everything is flourishing as you will no doubt see for yourself, being as you are now a member of the Crow’s Nest Chamber of Commerce as a business owner.”

Rhiannon’s smile was all sugar substitute, but she said nothing as Pru’s father went on.

“Oh, we were all so pleased when the last Market Square property finally found itself used again, and what kind of use! An antique bookstore, you say? It feels like it is all coming full circle. Rhiannon Crowhart back on Dragons and giving life again to the once-famed Atelier.”

Pru’s mouth fell open. Had she been so deep in her thoughts she missed the most interesting part of the conversation?

Something tugged at the corners of her memory, something familiar and important. Vital, yet just out of reach. So Pru asked the question that had an obvious answer.

“You’re opening a bookstore too?”

Rhiannon’s grin as she turned toward her felt genuine and warm, so unlike the one she had been bestowing on her father. Pru wanted to pinch herself. The dichotomy was giving her whiplash. Especially after their encounter on the balcony. Pru wanted to preen under the warmth of the gaze. And yet the stark contrast of it to how Rhiannon was behaving with her father was putting her on edge. Still, when Pru lifted her eyes to the forest-green ones, they shone with kindness and not a little mischief.

“I thought surely either my aunt or my sister had already spilled the beans?” Pru frowned, but Rhiannon’s smile did not waver, and it smoothed the jagged edges of the implication that she was aware people gossiped about her. “It has been a passion of mine for decades, restoring old books. I want to say I was even somewhat successful at it back on the West Coast when time allowed. So, when the return to Crow’s Nest became an unavoidable reality, it felt natural to fall back on what I’ve always loved doing.”

“You’re talking about Crow’s Nest as if it was a punishment, Rhiannon dear. Sure, it doesn’t have the allure of LA or even Europe. Though I confess nothing quite has the allure of Europe, the French croissants alone are to be tasted to be believed.” He laughed, and as Rhiannon joined him, Pru could feel the sudden change in the air. A chill that not even the warm morning sun could chase away.

“Oh, you know how it is. Once you fly the Nest, pun intended, returning is not always a pleasant opportunity or an option.” She extended that fine-boned hand and laid it conspiratorially on his as they shared a moment of false camaraderie Pru could not understand. It abraded her nerves, making her wish for an ability to pry back the invisible curtain of the secrets that were discussed right in front of her and glean behind the dance the two were performing.

When her father finally turned to her, she knew it would have to be done another day.

“The town hall is calling my name, Prudence. I shall see you at the Mansion on Sunday after church.” With a quick sideways hug, he was gone, leaving Pru standing in the middle of the Fiction aisle, her words slowly dying on her lips.

As if witnessing their demise, Rhiannon carefully picked up their thread.

“You don’t go to church, Prudence. In the weeks since I’ve arrived, I’ve never seen you leave this place earlier than noon on Sundays, and even an entrenched heathen such as myself knows that is too late for whatever sanctimonious fare they are serving in those pews these days at those hours.”

“My father is a deacon. He keeps trying to get me to go. I stopped going when I turned twenty-five.”

Suddenly Rhiannon was too close, and Pru hadn’t even noticed she had moved. Leaning on the third shelf, her bracelets jingling as she ran her fingers through her mass of auburn curls, she might as well had been something out of a romance book. Beautiful, charming, dangerous. And not at all real. Pru blinked and expected to be alone among the books when she opened her eyes.

Except she was met by Rhiannon and her knowing smirk.

“And what else did you quit when you turned twenty-five, Ophelia.”

“How do you know this name? I never gave it to you.” Pru’s words were barely a whisper. Rhiannon was too close. Crowding her. Making her forget things, questions. But not her dreams. The woman who surely was Rhiannon, addressed her by this name there as well. In a tender voice of someone who cared. Who had no agenda.

“You haven’t?” Rhiannon’s tongue peeked from behind the rows of white teeth. If she was surprised to be called out for using the middle name she must’ve asked Victoria or Ceridwen for, Rhiannon played it off with ease, clearly a better actress than Pru would ever think herself of being. Pru, who only presently thought about running away. Rhiannon fingered a spine of the book closest to her and Pru nearly fainted.

“I must’ve heard it somewhere, my aunt or my meddlesome sister surely,” was all she said in that lower than necessary tone of hers. And the fake note was back.

Pru closed her eyes and counted to three. When she opened them, Rhiannon was no longer near her.

“You don’t have to do that, you know.”

The bracelets jingled again, and Rhiannon spoke without facing her.

“Do what?”

“Pretend. You don’t need to pretend with me.”

She felt the waves of something powerful radiate from the taut shoulder blades, partially hidden by the green silk. Then the shoulders dropped, and Rhiannon turned back around.

“I came to apologize.”

Pru started, then set her cold coffee mug on the shelf next to the book Rhiannon touched earlier.

“You have nothing to apologize for.”

“Oh, I do. You’re young and you might not realize⁠—”

Pru laughed without putting any heart into it.

“I live on the island, Rhiannon. You Crowharts love to pretend that people are entirely oblivious to things around us, and while most indeed are, some of us are more observant. And to be honest, none of you are very good at hiding it.”

Rhiannon’s gaze turned sharp, the danger Pru kept sensing lurking just under the surface rearing its head.

“Some have things to hide, Prudence. And some have left all of that brouhaha in the past. You’d do well not to listen to Ceridwen as much.”

“Or Victoria?” Pru parried, and Rhiannon’s lips twitched.

“Feel free to listen to her. She might impart a ton of gossip, a ton of innuendo, and even more fairy tales. She’s a wonderfully unreliable narrator, though. So be warned.”

Rhiannon took a few steps forward and Pru found herself face-to-face with her neighbor. Not the one from last night. And not even the one who carried trash to her door, gorgeous and indignant. This was the neighbor she was used to: distant, detached, slightly disappointed to be breathing the same air as all these townies.

“I came to apologize, and so I did. And I hope you understand that I will not be indulging whatever imaginary scenarios you have conjured up in your head.”

Even the choice of words was curious, and Pru allowed herself to smile. And lay down the gauntlet.

“Well, in that case, I shall have to conjure up said scenarios by asking Ceridwen to indulge me and my questions.”

And now thunder came. Distant, quiet, as if a mere reminder that it was always there to begin with, almost sly in its deceptiveness and the whisper of presence. Rhiannon’s face remained inscrutable for a moment, and then she turned around and left the shop. As she crossed the threshold, Pru murmured, “And you never really did say you’re sorry.”

Her first indication that her words had reached their target was a slight hitch in Rhiannon’s long, graceful stride. Her second was a light warm breeze suddenly ruffling her messy hair, untangling her already falling apart bun. As apologies went, this one needed work.
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CROW’S BREW TO HOLD BANNED BOOKS WEEK!

Come with a banned book, get free coffee.

Seren Crowhart, Dragons’s Fire Chief and owner of Crow’s Brew, the trendiest place on the island to get your cup of joe, is partnering with the local businesses to support the authors and readers after the Library Board struck down two more books from its shelves.

Town’s Council and Chamber of Commerce are to discuss the issue next week. All town business owners invited.

Watch this space.

—Crow’s Caw
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Rhiannon had no clue how she’d ended up on the stone steps of the old house. What she did know was that the gates opened like water for her, letting her in.

The lump in her throat already choking her only got larger, spikier, tearing her from the inside out. The memories of this place—not the happy, sunny ones but the last year of fights, recriminations, and blood, so much blood—overwhelmed her, and when she saw the familiar tombstone in the very back of the garden on the lower steps of the Viridescent cliff among the yews, she crumbled.

She knew not how much time passed; it was all a blur of tears and the ragged surface of the stone. Not even twenty-two years of wind and rain had managed to polish the roughness. Rhiannon traced the etched words over and over until she could feel her fingertips split, and the droplets of her blood now covered the name.

Elizabeth Crowhart

No dates. Nothing about who she was. A mother. A sister. Beloved.

Just the name.

She felt Seren before she heard or saw her and for once begrudgingly appreciated the gift of the craft.

“It would be so inelegant to jump a foot in the air because my baby sister snuck up on me.”

“Only you would think of elegance while bleeding all over a tomb. And wearing the torture devices from hell on your feet. I don’t know how you walk in them.”

Rhiannon stood up from her crouch and slowly turned around. The tears she had dried earlier sprung up again. Her baby sister was a baby no more.

“It’s been twenty-two years, give or take a few days, Rhy.”

At her childhood name, Rhiannon’s tears fell freely, all control forgotten. Seren extended her arms and Rhiannon walked into them, the sobs wrecking her.

“Is that why it took you a month to show up here? The stilts held you hostage?”

Her sister’s low—lower than her own—voice was soothing, like water itself, and when she looked down at her hands she could see them clean and cool, a few puddles on the ground around her telling the story of Seren’s gift.

But the craft wasn’t the only gift her sister possessed. The patient eyes, so like her own, the exact same shade of green, looked at her with kindness, despite the aloofness Rhiannon had feared even as she expected to find it.

She let it go, preferring to follow Seren’s lead, but instead of the house, as Rhiannon predicted and dreaded—or maybe because out of all the people, Seren would recognize that dread—she was welcomed into the luxurious garden to the side of the cottage.

Rhiannon gasped in awe, and then, realizing that this surely was Ceridwen’s green thumb at work, she scowled.

“Don’t you start, Rhy. You two are worse than cats.” Seren’s quiet admonishment and nod toward a shadowy bench made Rhiannon shake her head, but for once she did what she was told without an argument.

She sat down, and as she had suspected Seren did not follow suit, standing still a few feet away, observing her. Rhiannon took this time to do some observation of her own.

Her baby sister—well, second baby, as Deryn was the youngest by twenty minutes—had grown up beautiful. Tall and slender like all of them, she was also one of the tomboyish Crowharts. Every generation in the family had them. Slim hips and a swimmer’s body, Seren sported full sleeves of tattoos covering both arms and…was it a half-shaved-off eyebrow? Rhiannon lifted hers in surprise and Seren’s smile was bashful, the Crowhart dimples peeking shyly.

“It was a fire, Rhy. I’m not that vain.”

“I only just recently found out that Crow’s Nest has a fire department now and my younger sister is chief. Also, a little vanity never hurt anyone, Seren.” They smiled at each other, and the silence reigned once again, not uncomfortably this time.

Seren’s hair was in a short braid, revealing an undercut, one she had favored as a kid, and Rhiannon’s recall immediately supplied the memory of her own shaky hands trying to fix a particularly bad haircut the town barber gave the then-twelve-year-old Seren.

Her sister had cried for two days straight, pissing off Ceridwen, angering their mother, and even the easygoing Deryn was threatening to throw her out of their shared room. Rhiannon had stepped in, and despite the trembling fingers and the complete and utter terror of having exactly zero hair styling skills, she bit her lip and bit the bullet. A short braid and an undercut later, Seren’s trademark hairstyle was born. The hug Rhiannon received was all the sweeter because she’d fixed something that nobody else had even tried to.

As if she’d read her mind, Seren’s voice broke through the fog of memories.

“You were my hero, Rhy. Before the haircut. Before you took the blame for the Chinese vase I broke. Before you made up the scariest ghost stories and I couldn’t sleep for days, terrified of the monsters you imagined.” The words were clipped, very much matter-of-fact. Very much Seren, in fact, and perhaps that was why they cut through Rhiannon like nothing nobody else had thrown at her until now.

Victoria cajoled. Ceridwen argued. And Seren? Seren spoke like Rhiannon had never come back. As if she was still gone. Not here. Never here.

“I can’t apologize for the things that I can’t change, kiddo.” Both visibly cringed at the use of the word. And Seren took another step away from her. Rhiannon touched the blooming asters next to her, and the buds bopped along with her pulse. She curled her fingers into a fist and slowly placed her hand in her lap.

“You’re suppressing the craft.” Seren did not question, her words a mere observation. “A spell, right? I can feel a barrier of sorts. I hope you remember what happened the last time a Crowhart tried to hold her power in.”

Rhiannon laughed, to her ears the sound brittle.

“I stopped believing in fairy tales, sister.”

She stood up, straightening her flowing skirt, and took a few steps to the side gate. She was done with this conversation. A hand on her arm froze her in place, her entire being focused on sensing nothing. On holding her breath. On counting to ten and then back to not feeling.

Her success was written on Seren’s face as sheer disappointment, so vivid and expressive on features so often tranquil.

Ceridwen was known as the serene sister. But Seren’s name should have been indication enough that her patience and her calm were forces to be reckoned with. Unlike Ceridwen, Seren did not carry them on her sleeve. She moved with them, lived by them.

Seeing the stillness ripple with Rhiannon’s thrown stone, the waters murky and disturbed, wasn’t pleasant. In any case, Rhiannon was pleased her control stood, no matter the cost. She had blown off Victoria, shaken Ceridwen—what was disturbing Seren in the big scheme of things?

“You’ve changed, Rhy.”

“Haven’t we all?” Rhiannon shook off the hand from her arm and continued on her path.

“Why did you come to see Mom?”

And just like that, her stride faltered. Sneaky, sneaky witch. She did not turn but she could feel the gaze on her shoulder blades, steady and languid. The waters peaceful yet again.

“I met Fowler in town.”

That entire sequence of events was a blur in Rhiannon’s mind, and she wasn’t even certain why she was bringing it up to Seren. The man changed, got older. Somehow sadder. And his leg did not heal well. Rhiannon winced at the memory. At the shame.

“Which Fowler would that be? I hear you are keeping the company of one these days.”

Damn the gossipy small towns, their yellow little newspapers, and their ways of allowing exactly no privacy. Hadn’t that been part of why she left?

When she turned, her face was carefully arranged in the bland smile that used to make clients and suppliers alike turn tail and run.

“Strange how for someone of no consequence, for someone who disappointed and abandoned you all, who you’ve cut from your life and from the family tree, I still occupy so much time during said family’s meals.”

It was Saturday, and Friday evenings were sacred for the Crowharts. They probably met at Ceridwen’s these days, even though it was Seren living in the ancestral home at the bottom of Viridescent cliff.

Seren’s smile gave away nothing.

“Telling someone that you were seen in a rather romantic pose on a balcony with Prudence Fowler really doesn’t take very long. I don’t think we’d even finished the appetizers properly by the time that conversation was exhausted.”

Rhiannon let out a peal of laughter, delighted in her sister’s zinger. Seren had the best sense of humor out of all four of them. Ceridwen was witty, Rhiannon sarcastic, Deryn brash, and Seren? Well, Seren was lethal when she wanted to be. But before she could say so, Seren surprised her again, though perhaps she shouldn’t have been caught off guard in the first place. Like water, all Seren ever needed was a tiny crack in the armor.

“What took longer to discuss and left the entrées cold, pissing off Victoria, was the fact that Prudence Fowler is a witch.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes, carefully choosing her words. She knew what she said to Seren now would be relayed to the family—she understood as much, there were no secrets between them. Once upon a time Seren would’ve held on to Rhiannon’s confessions. Would’ve kept them safe. No more. No, Rhiannon had lost that privilege when she skipped town in the middle of the night years ago.

“What Prudence Fowler is or isn’t is not a concern of yours or of any other Crowhart.”

Seren flicked away Rhiannon’s annoyance with a shrug.

“Well, you should probably share that with Ceridwen, then. Because while you might tell yourself you’re done with the craft, the craft is clearly not done with you. Heed its warnings, Rhy, because Pru is just one of them.”

Rhiannon smiled and laid a hand on Seren’s shoulder, pleased when her skin met nothing but simple body heat. Seren’s placid expression turned sullen on a dime.

“Now this is the baby sister I know and recognize. Sulking.”

“I didn’t understand you then, Rhy, and I don’t get you now. You left, in a massive scandal, effectively abandoning us all alone after mom died and refused to even leave a way to contact you, yet not even a year later you sent so much money… Ceridwen paid off the loans she had to take on the flower shop. You kept sending more and more, until Deryn and I had solid college funds, until I could open the coffee shop and Der could go to that fancy-ass culinary institute. And you still never allowed any of us back in your life. Then you return—to the goddamn Atelier, of all the accursed places. You’re leaving blood on Mom’s tombstone, the storms are back, and yet you want nothing to do with us.”

The calmness of the mature and rational thirty-five-year-old Seren was gone. In front of her was the thirteen-year-old. Deryn had cried and raged. Seren just asked the same question over and over.

“Why are you leaving?”

The déjà vu hit Rhiannon square in the chest, robbing her of air. The wind came as unexpectedly as the memory, and for once she couldn’t control its strength. For a brief moment she thought it would hurt, it would maim… Like before…

But the breeze was gentle, tickling under Seren’s loose shirt. Just like when they were kids.

“You won’t hurt me, Rhiannon. Is that what you’re afraid of? Is that what happened?”

And with those words Seren almost shuttered the decades of hard-fought control and ironclad resolution Rhiannon had honed like steel. She blinked, and Seren’s tears were the last thing she saw before she ran for her life. Or for Seren’s. Because despite her sister’s trust in her, she had nothing of that trust for herself. For her power. For her control.
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“Are you sure about this?”

Ceridwen’s voice, now returned to its serene quality, jolted Pru out of her daydream. It wasn’t entirely a dream, however. She did get a lungful of Rhiannon’s perfume yesterday, all wild winds and stormy rains, with faint notes of the lily of the valley, so unexpected there, so sweet. And above all, petrichor. It seemed to fill every room, every space, and linger long after Rhiannon was gone.

Pru scrunched her nose impatiently, silently chastising herself. Whatever was happening between her and Rhiannon—and something was clearly happening—it wasn’t why she was here.

Ceridwen’s kind gaze did not waver, though Pru had the distinct sensation her face was beginning to telegraph exactly where her thoughts had gone. And her blush probably did the rest of said telegraphing.

“I’m grateful you’re taking the time to speak to me. Especially on a Sunday morning.”

Ceridwen’s smile was a touch mischievous.

“Despite my undying affection for Reverend Lavalle, who graciously serves at Dragons Chapel, I am not much of a follower. And you won’t catch me ever at the Nest’s church, no offense to your father. But even with him serving as deacon there, I can’t bring myself to go. For so many reasons. Moreover, it would be self-defeating of me to attend any congregation, after all.”

Pru bit her lip, staving off her words, before her bravery took over and she blurted her question.

“Is it because the Puritans almost hanged Gwendolyn Abigail Crowhart?”

Ceridwen’s smile didn’t falter and Pru’s shoulders relaxed. She had not caused offense.

“In part. Also, they eventually did hang her, right here on the island, after stalking and harassing her family.”

Pru bit her lip as the searing pain of the dream intruded. A dark cell and screaming, so much screaming. And the fear and silence behind green Crowhart eyes. Eyes that looked at her even as the executioner was readying the noose. She was powerless to help Gwendolyn, as she was dragged to the gallows. She stood and she watched and she held her secret deep in her ribcage. And in the evening she brough food and water and succor to the one still languishing in the darkness of the cell behind the rust of the bars.

A crow’s call above her made Pru flinch and blink. Ceridwen was still speaking, half turned away from her now.

“The other part of it is because I believe in a different deity. And lastly, it’s because I am a witch, Prudence Ophelia. Just like you.”

Before Pru could respond, Ceridwen extended her hand and her palm connected with Pru’s sternum. The shock of the impact was instantaneous. She heard the birds, the grass around her moving with the morning air, reaching for the sunbeams. The greens became much brighter, the warmth of the rays enveloping her despite standing in the shade.

Ceridwen smiled and slowly removed her hand. Pru’s lips parted. She wanted to sing. To dance. To stretch in the sunny spot on the moss and bask like her possum.

“You’re not questioning it?”

Pru tried to rein in her runaway thoughts and focus on the conversation, but it was getting more and more difficult. Rhiannon had unlocked something in her, first when their gazes met and then when their hands touched. Ceridwen seemed to break down the door that Rhiannon found a key for and cracked open.

Except that wasn’t quite true.

“I am questioning everything. I am twenty-eight years old, Ceri. I’ve never once felt this. Not before Thursday. Not before…”

“Not before Rhiannon.” Ceridwen finished her sentence, but there was no judgment nor ridicule in her voice. “I can’t answer that, Pru.”

“You and I have touched before, hugged, exchanged handshakes and greeting kisses. Heck, my crush on you was a mile wide back in the days before Lisa.”

She smacked herself in the mouth, and Ceridwen laughed out loud.

“Is this how it’s going to be? Me just blurting things? Because I think I would be better off without this…whatever you call it?”

“We call it the craft. Some call it power. Others—gift. Magic. You can call it whatever you want or nothing at all. It’s magical like that.” The merriment in Ceridwen’s words was keeping the blush on Pru’s cheeks. She could feel it rise all the way from her chest, creep up her neck, and take over her entire face.

“This is so embarrassing, I want to die.”

“You don’t. Not really. You wanted to dance not a moment ago.” Ceridwen’s chuckle was teasing.

“How did you know?” Pru was happy to move the conversation to other topics and away from how ridiculous her existence was. What must this woman think of her? “And how did you know anything about Rhiannon and me? I mean, you were there, but is it a sense? A feeling?”

Ceridwen sighed and tapped a red tipped finger to her lips.

“It’s a knowing, I guess. Yes, we touched afterward, and I felt the residual energy from your… I think we can call it an awakening, since whatever happened between you and Rhiannon was exactly that. She awakened the power in you, craft recognizing its equal. Its mate…” Ceridwen trailed off, the last word clearly not something she was ready to divulge. She frowned, her lips twisting, and then she waved her hand over a green branch, and it wilted in front of Pru’s eyes.

“Oh no!”

Another wave and the leaves unfurled, all lush, and blossoms bloomed among them, fragrant and cheerful.

“Are you trying to distract me? So that I don’t ask questions about the things you don’t want to talk about?”

Ceridwen’s delighted giggle drew a smile out of Pru.

“I like you very much, Prudence, you know that?”

“I had hoped, what with the crush and all.” She almost bit her tongue for bringing up the darn long-gone infatuation again, but Ceridwen extended her hand once more and laid it slightly to the side of her sternum, right over her heart. The warmth was slow and steady, making Pru relax, her mind drifting to the woods behind them, the trails that seemed to beckon.

“I’m flattered, Pru. But you’re not for me. My heart is spoken for. As is yours…”

Pru frowned. Spoken for? Surely not Lisa. When her eyes met Ceridwen’s patient ones, the answer was clear as day. As rain. The rain that was suddenly upon them, warm and slow and steady, and somehow not drenching either of them.

Ceridwen’s voice was soft when she spoke again.

“Magic is not something to be treated carelessly. It’s a gift. And it’s a responsibility. It gives us so much, and it asks for a lot in return. Some people never take on either the blessings or the hardships of the craft. And some are gifted less.” Ceridwen shrugged. “My mother was a very powerful witch, but she took everything and gave back even more. Victoria is amazing at some things and not at others, because that is what she has been given. She doesn’t stand in the circle nor can she cause a monsoon, but she is the family rock. It’s what is meant. No more, no less.”

Ceridwen blew on her fingertips and peony petals drifted in the air, slowly falling around Pru, who listened avidly, hanging on every word. It felt like a fairy tale, like a life-altering prophesy. She was captivated. Ceridwen caught a petal and placed it gently in Pru’s palm, where it lay warm and heavy until Pru blinked, and she was holding the flower in full bloom.

“Pru, power has a way of deciding events. Of dictating choices. For better or for worse. Sure, not everything is destined and not every thread is meant to be a thread cut by the Fates. We do keep our free will, of course, but some things power predetermines. And Rhiannon… She was too free, too stubborn to accept that what’s inside her will command her life. She never was a follower. And so, she never accepted the gift fully.”

“She doesn’t want the craft?” Pru dared to ask, her chest rising and falling faster now under the comforting hand.

“You have to understand, while you can run away from many things, including fate, since it’s not something that is outside of you and not something that lives within, nobody can run away from the craft. She tried. All the way across the country. Halfway across the world. But you can’t escape it. You carry it with you after all. Like blood, like ichor.” Ceridwen moved farther into her garden and to a hidden bench. “Am I confusing you?”

Pru wanted to shake her head, but the past three days were all a mass of confusion, and so she just nodded.

“I think I should start where it all began for us, Crowharts. Maybe more will make sense then.”

She sat down, the seat dry and clean despite the rain falling down in rivulets now. Pru gingerly perched next to her.

“The Salem trials, Pru, is where the story of my family begins in earnest. I don’t have much documentation on how Gwendolyn Crowhart came to be in that town. There is no record of her passage across the Atlantic, no Crowhart of relevance in England or Scotland or Ireland. And believe me, the first place we looked—well, my mother first and then I did much later—was Wales. We were doomed to be disappointed there too. And that was our biggest hope.”

“Because of the names?”

“Yes, and because of some things still remembered, some letters still in the family records from Gwendolyn and her daughter. Wales seemed the most logical place to start our search.” The rain around them formed an alcove of sorts, and looking at the garden blooming so much brighter for the water falling gently on it, the entire experience felt surreal.

“We might not know where she came from, and for all we can guess, she could be from anywhere and the name was entirely made up, based on an appellation given to her by the people who lived nearby. They called her Crow, and she was a woman endowed with a great gift. But also, with great fear.”

Ceridwen held out a hand and allowed a few drops of rain to splash on her palm, as if drawing strength from them.

“The legend says when the Puritans started their trials, she was the only one who possessed the power. The one true witch in Salem. And the one person who never once mentioned her gift or even used it. She had held it inside her for years, lived among the people, saw them suffering, saw them get sick, perish, and never used the craft to help.”

Ceridwen’s face was inscrutable as she went on.

“When they locked her up, tortured her, and sentenced her to death by hanging, despite her steadfast refusal to confess to practicing witchcraft even under extreme duress, that’s when the power took over. To protect her. And bar that, to avenge her.”

In the quiet of the garden, the raindrops beat a steady tattoo, both calming and anchoring them to reality. Pru wanted to smile, thinking it was Rhiannon’s way of keeping them grounded in today, in reason. Then she shook her head and thought herself a fool for attributing something that very much could’ve been Ceridwen’s power to the one who didn’t want anything to do with it.

“She was pregnant when her gift blew up the jail and transported her to this island, where the Dragons kept her safe, kept her hidden for a few good years before she ventured to the mainland and her secret dwelling on the island was discovered. That child was Elizabeth Crowhart, my mother’s namesake. The one who delved deeper into the power, learned it, harnessed it, despite her mother’s distaste and fear of it. Where Gwendolyn rejected the craft, tried to keep it hidden, Elizabeth embraced it. And when the men came for the both of them, it was ultimately Elizabeth who lived after both she and Gwendolyn were caught. While her mother was tried and executed for witchcraft, Elizabeth escaped. She survived, she and later her children. She was also the one who recorded the family history. Some of those books have been passed down, but they are in such bad shape that not even old Jerome Maginot managed to decipher all of them more than twenty years ago. Rhiannon has the rest of them now. I hope her skill surpasses his and one day we get to read more of Elizabeth’s writings.”

Pru pondered Ceridwen’s words.

“What men, Ceri?”

A sigh was her only answer for a long moment before her companion spoke again.

“There are always men, Pru. Always men with torches, ropes, guns. And men hate the craft. They use their books, their teachings, their so-called love that is nothing but hate when you pull the seams of it apart to expose the rotten core. And all that hate needs an outlet. Just like love, like power, like fear and anger, every strong emotion needs to be embraced, to be brought to light, or it will destroy you from within.”

Pru’s heart clenched, and she knew Ceridwen wasn’t talking just about the people who haunted the erstwhile Crowharts. She bit her lip, both wanting to ask and afraid of what she might hear.

Ceridwen watched her closely.

“We can only fight the battle in front of us, Pru. If we also fight what’s inside of us, we lose the entire war.”

“Are those wars in the past?”

Ceridwen’s smile was wistful, sadness tugging at the corners of her mouth.

“Some are never over. And neither is this one. When Gwendolyn escaped her execution, it was partially due to being goaded into showing her gift. And that was done by a woman. One who recognized what Gwendolyn was and one who cursed her to always be haunted by the men who would ruin her life.”

“And they did…” Pru’s voice was a tiny whisper. The stillness around her was absolute; the rain stopped, the leaves and the grass didn’t move.

“They found her, and later, Elizabeth. And then they kept finding every Crowhart generation since.”

Pru held her breath. Ceridwen’s gentle viridescent eyes seemed to look into the past, sorrow peeking from their depth.

“Gwendolyn’s life was snapped the year she turned forty-five. So did Elizabeth’s decades later, after her mother. So did her eldest daughter’s. And many of the other eldest daughters. So did my great-grandmother’s. Some of it happened on the mainland, as Crowharts moved to try and escape the confines of Dragons, and some of the horrors happened right here, in town. The buildings still hold the memories, the bricks still resonate with their screams.”

Pru felt her jaw drop. Ceridwen stared into the distance for the longest moment before speaking again.

“I have no idea why Rhiannon came back. Is it to reclaim her life? To repay a debt? But the irony of where she is doing it is not lost on me.”

Pru tried to grasp the meaning behind the words.

“This is the second time I hear a Crowhart speak in riddles about the Atelier.”

Ceridwen shrugged.

“It’s not a riddle, Pru. That place has never brought anything good to my family. It has a horrid history. It used to be a courthouse and a prison. Then it burned and was rebuilt. But the pain and horrors suffered there kept it barren, kept it empty. Nothing succeeded there. Warehouse, store, another and then another. Then Jerome’s Atelier and everything that came with it…” Ceridwen shook her head, snapping her own train of thought. “For Rhiannon to embrace it, restore it, own it? It’s a slap in the face to all the ones who came before us.”

Pru felt her knuckles crack as she held on to the bench too tight and forced herself to relax the grip. Ceridwen seemed oblivious to Pru’s reaction. She shook her head, and her smile was tremulous as she went on.

“Anyway, Rhiannon’s choices aside, not all Crowharts are touched by the curse. Victoria is alive and well and she’s…of a decidedly undetermined age, as you know.” The smile that followed the mention of her aunt was sweet albeit small.

“But your mother?”

Ceridwen sighed. The hand on Pru’s turned ice cold.

“She was almost forty-five when she died. We don’t know what happened. She was casting her circle. It’s a way to repay the craft. Something that is very different from Wicca and the other neo-pagan movements. They treat circles as a connection, as a strength-giving instrument. Our circle is cast to give back. To repay the blessings. It’s draining, and it’s dangerous if you aren’t prepared. That Samhain, Halloween, if you will—she was supposed to have help, as it’s incredibly irresponsible to open a circle alone, but… She was found on the cliffs. And yes, on the very cusp of forty-five.”

“And you? Rhiannon is forty, so that makes you⁠—”

“I will turn forty-five next year. Come what is meant.”

Around them the rain had started anew, strong and mournful. Pru had a distinct feeling there was much more to everything being shared with her, the unsaid lurking under the surface, playing hide-and-seek with the daylight.

“But that’s not your story, Prudence.” Ceridwen’s touch warmed, and when she looked at Pru, she was back to her usual self, traces of sorrow deep in her eyes hidden and sheltered. “You’re here because your power is awakening, and you need guidance. Are you ready to embrace the gift?”

Ceridwen turned her hand palm up, offering it to Pru. It felt like a gauntlet. Pick it up now and your life will forever be changed. Turn back and everything will be the same. And yet, Pru knew that nothing ever would. Once she had felt the power in her veins, once she had been touched by it, there was no going back. She could almost hear the beckoning of the wind.

She laid her palm on Ceridwen’s. A moment passed. A heartbeat. And then their hands were surrounded by soft light, warm and joyful, filling something inside her she hadn’t known had been empty for so long.

Ceridwen’s fingers intertwined with hers and the light didn’t fade. Their eyes met and held, and when Pru threw her head back and laughed, it was like she was laughing for the very first time, joy pulsing in her veins, making her giddy, making her alive.
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RHIANNON, WARM BREAD & THE HAMMER OF WITCHES
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CROWHARTS MENDING FENCES?

Rhiannon Crowhart has been seen frequenting the establishments of her family members. We hope she enjoyed the latest delicacies served at the Tavern and Crow’s Brew superior coffee.

In other news, the work on the hotel on Viridescent Cliff is almost finished. The town awaits with bated breath the grand opening of the Astronomy Resort. Something tells us the new owner of the Tower has many an ace up her expensive sleeve.

Look up and watch the Cliffs!

—Crow’s Caw
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“She is doing what?”

Rhiannon knew she had it coming. Why had she even considered going to Crow’s Tavern during the dinner rush, to sit on a stool in the kitchen where her aunt was reigning supreme, presiding over a carefully orchestrated chaos performed by half a dozen sous chefs all running around like headless chickens while serving with godly precision culinary masterpieces to tourists who wouldn’t know better anyway? When she said so, Victoria tsked and slapped a plate of bread on the counter in front of her.

It looked divine, and Rhiannon hadn’t even touched it yet. And the smell was…the same. The exact same one that reminded her of so many evenings like this, sharing the kitchen with Victoria, chopping the mise en place and stealing the occasional hunk of bread from Jean, their in-house baker.

Jean was long gone, his talents being handsomely compensated in New York. A boy who looked no older than eighteen years old was huffing and puffing over fresh dough in the allotted corner of the kitchen.

“He’s twenty-six and better than Jean ever was. Try it. Oh, and taste the olive tapenade, I’m trying something new.” Victoria, without lifting her eyes from a ticket handed to her by one of the runners, pushed the plate closer to Rhiannon. “As for Prudence Fowler, well you know your sister, every stray, orphaned creature was always taken in⁠—”

“She isn’t a stray, Victoria!” Rhiannon stabbed the closest slice of bread into the tiny ramekin of olives.

Victoria, clearly unperturbed by her tone, did not take her eyes off the piece of paper. When she did it was to address the runner, standing at attention in front of her.

“So, every possible substitution under the sun? Am I reading this right?”

“Yes, ma’am. And no, they aren’t allergic. We double-checked.”

Victoria sighed and tucked the ticket into the queue. Then she deigned to look at Rhiannon.

“So, what do you think?”

“Ceridwen should mind her own business.” Rhiannon was aware of the whine in her voice. She didn’t care for it.

“I mean the tapenade.” Victoria wiped her hands on the apron and reached for Rhiannon’s plate, taking her time picking a slice of the still warm bread before dipping it into the olive and garlic concoction.

Rhiannon took a bite, more out of habit of eating everything Victoria put in front of her than to appease her aunt.

“It’s fine.” It was better than fine. It was incredible. Rhiannon couldn’t help but close her eyes and savor the tiny morsel. The briny notes of the olives paired incredibly with the buttery, warm dough. She wanted to pull the breadbasket back toward herself.

Victoria chewed thoughtfully, taking her time before finally giving Rhiannon her full attention.

“Ceridwen would not have intervened had you taken your responsibilities seriously. I’m surprised at you, Rhiannon Elizabeth.”

Rhiannon tore a piece of the bread and then set it carefully down. The acid bubbling up inside of her would spill any moment. Her hunger was gone.

“Ceridwen doesn’t ‘have’ to do a damn thing. That woman has been fine her entire life not knowing anything about anything. She’s safer that way, anyway. And she’s a Fowler.”

“Like you’ve ever cared about the Civil War, the mayoral snafus along the centuries, or believed in the Dragons’s version of the Hatfields and McCoys nonsense. It sells a lot of books. And makes for fun tours. ‘Dear tourists, look to your right. This is where Liam Crowhart fought Obadiah Fowler after the former returned from bravely fighting for the Union only to see his town and his properties swiped from under him by the latter. And here is where the Fowler family stood their ground against the rowdy Crowharts who staged a revolt against the legitimately elected mayor of Crow’s Nest and spilled blood.’ It makes for a good story. You never gave much of damn about those anyway, Rhiannon. And no, don’t start with me about Jed. That’s all on you and that wife of yours.”

Rhiannon pushed the food back toward Victoria, who was still staring at her with a knowing gaze. When she tsked again, Rhiannon saw red.

“You know that’s not all there is when it comes to Fowlers.”

Victoria narrowed her eyes.

“Maybe, maybe not. Do we know anything for certain? You’re the one who has the Crowhart books. Have you even opened them in all these years?”

When Rhiannon lowered her face, Victoria said nothing. Her silence was enough.

“Now that I have disappointed you six different ways, can we move on from this conversation?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been disappointed for twenty-two years, it’s a lot to just let go of, especially when you keep acting foolish.” When Rhiannon opened her mouth to contradict, Victoria lifted a hand. “No, no, you might pick up stakes any second now and I won’t get to say my piece, Goddess knows I didn’t manage to do so the last time. I do hope my little jinx of your food never having enough seasoning held true for at least a year in that big world you ran off to.”

“Closer to two. It was a masterpiece.” Rhiannon smiled in spite of her aunt’s words. Victoria always had the best of punishments. The pettiness was pure art. Victoria smiled back.

“It was one of my best hexes. Good enough to hang in a museum. Hey, maybe the Louvre. I hear there’s room now.”

Rhiannon almost chocked on her food and then they both dissolved in laughter. When the giggles subsided, her aunt’s faced sobered.

“You rallying against Ceridwen is not new, Rhiannon, you’ve been butting heads since you were children. Always at odds, even when you followed her around like a puppy. But you denying the gift is another matter entirely. It’s not only foolish… It’s dangerous.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes and said nothing, allowing Victoria to speak.

“I don’t know why you’re here. I have no idea why you have taken over Jerome’s old place…” Something in Rhiannon’s face must’ve drawn Victoria’s attention because she latched on to it immediately.

“I take it you still think you can handle everything. Of course you do. It’s you, after all.”

Rhiannon lifted an eyebrow at the proclamation.

“And what do you mean by that?”

“You always thought you had all the bases covered, Rhiannon Elizabeth Crowhart. You always were the smartest person in the room. And you believed it too. You were right there when our lives unraveled—hell, you caused most of the unraveling—and yet you took that cursed building over nevertheless. I’m surprised at you, my girl. I really am. Is it penance? Have you decided to atone now? Twenty years after the fact? And don’t get me started on the demons of that place. Why would you even… I can’t begin to know what to make of this. I was so mad at you back then. I was tied to Moreau and Ceridwen was mortgaging everything trying to keep the family afloat and you? You skipped town to carouse with Margaux Belcourt.”

Victoria took a deep breath, but if she tried to calm herself down, it didn’t work.

“I didn’t give a flying fuck that she had been a married woman. Jerome was no picnic and I had one of his kind in my own home. And who hasn’t fallen for an older woman? I couldn’t call you out for that. Would’ve been mighty hypocritical of me.”

When Rhiannon’s jaw dropped, Victoria just waved her surprise away.

“What you don’t know, can’t make you jealous. Anyway. You left us to raise two teenagers because you hated that Ceridwen judged you for your choices? Or thought you could’ve pulled more weight instead of allowing Margaux to put her weight on your face? I was so damn mad, Rhiannon. And then not even a year later, you literally drowned everyone in your money and I thought, okay, she is making amends. In her own stubborn way. And so I reached for patience. It was always a wait-and-see with you. But now? Tell me, is this atonement?”

Rhiannon turned her aunt’s words in her mind, choosing her own carefully. How much should she reveal? How much should she keep to herself if only to spare everyone more heartache? She couldn’t face their pity, especially not when the island and the town kept tugging at all her heartstrings, unravelling the walls she had been building up for years.

“And here I thought you knew me better than that. Atonement is overrated and martyrdom is decidedly not sexy, Vicky. And as for the Atelier… You certainly had nothing against it when I was eighteen⁠—”

“You know that’s not true, Rhiannon! It was Christian and your mother⁠—”

Victoria’s outburst felt like a gunshot, loud, deadly, and done. She turned away hastily, either embarrassed or horrified at her own words, leaving the sentence dangling, and Rhiannon closed her eyes, wishing for the thousandth time that she had never set foot back in town.

Victoria gulped loudly, perhaps swallowing whatever emotion was choking her and continued.

“You know I never fully supported your training under Jerome, even though he was the best. Sure, that year of apprenticeship obviously suited you well enough. I looked you up, you are renown, sought the world over. The Book Savior. But I feared what would come in that godforsaken place, and it did. You were so young, and that woman…”

Victoria trailed off, clearly at a loss of words. And what could she say that she hadn’t said back then? Goddess knew their fights had been overwhelming and over the top.

She laid her hands down and glanced at her aunt, the basket of bread between them, and played a role she had so rarely assumed in her life. A peacemaker. A lying one, but hopefully convincing enough to end this conversation.

“Victoria… It’s done. It’s been done for twenty-two years. I don’t know what to do to have it be more done than it is. As for the building… It’s just a building. And Prudence is just a woman. Some crows are better left sleeping, and you of all people know it all too well.”

“Alright then, Taylor Swift, you seem to have it all figured out. Again. You did back then too, how you rallied against anyone who stood in the way of you and that Belcourt woman. The greatest love of them all. Don’t look at me like that, those were your words. And now? Now Prudence is ‘just a woman.’ How the mighty hath fallen, Rhiannon.”

Victoria’s face was inscrutable when she reached for a saucepan one of the sous was handing her. She picked a tasting spoon from a large jar by her right hand and sampled.

“More garlic, and shallots too. Easy on the cream and butter.” When the man scampered away, taking the sauce with him, Victoria’s eyes pierced Rhiannon once again. “The lobster will be lost in all this dairy.”

“If you’re trying to weave a metaphor using your signature sauce, aunt, I’m not grasping it.”

“I wasn’t. And I wouldn’t use the lobster one to do so anyway. You’re more of a béchamel, finicky and capricious.”

“So you’ve always said.” Rhiannon got up from her stool. It was time to go. She had checked another box on the to-do list of visiting her family. It had been like paper cuts scoring her skin, every encounter more biting than the last, leaving her raw and annoyed. She knew returning to Crow’s Nest wouldn’t be even remotely wise, but why had she thought she could handle it?

“And so you’ve always denied. That’s par for the course, my girl. What else is par for the course is that you will fight all of this and all of us till you are broken and beaten and there is no need for it. There was no need for it twenty-two years ago and there is no need for it now. Also… You were younger then and you didn’t have the grief and the burdens you carry now.”

Rhiannon closed her eyes and let the words wash over her, like acid poured over every single one of those paper cuts her family had inflicted. Still, the hurt was proof she was alive.

“Be that as it may, it’s too late for this conversation now. Those burdens you think I carry are nobody’s but my own.” She saw Victoria’s eyebrows rise, but she wasn’t ready for more questions and even more lecturing. “As you said, aunt, twenty-two years is a very long time. Maybe all of you should move on.”

She turned, leaving a stunned Victoria still holding the dirty tasting spoon. When it clattered against the counter’s marble top, Rhiannon didn’t bother to look back, throwing a “the baker boy is indeed better than Jean, my compliments to the chef” over her shoulder before exiting the bustling kitchen.

She wanted silence. Her books, her cat, and her comforter. She hadn’t opened a book in ages, very much aware that her mood and her state of mind kept her from reading, from touching paper and leather, from doing what she did best. She had been in love with books since she was old enough to walk. With time, they had become her profession, her livelihood, and what brought her and Margaux together. And they had been her downfall.

The Crowhart manuscripts in her upstairs study beckoned, as they did more often since she had been on the island. As they never did in LA. Something to think about, something to consider.

Sleep certainly wasn’t anything to consider since Prudence was bound to be there, in her dreams, her kind features forgiving her, absolving her for sins Rhiannon had never even confessed. And yet under the light of those gray eyes, she wanted to open her chest and let Prudence reach in. Let her see everything. Like the woman from her dreams, who saw her, who listened, who forgave. Rhiannon wanted that so much. That blank clean slate of absolution. Of a new beginning. Of someone who looked at her like she was renewed. Like she was worthy. Like she was…good. She wanted it a little bit too much. And so sleep wasn’t an option, because Daytime Rhiannon couldn’t face anyone looking at her that freely. Unlike Nighttime Rhiannon, she wasn’t any of those things.

She walked through the empty first floor of her soon to be finished shop, rows and rows of boxes filled with ancient and often priceless editions of manuscripts lining the far wall. She would have to go through them all, display some, store the rest. She’d have to find an offsite storage facility with excellent climate control. Nobody kept all their eggs in one basket, especially not with something so easily ruined as age-old books.

One of the boxes lay open on the counter and Rhiannon took a detour, inspecting Christian’s handiwork. He had started checking the inventory, the laptop and the spreadsheet on it telling her as much when it lit up at her touch.

She ran her fingertip over the cracked spines. Some hundreds of years old. Some newer yet no less precious.

One in particular drew her attention, and she pulled it out of the box and then out of its shroud. She knew this book well; ironically, it was a gift from Margaux on the opening of their first auction house. She had given it to Rhiannon as a big joke. They had even laughed about it, despite the aftertaste of the hilarity leaving acrid notes in her mouth.

Malleus Maleficarum, or the Hammer of Witches, a book singlehandedly responsible for thousands of deaths of innocents, lay on the unpolished wooden counter, small and raggedy. Even after twenty years, Rhiannon still had not begun its restoration. She had been offered a king’s ransom for this particular edition, appraised to have been among the very first batches ever printed.

Rhiannon had refused them all. She kept the book, in its innocuous beige wrapping, never displaying it, never commenting on how that gift from her wife tore her heart to shreds. Never once acknowledging what an insult it had been to hold the book that was singlehandedly responsible for the medieval European witch-burning craze, one that would travel across the ocean with the pilgrims and take root in the new lands, causing even more death and destruction. Ultimately destroying swaths her family as well.

Under the assault of the past betrayals, she stumbled out of the front room and into the kitchen. A note lay on the counter and Rhiannon reached for it—Lachlan and Christian were often leaving her scraps of paper with something that had come up while she had been away. Except the jagged edged piece contained only three words, and the moment Rhiannon touched it, the cold numbed her hands, stilled her heart.

Hang the witch!

Rhiannon dropped the note, her hand falling to her side. Behind the spell, behind the barrier, her magic was pulsing like a drum. Absently, Rhiannon wondered if that was how Gwendolyn felt in her cell. Cornered. Threatened.

Then she scolded herself for exaggerating. It was just a stupid prank. Someone was messing with her, and her own mind was letting them win. Well, spite had guided her back to Dragons, and spite kept her through the wretchedness of the first few weeks. Spite would keep her here no matter how many damned notes anyone left her. She’d keep her end of the bargain and serve her prison sentence. Twelve months.

Rhiannon took a picture of the note, refusing to touch it again. The energy emanating from it was downright foul. Rhiannon was afraid it might stain her, the malice in it too strong. She sent the picture to Christian.

A knock on the front door wrenched her out of her reverie. Rhiannon set the entire ordeal aside. There would be time to deal with that later. Christian would look into it, and he knew everything and everyone on the island.

She exited the kitchen swiftly to see Prudence standing in the doorway.

“I saw it open and it’s late and I thought… We take care of our own in the Nest…”

The rambling was endearing, Rhiannon realized, and so was the woman. The one who came to her in dreams and took care of her, kept her fears at bay. This strange, beautiful creature, who challenged her and never backed down and yet who at times couldn’t string two words together in her presence. And that was alluring in and of itself. A strong woman unraveling. For you.

Rhiannon took a step closer, her skin immediately warming up in undeniable recognition. In connection. She wanted to rage against it. To throw a fit and shake her fist at the sky, at how unfair and illogical all of this was. She was forty years old, she had lived a life, buried her wife, had loved and lost. And not once during those years had there been a pull, an awakening of senses like this one.

Oh, she’d fight it. Not everything that was fated would come to pass. But it was a bittersweet realization that no matter how far she ran, Crow’s Nest held something just for her anyway.

“And am I?” She lowered her voice and watched Prudence stand a touch taller. Rhiannon smiled, challenge accepted, and took a few steps closer. The fresh scent of linen and the outdoors enveloped her again. When had she become addicted to something so simple?

“Are you what?” Pru lifted her chin a notch and Rhiannon smile turned into a smirk. This would be so much fun.

“Your own?” She was aware that she was playing a dangerous game. With herself more so than with Prudence. And yet she couldn’t stop. Her blood sang in the presence of this woman, the answering call of it, like a siren’s, luring her to places she should never venture.

Prudence gulped and Rhiannon’s smile grew wider. Another step closer.

“You live on the island, that makes you our own.”

“And what if I don’t want that collective pronoun, Prudence Ophelia? Ours sounds so very…nonexclusive.” Her thoughts spun, heady and dizzying, as Prudence’s treacherous blush snuck up from her low-cut dress and up her long neck. Rhiannon could almost taste the salt of her, the scent of her. She’d leave a mark and Pru would have to hide it for days, Rhiannon reveling in it, obscured but still there. Still hers.

The bell tower ringing in ten times shook her out of her insanity. What was she thinking? What was she doing? She was halfway across the floor and just a few feet away from Prudence, who stood motionless, like a lamb brought to slaughter under Rhiannon’s ready knife.

Rhiannon turned around. This had been a close call. Too close. Control was a multifaceted beast, more of a three-headed dragon. She had to keep that in mind. Her power wasn’t the only head that needed to be kept quiet.

But the steps behind her were relentless, and in a heartbeat she was joined by Prudence, innocent, guileless Prudence, who had no idea how close she was coming to perdition, at the counter.

“I’ve heard of this book.” A slim finger peeked from under the long sleeve of the cardigan carelessly draped over her shoulders and left unbuttoned at her front. Before Rhiannon could say something, or snatch the hand away, Prudence touched the cover, tracing the uneven black letters on the tattered cowhide binding. “So much death and it’s just a book. An evil, hateful man wrote it, and more evil, hateful people got inspired by it, and women and children died because of it.”

“Were all of them evil? Or were they simply part of the braying crowd, doing what everyone else did, merely to get by?”

Prudence shook her head then spoke quietly, eyes lowered, long lashes trembling on her cheeks.

“You can’t watch the burning of a woman at a stake, you can’t cheer for it, ‘Burn the witch!’ and then go home and milk your cows and make your cheese and go to church on Sunday and think yourself pious. You can’t hate women that much and believe you’re a decent person. I’m not as quick to absolve people, I guess.”

Rhiannon’s delight faded. Dammit, she liked this woman. She liked her too much.

“We agree. And yes, this is the famed Hammer of Witches. First edition, 1486.”

Prudence opened the cover, and the dusty, torn pages gaped at her like a wound.

“Will you restore it?”

“No.” The word came out of her mouth so fast and so final it surprised her. And yet, despite carrying it around for years, in all of their moves, new shops, and newer richer, bigger houses, Rhiannon suddenly knew for a fact she’d never touch the book. Hell, if it wasn’t a book, she’d probably burn it. But that was a line that brought her too close to those who wrote it, and one line she couldn’t cross.

She licked her lips, her mouth dry. The moment stretched and she wanted to say something, whether to keep Prudence with her for a few more moments or to push her away, she had no idea. The latter would be wiser. The former, more pleasurable.

Selfish woman that she was, she chose pleasure.

“It was a gift, believe it or not.”

Prudence’s expressive eyes widened, and Rhiannon enjoyed the way the late-evening light played on the planes of the beautiful face. The flush was still there, dusting the high cheekbones. Rhiannon’s fingers itched for paper. Prudence would look amazing in that very charcoal.

“From someone who hated you?”

Like a stone thrown through a windowpane, the effects of Prudence’s words were devastating. Rhiannon braced a hand on the counter, for purchase, for balance, for strength to not scream “Yes, yes, it was my wife and she despised what I am every single minute of every day!”

“It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.” She breathed slowly, in through her nose and out through her mouth, the nausea threatening to spill at any moment.

“I think it does matter. People’s intentions behind their actions matter.” Prudence stepped closer and Rhiannon almost lost it, the body heat scorching her, making her already battered system go into full overdrive.

Please don’t…

“For example, Ceridwen’s teaching me the craft. There are good intentions behind her offer, I hope you know it.”

Oh, for fucks sake! Why me?

Rhiannon saw stars, her palm on the counter burning so strongly she thought the second she lifted it up, the spot would have to be refinished and restrained since she probably seared a hole in the wood.

“Where does the road paved with good intentions lead to, Prudence?”

The gray eyes looked at her with the same focus as if she were a mine and Prudence were a sapper, attentive to its every click and vibration. And just like a sapper, very carefully, Prudence laid her hand over Rhiannon’s. The same hand that Rhiannon touched, the same hand that burned like fire.

“Hell.”

It was one word, an answer to her earlier question, and it fell off Prudence’s lips like a grenade. Rhiannon’s ears were ringing. She gripped the counter tighter. She thought she was the predator here. The dangerous one. And yet she felt trapped and fighting for her life with every breath she took.

“You know what else is hell, Rhiannon?” Her own name sounded foreign to her ears, Prudence said it like nobody ever did, and yet for the first time in her life, it felt right. “Hell is other people.”

The gray burned into her green, and Rhiannon couldn’t move, rooted to the spot. Until the words finally penetrated her consciences.

“Other people? You mean Ceridwen?”

Prudence shrugged, but Rhiannon could tell that under these tranquil, seemingly indifferent waters, an emotion was bubbling up.

“Ceridwen has nothing to do with anything.”

Rhiannon wrenched her hand from under Pru’s and took a step forward till they were almost nose to nose. How had she never noticed that they were almost exactly the same height?

“Of course, Saint Ceridwen, always protected.” She threw all her vitriol into the sentence and watched Prudence’s eyes darken. It was spectacular. She wanted to do it again, just to see how far that darkness went, how deep. What would she do? Would she slap her?

“I think we should leave Ceridwen out of this.”

Prudence’s stubborn, loyal streak both delighted and enraged Rhiannon.

“If only Saint Ceridwen would stay out of things that are none of her concern, then maybe I wouldn’t have to bring her up. Didn’t you say hell is other people, Prudence?”

Rhiannon sensed an edge to her own voice, an edge she had not always felt in herself, one that told her she was dangerously close to saying something she’d regret, something that would hurt her and not Prudence. Her self-destructive steak, a mile wide, gaped like an uncovered grave from beneath her feet. She opened her mouth, ready to fall, ready to wreck it all, except Prudence had other plans.

For a second Rhiannon just watched her breathe, her chest rising and falling with the unsaid words, untamed emotion, and then that full mouth was slanting against hers and the world, the wounds, the pain all fell away.

And what was left was the storm.

She was Wind and she had caused her share of devastation in her life, yet nothing compared to the havoc wreaked by Prudence’s lips on hers. It wasn’t gentle and it wasn’t romantic. It was hard and harsh, punishing, their teeth clashing, biting. Prudence sucked her lower lip in her mouth and nipped it not too gently, making Rhiannon moan and gasp at the sting, and then soothed with a lick of a deft tongue. The hand that was on hers a moment ago was suddenly at her throat, and Rhiannon bit back a plea, desperate for it to squeeze, just a touch, just a breath, and Goddess, Prudence did, her long fingers flexing around hungry skin, and Rhiannon thought she’d faint from the sheer pleasure of it, the possession of it.

In the distance she could hear thunder, her own, and yet, it wasn’t. Not just her own, there was an echo to it, a companion sound, new and exciting, and as Prudence’s lips gentled and caressed instead of invading, cajoled instead of conquered, Rhiannon gave herself a moment to surrender. To savor. To indulge. And so, she kissed back, licked into Pru’s mouth, and reveled in her taste. She wanted to beg, for what she didn’t know, and as the kiss went on, she knew she’d be on her knees any second now.

“Please…”

It was Prudence who stepped back, as if scalded, as if Rhiannon had struck her, one word shattering the moment. Very slowly Prudence lifted her fingers from Rhiannon’s neck and took a step back, then another. When she crossed the threshold of the still open door, she finally dropped Rhiannon’s gaze.

“I’m sorry.”

With that, she was gone, the scent of fresh linen the only evidence she had ever been here at all. That and the tiny bruises on Rhiannon’s neck that would bloom tomorrow morning. She had to laugh. At herself mostly. She had started this evening by imagining marking Pru and ended it digging for concealer in her bathroom drawer, herself carrying Pru’s marks.
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UNSEASONAL STORMS OVER DRAGONS INTENSIFY.

The uncharacteristic showers and thunderstorms have pelted Dragons with their wrath for the better part of the last month. Will there be a respite on the horizon?

In unrelated news, Dragons School For Girls Headmistress, the Honorable Magdalene Nox, has been awarded the Governor’s Award in Humanities, celebrating her contribution to education and her unwavering commitment to freedom of speech and thought. In her honor, the Crow’s Tavern will be serving its famed blackberry cocktail, The Nox, for free on Friday night for the first fifty guests.

Watch that space and don’t miss your sweet and tangy chance.

—Crow’s Caw
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“The most important power is—”

“Compassion. The whole ‘do no harm’ thing,” Pru interrupted and then bit her lip at her own audacity. Well, she had plenty of it lately. Yelling at Rhiannon, kissing her. Marking her. And as audacity went, Pru, who had exactly none of it for twenty-eight years, was suddenly full to the brim.

Ceridwen set the book down and looked at Pru expectantly. When only silence was forthcoming, she sighed and took a seat next to her.

“Want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

“Nothing!” Pru said too quickly and almost laughed at herself at how foolish she sounded.

Ceridwen kept her silence, and it was surprisingly comforting. Except Pru didn’t feel like being comforted. She felt like breaking things, shattering mugs and plates and salad bowls. She had done exactly that at home after she had kissed Rhiannon.

The bowl had split in two instead of a million little pieces and that had been decidedly unsatisfying. The mug proved better sport, filling the kitchen with debris. But even that was not enough.

Well, Pru knew exactly what would make her feel better. Heck, she had felt amazing when her mouth was on Rhiannon’s, when their tongues touched and glided over each other’s. When Rhiannon moaned as Pru bit her lips…

“I sense that you are miles away.”

Pru jumped and tumbled off the bench. Then she just sat there in the grass, the afternoon sun bathing her in warmth—and in shame.

“There aren’t that many miles on this island, Ceri.”

“Ah.” Ceridwen said nothing else and simply offered a hand. Pru gave it a long look before bracing herself and then accepting it. But nothing happened. Well, nothing like what had happened with Rhiannon. No storm that felt more hers than Rhiannon’s, no searing heat. No hunger that she expected to consume her whole if she didn’t touch, caress, taste⁠—

“How about we postpone our lesson for another day and you tell me what is going on. You look troubled.”

Pru got to her feet and dusted her hands on her jeans. Her cardigan lay discarded on the grass. She didn’t pick it up. She wanted to feel the September chill on her skin. She took a few steps and then a few more, putting as much distance between herself and Ceridwen as possible.

“What do you do when something gets out of hand and you’ve crossed a line, Ceri?”

The trademark Crowhart eyebrow lifted regally, and Pru smiled at how similar the sisters were in both looks and reactions.

“Did you hurt anyone? Yourself?”

The genuine, heart-wrenching concern in Ceridwen’s voice tore at Pru’s heart. So alike and so different. How could she explain how that night at Rhiannon’s had felt? That she was beyond certain Rhiannon wanted to get hurt and Pru almost obliged.

“I think I stopped in time.”

It wasn’t a good answer, and she couldn’t really know for sure, but it had never happened to her before, this lack of control, but also this absolute understanding of what she was doing. Nothing of what was happening had ever occurred before, and she felt at a loss of how to proceed.

“I was angry, and I reacted to something in a way that I don’t think I’ve ever reacted before.”

Ceridwen’s face gave nothing away, but she patted the spot Pru had vacated and waited till she obliged.

“I assume we are talking about Rhiannon?”

“How…” Pru trailed off. Why could she not keep her mouth shut?

“Because there are very few people on this island who can make one so angry that they do regrettable things. My sister is perhaps at the very top of the list.”

It was Pru’s turn to say “Ah.” When nothing else came to her mind, she dropped her face in her palms and indulged in a moment of peace.

Ceridwen laid her palm on her shoulder and murmured indistinctly. The air filled with the scent of rain yet again, and Pru’s shoulders felt lighter.

“Is this a signature move?” Pru lifted her face and found Ceridwen smiling at her.

“Conjuring rain? No. Rain is not my domain, but I thought you’d be the most receptive to it right now.”

Pru smiled at Ceridwen’s astuteness.

“I don’t know what I’d be most receptive to right now or it seems ever. So rain is hers?”

Ceridwen rubbed Pru’s shoulder and then laid her hand on the empty hydrangea bush, long out of bloom. A whisper, a few words, and pink and purple blossoms filled it entirely.

“I am Earth. And Rhiannon is Wind. Even though it’s not common, or expected of those with power, we each have our own element. Not everyone with the gift has a predilection for one, it just worked out that way for us. My mother didn’t have a preferred domain and neither does Victoria. We don’t know much about the ones that came before, and Gwendolyn’s story is cloaked in too much mystery and misery, but Elizabeth—her daughter—was Wind…”

“Like Rhiannon.” Pru winced at interrupting, and Ceridwen patted her shoulder again.

“Even when we do have that inclination toward one element or another, we still master it differently. All power is very specific to the person it lives within. And we are able to learn spells from another’s skillset. It just doesn’t come as…natural. I can call the rain, but it will be slow and steady and relatively weak, whereas she can unleash the powers of the hurricane with just a thought.”

“What would it cost her?”

“Yes, well, that was supposed to be our lesson for today. That the craft comes with a price. It’s not limitless. It lives and it breathes with us, and it drains and fills us just like life itself. Think of it as a spring. If you use the water too quickly and consume too much of it, it will run dry, it will empty. But if you drink slowly, pace yourself, the spring will always flow.”

“So magic is infinite, except when it’s not.”

“Pretty much. And as to your question about the hurricane, I suspect back in the days when Rhiannon practiced her craft regularly with the coven and shared in the energy, she could’ve probably drowned the entire island in the rain, or simply swept it with her wind. Now? I’m afraid she can’t intentionally sustain a strong breeze.”

Pru thought about what Ceridwen said, and something gave her pause.

“But the storms? The powerful ones from a few weeks ago?”

Ceridwen sighed and tapped her finger on the surface of the wrought iron table in front of them, the joyful gardenias in their clay pots turning their heads to her.

“I can only guess that some of it is the island rebelling against whatever spell she has contained herself in because it deems it unnatural, some of it may very well be her power not being completely under her control, and some of it is you, Prudence.”

“Me?”

“It’s a bit of an age-old tale, what happens when the unstoppable force meets an immovable object. A physics problem.”

Pru frowned at the comparison.

“It’s ridiculous, Ceri. I’m the immovable object in this case?” When Ceridwen nodded, Pru threw her hands up in the air. “I may not be all that au courant in physics, but I do remember that classic paradox. And what happens when an unstoppable force hits an immovable object is…” She trailed off suddenly, dropping her arms, aware of what the next words out of her mouth would be.

“Yes, both will forever be changed.”

Pru hunched her shoulders, the air around her chilling rapidly.

Ceridwen tilted her head and whispered, “Except, if you look at the paradox through the prism of linguistics, there’s a loophole.”

“Oh?”

“While the object is immovable, it is not indestructible, Pru. And the force is unstoppable. It will tear the object to shreds and move on, while said shreds will still remain in their place. Like punching a hole dead center of the chest and ripping a heart out.”

Ceridwen simply touched Pru’s sternum, like she had the very first day they stood in this garden, and Pru felt her heart, which had been beating overtime, slow to its regular pace.

“Whatever is meant to be, will be, Pru.”
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Ceridwen’s words still ringing in her ears, Pru walked home. She’d refused the offer of a ride. She needed time to think, to be alone with her thoughts. Things were indeed moving at breakneck speed, and Rhiannon hadn’t even been back in Crow’s Nest for a full two months. And yet it felt like she had been here since time everlasting.

Was it the craft? The awakening that bound Rhiannon to her and made it feel like she had known her forever?

Pru stopped by the beach. The afternoon sun ready to dip into the ocean on the other side of the island made the waves look surreally green, the light reflecting in playful patterns. In the distance, at the very edge of the water, stood a familiar figure, the willowy frame wrapped in a dark gray shawl.

The waves played at her bare feet, for once free of the confines of her heels. Pru had to admit that they were ridiculously attractive. An entire horde of butterflies had taken residence in her stomach at the mere thought of those red-soled boots. Rhiannon probably had a closet full of those fascinating heels.

Pru looked down at her sensible ballet flats and curled her toes. They might not be much to look at, but they were comfy.

They were so different, Rhiannon and her. Like the Louboutins and her mall shoe store flats.

Then, as the thought materialized itself in her mind, just before Pru could even process and ramp up her already off-the-charts anxiety, Rhiannon suddenly turned and their eyes met.

And it mattered very little that Pru felt like an old shoe, that she was dressed in clothes she had from high school, that they weren’t fashionable. The heat in Rhiannon’s gaze scorched and might as well have melted those clothes right off her. She felt ridiculous. Ridiculously happy. She lifted her hand and waved. And Rhiannon smiled, full lips quirking upward for a second.

A horn blasted to Pru’s left and she barely avoided a car going way above the speed limit. Rhiannon’s face darkened and Pru just shook her head. She was fine, it was fine, everything was fine. As she turned to head back home, she could feel Rhiannon’s eyes on her till she made her way from the beach to the Market Square. She felt warm, as if she was still wearing her cardigan.

The happy sensation, however, did not last long. The door to her apartment above the shop was open and Patches was sitting on the welcome mat outside, decidedly put-upon.

Only one person in the world could’ve thrown Patches out, and Pru was certain she’d made her leave the key after they broke up.

Lisa scooped up a forkful of pad Thai leftovers right from the package and gave Pru a winsome smile.

“Hey, girlfriend.”

Pru rolled her eyes, put Patches on the cushion in front of the TV, and finally took Lisa in. She looked…good, Pru supposed. Taller than her, with swagger and charisma to spare. Once upon a time that greeting would’ve made Pru a bit lightheaded. Now Pru wondered what she had been thinking.

“If you stare at me much longer, I might have to charge rent.” Lisa chewed slowly before sending her a wink.

The mystery of Pru’s infatuation was leering at her from the middle of her kitchen, where Lisa was putting the empty take-out box back in the fridge.

Well, at least why they broke up wasn’t much of a mystery. Carelessness. Mess. The mess followed everywhere this woman went. Pru moved behind the counter, pushing Lisa out of the way, and opened the refrigerator. Inside, the pad Thai was not the only evidence of her ex’s presence. The jar of lemonade that Pru had prepared this morning and was quite proud of was almost empty, maybe half an inch of liquid left in it. Purposefully. Pru knew this. There had been so many fights over this exact thing. And Lisa always claimed⁠—

“Don’t look at me, there’s still some in there.”

Pru rolled her eyes again. At this rate, they might get stuck in that position. She had a feeling she’d be doing it several more times till she managed to get Lisa out the door. And to hopefully take the keys back from her this time.

“And speaking of something being left in there…” Lisa came closer, too close, and Pru smelled gin on her breath. No wonder she was hungry and thirsty. She always was after she’d gone drinking. But it was too early, and a work night too.

“You’ll get in trouble at Dragons, Lisa. Headmistress Nox will have you on your ass if you show up drunk or hungover.”

When Pru tried to go around her, Lisa extended an arm and boxed her in by the open fridge.

“Fucking Nox doesn’t mingle with the security crowd, sweets, she’s too froufrou for that. She just asks if things are quiet and goes about her day. Nothing to worry about.”

“That’s not what you told me in the past.” She put her hands on the arm caging her in and gave it a tentative shove. Lisa didn’t budge. So, it was going to be that kind of evening. Drunk and belligerent. On the sofa, Patches, who had witnessed plenty of these nights, grumbled loudly.

“I told you many things in the past, sweets. Like how I would never take you back if you crawled to me, how you could beg me forever and I’d never let you in… I changed my mind. Beg and all is forgiven.”

Lisa smiled her toothy cocky grin, and the smell of alcohol made Pru nauseous. Patches jumped off the sofa and scrambled to her feet. Any other time, Pru would have found it adorable. Her protector. Tonight, she was more worried about her possum getting hurt. She tried to appeal to Lisa’s better angels.

“I think the gin is making your memory fuzzy. Or your senses. I’m asking you to leave.”

Lisa leaned in and sniffed Pru’s throat. Clearly Lisa either had no angels, or they were in a drunken stupor. The nausea intensified and Pru closed her eyes, trying to keep her dinner down. She backed into the open fridge, rapping her elbow on one of the shelves hard enough that she saw stars. Lisa was too close, not giving her any breathing room.

“Back off, Lisa.” Pru shoved at the shoulder still holding her hostage. Lisa grunted but held her ground. Pru braced herself to push harder. She was done playing nice.

The front door opened with a bang, and Patches let out a squeal of delight.

“I think you should listen to the lady.”

Rhiannon, shrouded in the last evening light, stepped into the room and very deliberately closed the door behind herself. Pru felt her stomach clench.

Surely she wouldn’t…

Lisa, obviously not in possession of all of her faculties, didn’t seem to recognize that she was in the presence of an apex predator.

She let go of Pru, slamming the fridge shut in the process, and turned fully toward Rhiannon.

“Wow, never in a million years would I have figured that this prude here would nail herself a cougar. Would you look at this kitty cat…”

The exaggerated swagger took her to Rhiannon’s immediate proximity. Pru closed her eyes to what was going to come. Except there was only silence. And then the distinct clack of stilettos. Coming closer.

“And who might you be?” Rhiannon’s tone was inscrutable. Any minute now something decidedly drastic would occur.

Lisa, still entirely oblivious to the danger she was courting, smirked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, kitty cat?”

Rhiannon sighed and looked at her crimson-tipped nails.

“I wouldn’t, actually. In fact, I would very much prefer to have never met you. Because I really dislike spending my nights at the town jail.” Lisa’s smirk was wiped clear off as Rhiannon took came closer still. Lisa towered over her, taller by a full head, but that didn’t seem to faze Rhiannon. Another step brought the women chest to chest.

Something in Rhiannon’s face must’ve finally gotten through Lisa’s drunken state, because she retreated until her back hit the breakfast bar. Rhiannon did not stop advancing. Behind her, Pru could see the skies darken, the clouds ominous. The lights in the room flickered on and off. Lisa’s eyes were hollow, Rhiannon’s strangely alight.

“Though the town jail is not entirely awful and I hear they even have a sheriff on the island these days, an old classmate of mine, so the night there might even be worth it. We’d reminisce of the olden days of yore, when young hotheads were polite to their elders…” Rhiannon’s smile was lethal. “No, my time would not be wasted. And you know why I’d gladly agree to do it?” Lisa shook her head like a marionette now, her string cut and her joints broken.

Rhiannon grabbed Lisa’s chin and lowered her face till they were eye to eye. Pru gulped, and she was certain it had been audible.

“I’d spend my Tuesday night in the Nest’s jail just to teach you a lesson. Nobody talks this way to Prudence. And nobody, and I mean especially the likes of you, is allowed to come into her apartment. Do you understand me?” When Lisa didn’t move, Rhiannon jerked her chin, mimicking a nod. “Good girl.”

Under normal circumstances Pru found that epithet slightly overdone in romance novels, and definitely unsuitable for this situation, but suddenly her entire body was on fire and it had nothing to do with the craft. And everything to do with the words and with Rhiannon saying them.

“Oh, and one more thing.” Rhiannon’s hold on Lisa’s chin tightened. Thunder shook the windowpanes. Pru winced. Rhiannon’s voice had taken a low, ominous quality, that of a hurricane unleashing. “If you ever put your hands on her… There will not be enough of you to pour into a gin glass to set on a table by the bunk bed in the aforementioned jail. Am I being understood?” Rhiannon jerked the chin up and down again, Lisa visibly wincing.

As Rhiannon stepped to the side and let go of her, Lisa bolted out the door. Patches chirped and jumped in place before stumbling all the way to the entrance and sniffing the air as if checking that Lisa was truly gone. Pru had to laugh at the possum’s antics.

“Well, that was fun.”

Rhiannon’s voice was low as she flicked her hair back from her face, and Pru wondered if she should sit down. Her knees were very weak. And yet, the emptiness in Rhiannon’s eyes told her its own story, and Pru knew it would be up to her to offer what Rhiannon sought most in this very moment. Her guilt was entirely misplaced, but Pru knew exactly how to grant this absolution. She had been craving it for weeks anyway.
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Rhiannon’s heart beat in her ears, loud, deafening, refusing to allow her to think clearly. One minute she was watching the ocean devour the last rays of the sun, and the next she was running, heels and all, toward Prudence’s studio above Book Nest.

Her palms were ice cold, a cold that had nothing to do with the evening chill and everything with a tall brunette putting hands on her⁠—

Stop it, Prudence is nothing to you!

Goddess, she was losing her mind. She was slowly losing what was left of her mind. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the image of Prudence being accosted. Those gray eyes held so much fear. Could Prudence have shaken this woman free? Probably? Maybe, even possibly, considering that she did have the gift. It was only a matter of time before she’d have freed herself had Rhiannon not showed up.

Probably? Possibly? Rhiannon closed her eyes and leaned on the counter in front of her. She couldn’t believe the things running through her head. Prudence was almost hurt, and she had been barely in time. She bit her lip, hard, tasting the coppery tang, letting it center her, ground her.

Her blood sang in her veins, a dangerous song. One that became even more dangerous as a duet once Prudence’s hands encircled her from behind, pulling her back flush to her own front. Soft lips nuzzled her nape and the voice whispered snippets of words that could have been apologies. Rhiannon squeezed her eyes harder, her entire body going rigid.

Perhaps feeling her apprehension, the arms relaxed and fell away, and Rhiannon felt tears threaten. What was this about this woman? Did fate have to throw her in Rhiannon’s path now that she was hardly alive, clawing her way out of the grave of grief and guilt?

So what was a little more guilt on top of a lifetime of it? Rhiannon shuddered at the thought of what she could’ve done. What she almost had done. What her craft, despite the spell, had almost wrought. The power in her supplied the visions of blood and death, of the ways she could’ve handled Lisa… Her power had come so close to doing just that, to breaking free.

Goddess, she had done this once before, the vision of that man on his knees cradling his bleeding hip so vivid.

The memory of her mother’s voice, teaching the craft, whispering about its healing and its life-giving, about never using it to harm, and then of her mother gasping in shock at seeing Rhiannon’s handiwork that day…

Guilt, she had been swimming in it then, nurtured it in her rib cage for decades, and was choking on it now.

No matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried to stop the craft, it always bested her.

A movement made her blink, and then Prudence leaned closer and dropped her head on Rhiannon’s shoulder but didn’t touch her anywhere else. Rhiannon trembled. She told herself it was anger on the heels of guilt. It was rage. Yes, definitely rage. It could be nothing else, even as Pru’s lips kissed the skin closest to her mouth.

“I can’t stand seeing her hands on you.”

Rhiannon couldn’t recognize her own voice. The low, shivery quality it took. And the tense of the verb surely was wrong. It should be couldn’t stand because it was over. The hands were no longer there and yet… It felt very much still in the present.

“She’s gone.” Pru placed another kiss, a longer one. Rhiannon felt the edge of teeth, sharp, teasing.

“I can’t stand anyone’s hands on you.”

Her answer was a long lick, from the shoulder all the way to her ear and then down the side of the neck where the lips latched, and as suddenly as they did, the teeth bit. Roughly, hungrily.

“Nobody puts hands on me, Rhiannon. Unless it’s you. Are you going to put your hands on me?”

Rhiannon felt herself go limp, Prudence holding her in place, her bite leaving a mark. The pain of it, the tiny little punishment, made Rhiannon’s head spin, made her close her thighs, desperate for friction.

Yes, do it, do it again…

Pru’s bite turned back to a kiss as her tongue soothed the bruised spot.

“Do you know that I think you’ve unlocked a new kink in me, Rhiannon?”

Rhiannon, too busy getting thoroughly debauched by the tongue doing wonderful things to her neck, barely heard her. Except the last words got her attention.

“Did I?”

Prudence ran her hand up and down her back, and then in one smooth move pushed her down till she was bent over the breakfast bar. Rhiannon almost choked on air at how turned on one move made her. She whimpered and got a small chuckle from Prudence, who kept touching her shoulders, back, lower, stopping just shy of her ass.

A short falter, a silent question that warranted a nod from Rhiannon and the hands moved lower still. She felt her skirt getting pulled up, slowly, too slowly, agonizingly slow. Rhiannon trembled and sucked her lip, splitting it open again. The blood did nothing to soothe her this time. The fire in her veins would not be soothed anyway. She needed this. She wanted this. And she deserved this. This and more, for what she almost did, for what she had wanted to do, for what she still could do, if her control was to slip…

“You did unlock a new kink, Rhiannon.” Pru’s voice sounded right by her ear, the breath coming hot and tantalizing. So close. So close.

Rhiannon finally felt her skirt lifted all the way up, the cool air of the room making her feel exposed. She should be ashamed, bent over the counter as she was, skirt up, her thong wet.

Except she cared very little about shame at this very moment. She cared about very few things. One of them being Pru’s palm moving up her naked thigh and up her ass cheek, caressing, squeezing gently, then more firmly.

Rhiannon moaned, and in the silence of the room it felt indecent, it felt depraved. She was an abraded nerve, raw and alive. She needed… She wanted. Prudence squeezed again.

“Use your words, Rhiannon.”

Oh Goddess… Please… Please…

“Please, Prudence.”

The palm lifted and landed with a resounding slap. It didn’t hurt. The noise was louder than the sensation, but Rhiannon felt herself flood. She arched her back. She knew the gates of hell could open right now and she would regret nothing at all. Decadent, glorious. This wasn’t the punishment she deserved, it felt too good, and she wasn’t worthy, and yet… It was everything she had ever wanted.

Prudence’s palm landed again, the smack a touch harder, making Rhiannon moan.

“Are you ok⁠—”

“Yes!” Rhiannon almost screamed. “Yes, yes, please!”

The third slap was absolution. No punishment but release. Forgiveness. Wasn’t this what she had been seeking? For losing control? Now and years ago? If she wasn’t so far gone, Rhiannon would find it unhealthy. Unhealthy yet symbolic. And she couldn’t muster a sliver of care.

Her skin burned, her breath was ragged, she was certain her lip was bleeding. She probably looked a sight. Rhiannon didn’t give a damn. This was bliss. This was all she had wanted, seemingly forever. And then from the corner of her eye she saw Prudence kneeling and lost all ability to reason.

Prudence’s lips gently caressed the still burning cheek, soothing, absolving, forgiving. For what, she didn’t think Prudence herself knew. Surely Rhiannon had sins aplenty. She was Rhiannon Crowhart, after all—sin was with her since the day she was born, but Prudence had no way of knowing… No way of unlocking her like this… Exposing all her faults… But somehow that mouth on her, kissing, soothing, was erasing them all one by one.

Rhiannon knew she had never experienced anything as erotic, and then Prudence moved the drenched lace aside and ran her finger from clit to her opening before spreading Rhiannon’s legs wider from behind and settling between them.

Rhiannon held her breath. When Pru’s tongue delved into her, no preambles, no preparation, no warning this time, just lapping her essence from the source, making those indecent noises as if she was sampling something delectable.

“Mmmm, Rhiannon… So sweet. So good.”

She clenched around nothing and almost screamed. If only she could have something… Something…

But Pru gave her nothing, just kept licking, kept lapping at her opening, all the while fondling her cheeks, squeezing, caressing. She laid her face on the cool marble of the countertop and squeezed her eyes harder. She’d not survive this. She wouldn’t…

Strong hands turned her around, back against the counter, and the sight of Prudence on her knees in front of her yet somehow not subdued, not submitting but taking charge, being so thoroughly in control, Rhiannon might’ve been the one kneeling.

Prudence’s smile was all indulgence. She licked her lip and Rhiannon felt the gesture in her core. She knew what was coming. Or who…

Pru leaned in, nosing in the hair at the apex of Rhiannon’s thighs, and inhaled. Rhiannon’s knees, already carrying the impossible load, buckled. Pru laughed and pinned her to the counter, holding her up. And then she devoured.

Pru’s lips wrapped around her clit even as what felt like two fingers pierced her opening, and Rhiannon screamed.

It was feral, but the sensations were too much, and she bit her forearm to try to keep herself quiet.

“I think the whole of Crow’s Nest knows what is being done to you right now, Rhiannon. Everyone knows how well you’re being fucked. And you are. Look at you drip down my hand. So sweet, so good, so beautiful. Drenched for me.”

Rhiannon felt Pru kiss her thigh, wet mouth leaving a trail. Pru’s fingers pumped in and out at a steady pace, periodically hooking upward, touching her at her very center, teasing her. She breathed through her nose, her own teeth leaving bruises on her skin.

“I watched you take down Lisa and I wanted to fuck you right there, as you stood and manhandled her like she was nothing and you were a queen. And she was. Nothing. And you are. A queen. You taste like one. Do you know?” As if to emphasize her own words, Prudence’s mouth returned to her clit and sucked hard. Rhiannon’s vision wavered at the corners and yet Prudence went on as she once again nuzzled her thigh, fingers moving faster now, the strokes becoming harder, each one aiming for the one spot that was driving Rhiannon closer to the edge.

“You should know. You taste amazing, rich and sweet and tangy and fresh, like the wind. Every note is different. I can’t get enough of you.”

Rhiannon hissed. Pru had done and said everything right… Until now. She felt herself grow rigid, grow distracted.

A smack came out of nowhere, and she keened, feeling herself drench Pru’s hand. How did she know? Oh, Goddess how did she know? How did she know all her desires, all her fantasies?

Pru bit her thigh not too gently.

“You will take what I give you tonight, Rhiannon. It’s only your own fault, after all. Beautiful and regal, taking down someone twice your size, defending me. I wanted to take you apart then and there. I wouldn’t even care who was watching. You were everything.”

Rhiannon felt her tears spill as Pru’s lips wrapped around her clit once again with purpose, and within seconds she was coming, wordless, soundless.

She returned back to herself, to the feeling of Pru’s hands touching her, caressing her, cleaning her up. Soft washcloth, softer kisses, kinder words.

Rhiannon did not straighten. She had no idea how she’d face this woman who looked like a church mouse in those oversized cardigans of hers, whose wild, rebellious flyaways framed a face that belonged on a Botticelli painting and who fucked like her life depended on it. As if she was born to make Rhiannon come apart only to be built back together by skilled hands and gentle mouth. A mouth that couldn’t utter a swear word in the light of day, that said “heck” in the most adorable of ways and stumbled over anything spicier, and who apparently was exceedingly and masterfully fluent in dirty talk. Just remembering the words made Rhiannon want to bite her lip and taste them.

Rhiannon shivered, then exhaled. She’d allow herself a few more seconds before she faced the reality that she had no idea who Prudence Fowler was.

Except even now the woman kept surprising her, because as she set Rhiannon’s clothes to rights and put a glass of water and a pack of wet wipes next to her, Prudence was gone, the sound of the door closing behind her all the warning Rhiannon got of being left alone. That and a quietly murmured, “Thank you, Rhiannon.”

Polite and distant. Like the woman in the bookstore’s window who watched her for weeks. And so unlike the one who fucked the living daylights out of her. Who was Prudence Fowler? And why would she flee her own home after an encounter like that? What had Rhiannon gotten herself into?

Those were, of course, valid questions, but Rhiannon had a more pressing one that not even the haze of an amazing orgasm could erase. And she needed her sister, of all people, to answer it for her.
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She parked her car on the shoulder of the empty road and took a deep breath. She needed many of these breaths to face her sister and to have the conversation she was about to have. So she took her time and counted to ten as her phone lit up in her hand.

“The handwriting is familiar, I’m looking into some things, kiddo. Everything will come up spades, you’ll see.”

Rhiannon’s shoulders drooped with a sigh. Christian always came through for her. She hoped he would do so this time in particular. The burn the note left on her fingers felt personal, the hate there too strong.

Rhiannon laid her forehead on the steering wheel and counted to ten. Her heart was still hammering in her ears, her ass cheeks burned with the memory of the slaps, and her thighs kept trembling from the strength of the orgasm. And her guilt? Well, the punishment did nothing to allay it. She’d enjoyed said punishment too much.

It was time to ask her sister for a favor. And she needed all her wits about her for it. When she knocked on Ceridwen’s ornate phthalo green door—because of course the empress of greenery would have a goddamn trendy color for her front entrance—Rhiannon realized she perhaps should’ve taken a bit more time to think before she came to here. And maybe to clean up a touch better.

Ceridwen opened her door in a set of jade pajamas—Rhiannon almost rolled her eyes at the cliché the oldest Crowhart was becoming—took one look, and gaped.

“Ran out of hot water at your apartment, Rhiannon? Surely a shower would’ve been the first thing you’d install in that shack of yours if you envisioned sex as your Tuesday night activity.”

Instead of bristling, Rhiannon held back a self-satisfied grin. Some things hadn’t changed. And her sister was still a bit of a prude. Good. Rhiannon had twisted the knife plenty in their teenage years. She always had more girlfriends and boyfriends, being unencumbered by a particular type of sensibility that Ceridwen wore on her sleeve. Rhiannon had no compulsions to keep any of her conquests from Ceridwen. And while she had flaunted them in her poor sister’s face then, this time was different.

“Are you finished with your insults?”

Ceridwen pursed her lips and stepped aside, letting her in.

This had been their “distant second cousin three or four times removed” cottage, far enough from their house to have privacy and not too far as to take a long time to get there. Rhiannon remembered that it was supposed to be hers, since by tradition Ceridwen, as the oldest daughter, was meant to remain in their mother’s house.

“Guess things changed.” Rhiannon didn’t bother explaining herself, just gestured around the cozy living room Ceridwen showed her into.

“You weren’t here and you made it very clear you wanted nothing and were not coming back. Seren wanted the Crowhart stones much more than I ever did, so I let her have the house. As for this one? Would you have preferred me to have let it fall to ruin?” Ceridwen’s voice held a lot of resentment, and Rhiannon felt an unexpected pang of her heart. She didn’t come here to reopen wounds. Nor did she come to antagonize her sister. Their issues ran deeper than an old home.

“No, there has been too much ruin as is. I don’t care about the cottage. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

Ceridwen’s eyes widened.

“What do you want, Rhiannon? Because surely you’re not here to apologize about some house when that is the⁠—”

“Yes, yes, that is the least of our problems. And that’s true, hence the apology which you can take or leave, by the way.” Her sister’s snootiness was always where their conversations turned sour back then, and Rhiannon felt it would not be much different now. If only Ceridwen were less prissy about every little thing.

“No, no, go on.”

Rhiannon took a breath, then another. And then forged ahead.

“You’re teaching Prudence the craft. Have you talked to her about how to use it to…hurt?”

Ceridwen jumped to her feet.

“You’ve lost your mind, Rhiannon!”

“Oh, can the outrage, Ceri. I walked in on her being manhandled by some tall, dark, and probably imagining herself handsome. In her own home! So let me ask you again. What are you teaching her that would have been useful to her in that particular situation?”

Ceridwen sat down, and Rhiannon couldn’t help but notice that this time her sister was much closer.

“Lisa is back, I take it?”

“I didn’t catch her name as she bolted out the door.”

“You didn’t!”

“I didn’t what? Slap her around with magic? You mean like before?”

It was Rhiannon’s turn to raise her eyebrow at Ceridwen. She was particularly proud that hers was a superior eyebrow lift. Definitely.

After a beat, Ceridwen exhaled.

“No, I don’t believe you did.”

Rhiannon had to laugh. If their past was any indication, they both knew she was by far less scrupulous than Ceridwen.

Still, she’d keep to herself how close she’d come, how much she had wanted it, and how only by some miracle she didn’t. She had been so very close, so close she could taste the blood and the pain she had almost caused. And she wanted to cause it. Too much.

But the question and the concern in her sister’s eyes were so real, so warm, Rhiannon felt she owed her at least a partial answer.

“I didn’t. Not because I have your moral compass, sister. We’re both aware I am not encumbered by one. Still, I didn’t use it. I can’t, Ceri. Don’t ask me why. But know that I can’t use it. It hurts and it’s eating me from inside, so you can tell Vicky she’s partially right. But also, she can stuff it. Just because.”

They both smiled, and Ceridwen covered her hand with hers.

“Will you tell me why? Someday?”

“Maybe. Maybe when there is no gaping chasm between us. When you are my big sister again. Maybe then.”

Ceridwen nodded but did not remove her hand, and Rhiannon respected that she felt nothing but body heat in her sister’s touch.

“So you fucked Lisa up?”

Rhiannon started at the language her prim and proper sister almost never used and then laughed.

“She did run away, Ceri. So I did, as you so nicely put it, fuck her up. But what if I hadn’t been there?”

“And why were you there, Rhiannon?”

Fucking sneaky witch. First Seren, now Ceridwen. An entirely family of sneaky witches!

No matter how many times Rhiannon felt she had gotten something past her sister, Ceridwen always came back with a reply that would undo her scheming.

Rhiannon sighed.

“I was in the neighborhood?” When Ceridwen just kept looking at her, Rhiannon threw her hands in the air. “I fucking live next door, Ceri! What do you want from me?”

“For you to admit that you felt her fear, her anguish, and showed up like the cavalry over the hill, like her mate⁠—”

“Stop right there.” Rhiannon stood up and put as much distance as the room allowed between them. “We’re not having this conversation now, and after the evening I had, I cannot think about this for probably a few good long days.”

“I’d ask what happened after Lisa hightailed it out of there, but it’s all over your face. And some of it over your clothes.”

Rhiannon looked down on her attire, somewhat tussled and in a few places ripped. She’d have to send the bill to Prudence. This was a motherfucking Dior. She scowled and ignored her sister’s smirk.

“Whatever. That isn’t the subject of this discussion. What are you doing to make sure this doesn’t happen anymore, and Prudence can defend herself without me showing up and risking my couture⁠—”

“Yes, because your couture got hurt in the chivalrous gesture. Right.” Ceridwen drew out the last word for what seemed like ten seconds. Rhiannon huffed out a breath.

“The point is⁠—”

“I understand the point, Rhiannon. Is Pru okay? She and Lisa were such an unremarkable couple. I would’ve never thought that there would be danger from that particular side.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes.

“What particular side were you worried that there would be danger from, Ceridwen Abigail?”

“Oh, not the full government name. I’m shaking in my boots.”

“You’re wearing fuzzy frog slippers. You should really be reevaluating your choices here.”

Ceridwen made a face, and when Rhiannon was about to launch into more insults of her attire—and she had a lot to say on that front, because surely even Ceridwen could do much better—she waved a hand in surrender.

“Okay, okay, enough. Goddess, I forgot that you would just never tire of squabbling.”

“Until I won.” Rhiannon lifted her chin, Ceridwen closed her eyes and sighed.

“I don’t know where the danger will come from, Rhy, only that I always sensed something. Maybe not from her, and before you ask, no, I had no idea she was for you.”

Rhiannon let the remark slide. They were not going to have the one out in the open now. Too much thinking needed to still be done there. But she had one more question.

“Have you ever had dreams so vivid they feel like memories? But the moments relived aren’t your own?”

Ceridwen covered her hand with hers.

“Mom knew all about dreams, Rhy. I was never a big believer in them, I guess?”

Rhiannon smirked.

“Really? I’d have thought out of the four of us⁠—”

“That I’d be the one? No, maybe I’m too grounded.”

Ceridwen waited a beat. Rhiannon’s mouth actually dropped open.

“Was that a pun? An Earth pun? Damn, Ceri!”

Rhiannon fought the laughter as valiantly as she could, and then she was brave enough to glance at Ceridwen, who burst into the giggles the second their eyes met, and that was that. Rhiannon dissolved in a fit of joy, Ceridwen almost draped over her shoulder. It felt good, to laugh with her sister, to be held, to be sharing inside jokes, and to be understood. She missed this. She missed Ceridwen. Like a limb. Like a heartbeat.

The moment lasted. For once the warmth lingered even after the hilarity subsided. Ceridwen sat still, her chest rising and falling with breaths that matched Rhiannon’s. Her hands in her lap, tapered nails, carefully cut short. No nail polish.

“It would be useless, and you know it, the way I’m elbow deep in dirt most days.”

“And here I was about to suggest a spa outing.” Rhiannon knew she didn’t quite pull off the sarcasm she was aiming for. Would it be so bad to get pampered with Ceridwen at some expensive place and forget everything? This damn island and their damn past. To her shock, the idea appealed a little too much.

“Green frog slippers aside—and honestly, what were you even thinking, you walking cliché—are you okay?”

Ceridwen blinked, clearly taken by surprise by Rhiannon’s question. Hell, Rhiannon took herself by surprise asking it.

“I am. Yes. In several ways thanks to you. I don’t have to worry about finances⁠—”

“Don’t go there. If you’re gonna thank me or something, it will just be embarrassing for us both. I repaid the debts I was always going to repay.”

Ceridwen threw her hands up in the air.

“Oh, for crying out loud, you never owed me money.”

“What I owed you for leaving you with the twins, I couldn’t give you, Ceri. So it had to be money.”

It was perhaps the desperation in Rhiannon’s whisper that stopped Ceridwen cold. She took Rhiannon’s hand again, gently, carefully. Rhiannon felt nothing but the body heat and was grateful for it.

“I feel like we are standing on the precipice, Rhy. And I think you are the harbinger of whatever is coming, no matter what it is you came back to Dragons for.”

Rhiannon let the “harbinger” remark slide. She wasn’t. And she wasn’t about to tell Ceridwen about being blackmailed by her dead spouse into returning. A tale for another time.

“You felt the curse?”

The grandfather clock by the fireplace struck midnight, the twelve beats measuring time, measuring their breaths.

“I don’t know for sure, Rhy.”

“Always so cautious.”

“Merely trying to be certain. I am turning forty-five in nine months, baby sister.”

The words hung in the air like mustard gas, their stench leaving marks.

“Your coven will hold, Ceri.”

“Will it, Rhy?” The question was too neutral, too careless. Ceridwen had overplayed her hand. For once Rhiannon did not rejoice in seeing Ceridwen’s fear. She laid her head on her sister’s shoulder, rigid under her touch.

“Yes.” Then she got up and turned to leave. Before she reached the damn phthalo green door she gazed back to see Ceridwen still on the sofa, not looking at her.

“For me, Ceri. Just this once. Teach Prudence what she needs. I am here for now, but we both know I won’t be for much longer. And I can’t keep lashing out to protect women. It always ends up badly for me and for that family of hers.”

Ceridwen’s wide fearful eyes were a disturbing déjà vu as Rhiannon soundlessly closed the door behind herself and stepped into the warm night, the quiet sea breeze ruffling her hair doing nothing to allay her premonition.
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MAYORAL CAMPAIGN HEATING UP!

Several prominent Crow’s Nest citizens have registered their candidacies with the Election Commission during the last week. With the field getting busier, will it bring an actual competitive election this time? Or will Mayor Fowler run away with it, like the other five times? What issues are the Nesters going to prioritize? Will stability above progressiveness reign once again?

Watch this space, and watch the polls.

—Crow’s Caw
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Pru blinked at the not-so-veiled accusation of her father being an antithesis to progressive ideas. Once again she wondered at the voice behind the Caw, and once again she found herself torn between family loyalty and her firm belief that a change of guard was necessary. The world was changing too quickly, and her father… Well, he was changing with it, but maybe not in the same direction as Pru would’ve wished him to.

She set the newspaper aside and looked at the barista.

“It’s coffee, Seren, not holy water, I don’t know if it will help.”

“Unless a demon is chasing you, coffee will be of a lot more help. The way you look…”

A moment or two later a tall mug of milky brew was set in front of her. Pru sighed and wanted to dunk her head in it. She had not slept a wink. After leaving Rhiannon in her apartment, she tracked down Patches, who was once again gazing adoringly from under Boleyn’s window at her sweetheart. The cat showed no signs that she was aware Patches existed.

Pru no longer had that issue. Rhiannon was very much aware of her. The bruises on her behind would probably remind her of said existence for a few days. Pru closed her eyes and allowed the memories to overcome her. It had been…

Glorious.

She had no other word for it. To see Rhiannon take down Lisa before completely surrendering to Pru… She gulped, choked on her coffee, scorched the roof of her mouth, and then promptly dropped the mug and the remaining contents all over her hands.

Seren was at her side in a heartbeat. With a swift look around to check if any of the patrons of Crow’s Brew were paying attention to the commotion, she grabbed Pru’s scalded hands and whispered a short incantation.

Pru heard the end of it: “…I will it so.” And before she knew it, her fingers were bathed in cold vapor, cooling down the burning skin, washing away the sting of the spill. With a subtle wave, Seren vanished the wet sensation and was back behind the bar, making another cup before Pru could even blink.

When Seren set a replacement cappuccino in front of her, Pru reached out and laid a hand on a tattooed forearm.

“Thank you. I…I don’t know what to say.”

Seren shrugged, all nonchalance, but her eyes were warm when she shook her head.

“You’re one of our own, so what is there to say?”

Pru considered her words.

“Did Ceridwen tell you?” Then she scrunched her nose and reached for bravery. “Did Rhiannon?”

Seren’s smile was kind, as if she was breaking bad news to a child.

“Ceridwen asked me to keep an eye out, is all. You’re learning, and it’s not always smooth sailing.”

The fact that she sidestepped Rhiannon entirely was an answer in itself. And why would Rhiannon even bring her up?

“Was it smooth for you?” Desperate to change the subject, to not allow her anxiety take over, Pru forged forward. It’s not like she didn’t care about the topic. The power of water was fascinating, and Ceridwen mentioned it was one of the most difficult ones to master.

“It was and it wasn’t. But I was never alone while learning. Growing up with a twin, one with a directly opposite element of mine was, shall we say, interesting? Everything was a competition, school, magic, girls.”

Seren grinned, and Pru blinked. She knew the younger Crowhart was objectively attractive, but this? With mischief playing in her deep aquamarine eyes, Seren was irresistible, and Pru could swear she could hear a patron swooning to her left.

She had known Seren for most of her life. The quiet Crowhart. The silent one. One of the few professional firefighters on the island, now that it had a permanent station, she also ran her small yet crazy popular coffeehouse. Tucked in an alley to the side of the Town Hall, just off Market Square, it offered the option of privacy and exclusivity that patrons couldn’t get at the Rooster, the older and more touristy place.

There were rumors about Seren’s conquests, but Pru never gave them any credence. Until now. Whatever that smoldering smile was, it was criminal. Heck, Seren probably had outstanding arrest warrants galore.

And speak about women definitely and permanently banned from places for being too beautiful…

“Are you flirting with Prudence, Seren?”

Pru sensed her before she heard either the doorbell ring announcing the new customer or the words. The sly, teasing, tantalizing words, spoken in that low seductive tone. Pru closed her eyes and counted to three. When she opened them, Rhiannon was sitting on the barstool next to hers, the flowing dark blue skirt touching Pru’s white summer slacks. She felt that touch in her bones, in her sinew. It was like her knotted muscles suddenly uncoiled. She could breathe. The sounds and the scents all around her became louder, sharper.

“Seren wasn’t flirting.” Even the sound of her own voice was different, deeper, stronger.

“I very much was, but I guess I wasn’t doing a very good job at it.” Seren set a cup of what looked to be a latte in front of Rhiannon and winked at Pru. The woman sitting at one of the tables just behind them gasped. Pru smiled. Rhiannon rolled her eyes.

“You are a menace. And you are out here menacing people, sister of mine.”

“Just making coffee. Another day in paradise.”

But Pru could hear the tiny note of distance in Seren’s voice when she spoke to Rhiannon, and for some reason it saddened her, her tired heart thudding painfully in her chest.

“You left yesterday, Prudence.”

Out of all the scenarios that Pru ran through her mind while tossing and turning all night, Rhiannon tackling the issue head-on did not feature at all. Rhiannon, who fled from conversations, who avoided anything resembling sensitive subjects…just forged right ahead and laid the stick of dynamite on the table. Or, well, coffee shop counter.

“I…I came back an hour or so later. Ah… I had to get Patches. She could’ve… ah… I don’t know.”

Pru ended on a rather pathetic note, her brain devoid of any and all plausible explanations. How was she to talk about being so overwhelmed by Rhiannon’s surrender, so utterly blessed to have been allowed to cause it, to witness it, that she did not want to see the aftermath? Rhiannon falling apart was one thing. Rhiannon talking about said falling apart, discussing what had happened? That was an entirely different subject.

“You thought I would be uncomfortable had you stayed.” It wasn’t a question. Rhiannon didn’t seem to need her to actually answer, so Pru just nodded and took a sip of her quickly cooling coffee.

Rhiannon set her palms down on the counter, and for a moment Pru was mesmerized. Long fingers, translucent skin, rivulets of veins transcending it. Prominent knuckles. Hands of someone who used them, who worked with them… To feel those hands on her… Pru immediately choked on her mouthful of lukewarm coffee yet again and covered her face with her palms.

“Sorry, sorry… I’m sorry.”

“Are you sorry for not letting me reciprocate?” The Devil’s voice was so close to her ear. “Or for imagining me doing it right now… Because I can do it, you know. Pull you closer, slide my hand in your panties… Would I find you already wet, Prudence? I think I would. I think you are wet as we speak, imagining what I’d do. And I’d do so much. I’d start by fingering your clit so softly, barely a touch at all⁠—”

“Prudence, daughter!”

The loud greeting of her father made her jump a foot in the air.

This is not happening!

“Mayor Fowler! How nice to see you again!”

Rhiannon’s sticky-sweet tone was back, and so was her father’s fake smile. Even his voice was permeated with it.

“I saw a truck unloading boxes in front of the Atelier, Rhiannon. Getting more stock?”

“Oh no, some personal effects. You know how life is, one tends to accumulate so much, books, diaries. I can’t say I am looking forward to going through all those things and deciding if I want to keep something or set everything alight in a big bonfire.”

Rhiannon waved her fingers in a dismissive gesture that didn’t quite deliver on its message. Her father’s too-cheerful reply grated on Pru’s nerves just as much as the little wave.

“Ah, but we do prohibit those, and what kind of mayor would I be if I didn’t advise you against arson?” He guffawed, and Rhiannon’s smile did not reach her eyes.

Her father moved on to shake hands of the patrons sitting closer to them and then limped toward Prudence to give her his usual sideways hug.

“I thought you patronized the Rooster, Father.”

Pru was very proud of how steady she sounded. Because nothing about her was steady at the moment. She didn’t think she could ever be steady again. Not with Rhiannon lifting her fingers to her face, tracing her own lip, tapping it, then biting it, slowly, as if Pru’s essence had been there and she was now savoring it. This woman would be the death of her. But oh, what a way to go!

“Mr. Mayor, what can I get you?” Seren’s voice, devoid of all intonation, broke her reverie, and she was grateful for it. Seren’s wink, however, set her on edge once again, since her “steadiness” was clearly a figment of her own imagination and either the Crowhart sisters were all menaces and mind-readers, or Pru was exceptionally bad at obfuscation. She thought it was probably a lot of both.

“Oh, maybe an Americano? I’m not much for the fancy stuff, but I heard Prudence was here, so I took a chance to see my girl. And shake some hands. This campaign is heating up on me.”

“You have a challenger, Father?”

He laughed, the smooth laughter that enhanced his already handsome face, showing off the charming crow’s feet and the laugh lines. It struck her sometimes how good-looking he was, and how she had taken so much of his face and yet looked nothing like him. How the same features arranged themselves differently on her.

They shared the same eyes, but hers were gray and his were pale blue. They were both fair headed, but where he was honeyed, she was a towhead. Close, but not quite the same.

“Not really, Prudence. You know Judge Astor, he always stages an attempt. It’s all a big joke for him, every single time. And then the country club president, but John is a friend, so it would all be in good fun. Every time, they try to wind me up and burn money just so they can tease me at the poker night.”

“I heard the new owner of the Viridescent is a viable candidate.”

Rhiannon’s words had the effect of a pin being pulled out of a grenade. Everyone collectively held their breaths.

“You heard wrong, Ms. Crowhart.” Her father’s tone was neutral, and final.

Rhiannon threw that fake smile his way. “Oh, I’m sure you’d know best, Mr. Fowler, being the mayor with your hand on the pulse of this race.” He answered with a smirk of his own, the people around them returning to their conversations, only for Rhiannon to finally toss the grenade.

“However, when I stopped by the town hall this morning for my operating permits, I saw her sign the paperwork at the Electoral Commission’s Office.”

Well, that was quite a scoop. Rhiannon went back to her latte as if she didn’t just drop the biggest news this town had witnessed since, well, since the Viridescent Cliff had been leased to developers.

And this particular developer was in a class of her own when it came to being mysterious. Pru knew that she was in her forties and had been in the hospitality business for decades, scoring the most impressive contracts on the East Coast. Pru didn’t even know her name.

“That woman is running for mayor?” Jedidiah Fowler was rarely surprised, Pru could count those instances on the fingers of one hand and still have fingers left. But he sure was surprised now.

“Paloma Allende,” Rhiannon supplied helpfully. “I had the pleasure of introducing myself. She is throwing a reception at the Viridescent for the town’s business owners next week. You’re invited, Prudence. I assume since you’re her direct opponent, you, Mr. Mayor, are not.”

Her father’s face showed nothing at all, a practiced politician’s smile replacing the earlier shock, but Pru knew she’d be getting an earful about all of this. And soon.

Seren was asking something of Rhiannon, and the other patrons were gathering around them with questions of their own, or maybe because it gave them the excuse to speak to the elusive Crowhart sister. Pru exchanged a look with her father, who patted her shoulder.

“It’s okay, my girl. I’m sure Ms. Allende will have a nice little campaign and use it to introduce herself to the townspeople. It’s an effective tool.”

Pru nodded and bussed his cheek. Surprised as he had been, he didn’t look worried. But he did look tired. Her heart squeezed in her chest.

As he shook a few more hands and excused himself, Pru finally turned back to Rhiannon, who was enjoying what appeared to be her second latte, Seren’s coffee art talent on display in the form of a cat in her glass mug. A smirking cat. Who looked like she ate the canary. Pru lifted her gaze to Rhiannon only to see a matching expression.

“You enjoy antagonizing people?” she asked.

Rhiannon’s smirk grew wider.

“Just men.” Then she leaned closer, and her breath brushed Pru’s ear, sending shivers down her spine. “But I was enjoying our previous conversation a lot more.” Then she straightened and took a single sip of the coffee before setting it aside, along with a twenty-dollar bill. “Unfortunately, there are people to see and places to conquer. Alas, I shall have to take a rain check. Will you allow me?”

Why did Pru think that Rhiannon used that particular sequence of words in that particular tone on purpose? Because, darn it, Pru felt it in her very bones. All the scenarios where she would or would not allow Rhiannon things flooded her mind…

“Yeah… Yes!” She stumbled over her own breath and refused to meet Seren’s eye when Rhiannon exited the coffee shop.

“Prudence Fowler…and my sister. Not just any sister, mind you. It had to be Rhiannon. The Windburn,” Seren said as she watched Rhiannon walk away. “And here everyone thought you lived a quiet, boring life.”

“Why Windburn, Seren?”

“Because there are always burns when she is involved, Pru. Come what is meant. Be safe, boring life or not.” Seren winked and Pru left Crow’s Brew in a daze.

Pru thought about Seren’s words about her life. Boring. Quiet. She considered it so herself. As she returned to Book Nest, she realized she had been thinking that since she returned to Dragons after getting her college degree in library science. Nothing much happened in town, which had slumbered quietly in the shadow of the school for centuries.

With her father thoroughly uninterested and wanting to dedicate more and more time to his mayoral duties, she took over her grandmother’s business. She told herself she was happy. Was the bookshop her dream? Not when she began, but slowly, with her entire life beginning to revolve around the narrow aisles and cozy armchairs by the brick fireplace and the displays she spent way too many hours on, Pru had realized she had found her place. But her place felt…empty. Despite the stacks of books and the candles and the tchotchkes.

As she restocked the Women’s Fiction shelves, she looked around herself with a critical eye. A few years ago, when her grandmother passed away, the store became solely hers and yet she’d stalled on making big decisions about it. Maybe that needed to change. An adjustment was needed. Both to her way of living and of thinking, as if waiting for something to happen. To the business, to her. In the meantime, both had been languishing. The store needed something. A new coat of paint, a new vibe, if you would.

Pru knew a metaphor when one presented itself so unequivocally. She made a mental note to order paint swatches. And maybe some decals. Of dragons. And crows. And possums. Of course, possums.

The island and the town carried an allure of mystery. It was perhaps time to lean into it more. Mentally going through some of the changes she could adopt, Pru missed the bell signaling customers.

It was just one. A tall, handsome man with a backpack and a steel water bottle plastered with stickers. A quintessential tourist. He smiled as he approached and Pru returned it, her bookseller eye assessing him quickly. Nonfiction fan, mostly audiobooks, judging by the headphones. He’d want something on local history and a souvenir to commemorate his visit to the island. Pru’s hand reached for the stack of postcards.

“Welcome to Book Nest. How may I help you?”

When he rattled off how much he heard about Dragons on a podcast, loved what he had seen so far, and wanted a piece to remember his trip by, Pru patted herself on the back for a well-made guess.

Twenty minutes, two coffee table books on the town, an audiobook on the school and one on the island itself, three postcards, a few stickers, and a magnet later, Jalen—because he insisted she use his name—shook her hand and wished her a pleasant afternoon.

He did try to persuade her to have a drink with him “at this absolutely magnificent restaurant just down the street,” but Pru waved him away. She was almost two hundred dollars richer and preferred not to waste her evenings. He took her polite refusal on the chin, and Pru returned to the back of the shop where the fire was fading in the reading nook. She knelt, debating whether to throw on another log or to let it die out.

“I shall have to tell my aunt that people think the Tavern is absolutely magnificent. She will be pleased.”

Pru screamed and dropped the bulky piece of wood. It landed half in the fireplace, thus taking care of her decision of whether to keep the fire going.

Rhiannon—unrepentant, gorgeous, dangerous, sly—looked down at her, arms casually crossed over her chest, pulling just a bit on her blouse, revealing the deep vee of her décolletage. Pru thought how fitting it was that she was on her knees. One needed to genuflect when faced with those breasts.

Rhiannon’s gaze was knowing. Seeing. That arrogant smile was back on those lips and Pru almost whimpered. Almost. For all she knew, Rhiannon could be here for a business meeting. As two neighboring merchants were prone to do. Also, weren’t they going to some town hall event later some week or another?

Moreover, it was barely mid-afternoon. The shop was open… Pru glanced toward the front door.

Rhiannon leaned forward, extended her hand, and lifted Pru’s chin till their eyes met. Pru felt the touch and the gaze in her bones.

“You’ll have to pray that nobody enters, then.”

In an instant the fingers on her chin tightened, and she barely managed to get up on her feet before those full lips she admired earlier descended on hers. Rhiannon still held her face, the move doing more for Pru than she cared to admit. It managed to pin her in place more effectively than a wall would. Her mouth was there for the taking.

And speaking of taking, she barely tasted Rhiannon before she was unceremoniously turned around and pulled flush against her body. She opened her eyes and blinked at the view. Both of them, standing back to front, reflected in the shop’s mirror, the fire bathing them in golden shadows. It was erotic. The distinct possibility that anyone could come in at any moment should not be making this as attractive to Pru as it was.

“I don’t back out of my debts, Prudence.” Rhiannon bit her neck, the placement of the bite a perfect facsimile of the one Prudence left on her just yesterday.

“Ah… There’s no keeping score… Rhiannon….”

She watched herself melt against that wicked, wicked mouth. And she watched her eyes attain a wild quality to them, one that she had never seen before. Hungry, desperate. And she was. She wanted… She wanted…

“Tell me, Prudence. Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

This was the Devil. Surely, this was Her. Prudence moaned, and Rhiannon licked where she bit and then bit harder. Prudence’s palm flew to her mouth to keep the scream in.

“The door⁠—”

“You will have to keep so very quiet, Prudence. Can you do that?”

When Prudence didn’t answer, Rhiannon’s hand caressed her spine, running up until her fingers tangled in Pru’s hair and then they pulled, exposing her neck to a ravenous mouth. Except it did not bite, nor kiss. Rhiannon’s mouth lingered, a breath away from the skin, the grip holding Pru’s head immobile.

“Or should I walk out, Prudence?” the Devil’s lips whispered against the side of Pru’s exposed throat, ending the question with a tiny lick, a barest whisper of tongue, caressing and gone before she could even realize it had been there.

“No!”

Rhiannon’s chuckle was obscene. There was no other word to describe it. It went right through Pru and down into her underwear… And if that wasn’t a kick, she watched, mesmerized, and Rhiannon’s mouth kept kissing and sucking on her neck as those hands she had been admiring earlier slowly undid the button of her slacks and lowered the zipper. So slowly, Pru heard every single steel tooth set free.

Outside, a gaggle of voices sounded loudly, close to the shop. Too close. Pru whimpered.

“Tell me to stop…” Rhiannon, done with the zipper, pushed the trousers down to the floor. She caressed Pru’s hip bones through the white cotton, her eyes greedy and hot in the mirror. Who knew simple cotton could do this?

When Pru didn’t answer, too focused on the images in front of her, Rhiannon’s fingers traced downward, where a small wet spot could be distinctly seen in the light of the fireplace.

“I think I shall not stop, Prudence.” Rhiannon’s breath was coming fast and shallow in her ear, and Pru reveled in it. The lust so vivid in those green eyes was burning hot, scorching her through the mirror. “I think I shall fuck you right here and right now and any customers who stumble into the store will see me take you. Do you want that, Prudence?”

The sly, teasing fingers slid under the cotton and tickled the already drenched lips. Pru sighed. Rhiannon stopped. Pru squeaked and opened her eyes to glare indignantly at her tormentor. Rhiannon’s smile was mean.

“You didn’t answer me, Prudence. You didn’t tell me what it is you wanted me to do to you and whether I should stop if people come in.”

The fingers slid lower and then dipped into the wetness, just a bit, just the very tips, and Pru nearly fainted.

“Yes, yes, don’t stop, please don’t stop. I don’t care about… Just please!”

Rhiannon’s eyes were feral. “Good girl.”

Oh, how sweeter the words were when addressed to her.

Pru’s vision grayed as two fingers encircled her clit and did exactly what Rhiannon promised to do at the coffee shop. They drew circles, tighter and tighter, till all Pru could feel was the heat and pleasure, all the while that full, red, swollen mouth was leaving marks on her neck, marks that wouldn’t fade for days if not weeks. It was delicious, it was wicked. She felt free.

“Open your eyes, Prudence.”

Rhiannon bit again, gently, and Pru watched as her other hand tore through the buttons of her shirt and drew her bra cup down, exposing a nipple. A tightly furled nipple ready, so ready. Pru threw her head back on Rhiannon ’s shoulder as the fingers pinched, and she came with a silent scream.

As her walls still clenched in the aftermath of the orgasm, the front doorbell rang and Ceridwen’s “Prudence, I thought I’d catch you here—” broke through the post-orgasmic bliss.

Rhiannon was out of Pru’s panties and out by the counter in a second flat, and Pru closed her eyes and breathed through her embarrassment. Catch her indeed.
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ACROWHART REUNION?

The entire Crowhart clan has been observed coming and going to and from the Old Atelier. Is reconciliation on the cards? What are the Crowharts up to? And is Prudence Fowler involved? She certainly is being seen in their company a lot lately.

In other news, Paloma Allende, the new proprietor of the Astronomy Resort on Viridescent and the newly registered candidate for the very crowded mayoral race, is inviting all members of Crow’s Nest Chamber of Commerce for an exclusive dinner at her hotel. The brunette has taken residency in one of the luxurious penthouses of the renovated property, and according to our sources, has made herself very much at home. We are still awaiting her first campaign speech to determine the gambit behind an audacious attempt to unseat Mayor Fowler.

Watch this space, the Atelier, and the Viridescent.

—Crow’s Caw
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Ceridwen’s shock was sweet balm on Rhiannon’s soul. The visions from minutes ago would haunt her forever, the way Prudence begged her, the way that mouth opened on the silent cry, the way she whispered her name as she came… Rhiannon was certain she didn’t even realize how much she revealed as she fell apart on her fingers.

And how much that fall marked Rhiannon like a brand.

So Ceridwen’s shock—and was it…disappointment?—would have to do in order to lift Rhiannon’s spirits and take her mind off matters she would think about later.

To her credit, Ceridwen’s only tell was the pursed lips. Rhiannon tried to tell herself that it didn’t matter what her sister thought. She and Pru were adults. Unencumbered adults living their lives. When she simply stared Ceridwen down, her sister said nothing, tapping her fingers on the counter.

The stare down continued till the very flushed Pru finally mustered the courage and probably set herself to rights enough to come out. Her neck was covered in already blooming marks. Rhiannon couldn’t hide the glance at her handiwork.

To her credit, Pru just rolled her eyes and nodded to Ceridwen.

“You needed me?”

“Not as much as you need concealer, Pru.” Ceridwen glared daggers at Rhiannon.

This is fun.

“I admit, I got a touch overzealous.”

“Rhiannon!” Prudence’s low growl did nothing to settle Rhiannon down or douse her joy.

The door jingled again, and preceding Lachlan, Victoria swanned in, took one look around, and tsked. “A turtleneck and some air freshener should fix most of your current problems, Prudence Ophelia.”

Somewhere nearby something heavy fell, and a voice that could only be Christian’s screamed as if shot.

Rhiannon, heart in her throat, was the first one out the door of the Book Nest and up the stairs of the Atelier, the sounds of the three other women running following her close behind.

It was a dead bird. A dead, hanged bird, swinging off the chandelier that Christian and Lachlan had assisted the electrician in installing just that morning.

Christian himself was standing right underneath it, eyes wide and full of tears, hands clutching what looked like a take-out bag. A few mail packages were strewn over the floor. He must’ve been carrying them in from outside.

He dropped the food too when Rhiannon flung the front door open and blocked her from coming closer. She had seen enough as it were.

It was Victoria who surprisingly beat everyone else to the chandelier, with Pru, Lachlan, and Ceridwen spilling through the door in behind her.

A strange, stifling silence, one that felt greasy on Rhiannon’s skin, stilled around her. She took a few steps into what had begun to feel like her space. A space she was slowly filling with her own touches, her own presence. The place she once hated with all her heart and was only recently beginning to see as hers.

Goddess knew she didn’t want it. Not then and not even now. She had despised it years ago when her mother had almost begged Jerome to take her, to teach her, to show her the magic of book restoration. And the wretched old demon had so much of it. It poured out of his arthritic hands and Rhiannon absorbed it like a sponge. To his credit, he wasn’t stingy with it. With his gift. He had left his mark on the books he gave second, third, fourth lives to. That skill in turn left a mark on Rhiannon. She had been grateful for it, initially.

And then she hated his very existence once she met his much younger than him and lonely wife, misunderstood and forgotten by her husband and by the whole world. Once a talented sculptor with a bright future and now a housewife locked in a loveless marriage.

Of course, it had to be loveless! She was beautiful and gorgeous and he was old and awful. Was it a wonder Rhiannon fell head over heels for the wounded, vulnerable, defenseless Margaux? Was it a wonder Rhiannon, young, impressionable, gullible, and hotheaded Rhiannon battled the entire town to save Margaux? To free her? He was cruel and abrasive, he was thirty years older than her, he didn’t deserve Margaux. Rhiannon did!

And so, Rhiannon fought her mother and her aunt and her sister and Crow’s Nest. The world itself. And then she won. Triumphant, she claimed her prize—Margaux—and a few months later left behind this place, old Jerome, and the judgmental Crowharts.

Rhiannon’s memory unhelpfully supplied her mother’s face, looking at her with so much pity and disappointment, right before she⁠—

She shook her head and focused on the oaken panels and stained glass. She would rake her own conscience over the coals later. Now was not the time.

Rhiannon couldn’t say that she had ever given the Atelier a second thought, especially after they had moved to LA and opened their auction house. She had seen pictures of it once, about five years into her own marriage. A copy of Crow’s Caw making its way into her hands somehow. The Market Square reconstruction was featured heavily, with the article mentioning that the Atelier was a sore on the face of the Square, empty and rotting, a gaping wound. Rhiannon remembered the wording making her roll her eyes. Flair for drama that yellow rag always had. And it gave her a secret thrill that the place where Margaux had suffered was decaying.

Now? Two decades later, an older, wiser, burnt, and cut-to-the-quick Rhiannon knew better, and seeing the rotten boards and the gutted walls did not bring her any pleasure. She still detested it, but her reasons were very different this time around.

She half expected, half dreamed that the town would fight her for it. After all, the physical possession over it had been lost for two decades. Surely the mayor would have established some sort of eminent domain over it.

But Jedidiah Fowler simply glanced at her, giving Margaux’s will a cursory read before welcoming Rhiannon back to Crow’s Nest, if she could but sign here and there for the building’s deed. Then he stepped aside the moment the ink dried on the paperwork.

In the month that followed Rhiannon hated every stone, every layer of wallpaper the workers stripped off the wretched walls. She hated it even more when the oaken floors were revealed under the grime and filth of old carpet. When the panels were removed to show masterful brickwork.

She was there for every reveal, every setback, every gem uncovered. And somewhere between the old fireplace puffing smoke once again and the redwood counter being resurfaced and restrained, Rhiannon could not reach the hate anymore. Neither for herself, nor for the Old Atelier. The building had seen her make a mockery of her own life, of the life of other people, yet it had no fault. Rhiannon had done it all herself and she had paid. She would pay more, time and again.

She surely would pay for Margaux. The last five years of their relationship had been hell, and Rhiannon’s heart was still just a collection of chambers and pulsing veins and arteries where her dead wife was concerned. So she sidestepped that acid burn and Christian’s reaching arms and looked death in the empty eyes once again. This time the blank, glassy orbs of a bird. Exactly like Margaux’s had been in that bathtub.

Next to her, Ceridwen’s face was tearstained. Rhiannon wanted to take her shaking hand, yet the thought of touching anyone, anything, was akin to snapping her own bones, small, tiny breaks she couldn’t endure.

It was Prudence who reached for her and their connection, that silver thread, that warmth for once did not scald her skin. It silenced the voices in her head, and in that silence the grief bloomed, blood-red petals on black feathers.

Rhiannon swallowed, and the thorns of unspoken words cut her throat to shreds. Did she whimper? Did Ceridwen? One of them sure did.

And then like a bullet to her chest, Rhiannon’s reality slammed into focus in her eyes.

“Boleyn! Goddess, Boleyn!”

And everything and everyone was in motion. The thought that whoever did this could’ve gotten to her cat… Rhiannon pushed that thought away, because there was only so much one could handle.

“Boleyn!” She lifted her hand and everyone fell silent, listening for an answer. “Boleyn!”

Among her own ragged breathing, Victoria’s quiet chanting prayer, and Ceridwen’s whispered supplication, Rhiannon heard an almost imperceptible scratching.

“Shhh!” She grabbed Prudence’s fingers again and the power flooded her, almost lifting her off her feet.

“The fireplace!” Prudence beat her to the brick cladding by a step. The scratching grew louder.

“Patches?” Prudence’s voice was incredulous.

A grumble, a squeal, and an ash-covered possum fell out of the chimney.

“Patches! Where’s Boleyn?”

The possum immediately tried climbing back up, and Rhiannon moved around Prudence to look up the wide opening. In the soot-covered darkness, two green eyes stared back at her.

“Boleyn!” The cat was in her arms in seconds, grimy and shivering, but whole. Safe. Alive. A cat who had never touched soot or dirt. A cat who didn’t even like the damn fireplace.

Rhiannon crouched next to Prudence, still holding her chortling possum.

“I take it this is your handiwork, Ms. Patience Petunia Fowler? Getting my cat all dirty like this? Teaching her how to climb chimneys?”

Rhiannon could swear the possum’s expression was sheepish. Prudence opened her mouth to protest. Rhiannon reached and booped Patches’s snoot.

“All my garbage to you, Trash Queen. Thank you for saving Boleyn, who’s way too cultured to have ever considered hiding in the chimney.”

Boleyn meowed indignantly, jumped out of Rhiannon’s arms, and tail in the air, stalked up the stairs to the living quarters, Patches on her heels.

“Well, that was…” Lachlan came down the steps and scrubbed his palms over a tired face.

“Close. That was close.”

It was Ceridwen who finished his thought, and Rhiannon narrowed her eyes.

“Close?”

“You’ve been making waves since you arrived, Rhiannon. Your encounter with Lisa, for example.”

Pru laid a steadying hand on Rhiannon, and Ceridwen’s eyes followed the movement closely.

“Ceri, are you implying Lisa did this? Killed a bird, hanged it? To what end?”

“It’s September in Massachusetts, girls and boys. There’s always an end for a crow in a Massachusetts September.”

The tendons behind Rhiannon’s eyes were like violin strings pulled taut, the headache turning to migraine on a dime.

Lachlan took a piece of discarded tarp and approached the bird.

“No. I’ll do it.”

“Rhiannon—” It was Ceridwen, always Ceridwen, stopping her, standing in front of her. Shielding her…

Where have you been, Ceridwen? Where have you been all these years?

Rhiannon could feel her thoughts getting tangled, running amok in her feverish brain. She needed to get out of here. Get the bird and… What?

“I…” She reached for it, her fingers black with soot, already in mourning for this soul. So small. The fragility of it finally breaking the dam of her own restraint. When tears came, she barely noticed them. She carried the little lifeless body outside. For one treacherous moment she wished for her storms, to cleanse, to take her away. The power in her growled, deep, angry, blaming her, accusing her. The hunger of it, teased by Prudence’s presence, by the connection that baffled and confounded, snapped at its taut leash.

Her backyard was quiet, the silence hanging like an ax before an execution. In the distance, the wind howled. The island was angry.

Well, join the club.

She closed her eyes and murmured long-forgotten words. Of a goodbye, an old-as-time chant for an end, for a passing. Even whispering them scorched her soul, the roar inside her growing deafening. Once the earth settled on the black feathers, she stood up. The rain came, washing her face, her hands, the stench of death.

Inside, Lachlan was cleaning up the remnants of the images Rhiannon knew would return in her dreams.

“So what are we going to do about Lisa?”

Ceridwen’s voice was like a string, one that would snap at any moment and score anyone in her proximity, unpredictable and sharp.

Prudence’s lips trembled with doubt. Rhiannon could almost hear the words arguing against this particular culprit fall off that pale mouth. She smiled, the skin stretching painfully.

“Before Prudence chokes herself trying to contradict the assumption that this was Lisa⁠—”

“Who else could it be? Been in any other fights recently?”

Ceridwen set her jaw, and Rhiannon would’ve rolled her eyes if she wasn’t so certain it would cut right through her already aching mind. She needed to get these people out.

“What did you mean by September in Massachusetts, Tory?” Lachlan asked, and Rhiannon made a face and would’ve laughed at hers probably being exactly the same as Ceridwen’s. All incredulous shock.

“What did you call her?” Ceridwen’s question conveyed that shock very well.

“He brings me flowers every morning and he thinks I am royalty. He gets to call me anything he wants to.” Victoria patted Lachlan’s scruffy cheek. He snatched her hand and kissed her knuckles. Christian cleared his throat, and his usual quiet authority had everyone turning to him as he slowly cleaned his glasses, clearly trying to choose his words.

“I’ve known Lisa her entire life, and while the handwriting on the note is very close to hers, I don’t think⁠—”

“What note?” Several voices chimed in in unison, Ceridwen’s the loudest.

Christian pocketed the handkerchief and gave Rhiannon a somewhat sheepish look, his hooded eyes staring at her imploringly from behind the thick horn rims. She sighed.

“I got a note a few days ago.” Rhiannon unlocked her phone and handed it to Victoria, who snatched it as if her life depended on it. Then she just huffed in disgust before handing it over to Ceridwen. Rhiannon prepared herself for the scolding. She didn’t have to wait very long.

“And you chose to keep this to yourself?” Her sister’s voice was shrill.

“I didn’t. I asked Christian for help. As you see, he has been helping. He taught half the town in Sunday school once upon a time, and now as the magistrate he knows everyone. What more do you think I should’ve done?”

Rhiannon regretted asking the moment the words left her mouth.

“Tell me! Tell Victoria! Call the sheriff!”

Rhiannon rolled her eyes. The histrionics were too much. She took her phone back and pretended to dial.

“‘Hello, Sheriff? Yes, someone left me a nasty note, would you come over and pull their ear?’ Ceridwen, get a fucking grip.”

Her headache was verging on vicious, nausea nearly overwhelming her. She needed to get all these people out, and she needed her darkness and her silence.

“The note, the wording…” Victoria’s voice was pensive. “They did a lot of hanging in September in Salem, Rhiannon, and you really should’ve known better and called us.”

The sheer violence of the images conjured by Victoria pierced Rhiannon’s skull, and she grabbed the redwood counter for support.

The cries of “Hang the witch!” were loud and the braying crowd chasing Gwendolyn desperate in their blind, raving hatred. They strung up the innocents one by one as she watched, as she prayed. It would be her turn soon. September was here. September 1692.

The wood came alive under Rhiannon’s fingertips, with warmth, with strength. Too late. Too late, as she hit the floor and darkness took her deeper into the violence and the pain.
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Rhiannon opened her eyes in the shadows of her bedroom. She knew this ceiling. She had stared at it plenty of nights in the last weeks. It was perfect; not a crack or fissure marred the pale ivory. And despite all the work, all the familiarity, it felt foreign.

There was a sound coming from down the hall, and she stretched, her bones weary and still carrying the fatigue of a migraine. Absently she wondered how late it was. She must’ve fainted, and Lachlan was probably puttering in the apartment kitchen after carrying her upstairs. He had done so before.

But when she squinted at the low light of her stove, it was Prudence setting down two bowls on the floor, Patches, clearly the least finicky of the two creatures, almost stuffing her entire head into the bowl with Boleyn taking a few suspicious sniffs first.

Something shifted inside her. Something that had been sprained had righted. As if Prudence, by standing there watching the animals eat, bathed in the pale light of Rhiannon’s kitchen lamp, reached into her and set the joint. Straightened the crooked bone. It snapped into place with a low groan, leaving Rhiannon breathless.

A breeze caressed her face, gone in a second, and she felt tears sting the back of her eyes.

“You stayed.”

Prudence turned, gasping silently, clearly surprised by Rhiannon’s quiet entrance, and the worry in her eyes almost made Rhiannon’s tears spill. Had anyone ever looked at her like this? Like she was precious? Like she mattered? Like she mattered more than the world itself?

“You’re awake.” Pru’s smile was bashful. “Well, duh. Of course you’re awake. How do you feel? You’ve been out of it for a bit.”

Rhiannon frowned.

“How long?”

Prudence came closer, and the palm she laid on her cheek was warm. Rhiannon was grateful for her fatigue, because the magic that accompanied their touches when she was unguarded like this did not bring more than a gentle hum to her skin. She was so open, so broken, one look, one touch would tear her apart.

“Two days.”

Rhiannon lifted her face so fast her head spun.

“Two days? But…” She looked around herself, the words eluding her.

“Lachlan took care of the Atelier, he chose some smaller tasks as to not make too much noise and let you rest. I stayed with you. Well, and they did too.”

Patches and Boleyn sat next to each other looking at their humans, the possum’s expression cheerful, the cat’s pensive.

“I made sure they were fed. If I gave Boleyn something she wasn’t supposed to eat, I guess we will know soon enough. I never had cats, so…”

The rambling was adorable. The sincerity, the touching concern. Rhiannon’s heart thudded in her chest. She closed her eyes and chose the easy way out.


16
PRUDENCE, OLD BOOKS & BROKEN GLASS
[image: ]


Pru went through the last two days as if she was the one sleeping. Nothing seemed real and yet everything was. Between Victoria, Seren, and Ceridwen, her bookstore had stayed open. A steady stream of covered dishes, casseroles, and swaddled loaves of warm bread would periodically appear on the kitchen table, whether she was there or not, whether she ate anything or not. Because the next morning, fresh provisions would spring up as if by magic.

Well, and then there was the actual magic. She sat in the deep and comfortable leather chair by Rhiannon’s bedside and reveled it. Emanating like waves from the prone figure, caught in her own world, Pru drank it by the mouthful. Inhaled by the lungful. And grew addicted to it by the heartful.

What in her waking hours Rhiannon suppressed with a steel hand and ironclad will, her dreams set free. Pru wondered if Rhiannon knew and if the release was due to her exhaustion and her pain.

She tried not to think about the dead crow, the small bones lifeless and broken. And she tried to shy away from the look on Rhiannon’s face as she buried it. The devastation was so profound, Pru’s tears threatened every time she remembered.

And then there were all the books. Rhiannon’s home, like her workshop, was filled to the brim with old manuscripts, new editions, leather spines, and torn-apart pages that gentle hands were carefully gluing back together. Pru marveled at the patience and the skill that it took to slowly and meticulously bring back to life ink and paper, teasing out words where none would show anymore, breathing meaning into tomes old and new again.

She leafed through several left open in Rhiannon’s study, attentive not to misalign edges. The ancient ones seemed to be history books. One in particular stood out. A Compendium on Dragons Island by Elizabeth Crowhart.

Printed and drawn pages interspersed with handwritten notes on the margins that Rhiannon’s careful hands were halfway through restoring. Some wore ashes, others glue and mold. And yet Gwendolyn’s sufferings stood in sharp relief to all the debris that cluttered the battered pages. Pru, heart in her throat, read the last page that Rhiannon worked on.

The hunters of and the bird-catcher found her, bringing the law and the damnation. Among dark brick they held her trial. “Hang the witch,” they screamed. Hang the witch they did.

When Mother was gone, I was alone. Waiting. My cell small, the basement moldy. Fear choked me and hunger ate at me. Above all, I knew the men would come for me, like they did for Mother. The men always came.

Prudence dropped the magnifying glass and clasped her hand over her mouth to stifle the sob. For the woman who died, for the daughter who watched. For all the Crowharts who had been followed by the curse for ages.

For Rhiannon, who was carrying hers in silence.

And above all, Pru felt the tug of recognition. The woman from her dreams, so like Rhiannon, yet not. Scared and alone. Helpless. Her head spun and she left the study, shutting the door tightly behind herself. She was grateful the dreams didn’t follow her that night.

She didn’t dare to share what she had found with Ceridwen, who stopped by with herbs and tinctures after closing the flower shop on the first night.

“Valerian root. For sleep and to allay anxieties. Even like this, she is a bowl of tension.” The voice was steady even if the hands were not. Ceridwen dripped a little of the yellow liquid in the small bowl. A linen washcloth was then applied to Rhiannon’s forehead.

Pru eyed the large bag where smells played hopscotch with each other. She recognized some, scrunched her nose at others.

A familiar one was placed next to Rhiannon’s wrists and to the beating pulse points on her throat.

“Lavender. For calmness.”

“These are… ah…” Pru worried her lip, wondering how to word her observation without offending.

“Simple? Common? They are, Pru. Our mothers, our sisters have used them for centuries. The wisdom of the Earth is often simple. And common sense. And confused for something it isn’t. These remedies came into wide use from our people. And for these common-sense remedies, we were put to the match.”

This time, when she pulled out the third tincture, Ceridwen’s hands found their steadiness.

“Lemon balm. A few drops in the candle by the bedside.” Ceridwen tsked when her search for one did not reveal any. “I can’t believe she stopped lighting them.” With a shake of her head, a simple white wax candle from her satchel was placed by Rhiannon’s head. A sharp, sulfurous odor filled the air as the match ignited before being replaced by the soothing citrusy aroma, subtle to not feel cloying yet distinctly there.

Pru lifted her knees to her chest and watched Ceridwen putter around the bedroom, every touch both meticulous and superfluous. Finally, when the book stack was moved for the third time from shelf to shelf, Pru gathered her courage.

“Do you think it was Lisa? Is it my fault⁠—”

“Don’t even go there, Prudence.” The halting word was sharp, cutting Pru’s thread of thought like scissors. “Moreover, the note appeared before Rhiannon introduced herself to Lisa anyway.”

She lifted her eyes to Ceridwen, but the oldest Crowhart was lost in her thoughts, watching Rhiannon slumber.

“I wanted to think it was Lisa.”

“Why, Ceri?”

“Because anything else is unthinkable.”

When Ceridwen added nothing, Pru simply waited. A beat, two. First came the sigh, then another.

“Tell me, Ceri. Please.”

“It’s not my place, Prudence. She will wake and then the two of you should probably talk.”

Pru turned away, unable to meet the knowing green gaze.

“Well, I can’t say that catching my sister in flagrante was on my year’s bingo card…”

Pru closed her eyes and shook her head, only to be met with a low chuckle.

“You are so easy, it’s not even sporting to tease you. And despite the world beating it out of her, you are both naive in exactly the same ways.”

“Oh?” Pru held her breath.

“That.” Ceridwen pointed at Pru’s face. “That right there, the eagerness, the curiosity, the—dare I say—naiveté. I miss that in her.”

Pru bristled, but Ceridwen waved her reaction away.

“No, she is neither eager nor naive. Not anymore. But she had been once. And now she is also older, if not wiser. She’s cautious.” Ceridwen sat down on the bed and took Rhiannon’s limp hand in hers. “And she is scared. The fear is more palpable than any emotion from her. Scared and in denial about the horrors in her head.”

Pru set her chin on her knees, the slacks material slightly scratchy, the friction anchoring her in the present and keeping her away from the memories of the terror in Rhiannon’s eyes.

“I wish she’d come to me with what ails her, but she won’t, Prudence. And so here we all are.” Ceridwen lips twitched. “But to spare you the embarrassment, I didn’t see anything. It was sure funny, though, to watch you scramble to hide and her…” The pause was so long, Pru unfolded from her chair and laid a hand on Ceridwen’s forearm.

“And Rhiannon?”

“Rhiannon did everything to cover you. And I’ve never seen her care. Not this much. Not about any other woman. And Goddess knows she had them all in school. So many, Mother despaired. Victoria found this amusing. And I… I was impressed. I was the oldest, and my sister was the most popular girl in school once she was old enough. Certainly outshined me.”

Ceridwen’s smile was small, but the light of it brightened the room better than the candle. Outside, a night owl hooted low. The dusk had settled, its fingertips poking in the cracks in the heavy drapes.

The intimacy of the conversation blanketed both of them. Pru did not lift her fingers and Ceridwen didn’t seem to notice them, her thoughts unspooling.

“She thought I would be jealous. And I believe she went out with as many purely to spite me. She never had to prove anything to me. She was always…more. Stronger. Certainly more stubborn. And more powerful. Prudence, if you could see her winds, her storms.”

“Tell me about them?”

“Her storms were unforgettable. Sometimes when it was safe, Mother would allow her to let loose, and it was always such a sight to behold. I always felt…unworthy, I guess is the right word, and I am not prone to that feeling very often, Pru.” Ceridwen shivered even though the air around them was warm, slowly filling with the herbal aromas. “That’s why whatever she is doing now, renouncing the gift, is so asinine, so utterly foolish and self-destructive. Because no matter what happened today, more than anything she has seen, this she did to herself.”

Ceridwen let Rhiannon’s fingers fall out of hers to the steel-colored satin sheets.

“Power needs to exist, and it cannot do so in a vacuum of one’s soul. It will destroy it. Seeing her suffer the shielding spell and do this to herself, enduring this? I can’t imagine the pain. And maybe away from here she had it much easier.”

“Away from you? From Victoria and Seren?”

“From us and from the power the island holds, the power grown on blood of my ancestors and all the other women who sought refuge here, in town or at the school, on the cliffs. I can’t imagine what it feels to try and keep the craft from seeking its own when it’s literally surrounded by all of this.”

“So why is she doing this, Ceri?”

Ceridwen’s shoulders lifted as if in a shrug but fell helplessly in a poor imitation of one.

“Has she ever told you about her wife?”

Pru felt her hands go numb.

“She has a wife?” Her own voice was foreign to her. The owl outside flapped its powerful wings and was gone, the evening sinking in silence.

“Once upon a time.” The binds around Pru’s chest tightened. “I don’t know what happened and she is clearly here alone, so I guess it’s all past tense now, but you two really should do more than just…” Ceridwen gestured toward Rhiannon’s prone body, visibly uncomfortable. Pru smiled, imagining Rhiannon taking great pleasure in making her sister squirm. Maybe they weren’t so different and Ceridwen was right? As for talking…

“Maybe you should start saying words out loud that are more than whatever it is you need for said…” Now Ceridwen’s sharp cheekbones were tinged with crimson and her prim and proper pose all stiff. She looked away, either to gather her thoughts or to master the blush, could be anyone’s guess. When she turned and caught Pru smirking at her discomfort, she shook her head.

“Birds of a feather, the two of you. Talk, Prudence Ophelia. It helps.”

Ceridwen’s words still rang in Pru’s ears two night later. When Rhiannon leaned toward her, giving her plenty of time and space to evade, to sidestep, to ask questions. Talk. They needed to talk. Words that weren’t “harder” and “fuck me” and “please, please, please.”

Pru lifted her hand and drew Rhiannon’s mouth toward hers. Maybe talking wasn’t their strong suit. But this—this fire, this hunger, this need—was stronger than either of them.

The warmth of the kiss spread from the lips, down her throat like honey, sweet and tangy. Her stomach clenched when Rhiannon guided her gently to the sturdy oak table in the middle of the spacious kitchen. As her thighs hit the edge, she heard Patches scramble out of the room, undoubtedly followed by Boleyn.

Pru sank her fingers in the auburn tresses, getting her fill, for once reveling in the silken fire spilling in her palms. She tugged and combed and pulled and Rhiannon lifted her head, her eyes molten, dark and sly.

“Found my weakness, have you?” The purr of that voice. Pru closed her eyes, savored it and tugged harder, bringing that wicked mouth back to hers again. She licked the bottom lip until Rhiannon granted her access and then their tongues met, tentatively at first, then throwing caution to the wind, fast and wild. And yet there was nothing of the rush of their other times here. Underneath the desire was a tenderness both of them lacked before.

Rhiannon’s fingers touched her as if she would break at any time, as if she was precious, special. Pru felt the unexpected tears spill from under her closed eyelids and Rhiannon kissed them away. Her fingertips traced Pru’s jawline, dipping lower and following the pulse jumping wildly under her skin all the way down her clavicle. Seeking, finding. What? Pru could not tell, but she lifted her arms obediently as her cardigan was gently pulled off, her blouse next, slower, Rhiannon’s mouth following her hands, tasting every exposed inch of skin.

Pru’s tears kept falling, the gentleness in the touch, in the sweetly murmured words of appreciation, of admiration, of gratitude, the sincerity behind them.

“So beautiful, Prudence. Like a lily of the valley, delicate, tender. So beautiful. Thank you, thank you.”

Pru did not know what Rhiannon was thanking her for, if she even knew it herself. The ache at her very core, the hunger this woman, only this woman, had ever lit there, was like a winding spring. Any second now another twist, another push would be too much and she’d unravel. Would she be able to hold back then? And hold back what?

Rhiannon, perhaps sensing the turmoil, lifted her head from Pru’s chest and simply looked. Their eyes met and Pru felt the silver thread of their connection, the magic flowing from her to Rhiannon. Even if one-sided, even if not reciprocated, it was received.

For one moment the green of the iris was overcome by a tempest, and then Rhiannon blinked and it was gone, and Pru was grateful for it. The truth of Rhiannon suppressing her power, holding it in, being tormented by it… Pru never wanted to add even a small sliver to that torment and so closed her eyes and placed her hands on Rhiannon’s shoulders, not pushing, not pulling, just keeping the connection, leaning back on the desk, letting her make all the decisions.

A slow hum, sensual, guttural, was almost her undoing, but she kept her eyes shut and surrendered.

Rhiannon did not rush. The skirt was taken off, not simply lifted. Her stockings rolled down one by one, and kisses followed the paths of Rhiannon’s fingers yet again. And then that generous mouth went to work, backtracking its own path. Rhiannon kissed her instep, her ankle, her calf, the inside of her knee, her sensitive tender skin of her inner thigh.

Pru let go and lay down fully on the hard surface of the table, the old wood cool under her naked shoulders.

The wicked lips kissed her inner thigh before slowly changing directions and moving down again, retracing its own caresses, before starting anew on the other leg. Pru moaned, shaking her head from side to side.

“You’re impatient, Prudence. Don’t you know I will give you everything you want? Everything and more.”

Pru barely registered the words, and the teasing tongue now licked along the line connecting hip and thigh, Rhiannon’s fingers nudging her underwear aside, so slowly, so torturously.

She squirmed and felt the answering smile on her skin, Rhiannon taking her time. So much time… Too much time…

“Not too much. I want to savor you. To taste you. You have one up on me and it’s only fair that I take my time indulging in your sweetness, Prudence.”

Pru felt her vision gray at the edges as Rhiannon finally pulled the cotton down and sampled. And yes, she took her sweet time, the tender licks to the very tip of her clit, to the broad strokes to its base, and to the reverent worshipping at her entrance.

Pru opened her eyes to watch Rhiannon take a small step back and bring both hands up, opening her thighs fully. Her mouth wet, her gaze bright with lust, and…wonder?

Rhiannon opened her thighs and just looked, as if Pru was…

“Beautiful, Prudence. So beautiful.” Rhiannon licked her bottom lip and hummed again, as if savoring Pru’s taste, and Pru almost passed out. She pushed against Rhiannon’s hands, her hunger almost painful, and Rhiannon lifted her eyes away from her spread pussy and looked at her.

“So beautiful and so impatient, Prudence.”

And then… Oh Goddess… Rhiannon Crowhart knelt at the edge of the table, bringing her face-to-face with Pru’s wet, aching⁠—

Rhiannon licked and Prudence moaned. Rhiannon sucked and Prudence screamed. A hand lifted and two fingers speared her, holding her in place better than the hands on her thighs ever did, and then she felt Rhiannon shift slightly and set a rhythm, and she realized Rhiannon was touching herself, stroking herself as she was licking and fucking Pru, and all Pru could do was look as those green eyes glanced up to meet hers.

Pru held on, her hands grabbing the edges of the table and holding on, her breathing ragged, her walls clenching around Rhiannon’s fingers with every stroke, her body closer and closer with each lick. And the sound of Rhiannon fucking herself on her own fingers, the sound of how wet she was, almost threw her off the edge.

She whimpered, bit her lip, held on tighter, and then unclenched her grip, reached for Rhiannon’s hair and tugged. Rhiannon’s growl was feral. She wrapped her lips around Pru’s clit, her tongue lapping at it faster, then licking the very tip, and that was all it took. Pru bit her lip to hold back the scream. She floated, her walls spasming, clenching. And Rhiannon kept sucking, kept licking, kept stroking, and Pru, who had never had two in row, came again, her satisfaction dragging Rhiannon with her on a low moan.

When Pru lifted her head, Rhiannon was still on her knees, her face wet and peaceful on Pru’s thigh, her breathing slowing down, and her mouth twisted in that patented smirk. Sly, teasing. Familiar. Beloved.

Pru tried to swallow around the lump in her throat that almost choked her. What had she done? She closed her eyes and pushed the treacherous word away. The ache of caging this bird was akin to pulling out her own nails, and yet she wasn’t ready, wasn’t even remotely prepared for the repercussions of calling Rhiannon Crowhart’s smirk beloved. Especially not naked and still feeling the aftershocks of two orgasms, definitely not with Rhiannon’s fingers still inside her. And not with the scent of them clinging to her skin, making her long, making her yearn, for more.

So she took the coward’s way out and returned to the seed that Ceridwen planted earlier.

Pru ran her fingers through the tangled mess of Rhiannon’s hair spread all over her thighs and allowed reason and sanity to finally prevail, now that the need and hunger were sated, as she whispered gently, “We have to talk.”


17
RHIANNON, CONFESSIONS & OLD RESENTMENTS
[image: ]


“We have to talk.”

Well, there were worse ways to get pulled out of post-orgasmic bliss. There were better ways too. Like another round. Rhiannon was about to propose one of those. In her brand-new claw-foot bathtub. A custom job. A rush one. Rhiannon had been impatient, as she envisioned many a romp in that particular creation.

“Sure. Let me just clean up first. And, ah… You might need a change of clothes? I can get you some of mine⁠—”

“I have things here, Rhiannon. I did spend two days and two nights. Ceri made sure I was comfortable.”

“Ceri. Right. Okay, well, I’ll just…” Rhiannon motioned with her chin toward her bathroom and then nodded to herself before turning sharply, too sharply, making herself dizzy in the process and double-timing it out of the kitchen.

As she made her awkward exit—and she couldn’t even pretend it wasn’t awkward—Pru still sat naked and shivering on the table. Rhiannon bit the inside of her cheek and turned the water all the way to hot. Might as well boil herself alive while she was at it.

Halfway through her self-punishment, the temperature lowered slightly and hands wrapped around her from behind as a check was laid on her bare back. Apology? Or forgiveness?

Rhiannon turned to see Pru watching her warily from under wet lashes. Those ridiculously long lashes of hers. Rhiannon smiled and touched her fingertips tenderly to the trembling butterfly wings. Pru closed her eyes and kissed her palm.

They stood under the warm water for what felt like forever. Rhiannon found solace in the fact that despite being the one to bring up the “talk,” Pru seemed just as reluctant to get to it as she was. And so they took their time. Soaping each other’s bodies, shampooing hair, indulging in the blissful aroma of the conditioner.

When the water pressure finally started to dwindle, Rhiannon pouted. She didn’t care that it was childish. Pru gave her the privacy to apply lotion and pout some more.

After she pampered her skin and brushed her hair, Rhiannon had no more excuses left.

The scent from the kitchen was one of something frying, and her stomach growled.

“Might as well.” She gave her reflection one last look in the semi-fogged mirrors. Tired, red-rimmed eyes looked back at her. Rhiannon ran her palm over the woman in the mirror, spreading the condensation, erasing the evidence of her own fears, and made her way to the kitchen.

Pru was chopping vegetables, and Rhiannon had a feeling more of Ceridwen’s gifts were about to be shared. She sighed and sat down, too weary to argue about her sister.

The universe and its perverse sense of humor had a penchant to get Rhiannon’s goat. Pru plated a green salad along with some chicken and pushed the plate toward Rhiannon and slowly laid words in front of her like cards in solitaire.

“Ceri mentioned your wife.”

Rhiannon dropped her fork, which clattered with a dull kind of noise, more chaos than damage, and spread the olive-oil-drenched leaves all over her lap.

She took her time picking each and every single one from her bathrobe and from the floor.

Of course it had to be fucking Ceri.

“If you’d have told me about her, your sister wouldn’t have to. And I’m sorry for bringing her up, I know it’s technically none of my business, except for⁠—”

“She’s dead. There was never any need to bring her up.”

Rhiannon stood up and threw the salad leaves into the garbage. The water in the sink was still cold, the boiler having emptied from their shower, and she forced herself to keep her hands under the spray, to bite her lip and feel the chill run through her. And yet it wasn’t enough. For once, water betrayed her. Or was it twice?

It was the taste of blood, coppery and real, that brought her back. The only tangible reminder that unlike Margaux, she was alive. She stood still for a few more seconds, slowly weeding out the images of finding Margaux thirteen months ago from her mind, one by one, like tiny grass roots from the soil of her memory.

When she turned back, Pru’s eyes were filled with tears, and Rhiannon sighed, feeling like a complete cad, and gentled her tone.

“I guess Saint Ceridwen didn’t tell you that much.”

If she thought her tenderness would count for something, Pru gave her nothing in return.

“Does she even know? Does anyone?”

Rhiannon tilted her head and gave Pru a long look. Hair pulled back exposing the thin, pale face. The pink lips the only color and resoluteness the only expression. The stubborn set of the chin. The narrowing of the ashen eyes, full of loyalty. To Ceridwen, of all people. Her martyred sister.

Goddess, you and your games…

“Well, your father does. As for the others? I wouldn’t know. I kept it out of the papers.”

Rhiannon sat back down and forced herself to stab a piece of chicken. But when she brought it to her mouth, the scent hit her like a slap, nausea overwhelming her. This time she set the fork down slowly.

Pru watched the movement with wary eyes as if bracing herself. For what, Rhiannon didn’t know, but then she herself had no way of knowing what she’d do. What she’d say.

She pushed the plate away from and reached for the glass. Water again. And again, not doing anything for her. She drank anyway then just before she sat it down, it shattered in her hand with an annoying sound of uselessness.

Pru didn’t flinch, just forked a few more pieces of her chicken and chewed quietly, watching Rhiannon from under those dark lashes.

When her plate was empty, she took it to the sink, her movements precise and careful. Then she returned with a broom, setting it in front of Rhiannon.

“I’ll be in the bedroom, when you’re ready. Or when the glass is cleaned up. Whichever comes first.”

Rhiannon stood up and went to work.

The bedroom smelled like lemon balm, and it felt like another poke from Ceridwen. Rhiannon took in on the chin. She was old enough to know better and not nearly exhausted enough to blame it on the clawing beast inside her skin.

Pru sat on the bed, a blonde figure wrapped in a discarded blanket, and Rhiannon had to curl her fingers into fists to not reach. To earn the right to do so first.

“I apologize. I must’ve held it too tight⁠—”

Pru lifted her eyes and met hers dead-on.

“You haven’t. Your barrier spell is leaking, I watched it do so for the past two days, if I’m using the terminology correctly.”

Rhiannon felt her fingernails pierce her palm and welcomed the pain. She earned it.

“I’m sorry I lashed out. And I’m sorry I threw Margaux’s death at you. You didn’t deserve that.” Rhiannon licked her lips and kept going. “I am grateful you took care of me⁠—”

“I didn’t take care of you for the thanks, Rhiannon.” Pru reached and took Rhiannon’s fist in her hands. She slowly unclenched each finger and placed a kiss on the little crescent wounds Rhiannon’s nails made.

“Her name was Margaux Belcourt. She was a⁠—”

“Sculptor.” Pru’s voice was tiny, almost inaudible under the rain picking up speed outside. It still surprised Rhiannon when people recognized the name. Margaux’s fame was so short-lived.

“Yes. She was famous in Europe. France in particular. That’s where she met her husband, Jerome Maginot, who took her to America, and they settled here, in Crow’s Nest, opening a studio for both of their work. He was an antiques expert, a true wizard of restoration, pun not intended, as his skill wasn’t predicated on magic.” Prudence’s eyes were immense, full of questions, of understanding, of puzzle pieces falling into place. Still, Rhiannon went on. “I met her when I was eighteen. She was older and… Well, I was young. I was also foolish. We were together for twenty years.”

Prudence’s hands on hers were cold, and it was Rhiannon’s turn to kiss chilled fingertips.

“You met her at the Atelier. Is that why everyone is so shocked at you being back and reclaiming the old building?” Pru’s words held urgency, and Rhiannon forced herself to speak, to share, for once to not run away.

“I was rebellious at that age. Which maybe was normal, when all was said and done, but you know me. I don’t do things by half measure and so I went all out in my rebellions. My mother was desperate to find something to occupy my mind, my hands. I was taking what was supposed to be a twelve-month break before finally committing myself to college. And then I met Margaux. Lonely, unhappy Margaux, under the thumb of a controlling, much older man…”

“You didn’t stand a chance.” Prudence’s whisper cut Rhiannon to the quick, but she smiled.

“It’s okay… Pru.” Rhiannon felt that she had to give something more, for the sincere emotion staring up at her with those all-seeing eyes. “I knew what I was doing.”

“Did you?”

Rhiannon wanted to cry. Or smash more things. Or walk into the ocean. Whichever one would take away the onslaught of memories.

“I thought I did. I was saving the princess from an old ogre. A year from our meeting we would be off to our Happily Ever After, first in Boston, then New York, and finally LA. We opened the auction house. It was what I wanted. Thought I wanted.”

Pru bit her lip. Was she holding something back? Words of consolation? Words of absolution? Rhiannon almost laughed. There was no absolving her. Not this time. There was no indulgence in the whole of the Vatican powerful enough to forgive her the sins of her blood, of her acts, of her decisions.

She knew her voice would break before she even opened her mouth, and she still marveled at how raw it sounded when the words came.

“Until I didn’t want it anymore. You see, Prudence, we are always responsible for those we tame. And I…” Rhiannon swallowed around the lump in her throat and lowered her eyes. She couldn’t say what she needed to say if Prudence kept looking at her with all that tenderness. She didn’t deserve any of it, tenderness above all. Still, she pressed her lips to Prudence’s palm and continued in a whisper.

“As these tales go, beware what you wish for, it might come true. It sure did for me. She wasn’t the princess I thought I was rescuing, and I wasn’t the savior she thought she deserved. Me being a witch certainly wasn’t something that she embraced.”

Pru bit her lip, and Rhiannon again wondered what thoughts were running through that brilliant mind.

“She saw me in action, you see. I was a bit of a show-off. Not to everyone, obviously, but I was a big believer in showing one’s true nature to one’s chosen mate. And I thought she was mine. Let’s just say neither her nor the guy I maimed, nor my mother or aunt or Christian, who all had to clean my mess, were particularly happy with me. After that, the only way forward was off the island.”

Rhiannon’s fingers trembled and she looked down on her hands. Slender, capable, callused hands of a restorer. The memory of blood on them, the memory of the screams. She shook her head and forced herself to go on.

“Years weren’t kind to us. And it didn’t matter that I enacted the suppressing spell and never used my power after leaving Crow’s Nest. Some things festered.”

“She made you do it? Forsake your gift?” Pru’s eyes were dark, accusing. It was sweet, all things considered. Rhiannon wanted to hug her. Rhiannon also wanted to crawl in bed and roll into a ball and cry for days. Instead, she kissed her slender wrist, the skin soft and warm under her lips, sustaining her, giving her strength to confess the unthinkable.

“Our relationship was complicated. She had been traumatized by years of heartbreak, years of failure⁠—”

“Failure doesn’t excuse refusing acceptance of one’s wife’s gift. Love doesn’t forsake parts of your spouse. Love takes it all in and cherishes every single thing.”

Rhiannon licked her lips, her mouth suddenly dry.

“She hated Crow’s Nest, she hated everything about it, every reminder of it and I… I just wanted her. At any price. And this one was small, since I hated the craft by then anyway.” She took a deep breath, trying to shake the hold of memories. “I enacted the barrier spell. Goddess, I’d have given her my blood if that would’ve brought her peace. It wasn’t enough. We became a tug-of-war where nobody won. And then she was dead and there was no more battlefield left to fight for. I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.”

Rhiannon, lips still on Pru’s skin, had no idea what, in particular, she was apologizing for. There was so much, and so much more to tell, the apologies getting all jumbled in one mass of guilt in Rhiannon’s mind. Pru reached for her hand gently and then enveloped her in an embrace that seemed to go on forever.

“Are you blaming yourself, Rhiannon? Is that why you are still denying the craft even though she’s gone?”

Rhiannon closed her eyes, the words trembling on the very tip of her tongue. She gulped them back. She couldn’t… She couldn’t…

“I have been carrying a box of her diaries with me for a year and have finally gotten enough courage to open them. Some are old and rather mangled by weather exposure, water, spilled alcohol, so it’s somewhat fitting that nobody but me would be able to read them.”

Rhiannon looked in the direction of her home office and thought of the big and small things she had never wanted to know about Margaux.

“Are you restoring them as punishment? Why read them at all?”

“Someone has to. After all the years and all the blame, all the misery, it feels like someone has to give voice to everything she carried.”

Pru’s scoff was salve on a wound.

“I have a feeling you’ve heard most of that anyway.”

Rhiannon smiled and chose silence. How to explain the depth of this guilt? The sheer helplessness to change something that seems to be entirely in your power, yet no matter what you do, nothing is working.

Prudence just kept looking at her, and Rhiannon sighed. Why did she even bring up the diaries? Margaux had taken enough from her.

“She had been miserable long before we met, Prudence. She had been married before Jerome, and that fell apart. Then she saw the old man as her ticket to some sort of stability and enough money to never worry about anything ever again, but that brought her nothing but more misery. And on the island, she never found her peace. I chose to skip the diaries of her Parisian years, since they were mostly about art and her first marriage, which didn’t have anything to do with me anyway. So I am halfway through her years on Dragons, and even here she was apparently being blackmailed and never left to just be.”

“Blackmailed?” There was a loud, incredulous note in Prudence’s voice.

“I don’t know if I can quite interpret it like that, but she was being pressured by someone. To what end, I don’t know.”

“It’s so like you, you know?”

“Like me?”

“To still feel pity. To still feel empathy for someone who essentially pushed you to lock away the part of yourself that made you who you are.”

Prudence’s voice was kind, tenderness permeating every word, and Rhiannon felt tears sting the backs of her eyes.

She lifted her face and kissed Pru, who sighed, understanding her gambit and yet giving her the grace she definitely didn’t deserve by kissing her back.

And Rhiannon’s heart, already battered and bruised, simply turned over, opened, and lay in the ruins of her guilt and her ache.

Why her? Why now? And why this late? When I am the empty husk of my former self, cursed and with blood on my hands?

Rhiannon straddled Pru’s lap and Pru undid the sash of her bathrobe, and then it was all slow caresses and tender kisses. To her throat, to her breasts, to her chest, everywhere Pru’s mouth could reach.

Rhiannon clutched that blonde head, her fingers in those silky waves, and let her tears to finally come.

As Pru’s fingers found her, pierced her, took her, undid her, Rhiannon buried herself in the moment, in this place, in this feeling of tender mouth and those strong hands and in the one who simply allowed her to surrender, to open, to give and give and give till she was empty.
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“You’re still alive.” Ceridwen threw her a look over her shoulder and continued to pot something, her hands covered in dirt.

“You’re still a pain.” Rhiannon parried without much malice and sat close to her sister on the workbench.

It was a tossup who was more surprised by this visit, judging by the set of Ceridwen’s shoulders and the tentative way her fingers moved over a task she could do in her sleep. And Rhiannon even in her more honest moments couldn’t quite pinpoint why she was here. She owed nothing to no one.

Well, there was the first lie, and she tried to tell fewer of those—at least to herself—these days. She did owe Ceridwen this one thing.

“I came to say thank you. For the herbs and for making sure Prudence had food and her things.”

Ceridwen’s hands faltered over the tiny clay pot. Still, when she spoke, there was no tell.

“I’ve known her for longer than I’ve known you. Which is a very strange thing to say to your own sister.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes but didn’t speak. She could tell her sister was not finished. This was about to turn into one of those famous Ceridwen Crowhart lectures. She gritted her teeth and lifted her chin just a fraction of a degree, which she guessed was enough for Ceridwen to go on.

“Your thanks should be to her, when all is said and done.”

Rhiannon’s patience had had enough of being patronized. And the slight proprietary way Ceridwen talked about Prudence was beginning to grate. Teaching her was one thing. This? This, whatever this was, was another.

“I did thank her. And I apologized to her. What do you want me to do?”

“Ah.” Ceridwen set aside the finished pot and reached for another one. Rhiannon could almost hear the pulse in her temples. She’d need medicine for the headache that she had apparently been brewing since she set foot in the flower shop.

“Ah, what?” she gritted out, her sister as always getting the upper hand easily. Rhiannon hated herself for falling into these traps every single time.

“Ah nothing. You must’ve had reason to apologize.”

“What does that even mean?” Rhiannon threw her hair back and stood up. She couldn’t sit still. Ceridwen was too close. Hitting too precisely at the spot that smarted. Her own guilt. Her own atrocious behavior. And her own heart that seemed incapable of leaving well enough alone.

“That if you had been honest with her about your marriage⁠—”

Rhiannon saw red. Saw herself hurling the goddamn pots at the wall. Like the glass, like the pieces of it she collected with her bare hands, one by one. It was the rage that sobered her instantly. What was becoming of her?

She took a breath, a tiny shallow one, aware of Ceridwen watching her every move. Every heartbeat. Aware of those eyes, just a touch lighter than hers, assessing her. Well, pettiness was one hell of a motivator. She’d analyze later the sudden appearance of a conscience.

“You mean my widowhood, Ceridwen.”

She let that arrow fly and watched it hit dead center of her sister’s chest, the satisfaction of the perfect aim fading immediately at Ceridwen’s sincere sympathy.

“Rhiannon! Oh Goddess! Oh no… I’m so sorry.”

Rhiannon lifted her hand and kept Ceridwen, who was already getting up to embrace her, in her seat.

“Don’t. Don’t say anything. It was almost a year ago.” And then seeing the tears spring to her sister’s eyes, she cursed herself for a fool. “Ceri, please. What is there to say? I was married for twenty years and then I was not. I had filed for divorce two months before she…” Rhiannon trailed off, surprised how easy the words came, the words she had so much trouble uttering in front of Prudence, the words she had entombed in her chest and held there like prisoners of her own sin. Maybe it was the sheer repetition. Maybe saying them again and again and again was the trick?

“And you hated her anyway. There’s nothing left to say.”

Ceridwen tsked and shook her head.

“We’re Crowharts, there is always something left to say. We stay silent for decades and then unleash our trauma on everyone around us. It’s the way of the Crow.” Rhiannon disguised her laughter with a huff and Ceridwen just kept shaking her head. “I did hate her, you know? I blamed her for you leaving, she was an easy target. Mostly because she was indeed at fault. You were so young, Rhy.”

“She was alone, victimized, and I thought I loved her. There was no changing any of that.”

“You broke my heart.”

“Don’t, Ceri. I broke my own heart and just didn’t know it back then. By the time I figured that out, there were no more pieces left to pick up and it was decades later.”

Ceridwen nodded and ignored Rhiannon’s earlier protestations and came to stand in front of her. Rhiannon almost smiled at how the same and yet not they were. Same height, same build, with Ceridwen getting a touch willowier with age. There was gray in Ceridwen’s mahogany, something Rhiannon would never allow to happen to her auburn. A few shades of red, a few pounds, and they could be twins.

“Yes, Mother always said we looked more like each other than Seren and Deryn.”

Ceridwen laid a hand on Rhiannon’s arm, and she had to focus all of her energy to share nothing, to hold back. To not spill everything over the tiny plants and the cute clay pots and Ceridwen with her annoyingly honest eyes and careful touch.

Her heart beat in her temples louder now, pulsing, alive by itself, outside of Rhiannon’s will.

“I saw Deryn in LA, you know. She was filming something or other. ‘The talent,’ as they kept calling her, was impressive.” She smiled and moved just enough for Ceridwen’s fingers to fall off her sleeve. If her sister noticed her little act of obfuscation, she said nothing. Instead, Ceridwen sighed wistfully.

“She keeps asking Seren and me to come see her, she was opening a pop-up spot in Manhattan not too long ago. Seren went.”

“And you didn’t. Still guarding the Nest, Ceri?”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, Rhiannon wished them back. Ceridwen’s smile was rueful.

“Someone has to.”

Well, they were even. One a piece. Slap for slap. In their moments of closeness they still held to their anger, at the world, at each other.

Rhiannon turned to leave, the morning getting away from her as it was. She had people to see, things to do. Trading blows with her sister had never been a worthwhile activity.

“Prudence tells me you’re doing a good job with her.”

She watched Ceridwen load the ammunition in her reply, braced herself for it, and was still not ready when it arrived.

“I wish you would be doing a better job with Prudence.”

Rhiannon immediately knew Ceridwen was not speaking of the craft.

“Is this the segue from you knowing her better than me, knowing her longer? Ask what you want to ask me, Ceridwen. Either have the ovaries to tell me you want her for yourself, or that you think I’m not good enough for her. So which one is it?”

Ceridwen’s sad tiny smile did nothing to calm Rhiannon’s desire to strangle her sister.

“I can’t want her, Rhiannon. She’s not for me, and you know it.”

“Can’t and won’t are not the same.”

“No, they aren’t.”

“What kind of answer is that, Ceridwen?”

Her sister finally turned away from her and went back to her seedlings that instantly reached for her, their little leaves dancing merrily.

“The only one you’re going to get. And as for you not being good for her? Well, are you?”

Ceridwen’s questions rang in Rhiannon’s head along with another vicious headache all the way back to the Atelier.
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CROW’S NEST HALLOWEEN FEST FUNDING IN DANGER!

Town’s Council voted NO on the proposal to fund the Halloween celebration in Crow’s Nest, citing scarcity of the current budget. Our sources claim the debates ran deep into the night and focused on pagan connotations of the festival and how they encroach on religious freedoms of some of the Crow’s citizens.

Mayor Fowler was unavailable for a comment.

Watch this space, and watch the town hall.

—Crow’s Caw
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“I can’t believe this!” Pru was afraid to raise her voice, she was afraid to move, she was afraid to breathe. In her hands a chrysanthemum flower bloomed. One that had been closed and dormant, not yet ready to show its face. And now, in her joined palms, bright and joyful, the yellow catching the last rays of the evening sun, the petals were unfurled and moving with the gentle ocean breeze.

“You did it!” Next to her Ceridwen’s smile was soft and proud.

They had been working when time allowed, folding the lessons in between busy touristy days on the island and Pru reading everything she could get her hands on about the craft.

“And the organized cults?”

“We don’t judge, Prudence. I mean, we do, as some of them are deeply harmful. As long as there has been magic, there have been groups of people who wanted it, desired it, appropriated it, and manipulated it. But not all of them are evil and not all of them are destroying the world.” Ceridwen sipped her chamomile tea and gestured around her, looking like royalty indulging in a quiet afternoon.

Pru, who had not developed a taste for herbal teas no matter how hard she tried, watched her avidly. Books were amazing, but this? Priceless. The wisdom, the sheer amount of information this woman possessed. Her cozy cottage on the outskirts of town, just under the Sky Blue Cliff’s footsteps, was filled with plants and books. Walls and walls of them.

It reminded Pru of the Atelier that was coming together now that most of the interior work was finished and Rhiannon was filling the shelves with old manuscripts. The antique spines and leathery covers kept drawing Pru in. The secrets they held. Like the woman herself. She shook her head at herself, at her mind that kept wandering back to Rhiannon no matter where Pru found herself and no matter what the conversation was about.

“Rhiannon had always had the knack of research, deeper and more extensive than my own curiosity had ever been. She can talk your ear off about the medieval times, the crones, and the herbalists. The midwives and the village rejects. She can write a thesis on the burnings and the hangings. And she can probably teach on the current trends and development directions of the magic-adjacent cults. Like Wicca and the others. I never cared much for the academic bent of the issue.”

Ceridwen took another sip of her tea and caressed the petals that unfurled more under her touch, their bright yellow turning more vibrant, sparkling with life and magic.

Pru gave her a furtive sideways glance, then sighed when she saw the nonchalance. Too much nonchalance.

“You know she’s restoring the old Crowhart Compendium. Does that count for something?”

Ceridwen hummed a disbelieving note.

“I’ve been waiting for her to get to it for years. But I suppose it’s a step in the right direction. As I said, she is more knowledgeable in craft history than I am. You really should⁠—”

Pru just shook her head and Ceridwen gave her a mirthless smile.

“Ceri, I know you’re trying to get me to speak to her again. About the craft.”

“Smart girl. Two birds, one research subject. And it’s for everyone’s good. Hers. Yours. And you, my dear, have been pining. Yearning. Longing. A veritable gothic heroine on the marshes.”

“We don’t have those, Ceri. I have not been pining. Or yearning. Or longing. I’ve not been doing any of that. We talked, you know. And I’ve seen her every day these past weeks. Heck, my possum almost lives at her place.”

Ceridwen’s laughter was pure schadenfreude.

“I bet she must love that! Her pristine Persian rugs and her highly curated furniture. And there’s Patches bringing in trash for Boleyn. Priceless.”

Pru pursed her lips.

“She’s mostly over it. I mean, Patches is. The courtship has been successful. So there’s only the occasional piece of trash, something shiny usually, that she brings in. She’s like a crow, I swear.”

Ceridwen kept laughing, tears shining on her lashes.

“You can’t tell me this isn’t hilarious. And the cat?”

Pru bit the corner of her mouth to restrain her smile. It would not do to laugh at the budding romance between the two critters.

“Boleyn has allowed Patches into her sanctum.”

“If this is some kind of euphemism⁠—”

“Ceri!” Pru lifted her hands and covered her ears. “I do not want to hear a word about this anymore.”

Ceridwen’s eyes were brimming with merry tears, and she was holding on to the table in front of her, her delight overflowing.

Pru watched her with a sense of envy she had not expected to feel. She’d have to think about where the feeling originated and why was it so acute in her. Was it Ceridwen herself? Or was it her unbridled freedom, her joy, that was contagious and that was so easily given? A pair of eyes just a shade darker speared in her memory and tugged at her heart strings. She’d give a lot to see those particular eyes be filled with this much simple happiness.

But then Rhiannon would probably dismiss the entire thought as fanciful and change the subject. She had been doing a lot of that lately. It felt like a careful retreat. Too careful. Word by word. Day by day. Rhiannon was slowly laying the foundation of her own disappearance from Pru’s life, despite having told her about her wife and their marriage. Or maybe because of it? Had Pru pushed too hard? Had she wanted too much again? Pru thought that if she asked Rhiannon about how careful she was with her, how tentative lately, she’d say it was for her own good. That she was just walking a thin line between overwhelming her with the past and not promising anything in terms of a future. A very narrow path, paved with good intentions, no doubt.

Or maybe she was indeed being fanciful and there were no intentions to speak of? They had good sex. They had their businesses next to each other. Pru’s heart was her own issue, and Rhiannon wasn’t responsible for it being this foolish.

She placed the chrysanthemum gently on the worktable and stood up. Ceridwen’s gaze followed her. When she reached the end of the small orchard where they preferred to have their lessons, Pru turned around to see Ceridwen much closer than where she left her. A hand on her cheek forced her to look up.

“You deserve the world, Prudence. Its entirety. Not a slice, not a piece, and certainly not crumbs.”

The fingertips on her skin caressed her jaw, and a tracing her dimple before angling her face up. In the distance, a rumble of thunder made her shiver.

Pru closed her eyes and surrendered to the touch, for just one moment. It was warm and soft and easy. Too bad none of those held her captive and refused to let her go without so much as acknowledging of the hold. She leaned in and touched her lips to Ceridwen’s. To see. To feel. To test. Herself mostly, but also Ceridwen. The warmth shimmered once, just under the surface, and was gone the second Pru stepped back. Thunder sounded much closer. As if it had entered the garden and watched them kiss. Judging. Jealous. Yet remarkably contained.

When Pru blinked, Rhiannon stood by the gate, eyes dark and unreadable, the sky wild behind her.

And the sight of her—hair in the wind, pale skin, and feral feverish eyes—made the magic in Pru’s veins sing. One look. One single look ignited her from within. Whereas Ceri’s warmth was washed away in an instant by the storm of this woman. She wanted to laugh. To rage and shake her fist at the stormy sky. Instead, Pru lifted her face and watched raindrops fall all around her. Then she took one step and met the rain head-on.
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She did not go home. By the time she left Ceridwen, Rhiannon was long gone. Perversely, Pru wondered what would await her when she came back home. A storm? A conversation? Nothing at all?

Instead of confronting Rhiannon, Pru allowed the rain to guide her along with her thoughts. There was no escaping their direction. There was no running away from their fulcrum. No matter how much Rhiannon had shared, there were secrets standing between them like sentinels guarding their troubles.

So Pru went to the one place that could give her some answers without demanding an explanation. The one place that kept popping up in her mind every time she tugged on that loose thread of memory that she could not quite untangle.

As she rang the doorbell, she realized that not for a second did she think of the sprawled-out mansion as her home anymore. The tiny apartment was not hers either. She sighed and shuffled yet one more thought for later.

Her father’s face at seeing her was so open and joyful, Pru felt a pinprick of guilt in her chest. They didn’t see eye to eye on pretty much anything, but she knew he loved her, and that was a rare gift. She brushed her lips over his stubbly cheek and came in, the storm still raging outside.

He handed her a towel and walked with her to the place she seldom entered, his small private study off the main dining room. The space was a clutter of pictures, oil portraits, other art and mementos of his travels around the world as a young man. He studied in Europe, and the busy shelves of the small room reflected that with knickknacks and souvenirs.

As Pru tried unsuccessfully to dry her hair, he chatted about how overwhelmed he was these days and how things had really gotten out of hand at the town hall with the tourist season. He laughed as he recounted a particularly funny exchange with a family who thought they had lost their toddler only for her to be strapped to the father’s back in a sling all along.

“I remember the day of chasing you around, the sleepless nights and the worry of messing up keeping me up, making me just as clueless and tired as they were⁠—”

“Father, tell me about Margaux Belcourt.”

If her question surprised him, he didn’t show it. None of his huffing and puffing and waves of dismissal was present. No, he sat still, the only indication he heard her the fact that he had stopped speaking, but he had not looked at her. His eyes were unseeing, trained on the wall opposite his desk.

When she opened her mouth to ask again, he just lifted a hand, and she allowed him the pause.

“Well, that’s a name I’ve not heard in a very long time. Seems like another lifetime, Prudence Ophelia.”

She did not look away though he never raised his eyes to her.

“She’s dead.” She watched his face very carefully, for signs of… Heck, for any signs. But there weren’t any. Not a flutter of lashes, not a gulp, not even a pinch of his lips. Just nothing.

“I already told Rhiannon Crowhart that I’m sorry to hear that. Are you here to accuse me of something?”

And there was the very first note of displeasure that he had allowed to slip in since she walked through the door.

“No, I’m not. Why should I be?”

He got up and limped to the corner of the room where he poured himself three fingers of bourbon but did not drink it. Pru hated the smell, the overly sweet and smoky notes of it making her nauseous.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time with her, Prudence.”

She said nothing, just gripped the armrests on her chair tighter and waited. After a few moments, he took a long gulp and gave her a longer stare.

“She’s always caused trouble, ever since she was young. You have finally settled into a nice routine here on Dragons. Sure, you are still stubborn about becoming my deputy, but I am not giving up hope. And you’ve begun a good life, finally parting ways with that other woman.”

He sighed and flicked a spec of lint off his sleeve before continuing.

“I never said anything while you two were dating, but I feel like I have to speak up now. Lyle, the boy you went out with during your summers here in high school, he works at the town hall, you know? He’s been asking about you. He’s a strapping young man. Good churchgoing family…” He took another sip of the bourbon. Pru could tell he wanted to go on espousing the virtues of Lyle, whose face Pru couldn’t even remember, but something in her eyes must’ve told him he’d be wasting his time. He exhaled, and his voice now resembled the one Pru recognized from church. Deacon Fowler speaking to the masses. “Rhiannon Crowhart is bad news, Prudence.”

She had to marvel at how their years of silences and avoidance and small talk had hidden the true nature of his thoughts. She always suspected, but having them thrown in her face like this, finally in the open, was an unpleasant revelation.

“That other woman” had to be Lisa. He couldn’t even say her name though he knew everyone on the island. And “good life”? He might as well have called her bisexuality the road to perdition right then and there. Deflection might work on him, Pru thought, desperate to change the subject.

“Bad news or not, she is going to fund the Halloween Fest now that Town Hall backed out. It’s one of those events that brings crowds to Crow’s Nest.”

He tsked dismissively.

“More trouble than those crowds are worth. And the Town Council has spoken. The good people of the Nest are uncomfortable with devil worshippers on the island.”

“Those “devil worshippers” were one of the biggest source of income for the businesses. How did you vote, Father?”

He did not hide his gaze this time.

“I abstained, Prudence.”

She wanted to say that while he might’ve abstained his opinion on the matter was loud and clear, what with calling the festival-attending tourists “devil worshippers” and surely that influenced the members of the Council.

Pru weighed her options in her mind. Should she argue? Should she leave? She settled for a third choice. Some things were simply more important.

“So, about Margaux Belcourt, Father?”

He took another large gulp of bourbon.

“I’ve not seen her in ages, Prudence. And we weren’t close. I knew her husband, old Jerome. He’s been dead for almost two decades now.”

Pru tugged on her cardigan’s sleeve, her skin chilled, and laid down her last ace card.

“You own three of her sculptures.”

He flinched, and the amber liquid sloshed over the rim and spilled on the carpet. Pru almost gagged, the scent intensifying, filling the room, clinging to the surfaces.

“I do. They are somewhat valuable, from what I understand. They’re not a DeVor, my girl, so you will not be quite that rich once I kick the bucket, but then nobody really is DeVor. Belcourt surely never was. Still the work is good, decent, I’d say. They’re in⁠—”

“Mom’s old room. I know.”

She knew the sculptures all too well. Abstract interpretations of emotions, something little Prudence could not understand. But she had spent enough time in her mother’s study as a small child, missing her mom during the long summers she stayed with her father and clinging to the things she had left behind in this house.

Still, even back then she knew the sculptures were her father’s and her father’s alone.

She left him in the study to his bourbon. They’d have to talk again, chiefly about the trouble he thought Rhiannon was causing, but that was for another evening. One where Pru had a clearer mind, unclouded by visions of young Rhiannon and a woman for whom she left everything behind: her family, her craft, her heart.

Pru stepped into the room on the opposite side of the mansion and took the three statues in. No, she decidedly knew nothing about art. At least this kind of art, modern, provocative, sharp-edged, and it made her feel foolish, like a country bumpkin.

The careful scroll of the name on the bottom of each of the three wrought iron statues spelled the name. Belcourt. Eight letters. It sounded foreign to little Prudence. Exotic. Mysterious. It sounded painful now. Achy. Bruised. For some reason she did not want to see them. Now or ever again.

She tried to tell herself it had nothing to do with Rhiannon and those forest green eyes that held an ocean of despair that opened like a coffin, like a tomb, when she talked about her dead wife.

Pru turned around to catch her father in the doorway, watching her. Carefully. Too carefully. The familiar features cagey now.

For the second time this evening, Pru left without saying goodbye. She couldn’t stomach more questions and wasn’t certain she wanted any answers. She wanted silence. And she wanted the wind. And the burn that every encounter with this particular wind branded on her heart.
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Rhiannon’s apartment was quiet around her, sighing in relief at her entrance as if it had missed her. She had missed it too. The graceful lines of stone and wood. The soft edges of leather and wool. The scent of petrichor that always lived between these walls.

She had no home. Neither her place nor her father’s filled that hole inside of her, and yet somehow, in just two days spent here caring for Rhiannon, this space felt the closest to belonging than others ever had.

Pru stood still for a moment. She knew it was dangerous. To feel this way. To think this way and to fancy herself belonging here. Like the very wind, Rhiannon could be gone in a blink of an eye. Likely would be. She had said as much. Moreover, Pru couldn’t see someone like Rhiannon settle on the island. It was too small—it could never contain her. Her power, her wild. And Pru knew she was just walking to her own heart’s slaughter by coming here for comfort after a long day. Yet she had come anyway.

Patches lifted her head from a pillow in front of the dormant fireplace and squeaked quietly at her before cuddling closer to Boleyn, who still pretended that the possum did not exist despite immediately wrapping a possessive paw around her.

Pru walked in darkness, leaving a trail of her clothes behind herself like crumbs she’d collect before the morning arrived to find her way back. Searching for succor here was one thing, spending the night, another.

Naked, she slipped under the covers, where soft, silky skin met hers and willowy arms immediately pulled her closer. There was no recrimination, no accusation, no acrimony. Just welcome. And this welcome broke Pru’s heart. It cracked in pieces, like the glass Rhiannon had shattered yesterday.

“I was waiting for you.”

The voice that had launched a thousand desires rasped in her ear, sending shivers down her spine. Pru trembled unashamed. The darkness hid everything, the anonymity of it making her bold.

She lifted her chin, giving the seeking mouth better access.

“You knew I’d come.” She didn’t ask, it had been a foregone conclusion for both of them the moment Rhiannon had stepped into Ceridwen’s garden earlier.

“I did know. That you’d come. And come.” Slow, sure, oh so sure fingers found her wet and wanting, circled her opening once and then entered her before she knew what was happening. “That you’d want me. Only me. To touch you. To fuck you. To undo you.”

So that was all Rhiannon would say on the matter. To Pru it spoke volumes. And it did nothing for her broken heart other than scatter the pieces even more.

“I want you to put me back together, Rhiannon.”

Whether Rhiannon understood, or whether she heard the plea in Pru’s voice, remained a mystery, at least to Pru herself, but Rhiannon did what she always did best—undoing Pru with her lips and her mouth, with gentle touches and firm strokes. It went for hours, Rhiannon’s insatiable need rivaling her own. Orgasm after orgasm, it felt like a possession, like branding. And it emptied Pru like nothing in her life ever did. Of thoughts and anxieties. Of her fears. Of worries and what-ifs. What did it matter that this wouldn’t last? What did it matter if Pru would be left with those scattered pieces of her heart?

Nothing mattered, because when the sun peeked through the half-closed blinds and Pru made to rise and leave, Rhiannon held her closer, whispering only a few words.

“Please. Stay with me. For just a little while. Stay.”

Pru stayed, even though the “little while” part undid her. The price was worth the undoing.
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RHIANNON, WANTING NOTHING & WANTING TOO MUCH
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PALOMA ALLENDE IS ABOUT TO HOST THE PARTY OF THE YEAR!

The new proprietor of the Astronomy Resort—the one we are waiting to finally start operating so we can snoop around all the rumored luxury—will open its doors to the members of the Crow’s Nest Chamber of Commerce for an extravagant bash.

Our sources report the canapés will be provided by the Tavern, Victoria Crowhart-Moreau most certainly outdoing herself once again—and all the important people have RSVPed and are eager to show their faces, including the Headmistress herself.

Watch the Viridescent!

—Crow’s Caw
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October settled in. Fall took hold of Dragons and Crow’s Nest. It bled in reds and oranges, turned the wind inside out in yellows and pinks. And it drowned Rhiannon in melancholy.

Perhaps she wasn’t fair to herself when she didn’t allow her shoulders to relax, to enjoy the fall, the town, the island. Maybe she wasn’t fair to Ceridwen, or Victoria when she kept them in the dark about her reasons and her secrets. None of that seemed to matter as she watched the rivulets of rain wash the windows of the Atelier.

She certainly wasn’t fair to Pru. Pru who asked for nothing. Who responded to her plea with kindness and generosity, who irrevocably was there night after night, who took care of everything and everyone, and who lived every single day as if the other shoe was about to drop.

Rhiannon lifted her hand and watched the slow glow of her magic pulse against the barrier of her isolation. It had been a difficult spell. It was certainly an ill-advised one back then, and more so now. Now, when it was affecting not just her but Prudence as well. Their every second seemed touched by this barrier that Rhiannon had set and the lines she had drawn.

And yet she couldn’t cross any of them. Dragons, prescient to her troubles, shed tears and brooded, the island as attuned to her as in her youth.

“You were always a champion sulker. Seren was known as the pouty one, you rarely did it, but once your mind was set on moodiness? You could out-brood even the best of them. What has you doubled over now?” As if to prove her thoughts, the island answered with a familiar voice. Christian, as always her guardian angel, stood next to her, slowly pulling his work gloves off one finger at a time. He must’ve been digging in the old stock, as he tended to. Rhiannon’s vast unexplored collections, bought at bulk auctions, were bound to bring in something interesting.

“I wasn’t aware I looked that childish. Isn’t sulking something kids do? I rather fancied myself all dark and broody.”

She threw him a sideways glance, watching his eyes crinkle with mischief before his grin bloomed fully.

“You’ll have to forgive me for not quite getting over seeing you as a toddler, running around the island causing trouble.”

He guffawed and she felt herself smile in return. She knew what he was doing, coaxing her gently out of her own misery, trying to prove once again that he had an innate talent to cheer her up. Rhiannon wasn’t going to tell him that he was falling just a bit short this time. Nobody needed to know how tired she was, how worn out.

“If you’re into reminiscing about diapers and such, I’m afraid this conversation will not last long.”

He shrugged, good-naturedly lifting his hands palms up, and they fell into their usual comfortable silence before the troubles of her days encroached once again.

“Have you found out anything?”

Rhiannon couldn’t quite bring herself to mention the note out loud. She felt like she needed a shower just thinking about it.

His jaw set, and she knew the answer before he found the words.

“Not yet, kiddo. I will though. You know I will.”

Yes, he would. Dogged was one word she’d use if she had to describe him. It made him so very good at his job. The town’s magistrate for years, he paid attention, could find a needle in a haystack, and was always in the loop. And he had been loyal to her family for longer than Rhiannon was alive, being her mother’s closest friend and confidant. She could count on him. His strong hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently despite its massive size, was reassurance itself.

Outside the rain was calming, merely a drizzle now, and Rhiannon wondered how long it would take for her to escape the confines of the Atelier with its well-meaning occupants. Lachlan was bound to join them in the game of “what’s eating Rhiannon Crowhart” any second now.

“Twenty more boxes were delivered earlier this morning. I signed for them, I hope you don’t mind. Oh, and a very large parcel which I assume is the sign? I gather that means you’ve settled on a name, then?” Still not looking at her directly, Christian threw her a lifeline, and Rhiannon was grateful.

“Yes.” She shrugged but it felt important. It took weeks of thinking, or second-guessing herself, and then it all came down to a night sharing the armchair in her study with Boleyn and the perfect purr. She was such a cat lady. And she was very proud of it. Hence the name. “Crow & Cat. Don’t laugh. After all the things this building has seen, I think a crow and black cat are fitting. And it’s just silly enough to make me smile.”

“Silliness is underrated, Rhiannon.” His eyes crinkled at the corners. Rhiannon patted his bearded cheek.

“I will have to find someone to help run this part of the shop. The people-facing part, I was never particularly good at. I was a decent auctioneer, but I loved the books and the art more. Margaux always said I wasn’t any good⁠—”

She cut herself off, the shock of how easy the name slipped out hitting her like an uppercut to the chest.

“The island is getting to me, Christian.”

He said nothing for the longest time, enough for the tempest outside to stop completely, leaving the cobblestones to shine in the peeking sun. When he did speak it was as if her last remark hadn’t been made.

“The books I signed for aren’t inventory, Rhiannon.”

Ah, well, hadn’t she been expecting the shipment of Margaux’s entire library, including her correspondence and personal papers? Maybe not twenty boxes, but then Margaux was a prolific writer, keeping a journal and a wide network of pen pals even after email became the main communication route for most. Sculptors, poets, friends from Paris, she wrote them all and they wrote back. Funny how when she was younger, Rhiannon wanted desperately to be one of them, and then as years went by, she was deeply grateful they existed and took some of her wife’s attention away from her.

It never ceased to amaze her how truly messed up their marriage had been. How little they actually loved each other.

She glanced up at Christian. His eyes were filled with understanding and he didn’t interrupt her.

“I honestly hadn’t thought she had quite this many. I had been carrying the box with her diaries from one place to another, slowly working through them, but twenty boxes? I wonder what else is in them.”

Christian squeezed her shoulder again and they shared a moment of silence.

“I take it she had time on her hands, then? Her career had not been successful after you two left Crow’s Nest? I’m not surprised, even though I can’t say I know much about art, and nobody asked me…” Christian trailed off and the mischievous crinkle of his eyes was back. Rhiannon gave his bulky shoulder a slight shove. It was like attempting to budge a brick wall. Or one of the cliffs guarding the island.

“People have been awfully nosy lately, trying to get me to talk about her, you know.”

He lifted his arms in the air, as if saying Who, me? before shrugging. “Well, her art, in this case, if anyone can call it that…”

Rhiannon shocked herself the second time today, a peal of laughter escaping just as easily as the name earlier. Her control was slipping, and it was a problem. But maybe, standing like this next to the one man in her life who was both a rock and a shoulder, she could forget for a while about that control and her own exhaustion of trying to maintain it. Outside, tourists and shoppers started to peek out of doors and windows, chasing the sun. Soon they would be eating ice cream cones and buying sandwiches from Greg’s cart down Broad Street.

“She had a talent and vision, Christian. You not getting it is neither here nor there. People like Juliette Lucian-Sorel—only the world’s most talented ballerina—understood it. I think for the longest time she was one of Margaux’s biggest patrons in Paris. Margaux had ambition you can’t imagine. She wanted the fame and the glory so much. But she lacked the drive, I think. And that’s where⁠—”

“That’s where the two of you were so different. Nobody ever said you didn’t have the drive, kiddo. Maybe at times too much drive.”

“You think I want too much?” She turned to face him fully.

“You always wanted too much. Back twenty-some years ago when you wanted the skill, the nous, and the wife of one old curmudgeon. And now your ‘too much’ is a strange combination of everything and simultaneous fear of it all. It pains me. But I am glad you’re back. You got me playing with antique books again. What you’re building here is special. Breathing life back into this place. I missed it. I missed you.”

Rhiannon laid her head on his shoulder, barely reaching it despite her own height, and sighed. Was he right? Did she want too much?
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On their way to the Viridescent and its soon to be open luxurious resort, to Rhiannon’s shock, Prudence’s verdict was a lot less diplomatic than Christian’s.

“I think you want nothing at all, Rhiannon.”

Well, wasn’t that wonderful to hear.

“Because?”

Prudence gave her a sideways glance before turning back to watch the cliffs sail by them as Rhiannon drove them up the new road.

“I’d like to amend my earlier assumption.”

Prudence was still not looking at her, but her voice was less distant.

“So I am not a nihilistic villain anymore in your estimation?” Rhiannon wanted to smile.

“Only when it comes to the island and the town and the craft. Otherwise, I believe you are all heart. Maybe too much of it, so I agree with Christian about you wanting too much. My three caveats stand, however.”

Rhiannon wanted to recoil. She wanted to hit the brakes and tell this woman, who had somehow found herself at the very core of Rhiannon’s life on the island, to get out and let her breathe. Couldn’t she see that Rhiannon had not been able to draw a full-chest breath since they had met? That she had had to work double and triple time to keep herself from spilling her magic all over these damned rocks, just to keep them all safe? And herself alive?

Prudence’s voice broke through her nascent panic attack. In fact, she didn’t even realize she was having one up until a warm hand landed on hers on the steering wheel and a curious tone reached her ears.

“Before you take us both off the cliff, to prove my very point about the fact that not only are you not a villain at all, but that’s just what you want everyone to think so they’ll leave you alone, can you humor me and answer a question?”

Prudence was finally looking at her fully, not stealing furtive glances. Her eyes were huge, shadowy, full of unshed emotion Rhiannon was not prepared to untangle. Certainly not when she was driving and certainly not while her chest was an open mess of muscles and tendons and fear.

She reached for her patience. Maybe it would save them both.

“I’ll answer anything, Prudence. I’m an open book.”

Prudence’s laughter was melodious, a burst of rain shaken out by a treacherous wind.

“Since I don’t know how to call you out on that one without saying that you are the biggest liar with her pants on fire, I’ll just ask my question. Why did you name your cat Boleyn?”

Rhiannon smiled and shrugged. What a non sequitur.

“She’s been through a lot.”

Prudence kept looking at her, ignoring the world outside of the car’s windows or the fast-approaching Viridescent Cliff and the luxury of their destination.

“She’s Boleyn because she’s been through a lot?”

Rhiannon could feel that this line of questioning was leading somewhere, Prudence’s eyes too avid on her. Still, she chose to answer. It wasn’t a big deal.

“Anne Boleyn was one of the many women in history who were given the shortest end of the goddamn stick because a man didn’t want them anymore. Executed for what? So that a monster could go on raping other women and murdering them in his quest for male progeny?”

Rhiannon’s voice went high, the sudden tears frightening her, and she pulled into the parking lot a bit too abruptly. When she turned to face Prudence, the gray was nearly black in those calm eyes.

“You decided to right a generational, historical wrong by giving one Boleyn a life of ease and love and peace, even if she is a cat this time around. Hence you spoil her and go above and beyond what a reasonable cat owner would ever do for their cat. Makes sense, Rhiannon. Makes perfect sense for a nihilistic villain.”

Rhiannon felt her cheeks flame.

“There’s no such thing as a cat owner. One doesn’t own cats.”

Prudence laughed again, sincere and delighted, and Rhiannon watched those beautiful features transform with joy. The frayed scars on her heart tugged painfully.

“No, I suppose a cat owns you. And your familiar more so than any other, given the lifestyle she leads.”

“She’s not my familiar. I sure hope Ceridwen isn’t filling your head with that kind of garbage, because one doesn’t need a familiar to be a witch⁠—”

Rhiannon stopped mid-sentence and wanted to curse herself for a fool. She wasn’t even sure what was Prudence goading her into saying, but she was becoming too easy prey, and that needed to change, and soon.

“It doesn’t matter. Ceridwen can teach you whatever she damn well pleases, she will anyway. Sorry I brought up Christian’s earlier assessment.”

Prudence opened her own door and got out of the car, looking at Rhiannon over the hood of the little Mercedes.

“She taught me how to make flowers bloom and how to use water to allay hurts and pains. And she and Seren think neither Earth nor Water are my elements. Though I could’ve told them that weeks ago and saved us all some time.”

As Prudence walked away in the direction of the bright lights of the resort, Rhiannon’s hands flared, the craft rearing its head against the barrier spell, reaching for its mate.

There was no denying it, and Rhiannon didn’t need magic to see it, to feel it. She knew the exact taste of Prudence’s power, its feel against her own skin. She didn’t need to unleash her own to know she had met her match.

Of all the gin joints…

Her mate had always been on Dragons. And it didn’t matter at all because Rhiannon Crowhart would not be staying. And Prudence? Well, Prudence had her entire life on the island. And above all, Rhiannon knew that Prudence would not be leaving the craft behind, even if she did follow Rhiannon to the mainland and beyond.

Having had a woman give up her life once before and end up resenting everything Rhiannon was… She shook her head and slammed the car door. She was getting ahead of herself and she was being foolish. She let Ceridwen and the craft all get in her head again. Mate? Maybe, but it didn’t matter. Rhiannon wouldn’t be staying on Dragons. Everyone was well aware of that.

“I’d say penny for your thoughts, but a beautiful woman’s musings surely are worth much more than that, and I am not entirely certain my pride will remain intact if I am to indeed pay the price of admittance into your head.”

Rhiannon had to smile. She bit her lip to hide the gesture and turned to face a pair of openly appraising, dark amber eyes. Paloma Allende in all her mysterious, authoritative glory was a sight to see.

Rhiannon would guess she was around Ceridwen’s age, though perhaps a bit older with excellent skill for makeup and amazing genes. She was beautiful and she looked in charge. Rhiannon imagined it was a deadly combination for the men and women who crossed paths with her.

Though probably, judging by the greeting, the men were not in any danger. Or at least not in this brand of danger, as the eyes looked deeply into hers and twinkled with amusement and daring.

“Ms. Allende, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

The owner of the Astronomy Resort was a few inches shorter than Rhiannon, but her exquisite Jimmy Choos hid that masterfully. Rhiannon gave the gorgeous footwear a nod of approval even as her interlocutor eyed her Louboutin ankle boots. Then they caught each other staring and laughed.

“I want to say the pleasure is all mine, but I know my credit card will be getting a workout tonight when I go upstairs to my rooms and order myself a few pairs of these fabulous boots, Ms. Crowhart!”

Rhiannon chuckled and the host took her under the arm, the gesture surprising her in its swiftness and directness.

It also answered a question she had been harboring since she met Paloma Allende a few weeks ago at the town hall. For all the worldliness, for all the authority she exuded, the mistress of the Viridescent did not possess the gift. Rhiannon’s skin remained cool in the evening breeze. As if to demonstrate contrast, she caught a glimpse of light, almost silvery-blonde hair in the distance, and her heart stuttered in her chest. Rhiannon sighed and forced herself to focus on the beauty on her arm.

“I saw you arrive with the daughter of my opponent, and I have to confess, I am intrigued about a Crowhart and a Fowler together like this.”

Rhiannon lifted an eyebrow as she gave the woman a sideways glance.

“I take it you listen to the town’s gossip?”

Paloma’s smirk was razor sharp.

“I don’t have to read the Caw to know that you are together, Ms. Crowhart. And by the looks of it, you had an argument on the way here. You’re vexed and she’s concerned and yet you have eyes only for each other. It’s sweet. And curious.”

Seeing the obvious, well-laid trap, Rhiannon chose to sidestep it.

“I think you might as well call me Rhiannon, given that we seem to be sharing intimacies.”

Paloma’s smirk morphed into a wide smile, and she nodded.

“Ah, but we aren’t sharing. Mostly because I never do, and I assume you aren’t the type to either. And it would hurt that blonde naïf of yours anyway. I tend not to hurt people, unless they deserve it.”

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes, not in malice—the woman on her arm was too direct to inspire that—but in respect, for the aforementioned directness and at the gall of the game being played afoot, without her participating. But all she said was, “Go on,” and braced herself.

Paloma slowed her steps even more, making sure her words were for Rhiannon’s ears only as they approached the busy reception area of the resort, bustling with the town’s merchants and all sorts of other invitees.

“Oh, I just meant to say how interesting it is that a Crowhart with a penchant for saving and preserving priceless antiques is dating a Fowler, whose father had been trying to purchase or, bar that, confiscate an old, historically significant building for years. One that said Crowhart currently inhabits.”

Rhiannon stopped, her fingers suddenly numb. Paloma turned around, shielding her from the crowd.

“And before you say something foolish like ‘we aren’t dating,’ you sure are doing a lot of fucking for women who aren’t dating, my dear.” Paloma’s voice was low, suggestive. “And while I have dabbled in sleeping with the enemy on occasion, I don’t recommend it.”

Her heartstrings, already raw and abraded, twanged, the guitar pick Paloma had chosen clearly wrong for this particular moment when Rhiannon was already on the very edge. Though, was there really a right moment when she had felt that edge ever since she stepped onto the island in August?

“She isn’t an enemy.”

Paloma’s smile was all faint cordiality.

“She most probably isn’t. But if I were you, I’d dig in the old archives, Rhiannon. Fascinating information those books hold. And who would know better about books than you? Some of them are so old, their owners have forgotten how much information they contain, since they’d need an expert touch to open. If only there was a restorer in town once again. One trained by the late, great Jerome Maginot himself. After all, he knew all about those very old, very much forgotten books.”

Something cold slithered down Rhiannon’s back and she kept her eyes focused past Paloma where Prudence was surreptitiously looking around herself, no doubt trying to find Rhiannon.

Paloma chose to give Rhiannon a moment before she turned to her fully, stepping closer, crowding her. It wasn’t unpleasant, but Rhiannon’s already-on-alert system went into overdrive.

“And speaking of books, Rhiannon. Did you know that the town’s library has received four more challenges? Immigration and queer books this time. There hasn’t been a single challenge yet that didn’t include an LGBTQIA title. And Fowler is silent. Interesting.”

“Interesting is not a word I’d use for this case, Ms. Allende. And you are remarkably well informed for someone who is a newcomer on the island.”

The amber swirled with mischief and the voice got even lower, as the gorgeous face was suddenly much closer to Rhiannon’s.

“I make a point of knowing what I am up against. As should you.” Paloma blew out a breath and gave her a curious smile. “Though the more I look into you, the more I find out you tend to just forge ahead. Challenging the Town Council on the Halloween Festival and simply funding the entire thing yourself. That takes steel ovaries.”

Rhiannon crossed her arms, the evening chill suddenly making her shiver. It had to be the chill.

“Or it takes having a large disposable income and a desire to spite people. I have plenty of both. It also helps that I’m on the island for ten more months only. The notion that I would be up against anything other than walls or doors or the shower stall and that would be by anything other than my own volition, is presumptuous, wouldn’t you say, Ms. Allende?”

Paloma’s laughter was all smoke and seduction. When Rhiannon narrowed her eyes, however, she was waved away with another chuckle.

“Touché, Rhiannon Crowhart. We’re not enemies either, you and I. But I do wish to know mine. Alternatively, I tend to warn women when they might be walking into a trap. My job here is done. Watch your exquisite backside. In this town, nothing is what it seems. But then you knew that already. And if you hadn’t learned it when you left, then surely you got that message when you returned.”

With that she placed a kiss on Rhiannon’s right cheek, and after a whispered “You can call me Paloma, querida. I hope you enjoy your evening,” she was gone.

From the distance, Rhiannon could see Prudence’s eyes ignoring the departing woman, instead staying on her, their piercing gaze not warming her this time.
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MORE BOOK BANS ON THE HORIZON!

Prudence Fowler has placed the entirety of the Book Nest LGBTQIA stock on sale this month as Banned Books Week is approaching and more challenges to the titles in the town’s library have been registered. Anonymously, of course. Christian Astor has expressed his frustration as the Library Board is to meet again this week.

“The system is unfair.”

Well, yes, Your Honor, it is. While the Board will be taking up the newly submitted challenges, the town’s councilfolk and the mayor could not be reached for comment.

Watch this space.

—Crow’s Caw
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Prudence had heard tell that Paloma Allende was gorgeous. She just didn’t need it thrown in her face quite like that. Or was it in Rhiannon’s?

She watched from afar as the boss of the Astronomy Resort stood way too close to Rhiannon, leaning in slightly, and her mind couldn’t keep from conjuring all the horrible, seductive, awful, sexy things she must be whispering.

She had never been the jealous type. Moreover, what was there to be jealous of? They weren’t anything to each other. A few weeks of amazing sex and taking care of pets and sleeping in the same bed… Ah, heck. Hell even. If any moment deserved a damn curse word, it was this one.

Prudence prided herself on being ever faithful to her own name. Prudent. Careful. Hadn’t she known? Hadn’t she understood that Rhiannon was on the island like her own proverbial wind, wrecking havoc one minute and gone the next? Hadn’t Rhiannon herself told her as much? So why this neediness? Why this clinginess to a woman who, as she herself put it just a few minutes ago, wanted nothing on Dragons?

“Because you’re afraid she wants no one as well as nothing. And you very much want her to want you.”

She whispered the words into her still full champagne flute, unable to hold the sigh and the truth inside.

“I don’t think that fear is entirely warranted. In fact, if I were a betting woman, I’d say it’s not warranted at all, Ms. Fowler.”

A stunning redhead stepped in front of her as if conjured by magic, and Prudence blinked at the suddenness of the appearance.

“Headmistress! I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” Prudence presented her cheeks for the now customary greeting between them and watched the faint crow’s feet appear under the dual-colored eyes. The small smile playing at the corners of the full mouth attested to the pleasure seeing Pru had brought the other woman.

And what a woman. Magdalene Nox, resplendent in an Armani skirt suit, sipped from her own flute before reaching out and patting Prudence on the cheek she had just kissed.

“You must not read The Caw these dasy, Ms. Fowler. They always have the scoop on who’s attending what. Also I heard you are consorting with the Devil these days, Ms. Fowler. I was not appraised that she is also a redhead. Warms my little heart.”

The intimacy of the joke in the velvety voice made Prudence relax completely, wanting to stretch like a cat in the sunbeam.

“And I was so sure you’re above all this, Headmistress.”

“Ah, so it is true, then!” Nox gave her an encouraging elbow. “Are congratulations in order? Or is this more of a commiseration? She is beautiful, I’ll give you that. But we redheads do tend to have a bad rep.”

Congratulations or commiseration? Prudence had no idea how to answer that question, certainly not at the moment when Paloma Allende was leaning even closer, speaking directly into Rhiannon’s ear.

“I hope you know that since you came in, said Devil has had eyes only for you, despite being what looks like purposefully accosted by our newest mayoral candidate.”

Prudence turned so quickly her hair almost fell out of its bun.

“Really?”

“Oh, love. Really. Though while your girlfriend has nothing to be afraid of from the corner occupied by the Viridescent lease holder, your father, I’m quite certain, must hold on to his proverbial hat. Allende is something. And she is determined.”

Prudence shrugged, the vise around her chest loosening a touch.

“I’m sure he will be prepared. He is stubborn as well.”

Headmistress Nox threw her a careful look that had Prudence staring back just as cautiously.

“He is indeed very stubborn, Prudence. And some could say a change in the old guard who ran the island for decades might be in order. New times demand new methods, wouldn’t you agree?”

The words were too carefully chosen for Prudence to ignore their significance.

“Are you saying you will be voting for Paloma Allende because she is a newcomer and thus would bring new blood to the island?”

Headmistress Nox straightened, and her smile was kind when she looked at Pru.

“I’m saying that I know exactly what Mayor Fowler brings to the table. He has been doing it for years, and plenty are unhappy with—how did you put it? His stubbornness?”

The Headmistress tsked and took another sip of the sparkling wine.

“Fourteen separate anonymous challenges at Crow’s Nest Library, Ms. Fowler. All eventually leading to removal of books form the shelves. Now ask me how many of those Dragons has received and how many I fought to remain in the school’s library.”

Sadly, Pru knew the answer to that question.

“All of them were challenged, Ms. Fowler. Exactly the same titles. And all of them are still available in my school. A leader leads. Otherwise, he’s an accomplice. Some might say Crow’s Nest is due a change of menu. Chefs do tend to become set in their ways, or obstinate, wouldn’t you agree, Mrs. Crowhart?”

Victoria’s cackle was only a touch malicious.

“I’d say you are not going to have any free delivery anymore, Headmistress, if you keep maligning the chefs of this world. Though your mother can have it any time, any place. Make sure you tell her I said so.”

The surprised and perhaps a touch horrified look on Headmistress Nox’s face was comical.

“You did not imply what I think you just implied, Victoria!”

This time there was no doubt of the sheer slyness in Victoria’s cackle. Pru settled in for the show.

“I’m here to serve, Headmistress. But I do so with more eagerness for the gorgeous women. Kind of like that one.” Victoria motioned with her sharp chin toward the front of the reception area where Rhiannon was still caught in the clutches of Paloma Allende. “Gorgeous, and lethal in the boardroom. Or so I heard, Headmistress.”

The Headmistress pursed her lips before answering.

“She didn’t make it easy on either the school or the town during the negotiations for the Tower, I’ll give you that. And you have to admit that her ideas for Crow’s Nest are ambitious.”

“More like groundbreaking.” Victoria leaned closer before whispering, “Your father’s cronies are scared shitless of her. That new golf course? If she wins? They can kiss it goodbye. She wants to expand the park, and she believes the damn golf course would consume too much water and serve too few people. That vague museum-schmuseum idea for the history of the island he has been floating about for decades? Will never happen⁠—”

“What’s so wrong with the museum of the town?” Pru heard herself ask, the shrill not quite hidden in her voice. No, she wasn’t at all interested in her father’s dealings. And no, he was no saint. Victoria wasn’t wrong about some of his hangers-on being old cronies, but surely a museum wasn’t a bad idea?

“Nothing.” Headmistress Nox tone was decidedly neutral. “Depending on what said museum is for. And what it is meant to glorify. After all, to the victor go the spoils, and the side that has the might more often than not makes itself right. And writes the history to suit itself. These people choose what they will display in said museums. What they will glorify. And what will never see the light of day.”

With that she patted Pru on the cheek once more and disappeared into the crowd, the scent of jasmine the only trace of her left behind. Jasmine and secrets, that is.

“What did she mean by it, Victoria?”

“Who knows with her?” Victoria shook her head, but Pru was having none of it.

“A second ago you and her were exactly on the same page. Heck, you were singing from the same note sheet. So what gives?”

Victoria sighed and moved close in once again. But before she could proceed, Rhiannon emerged from the crowd directly in front of them. Her eyes looked tired, the uncharacteristic shadows under them speaking volumes.

“I should’ve known I’d find my aunt gossiping. Do you ever take a break?”

Instead of getting cross, Victoria just tsked and took Rhiannon’s arm.

“It pays to keep your ear to the ground. Otherwise, how will one find out that Paloma Allende is freshly divorced and on the prowl for a new Mrs. Allende?”

Rhiannon’s laughter sounded forced.

“Why are you even talking about her, Victoria? Who cares if she is single or a lesbian?”

“Everyone cares, Rhiannon. Just like when she arrived, everyone cared about Headmistress Nox and her sexuality and marital status.”

Rhiannon made a face.

“Why is nobody calling that woman by her first name?”

Victoria threw a vicious side-eye her way, and Pru had to hide a giggle.

“Would you call Vice President Harris ‘Kamala’ to her face? Secretary Clinton ‘Hillary?’ In public?” When Rhiannon’s eyes widened and she slowly shook her head, Victoria’s voice turned gleeful.

“That’s what I thought. As for Ms. Allende? She is rich, beautiful, invested now in a considerable chunk of the island, and stands as the only viable candidate to run against Jed Fowler. No offense, Prudence.”

Pru wanted to say that she took none, since she wasn’t her father, but something in the way everyone was talking about him here was raising her hackles. She bit her lip and turned away, trying to tune out the chatter.

“And now you’re just upsetting Prudence, aunt.”

Rhiannon’s arm was suddenly around her waist and steering her farther from the crowds, leaving the open-mouthed Victoria behind, and Pru felt an unexpected sense of relief. What was happening to her? Why was she acting this way?

“I confess, I haven’t considered the implications of bringing the daughter of the current mayor into the lair of the person who very much wants to take his place.”

Rhiannon made a face, tone apologetic, as she snagged two flutes from the passing server and handed one to Pru.

“I was invited, and I am not him, nor am I concerned about his job.”

“Goddess knows he has other things to fall back on.” Rhiannon’s eyes shifted from her, too quickly, and Pru thought that she was entirely out of the loop.

“I wish everyone would stop talking in riddles. Alternatively, I wish people would stop talking around me and just talk to me.”

“Like Headmistress Nox? I couldn’t help but notice how cordial you two were.” Rhiannon kept her eyes averted but Pru could sense the green in them sharpen. Then she sighed and dropped her arm.

“I apologize, Prudence. Tonight has been a bit overwhelming.”

“What happened?” It was Pru who came closer, shielding Rhiannon from the rest of the guests.

“Nothing, really, nothing. Ms. Allende wanted to warn me about people being after Crow & Cat, I guess.”

Rhiannon paused for a second and Pru saw her eyes warm up.

“It’s quite a name. I love it.”

Her answer was a small kiss placed on the palm of her hand, then Rhiannon’s gaze lost its warmth.

“I don’t know what she actually wanted. She spoke of the town’s archives and how they might have things I should be digging into. And the rest is just the usual campaigning? I wouldn’t be able to say, I was never part of one nor have I ever wanted to. Yanking your father’s chain is one thing, but getting involved is entirely different.”

Pru held her breath for a few seconds before she exhaled, the world settling heavier on her shoulders. She hated this. Snippets of conversations, gossip, scandal, and news clippings all were jumbled in her mind, and she felt dizzy for a moment. Something big was going on around her, and she seemed to be missing her cues.

“It’s so strange. It’s the talk of the town and fodder for gossip and yet nobody ever even talked about the Atelier in my presence since I took over Book Nest five years ago. You were quite a shock, to say the least.” She smiled, remembering the first day she saw Rhiannon Crowhart striding in her boots down the Market Square, seeing no one and being watched by absolutely everyone. The new mistress of the abandoned forgotten building.

Rhiannon’s smile was tired yet delighted.

“Shock, really?”

“Well, you did bring the storms.”

It was perhaps testimony to how exhausted Rhiannon was because she did not scoff, did not blow up or ignore the reference to magic. Her smile did not waver. If anything, it grew warmer, sweeter, the forest-green eyes losing their shadows.

“And you calmed them.”

“Did I?” Pru tried very hard to hide the note of yearning from her voice. She should not show it. Rhiannon couldn’t know just how much Pru wanted this. This warmth, this intimacy between them, in the middle of a crowd.

And then Rhiannon, perhaps inspired by being called shocking, surprised her again. Instead of answering Pru, she closed the distance between them and touched her lips to Pru’s. Here, in front of over a hundred people, in front of Paloma Allende, in front of Headmistress Nox, in front of the whole town.

Pru’s head spun, and she lost herself in the kiss, brief as it was. Soft, hot, a hint of teeth, and then it was over and Pru was left standing alone and lightheaded as Rhiannon walked toward the Crow’s Nest Chamber of Commerce delegation, getting stares and turning heads along her way.
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Later, when Rhiannon took her from behind in her luxurious California king bed, she made Pru watch.

“After all, you did so much of it at the reception…”

On all fours, Pru did indeed watch in the mirror placed on the wall opposite the California king as Rhiannon’s strap-on entered her very slowly, every inch disappearing inside her, making her moan, making her mad. She thought she’d die if Rhiannon pulled out, and then when she did, Pru thought she’d die anyway. The slow slide of slippery silicone was unbearable and unbearably not enough.

“Please… Please, Rhiannon…”

A low chuckle was her only reply, and then Rhiannon slammed into her, giving her everything in one long, hard thrust.

“You were saying, Prudence?”

Pru wasn’t certain she could even speak, could think at all, all she wanted was more.

“Mmmm… More…”

Another chuckle, and still Rhiannon refused to rush, a slow stroke once again paired with an arm encircling her and those long fingers playfully teasing her clit, barely touching it, barely flicking it.

“I think I will take my time, darling.” Rhiannon lowered her head and Pru felt her mouth on the nape of her neck, kissing, licking, and then just as she was allowing herself to get lost in the tenderness of the sensation, biting, one sharp feral nip of teeth, timed perfectly with another hard thrust, and Prudence’s vision grayed at the edges.

Rhiannon’s free hand delved into her hair and pulled, making her lift her face and watch the two of them, the mirror showing her quite possibly the most decadent sight. Rhiannon didn’t bother getting her fully naked, just throwing her on the bed and shoving her dress up. Her panties were somewhere around her ankles, her neck marked up and already blooming with the peony petals of Rhiannon’s marks. And she was fucked so thoroughly, so blissfully, taking every inch of the toy and looking as pleasured as she has even been in her life.

Surely she should feel something. Embarrassment? Maybe shame? Her very strict evangelical upbringing should be kicking in any second now, telling her she was going to hell.

Except Rhiannon’s fingers in her hair pulled again, lifting her off her hands, bringing them back to front, and Pru watched as her clit was stroked in perfect rhythm with the strap-on grinding into her, hitting her very core, and there was no shame. No guilt. No regret. Yes, Rhiannon would leave. And yes, it would hurt. It would probably destroy her, surely ruin her for any other, but this was worth it. This bliss. This pleasure. This love.

The moment the word crossed her mind, the moment her heart opened and accepted the truth Pru had been hiding from for days, she felt her orgasm approaching like a freight train. Her ears rang, her thighs shook, her mind emptied with acceptance. And as she sensed the first tendrils of her climax take hold, the last thing she saw in the mirror was her eyes shimmering with a light she had never seen before. The light of her power taking over.
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THE GRAND REVEAL

It looks like the sore on the face of Crow’s Nest is finally ready to be one no more! You read it here first and don’t you ever forget it. The famed Atelier, the second-oldest building on Dragons, will re-open tomorrow! The iron sign was installed in the early hours of the morning, and as its tarp is to be removed soon, the entire town is waiting to see what the renegade Crowhart will name her business. Watch this space, or go down Market Square yourself.

—Crow’s Caw
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Rhiannon rolled her eyes and set her phone down. Why was she reading the Crow’s Nest gossipy paper every other morning was anyone’s guess.

“It’s entertaining. And the mystery of who is behind it keeps the people guessing.” Pru peeked at her between the folds of the towel she had been trying to wrap her drying hair with. Freshly showered, she took a sip from Rhiannon’s coffee mug, making a face. It was too sweet and too milky for her, and Rhiannon smiled at the little grimace. Then she caught herself at how domestic this all felt. She couldn’t help but think of years gone by and how in another life, she had nothing like this.

Wasted, wasted lifetimes.

And she couldn’t help but remember the night when Prudence shared her power with her. She could still feel the sharp longing it left behind, the gentle caress of it doing more to break down her walls than any counter-spell. Rhiannon never believed in the tales of fated mates, her free will paramount to her, and yet… Ceridwen’s voice telling stories about the craft finding its match, the sisters all listening to her with bated breath, dreaming, wishing…

Rhiannon was too old for fairy tales and too damaged for useless wishes. She’d made her choices and was paying her price. And Prudence? A beautiful dream, one they’d both awaken from soon enough when Rhiannon’s time on the island was over.

So she set the paper down and tried to remember what they had been talking about.

“Whoever is behind it needs better grammar. And maybe something truly newsworthy for a change.”

“Crowharts are always newsworthy. Though I can say with certainty that for the past few years there was barely any mention of you all in the Caw.”

Rhiannon pouted for a second before deciding that the town’s rag was not worth it. She’d be yesterday’s news a few days from now, and after all, any publicity was good publicity. Not that she needed much of it.

“They will likely sneak into your grand opening.” Pru finally sat down next to her, having doctored her own coffee to her satisfaction. Rhiannon pushed the plate of freshly baked muffins toward her.

“You’re spoiling me. These look amazing.” Pru took her time choosing and then carefully tore a chunk from the blueberry one.

“I had trouble sleeping in. And there really isn’t much of a grand opening. The tarp is ready to come down from the sign, that’s all. Lachlan wants to do something special for when the shop is actually fully finished, have hors d’oeuvres, cocktails. I don’t know, we shall see. I have a few weeks to consider that anyway. Not like I need the noise, my clients’ list is full, I have work for years. And selling what I restore outside of the bespoke commissions had never been an issue.” Rhiannon caught herself speaking so casually about the business, which was a complete antithesis to how she thought of her life in every other aspect. She sighed, topped off her own coffee then simply covered Pru’s stilled hand with hers. “I’m… While the entrepreneur acumen of it is slowly coming back to me, this… Us… I’m out of practice, Prudence. Of sharing a bed. Of sharing myself.”

“I haven’t asked you for either.” Prudence split her already small piece of muffin in half. Then in quarters. The restraint of not asking any questions was something Rhiannon was immediately grateful for. But some things needed to be said. Needed to be spoken so they’d solidify. And hopefully give them both some peace.

“No, you haven’t.” Rhiannon reached out and casually snagged one of the pieces from Prudence’s plate, trying to make her smile. It might be like pulling out her own fingernails to her, but she didn’t have to let Prudence know that. Rhiannon could feel her magic, the tentative reach of it toward hers. It was sweet and gentle and it cut her worse than a knife would, slashing through the barrier spell and demanding all her control to stop her own power from answering the call. “You haven’t asked. But I will. And it’s unfair since I am the one so casualty stealing your food. But would you mind not sharing?”

The gray turned shades darker in Prudence’s eyes as they watched Rhiannon over the rim of her mug, both of them understanding they were no longer discussing food. Then she popped a piece of muffin in her mouth. When she answered, it had the finality of a court’s handed verdict.

“I won’t. And you won’t.

Prudence’s answer was simple. Final. And perfect. When she finished the crumbles on her plate, she reached for a cranberry muffin, splitting it into halves and handing one to Rhiannon.

As their hands touched and the silver flame of connection sprung unbidden, scalding Rhiannon’s hand, Pru didn’t blink, and her voice sounded casual when she murmured, “It had always been yours to begin with.”

Rhiannon allowed the magic to run through her, just this once, savoring the truth of Pru’s statement being reflected in her power.

Yes, mine. Always had been, indeed. Shame I can only give it but the smallest pieces of myself.
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The Caw must’ve gotten people in town curious, as the unveiling of the front sign brought her quite a number of gawkers and not just tourists. In fact, it was mostly townspeople who stopped by, complimented, discussed, and either wished her luck or looked at the building with unrestrained skepticism.

“An antique store?” Marsha McMons, the owner of the doggy daycare, gave the tarp the stink eye. “Like we don’t have twelve of those on Main already? Couldn’t you have done anything else with this place? It’s one of the oldest on the island.”

“We have fourteen antique stores on Main and two on Broad. And you kept your big mouth shut when they broke ground for those last ones.” Victoria gave Marsha a stink eye of her own.

The woman yelped as something pinched her side and Victoria glared at the man standing next to her. “Jerry, why don’t you keep your hands to yourself!” As Marsha and Jerry the fisherman squabbled, Rhiannon fought to hide a grin. Trust her aunt to hex people in the middle of Market Square in broad daylight and blame it on an innocent bystander.

The construction tarp kept the sign from being completely revealed, and it tickled Rhiannon to keep some of the mystery to herself for a few more minutes.

“You’re in a cheery mood, girl. Did Prudence Ophelia toss your salad?” Victoria didn’t even bother to lower her voice. Marsha, Jerry, and half of the spectators gaped. Rhiannon choked on thin air and felt the blush rise up from her low-cut dress.

“Tory, my Queen, how many times did I tell you that tossing one’s salad is not something applicable here?” Lachlan undid the tarp on the right side of the sign and laughed down at them from the ladder. “We’ve talked about it.”

“Are you talking sex to my aunt?” Rhiannon still struggled for breath.

“He could talk sex to me any day. Twice on Sunday. I’ll skip church. I don’t think Reverend Lavalle would even mind.” Marsha batted her lashes at Lachlan.

“So many things wrong with this entire conversation.” Prudence leaned from Book’s Nest porch, biting into an apple. Rhiannon wanted to bite into her. She looked so good in her dungarees over a long-sleeved cotton shirt. “Lachlan, tossing one’s salad is not just a boy move, if that is what you were implying, you sexist. Marsha, Lachlan would rather talk sex to Jerry the big bear, and Reverend Lavalle would not understand your obsession with talking sex to Lachlan on Sunday or on any day, since she has a wife back home. Oh, and Victoria? Try not to share Rhiannon’s and my bedroom activities with the whole town. Whether they do or not involve any salad tossing. Did I miss anything?”

Jerry’s face was a mixture of flattery and embarrassment, with curiosity thrown in. Marsha was clearly appalled. Rhiannon laughed so hard she could barely breathe, and Lachlan was now hanging from the ladder holding his abdomen. The crowd roared with jokes and laughter.

Once he got himself under control, Lachlan whistled, getting everyone’s attention, and pulled on the tarp and the sign was revealed, the words Crow & Cat gleaming on the wood and iron background. People cheered, and Prudence clapped. Rhiannon’s chest felt tight, not in a bad way, but in what resembled a longing, to be welcome, to belong. She did, though, didn’t she? She was here and would leave on her own terms. So why did this yearning whisper in her ear? Why did she look up at the wrought iron and feel like crying? It was beautiful. And it made her want…things she should decidedly not want at all. Things like staying.

Rhiannon looked around. People were curious. They pointed and talked animatedly about the shop and the name. Others undoubtedly whispered gossip about her and the Crowharts. That was fine by her, let them. And then let them come back and buy the books. And go to the Tavern for a meal. And drink coffee at the Brew after ordering flowers at Blossoms. Rhiannon recalled Lachlan’s question about her family being bourgeois. At the time it made her shrug. Now it made her proud. They created something here and she had been instrumental. She saw Jerry making himself scarce with Marsha still glaring at everyone, as Victoria beamed at the storefront and then at Prudence.

“Sassy this morning, Prudence Ophelia. I will go google that salad tossin’ thing and report back. And all of you better find something else to do than gossip about my niece in the middle of the damn day.”

Prudence finished her apple and wrapped the core into a napkin.

“I really don’t think anyone wants to know your browser history. Not even the FBI.” She winked at Victoria and then her eyes lingered on Rhiannon, still laughing. Her expression was pensive as she made her way back into her store.

As people dispersed, Lachlan jumped down from the ladder that had been barely holding him in the wake of all the shenanigans and gave Rhiannon a one-armed hug from behind. Then they simply stood in silence and looked up at the sign, periodically sighing in contentment.

“We did good here, boss lady.”

“We did, errand boy.” He poked her in the ribs and she giggled, surprising herself with the sound.

“I forgot that you could laugh like this, you know. Free.” He squeezed her shoulder. “It’s been a while. And here you are, laughing all morning.”

Rhiannon said nothing and just allowed the moment to settle around her. She’d remember this one. Goddess knew she didn’t want to be here. She had fought tooth and nail for every paper, every document, every lawyer and judge. Time and again she’d lost and was forced to take a step closer to Dragons. And she hated the place more.

She remembered the feeling of prying open the rusty lock on the front door and seeing nothing but cobwebs and dust inside. She didn’t think she would be on the island for one week, much less almost three months. Yet it was October on Dragons, and she was opening Crow & Cat and her orders were stacked high on her counter.

Rhiannon was yet to get all her tools set up in the shop, the potential commercial restoration projects piling up as Lachlan kept bookmarking possible ones for her, sending her at least three a day during their downtime.

She had been making very slow progress on the Compendium, and it was only intensifying her desire to finally pick up the bone folder and the repairs knife full-time again. She admitted to herself that she missed the acrid scent of the PVA glue. And the aged leather.

A cough from behind them was followed up by “Hey, I’m talking to you,” and both Rhiannon and Lachlan turned to face a disheveled and heavily breathing Lisa.

“Where do you think you get off on coming to the school and talking to my supervisor and getting me fired?”

Lisa took a step forward and Lachlan immediately shielded Rhiannon.

“I see, always hiding behind people. You didn’t have the guts to talk to me, so you tattled to my boss. Now you got a fag⁠—”

“You better not finish that sentence, Miss.” Rhiannon stepped in front of Lachlan and breathed in the sweat and alcohol radiating from Lisa. “As for speaking to anyone about you? I don’t even know your name.”

Lisa staggered back a full step, and Rhiannon took advantage to press on, walking her backward and down the street from her shop. This trouble needed to be far, far away from here.

“Have you spoken to Prudence recently?”

Lisa tilted her head, eyes widening.

“What?”

Rhiannon narrowed hers and repeated, enunciating each word.

“Have. You. Spoken. To. Prudence. Recently?”

“Ah, no. No, I haven’t.”

“Then why would I need to climb all the way up the damn cliffs, in my fabulous shoes, and speak to people about someone whose name I don’t remember?”

Lisa paled and then bared her teeth.

“You think you’re better than me? I know your kind⁠—”

“My kind is the one who might not climb the damn cliffs but will still walk all over you in my brand-new Louboutins if you don’t leave my place of business. We had a deal, you and I. And I keep my word. Now, if that is all?”

“Yeah, that’s what you’d prefer. For it to be all done. Neatly squared away. Disposed of. Like you disposed of your wife.”

Lisa grinned with malice as her words hit their target. Rhiannon flinched and dropped the phone she’d been holding, the screen cracking with a pitiful sound that made her cringe.

“You think you are so high and mighty, honey, but everyone has secrets. Secrets that run very deep. And now that I am unemployed, thanks to you, I have all the time in the world to dig into those very secrets. Something tells me I will find quite a few where you’re concerned.”

Rhiannon’s throat was slamming shut, and any second she’d be clawing at it, needing air.

Panic attack, just a panic attack.

“You better stay away from me.”

“Or what?”

Lachlan stepped between them yet again, but before he could say anything Pru’s voice right beside her sounded like the cavalry over the hill. Like Rohan’s horns.

“I think it’s time for you to leave now, Lisa. Before you say something you might regret. Actually, you’ve said plenty as it is.”

“Is that a threat, Pru? Suddenly you’re mighty brave and adventurous. If only you’d have been this adventurous when we were together.” Lisa’s smirk was downright lecherous, and Rhiannon tasted bile. She could feel the craft clawing at her throat. On the heels of fear, on the heels of panic, her raging power was rearing its head.

“Leave. Now.” She ground out the last word, and whatever Lisa saw on her face must’ve been enough to persuade her to depart without another sound. Her eyes spoke volumes, however, and the hatred in them was more than Rhiannon thought the entire situation warranted.

She turned and looked at the storefront, the exposed dark brick clean and the glass gleaming in the morning sun. And then dread slithered down her spine. In the second-story window—her bedroom’s—a photograph covered in blood was looking down at her.

“Margaux…”
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GRAND OPENING OF CROW & CAT RUINED!

The Crowharts are cursed! Rhiannon Crowhart’s antique bookstore unveiled its new name today, and while most attendees seemed to enjoy the fun behind Crow & Cat, someone did not appreciate it nor the owner. Lisa Poorson caused quite a commotion with hair-raising accusations and insults, and the store itself was broken into.

Sheriff Redding stated that nothing was stolen. Instead, the culprit left a bloody souvenir behind.

Has the creepiness of Halloween started a touch too early in Crow’s Nest? Or is Rhiannon Crowhart being targeted?

Watch Crow & Cat on Market Square.

—Crow’s Caw
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In the resulting cacophony of people rushing into Crow & Cat, of Rhiannon coaxing Boleyn and Patches out from the chimney, of Lachlan checking all entrances, and of Victoria cursing out everything and everyone, Prudence tried to stay out of the way.

“How the fuck did she even get in? And again? I thought you changed the locks.” Victoria’s voice was hard, her hands bending and unbending a piece of pipe she had brought with her. Pru made a mental note to have Ceridwen teach her that move. Making flowers bloom was great and so was setting barrier around herself or around anyone else, but twisting a metal pipe into a knot? That was next level.

She moved closer to Rhiannon, who was pacing the length of the shop, and took the picture out of her trembling hands. Pru was certain Rhiannon didn’t even realize she had done that.

“I changed them here.” Lachlan shrugged and looked at her apologetically. “We didn’t think we needed to do so upstairs.”

Victoria unknotted the pipe from the neat bow she had made just seconds earlier.

“You didn’t think. Great. Amazing.”

“Can we please focus on the issue at hand and not on assigning blame?” Ceridwen, the voice of reason, moved to stand between Victoria and Rhiannon.

Pru tuned out the bickering and looked at the photograph. In the brilliance of the morning sun pouring through the east-facing windows, the dark brown eyes looked particularly expressive on the glossy print, even if half the face was smeared in crimson. The paint transferred to her fingertips and stood in sharp relief on her pale skin.

Pru barely noticed it, no matter how stark the contrast or how vivid the imagery. She had seen it before, this crimson on her hands. In her dreams, two months ago, the day Rhiannon unlocked her magic.

“For what is yours, for the sin, you shall bleed.”

The words from her vision didn’t scare her. Not as much as the eyes on the picture she was holding. The beautiful, doomed ones that watched her, unseeing. The eyes she had seen all her life. The eyes she had looked into just a few days ago.

The eyes from the portrait in her father’s study.

It felt a bit surreal, all the little tendrils of information, snippets of premonitions, pieces of the puzzle that had been laid in front of her these past few months, had all led to this.

“I confess nothing quite has the allure of Europe, the French croissants alone are to be tasted to be believed…”

“Margaux was married in Europe…”

“Blackmailed on Dragons…”

“Mayor Fowler wanted the building for ages…”

Her skin crawled and she was afraid she might lose her breakfast at any moment, still Pru stuck it out and stayed with Rhiannon as the first wave of panic subsided.

Rhiannon kept throwing her strange looks, wordless inquiries about her silence, but Pru just held her, running her hands through the long curls, feeling the auburn warm her skin, sinking into the muted thrum of contained magic, letting her own settle around them, calming them both, even if Rhiannon could not feel its true heat.

“Are you okay?”

Pru nodded, hiding her face in the crook of Rhiannon’s neck. What could she say? Should she say anything?

Her father… Her own father…

Loyalty was a concept Prudence never struggled with. Her family was known for sticking together through thick and thin. They weren’t close, the Fowlers, and yet they were survivors, and family above all was expected and delivered by all.

But what was family? Her heart beat in her ears, a steady tattoo of life, of love. What a time to realize she was irrevocably in love. The love people lived for. The love people died for. What a time to realize that family was here, in her arms, even if they’d be empty soon enough.

And so there were no questions of loyalty.

“I have to run an errand, Rhiannon.”

She realized how seldom she said the name out loud, how sweet it was, how much she craved it, the taste, the feel of it in her mouth. She ran her thumbs over the sharp edges of the beloved face.

Beloved. Beloved. Beloved.

Rhiannon narrowed her eyes but dropped her arms, setting her free, and Pru wanted to scream, to fall to the floor and beg her not to.

“Hold me forever!”

But once her question of loyalty was answered, other questions rose even more stringently. She needed answers. And she needed them now.

“I…” I love you. I love you. I love you. “I’ll see you later.”

Rhiannon’s “Come what is meant,” so foreign in that sad, low voice, accompanied Pru all the way to the town hall. It could only mean that Rhiannon had figured out her “errand” was important and was sending her on her with a blessing. Well, she better use some of that blessing, then.

The guard at the massive doors smiled as she passed by him, unconcerned with the presence of the mayor’s daughter in the archives.

All the clues pointed toward the fact that she would likely not find what she had been looking for, and the absence of a divorce decree was her answer. There was a marriage license, but no divorce decree. The groom was marked as “never married” in the paperwork.

Once she triple-checked the boxes in the section inscribed with the year of the marriage, she made herself triple-check the year before it. Then another one before that.

My parents’ marriage was illegal.

She tried not to think, tried to focus on what she had to do. Simply knowing in her gut wasn’t enough. Pru knew she needed evidence.

Heart sinking, she walked the length of the island to the Fowler mansion, thoughts leapfrogging each other in her head.

The evening settled around her shoulders as a shawl, and Pru felt like a thief. Well, when all was said and done, she was one. She didn’t bother knocking, the spare key in her hand burning her skin. The town’s council was in session, and her father was spending more and more time at the town hall anyway, the latest debacle with Paloma Allende and the permits for the works on Viridescent Cliff and Astronomy Resort having him on the ropes.

The hallways and the dining rooms were all a blur until she burst through the door of the small study and looked into the dark brown eyes of the portrait.

The last pieces of the complex, tainted puzzle clicked into place loudly, making her flinch. She felt tears fall freely down her cheeks and tried to wipe them away. It wasn’t a time for them. And she shouldn’t cry for any of these people anyway. They made their beds. The only one who stepped into the eye of the storm guileless and honest was Rhiannon, and she had been the one to drink from the poisoned chalice for everyone.

Pru took the portrait down, refusing to look at it again. She wrapped it in papers from her father’s desk, caring very little what she was ruining or about concealing her presence in the mansion. He’d know she was here anyway. She stuffed the small canvas under her cardigan.

For a brief moment she stopped in her mother’s bedroom and glanced at the Belcourt statues holding such prominent place. The reasons he had kept them were now glaringly obvious, cold against her body despite the clothing. Had he loved Margaux? Maybe. A French woman of dubious reputation would’ve certainly caused a lot of issues for him. Pru tried to remember anything loving about her grandfather, the one who was mayor before her father, and couldn’t. The older Fowler was…not a kind man.

Now, her mother was another story. From an influential and rich family, she’d have gotten Jedidiah the blessing he likely sought. So, was it his guilt? Is that why Margaux was everywhere in this house? Was this his penance? Pru couldn’t quite fathom any of these scenarios.

Still, Pru saw the room with new eyes. Her father kept so few of her mother’s things, practically nothing, the space having been stripped of the wallpaper that she had picked years ago, yet the Belcourts remained. They didn’t fit—not in her mind, and not in the room. Heck, not even in the mansion. The Fowler home was all Victorian elegance, and the Belcourts were sharp edges of the modernity her father had so often railed against.

As she made her way to the ground floor again, she passed by the perpetually closed door of the Fowler library and something stilled her steps, forcing her to stop in front of it. It was unlocked, and as she flipped the light on, she almost gagged at the dust and musty air surrounding her. Books were stacked up to the very ceiling, papers were strewn all over the floor. The chaos and mess were overwhelming.

Pru was never allowed to be in here. Now the space seemed truly fascinating despite the wreckage. She was always told to stay out of the library and that it was for her own good. It was full of easily breakable things, important papers, books that were hundreds of years old. Nothing a child could handle carefully. Not a place for her.

Now looking at the stacked shelves and objects lying all around her, Pru felt truly deprived. And no, maybe as a kid she’d not been able to understand their value, but for a curious and precocious teen? A young woman discovering her family’s heritage? All of this was priceless. Why had her father hidden it?

And speaking of heritage. High on the shelves behind a massive desk were several immense tomes with inscriptions on their backs. Most of them held the Fowler seal, but a few were not familiar to her. She climbed the small library ladder and pulled the first one out. To her surprise, it carried a crow on the heavy leather cover, and Pru’s breath caught.

Is this…? Could it be…?

She flipped it open, and as dust rose and settled in her hands, the name stood stark against the yellowing paper.

Crowhart.

Pru almost dropped the book. Was this the Crowhart Family Bible? She turned the first page and an arresting face looked at her with eyes of green tempest, their expression intense and all-seeing. The words under the portrait in sharp relief against the aging paper. Gwendolyn Abigail Crowhart.

Why did father have this?

Pru looked back up to the shelf, the tomes’ spines branded with other seals, some kinds of birds she couldn’t quite place.

What is this?

The sound of the front door got Pru to freeze. Her father had returned, the town hall meeting must’ve ended. Darn it, she lost track of time.

Tucking the Crowhart tome under her arm, Pru grabbed the biggest Fowler Bible and the one with the birds she couldn’t identify and made for the back door.

As she ran through the garden, her father’s voice caught her before the gate did, smacking her in the chest even as the wrought iron slammed her in the face, throwing her onto her back, the books falling on top of her like bricks of cement weighing down a drowning man.

She heard the steps behind her and scrambled up, her body acting mostly on autopilot, an entity possessed.

Get up, get the books, get the painting, get out.

And then… As never before, her thoughts materialized, the power in her hands emerging like wind, like a hurricane tearing the centuries-old lock to little bits. The iron of the hinges moaned under her magic, and she watched both fascinated and terrified as it slowly drew open.

“Prudence Ophelia!”

Her father’s voice was close now, and that note of recognition that Pru despised—because as always it made her feel seen in ways she didn’t want to contemplate—was back. With her magic helping her, Pru threw her entire body into pushing the heavy garden gate, throwing it open, seeing the path into town gape in front of her, illuminated by the beam of the Dragon Eye lighthouse.

Heart in her throat, Pru ran, slamming the gate shut in her father’s face, her own on fire from the earlier hit. She turned to see if he was following her, only to watch him stand still behind the wrought iron and look at her with something she couldn’t decipher in his eyes.

That something haunted her till she reached town, the books getting progressively heavier. By the time she walked into Crow & Cat, Pru thought they had been cursed.

When she entered, her arms heavy and the painting clawing at her side, Victoria, Ceridwen, and Seren were on the first floor, arguing on speakerphone with Sheriff Redding.

“…clearly you have not paid any attention to me when I told you the woman is dangerous, Pete.”

Seren’s tone was exasperated. Next to her, Ceridwen was shooting daggers at the phone.

“Chief, I talked to this Lisa person as you asked weeks ago, instructed her to stay away from here, but she said she has never set foot inside. I can’t prove otherwise, and I have been keeping an eye out⁠—”

“Clearly not enough, since she was not only back out there this morning but also in here when she planted the bloody photograph! It’s breaking and entering, Pete, and it’s harassment.”

“Don’t quote the criminal statutes to me, Chief. I know them. I still can’t prove any of this, and yelling at Rhiannon in the Square is not a crime. I checked and Nox did fire her yesterday, so⁠—”

“It wasn’t Lisa.”

It was nearly comical to see the three heads turn simultaneously in her direction.

“I’ll get back you later, Pete. Something just came up.” Seren dropped the call, not waiting for a reply from the sputtering sheriff.

Lachlan bounded up from the basement carrying both Boleyn and Patches in his arms and skated to a halt by Christian, who poked his head out from the back room, wiping his hands a rag.

Her audience was almost complete.

“Prudence?” Victoria’s voice was tinged with concern.

She must look a sight, Pru thought, staggering on her feet, dropping the tomes on the counter where they landed in a heap, heavy as lead. Silence reigned. Victoria approached slowly, as if afraid of what she might see.

“This can’t be.” Her slim, arthritic fingers touched the leather reverently. “This cannot be.” The crow under her touch seemed to stand out more prominently against the dark cover.

“Who is it, Victoria?”

Rhiannon’s feet hit the last step on the stairs, and then Pru felt her breath being knocked out of her the second time. Rhiannon’s gaze was electric, shocking in its strength, in the connection between them. Pru felt her power surge, felt the entire building shake as Rhiannon was suddenly closer, holding her chin up, the fingertips warm and careful. By contrast, the mouth was a thin line of anger, of rage that Pru had never seen before, and when Rhiannon spoke, Pru couldn’t recognize the voice either.

“Who did this to you?”

The cheekbone sang with vicious pain, and Pru recoiled as Rhiannon held tighter, her words sharp as razors.

“Prudence, who did this?”

Behind pale lips, white teeth bared in a scowl, and Pru felt her heart simply turn over. What a cliché moment. She was in so deep, this love would leave her utterly devastated and ruined.

She opened her mouth, I love you trembling on her lips, and…

Jedidiah Fowler kicked the front door open as all hell broke loose.

“Prudence Ophelia! How dare you! How dare any of you!”

Rhiannon was in his face in a blink of an eye.

“If you laid a hand on her, if you so much as breathed in her direction, if those marks are your handiwork⁠—”

“You will what? Smite me?”

His mouth was contorted in a particularly disgusted grimace as he stood completely motionless in front of Rhiannon.

“I’m not afraid of your brouhaha. I still wear the scars from the last time you lost control over it.”

He touched his leg, and another chess piece took its place on the board in Pru’s mind. Rhiannon did this to him? Rhiannon maimed her father? He had known all along Rhiannon was a witch?

“They used to hang the likes of you for a reason. You’re dangerous.”

His voice, still deathly calm, was like a hammer, slamming into Pru’s consciousness again and again, leaving her weak and disoriented. Ceridwen moved closer to her, her hands balled, Pru seeing magic spilling from her fists slowly.

Victoria slapped her hand hard on the Fowler Bible, and her father recoiled.

“They? They used to hang witches? Ha, you coward. Mighty hypocritical of you to spout all this nonsense considering your own family history, Fowler.”

Another memory intruded, the line she had read from the Elizabeth Crowhart’s Compendium.

“The bird-catcher…”

Fowler… God dammit.

Fowler, the hunter of birds. The catcher.

“The Fowlers killed Gwendolyn Crowhart.”

She didn’t recognize her own voice. Her father flinched but stood his ground.

Victoria seemed unimpressed by the revelation. She pushed the Fowler Family Bible closer to the edge of the counter, and Pru finally saw what she had been pointing at. The very first branches of the family all had the symbol of the craft next to it, the same one the Crowhart Family Bible carried.

“You know, I expect to be let down by the world. After all, it’s a cruel and awful place. And the more I live, the more I get convinced of that. But what I never quite see coming is my own people becoming oppressors. Or, bar that, helping destroy us.”

Her father bared his teeth, but Victoria simply kept speaking.

“Still, as disappointing as this revelation is, it does explain Prudence and her powers⁠—”

Fowler reached for the book, Victoria slapping it shut in his face. Seren winced at the noise but stood her ground by the door like a sentinel. Ceridwen’s magic was pulsing stronger now. Pru counted the heartbeats ringing in her ears.

Too loud, too loud.

“That branch of the family is dead. That shame is over. We have chosen the righteous path—” Her father bit off his words only to be interrupted by Rhiannon.

“Righteous? Murder is righteous? How dare you, you sanctimonious asshole!”

He threw her a look full of hate.

“You really shouldn’t be speaking of murder, Rhiannon Crowhart. Of all the people⁠—”

“What do you mean, of all people?” Pru stepped between him and Rhiannon, laying a hand on her forearm, feeling the chill of the skin under her fingertips.

“Why do you care so much, Mayor Fowler?” Ceridwen’s quiet, somber words made everyone turn toward her. She stood silently by the open tome, her fingers splayed over its last page, magic spilling over it. An ornate piece of paper was pinned there.

Pru felt more than saw Rhiannon lean in, and then the already cold skin under her fingertips turned deathly frigid.

“Jedidiah Matthew Fowler to Margaux Belcourt. Paris. 1985.
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Rhiannon read the names on the French marriage certificate out loud. She moved closer to Ceridwen and noticed in the Fowler family tree there was only one tiny line emanating from under Jedidiah Fowler signifying offspring, and it carried Prudence’s name. There was no marriage listed as her origin. There was no divorce mark next to her Jedidiah either. Prudence’s mother was absent entirely.

Ceridwen’s eyes were huge, Seren’s inscrutable, and Prudence’s… Hers were full of resignation.

Rhiannon wondered how all these details had escaped her all her life. How she had been so blind to not see…

“Damn, dude, so all this because she was your wife?” Lachlan sounded thoroughly disgusted. “I can never understand the straights, I swear. Just divorce her, what’s the big deal?”

“Ah, but he couldn’t, now, could he?” Victoria’s words were pensive, her hand drawing the book back to her. “I was at your wedding to that girl, Prudence’s mother. I recall it being a massive to-do, since you were the mayor’s son and she the heiress from Boston. Half the island was in attendance. And all through it you were committing a crime. Bigamy is a felony in the good ol’ state of Massachusetts. Always was, last I checked. So care to explain why you didn’t divorce her before you got married again, Fowler?”

Rhiannon looked at Pru, whose whisper was barely audible.

“My grandfather wouldn’t have approved of the marriage. And neither would Reverend Sanderson, he was my grandmother’s brother⁠—”

“Oh, I remember those two assholes.” Victoria actually cackled. “The mayor and his crony. Fowler Senior was a piece of work, I’ll give you that, Jed. He’d have disowned you. But it was your uncle who held the purse strings, and he suffered no sinners. Damn, that man was all fire and brimstone. A fanatic if I ever met one. Scared those girls up at the school breathless. Hell and damnation for days!”

Rhiannon remembered the two men. The Reverend always spooked her half to death, and their mother never allowed them to go anywhere he might be.

“And then Margaux ended up on Dragons. Oh, the sheer massiveness of this irony could’ve cured any anemia. Was it a shock, Jed?” Victoria’s sly tone wouldn’t let up. Rhiannon saw Fowler recoil. “You were already married and weren’t about to confess to being a bigamist. But what I suspect was a much more important detail in this ordeal was that she was ‘married’ to old Jerome.” Victoria made the air quotes with particular gusto. “Old sickly Jerome with a bad, bad heart, who owned the most coveted property on the entire island. One that kept changing hands without Mayor Fowler here being able to throw his vast money at it, ince it wasn’t fo sale, or declare eminent domain over it with the ownership so tied in legal knots. Did you decide you could finally get it by Margaux making her way into his will?”

Fowler said nothing, his hands trembling.

The ensuing silence felt sticky. Oily. And Rhiannon just wanted it all to end. This miserable man had already taken too much.

“You’re the one from her diaries, the blackmailer. First you made her keep silent about your relationship. And then to manipulate Jerome to name her expressly in his will.”

“It’s really a miracle that despite her skipping town with Rhiannon here, poor old Jerome still kept her as his sole beneficiary,” Victoria said, her eyebrows furrowing.

“Actually…” Lachlan extended the word, his voice going to a higher register. “Does this make Rhiannon’s marriage invalid as well?”

Pru turned so quickly, her hair fell out of her bun. Rhiannon had to laugh. It sounded brittle. She didn’t care. The possibility that she had never been legally tied to Margaux was strangely freeing. It felt peaceful.

“Probably does. We married the second California legalized gay marriage. She had been a widow by then, Jerome dying of a heart attack soon after we left the island.”

“You mean a broken heart. He loved her and he took care of you, taught you, shared his skill, and you repaid him by fucking the one person he cared about.”

Rhiannon watched Fowler’s face get even paler as he spoke. Righteous fucker.

“Is this act for Prudence’s sake? You never gave a damn about Jerome. Or would you want to share with the class the circumstances under which I gave you that limp? You were so loud and proud declaring me dangerous just minutes ago, after all.”

In the corner, Patches chortled. Boleyn watched everyone with wide eyes.

It was Victoria who answered.

“I hated what happened back then, that you used the craft to injure, but I think all things considered, knowing what I know now, I wish you’d have gotten him harder.”

Fowler’s jaw tightened, and he smirked. She had regretted hurting him. It went against all her mother had taught her. Now it all seemed moot.

“I was young and stupid, Fowler. And seeing you strike the woman I loved, seeing you threaten her, the woman I was leaving everything for… I wasn’t even aiming at you in my moment of losing control. Margaux pushed you, and you ended up injured. And my mother stopped speaking to me… She sent me away and forbade me from practicing magic and standing in her circle. My mother stopped relying on me when she needed me most.”

Ceridwen’s sharp inhalation and Seren’s gasp drew Rhiannon’s attention away from Fowler and away from the pain that had never left her. The guilt that had shaped her, that had ruined her.

Beside her, Pru’s eyes were huge, and she was clearly trying to keep up with everything that was happening. Lachlan was in the same boat, his face pale, his hair disheveled. Victoria had tears in her eyes. Ceridwen’s mouth was trembling. Seren was utterly still.

Rhiannon bit her lip, holding back a curse. It was a miracle that her power hadn’t yet consumed them all. Her control was slipping through her shaking fingers. She needed to end it. And she needed to end it quickly.

“I have many sins, Fowler, and I am paying for them⁠—”

“And are you paying for taking a life?” Fowler spoke softly, so softly Rhiannon couldn’t quite believe the words coming out of his mouth. “Yes, she was my wife, and we never divorced. Yes, my father would’ve disowned me for marrying a total stranger in Europe during my studies there. I couldn’t risk it. And she and I agreed to part ways peacefully. I had no way of knowing she’d meet Maginot at some auction and that he’d bring her back to Dragons. So yeah, I threatened her and pressured her. I hurt her. That’s on me, Crowhart. But you?”

He raised a trembling hand and pointed his finger at Rhiannon. “You killed her.”

Now not even Patches could be heard. Nobody breathed. In the putrid silence, a sob escaped Rhiannon’s lips before the words did.

“I did.”

There was nothing more to say. It was the truth, nothing could change it. If not for her… If not for all those wretched years of failure, Margaux would’ve been alive.

Pru’s fingers on her forearm fell off as if in slow motion, leaving Rhiannon bare, empty. She trembled, the cold seeping under her clothes, scratching her skin, stripping every nerve bare.

“I did.” She had no idea why she needed to repeat it, why she kept saying it. Maybe because the last thirteen months had been full of these silences that choked the life out of her, and now the truth had to come out. It was all her fault. Margaux… Her mother… The craft… It was all her fault.

Rhiannon turned around. She couldn’t face Prudence, she couldn’t look at Ceridwen or Seren or Victoria, still holding the book as if her life depended on it. Rhiannon wasn’t even particularly interested in Fowler anymore. In how his ancestors were responsible for her family having been hunted and haunted for centuries. Did it matter?

But then, in the midst of her stupor, of her catatonia, a scent so familiar, so terrifying filled her lungs, and as she turned again, the sight of flames consuming the far shelves of Crow & Cat slammed her in the face.

“Fire…” Rhiannon barely heard her own words, her voice a drowned out whimper. She lunged for the nearest fire extinguisher and finally drew enough breath to scream.

“Fire!”

Seren was the first to react, snatching the second extinguisher, and Lachlan soon followed, with Victoria and Ceridwen grabbing as many books as their arms could hold and running outside.

Rhiannon hadn’t prayed in ages. After all, she stopped believing in deities, good or bad, decades ago when she tried to pull her mother up from the edge of Sky Blue, looking into those desperate eyes and begging the Goddess to save her. She could still see her falling despite the prayers, despite the sheer force of her own belief. And now she saw the fire consume her books, one by one, faster than they could put it out. So much faster. Prayer would do nothing. Again.

She could see that she was not the only one to understand it. Next to her Seren was fighting both with her power and the foam, but her sister’s face was a picture of despair. They were losing, and the fire was gaining ground by the second. One shelf, then two, then the entire back of the room.

“Ceridwen, the Bibles!”

In her peripheral vision, her sister was already running out of the shop, arms full of the centuries-old books holding memories and histories and secrets of the families.

Rhiannon exchanged a look with Christian when the flames jumped to the second row and she knew it was hopeless. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she felt her Seren’s hand on her shoulder.

“We need to move out. Get what you can, but we need to move… I will bring the fire brigade, the trucks. You wait outside for me to return.”

When Rhiannon shook her head, Seren just gritted her teeth.

“For once, forget that I am your baby sister and let me do my job.”

Covered in sweat and soot, Seren’s face was wild, a picture of fear reaching for calm, attempting to stem the tide of desperation. Rhiannon nodded. She grabbed a book, then another. She could barely see the titles, she didn’t know what she was taking. Did it matter? Her life’s work was turning to ash. Behind her, Fowler stepped closer, and she saw again the hate in his eyes. She turned on instinct, waiting for him to push her into the flames. A second, a breath, but he just stumbled past her with an armful of books, shouting for Prudence.

And Prudence… Prudence, who looked at her with love minutes ago, was paralyzed by the fire, watching it wreak havoc on what was left of Rhiannon’s life.

Rhiannon dropped the books and grabbed Prudence’s arm, almost dragging her to the door. After what felt like an eternity, Prudence seemed to snap back to life and they ran out of the shop together, bumping into each other’s shoulders in the doorway. Behind them, the fire raged, Rhiannon’s work being annihilated a book at a time. She swallowed, felt tears stream down her cheeks and the power course in her veins. It was too late. For tears. For magic. The second floor was engulfed in smoke, its blackened breath roaring through the windows.

The Compendium. Elizabeth’s words. Crowhart history.

She could see Seren running away, toward the firehouse. She wanted to shout that it was pointless, that nothing could be done anyway.

Except, the universe still held the last laugh. The last punch.

“Patches! Patches and Boleyn!” Prudence’s scream jolted Rhiannon out of her stupor, and before she could say anything, before she could stop her, Prudence was disappearing into the burning building, smoke swallowing her whole, debris falling from the ceiling and closing the exit behind her like a tomb.

Rhiannon was off and running before her heart could process what had just happened. Strong arms caught her around the middle, and both Lachlan and Ceridwen held her tight, smothering her in a hug that felt like shackles, yelling for her to stop, to think, to not go, it was madness, it was certain death, especially with the ceiling collapsing.

“Prudence!” she heard herself scream, her voice hoarse, bloody, raw. They held her tighter, and the smoke billowed acrid and vicious, laughing at her attempts to struggle.

Rhiannon’s vision darkened and she knew… She knew that twenty-two years of holding back were over. Twenty-two years almost to the day of her failing her mother, vowing to Margaux never to use magic, conjuring the barrier spell. Those days were over. Her time was up. Rhiannon looked to the heavens and saw her clouds. Her hurricane was here. She’d starved it for years, and it would be denied no more.

And then, in the middle of her revelation, a memory overtook her, the one from her dream-torn nights, the one she had been tortured by for months. A woman with Prudence’s eyes running into the burning dark brick building, reaching for her, saving her, promising her a life, a love… Except no. In the doomed light of the fire destroying Rhiannon’s world, she could finally see, she could finally understand the meaning of her dreams. It was never her. She was not the one falling in love with gray sad eyes. And those eyes did not cry for her. Nor did those slender bruised arms reach for her. Not now. And not for Rhiannon.

Elizabeth.

Her dreams were not hers. They were Elizabeth Crowhart’s. Elizabeth of forest green eyes and a doomed fate.

Rhiannon allowed her tears to fall. And those dreams, mixing with memories, came to her in a flood.

She was alone and the smoke was filling the cellar, seeping from above, robbing her of breath. She could hear the heavy footfalls above, men saving themselves, running, escaping.

Elizabeth screamed, but the door to the cell remained closed. She tried to reach the keys hanging on the wall opposite her, the bars bruising her already battered body, the shackles piercing her skin. She tried to focus, to call on the craft, but she had never been as strong as her mother, and she was so, so tired. Screaming again only tore her throat, and she fell to her knees, wrapping a dirty rag of what was left of her skirt around her bleeding mouth.

There was no escaping. She could feel the heat of the fire above her. It would eat through the ceiling and collapse on top of her, burying her in ash. She had only one regret. All these weeks she had held on to her secret, had carried it like a bandage over a wound, had cherished it, and had never thought of confessing. And now it was too late. Now she’d never say how much she loved⁠—

“Elizabeth!” The door to the cellar burst open, and her angel stood there, encased in fire and power.

It made no sense. Power?

“You have the craft?”

“Elizabeth, there’s no time. You need to get out of here.”

Before she could say anything, the bars were thrown open and she was almost lifted off her feet and pushed up the stairs. She heard the old boards above give before she saw them. The awful, soul-sucking sound of death, of loss. Of her loss. Elizabeth turned, the floor shaking under her feet as she took one more step to safety and watched the room collapse behind her, taking her love with it. The last thing she saw were the gray eyes. Sad, tormented, kind eyes looking at her with so much longing.

“No! Ophelia!”

Rhiannon shuddered and felt the world tilt.

It finally all made sense. The erstwhile Elizabeth Crowhart saved by a Fowler. Prudence’s great-great-great-great ancestor giving her life to ensure she lived. As Elizabeth Crowhart watched the wood and bricks collapse was the love shining in the gaze of Ophelia Fowler sacrificing herself. Rhiannon knew that gaze. Prudence had looked at her every day with this love. With this devotion.

They had never made it. Ophelia perished in the fire, and Elizabeth despite escaping that, had been caught by bounty hunters on the eve of her forty-fifth birthday years later. They had never made it. All that love, all the words and all the hope murdered on the altar of cruelty. On the altar of hatred. Ruined by men who believed themselves gods, who thought themselves above everyone else’s lives, loves, fates.

Ah, history, you finicky bitch, and yet no matter how finicky, you still always repeat yourself.

But Rhiannon’d be damned if she’d let it do so this time. When all was said and done, she had been damned for decades anyway. And Prudence? Prudence would live no matter which the circle of hell Rhiannon had to resign herself to. Their foremothers were never given their happily ever after, and judging by the fire tearing her veins to shreds and the one chewing up the oak and the brick, neither would Rhiannon, but at least Prudence would live. And that made everything worth it.

Rhiannon threw her hands up, the chants of her mother, her grandmother, generations of women living and dying by the craft on her lips. And the craft answered her, roaring to life in her fingertips, throwing off the decades of shackles, free of all barriers, lightning parting the sky, embracing her as a daughter lost and returned. Rhiannon was the eye of the storm.

“Come wind…”

Ceridwen and Lachlan’s arms fell off her like twigs. Rhiannon smiled and tasted blood on her lips. Around her, the storm raged, falling on the fire with fury.

Someone was screaming, someone was crying, someone was praying. Rhiannon didn’t dare turn around. If this was her end… And surely it must be, the power breaking free in her body slowly tearing her apart, blood in her mouth telling her as much, the coppery taste of it foretelling her fate. Still, nothing mattered but the fire. Nothing mattered but Prudence.

She took a step, then another, as her skirts billowed and the wind around her swirled. The acid in her stomach would spill any moment, choking her, but she had to endure, she had to do this.

“Reign rain…”

Her voice was a howl. She bared her teeth like a wolf, daring the inferno, and as it threw itself out of the doorway, billowing death, as her rain fell, her storm now unleashed.

She swayed, stumbled, her body ready to surrender. Her vision grayed with the pain of being consumed by the craft set free.

Rhiannon struggled to keep her eyes open. She needed to see, she needed to know… As her wind roared, under her feet the earth shook, and she felt suddenly propped up. Steadier. To her left, Ceridwen stepped next to her and extended a hand. It was Seren who took it, and Rhiannon felt her rain intensify, the water now a flood splitting the sky.

She felt it, the coven, the power of her sisters surrounding her, keeping her up even as she threw everything she had into the torrent. It was a veritable monsoon now, extinguishing all in its path, and still she kept her arms up, kept calling it. She had to. Prudence, her mate, her love, was in there, and a Crowhart wasn’t going to lose another love to fire.

“I… will… it… so…” She could barely speak, but the familiar, comforting words tumbled out one by one, each one on a cry. She felt her sisters’ power surge into her, and from the corner of her eye saw the three of them holding hands, gathered around her. Three? She must be delirious—Deryn couldn’t be here. And yet there were three figures, three voices, and three pairs of arms lifting to the heavens amidst her storm. She was hallucinating.

The last thing Rhiannon saw, as blood trickled down her chin and she felt the power split her in two, in the middle of raging pain and deafening hurricane, was fire dying, flames disappearing, and Prudence running out of the husk of the destroyed Crow & Cat with Patches and Boleyn squirming in her arms.

She’d done it. She had broken the circle even if it meant her own end. Rhiannon closed her eyes, her own blood choking her and let herself fall.
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Darkness surrounded her. Darkness and a strange yet familiar sound. A sound so dear to her, so sweet, she could feel tears roll down her cheeks. Prudence’s breath. Steady, level, even. Deep asleep.

Rhiannon never gave afterlife any serious consideration, but if this was it, she’d gladly take it. Just lying on what felt like satin sheets and listening to Prudence breathing.

“Yeah, you’re not dead, Rhy. And trust you to believe you deserve satin.”

And this was a voice she had not heard in over a year, if not longer. Rhiannon struggled to open her eyes, the eyelids not cooperating immediately. When she did, Deryn, all sharp undercut and floppy fringe, appeared in her view, sitting cross-legged on the most uncomfortable straight-backed green chair.

“Ceridwen’s house.” Rhiannon’s lip split as she murmured, and then Deryn’s fingers were touching her face, the pain and blood gone in a moment.

“Not as good as her with your healing, Der.” Rhiannon smirked slightly, and when the lip split again, Deryn sighed.

“Whatever, Rhy. Saying thank you would’ve killed you?”

“Thank you? Surely anything would though... Kill me. In this state, I mean,” Rhiannon rasped, giving her baby sister an appraising look. Slim, brash, her eyebrow pierced and her Doc Martens shining, Deryn looked nothing like one would expect the world-famous cupcake baker to.

“Or was it muffins?”

“Those too.” Voice hoarse, Deryn grinned. “Turnovers. And layered cakes. You name it, I bake it.”

“Catchy. Is that your business motto?” Rhiannon wondered if rolling her eyes at her sister’s ridiculous antics would put her into a coma.

“Well, ‘finger-lickin’ good’ was already taken.” Deryn’s grin widened suggestively, and Rhiannon did risk rolling her eyes. It hurt. It was worth it either way.

“Why are you here?”

“Ceridwen is at Blossoms, Victoria finally reopened the Tavern, and Chief Seren—do you ever think how that is even a real thing, our sister a Fire Chief?—is busy at the site of the fire trying to determine what the hell started it. She has not been successful yet, and it’s kinda driving her crazy, which I admit is a short drive. Still, it’s the damnedest thing. They just can’t pinpoint what it was. Not the electric, nor the fireplace. All tip top. Nor can they tell where was the point of ignition. Weirdness and questions abound. Also, Crow & Cat, I like the name, Rhy. You have to rebuild it so you use it again.”

Rhiannon just looked at her, narrowing her eyes, and the age-old move worked yet again on the youngest Crowhart.

“Fine fine. Dammit, Rhy. You could always make me spill. I came because the coven needed me. And Ceridwen’s circle. Not the impromptu one we opened to help you. Her permanent circle is drawn, and it called to me. You know how that works.”

Rhiannon knew. She knew very well. Her mother’s circle was the last one to ever call to her before she severed her magic. That call wasn’t something one would forget.

“I wasn’t aware Ceridwen drew her circle.” She could barely push the words out.

Deryn grimaced, then answered carefully.

“It’s Samhain today, Rhy, of course she drew her circle. She generally tends to do the drawing earlier, just to make sure everything is right. We’ll be joining hands tonight, and she needs us all there. I usually come over for Halloween, anyway. Aside from her birthday one, it’s the Samhain circle that requires the most power to hold.”

Samhain. Halloween. Rhiannon forgot entirely what the date was. She had joined Ceridwen and their mother in the Samhain circle a few times from the day she turned fifteen to the day she left Crow’s Nest. It was indeed a special one, one that required energy and skill to hold, to endure the call of it, to harness the power and to give it back.

No wonder Deryn was on the island. And after everything Ceridwen saw from Rhiannon, it was a no-brainer that she couldn’t count on her. Not that Rhiannon would’ve wanted Ceridwen to count on her. Not for this, certainly. Just a few days ago she couldn’t even make the air move without keeling over. So why was she feeling this out of sorts? This torn up by her own choices?

Her unleashing the magic to save Prudence didn’t change anything. She still didn’t want it. Moreover, she had no idea what had even happened to her power to begin with.

Rhiannon thought for a second about things that could’ve and didn’t kill her. She tried to move her hands; the fatigue making her nauseated. She managed to raise them to her face, then the tremors of exhaustion overtook her.

“Yeah, about that.” Deryn pointed at Rhiannon’s prone body. “Basically, Ceri says the makeshift circle might’ve helped? My being there, amplifying the connection the Crowharts hold, all the sisters together for the very first time, blah blah blah. You know I don’t know how these things actually work; I just show up when needed and look pretty.” Deryn wagged her eyebrows, and Rhiannon smiled at the ridiculousness that was her sister. Then Deryn sobered. “What is kinda bad, though, is that we don’t know if you’ll ever be the same.”

“The same?” Rhiannon wondered why everything around her was getting darker. There was a dull ringing in her ears, and Prudence’s sleepy breathing was becoming distant and quieter.

Absentmindedly, she felt Deryn’s touch on her fingers, but it was muted, barely there, despite feeling certain Deryn was holding on for dear life.

“We can only guess what happened after you kept the magic locked up for two decades, but the fact that you’re alive is a miracle. It should’ve torn you apart. Do you know that? Did you know that when you unleashed the storm?”

The ringing in her ears intensified, and Deryn was now so far away. Rhiannon clung to consciousness with everything she had, even though she felt strangely empty.

“I knew what I was doing.”
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When she woke again, it was Prudence’s hands on her face, dabbing carefully at her mouth with a washcloth, and her magic was shimmering brightly as she poured herself into Rhiannon. The lip didn’t sting anymore.

“Well, you’re better than Deryn.”

Prudence laughed quietly, and Rhiannon watched the beloved features, the way joy brightened them, the way the gray sparkled with pleasure.

“Ceridwen is better than us all, but she has a badly broken wrist. Victoria mended some of the other hurts and bruises, but her bone will need to heal on its own.”

Rhiannon closed her eyes, letting her sister’s pain wash over her.

“Is anyone else hurt?”

“No. Patches and Boleyn are safe and sound, and I… I’m fine. You saved me. You saved everyone.”

As Prudence rinsed the washcloth and brought it back to Rhiannon’s face, she could see it colored faintly with her blood. Apparently, Prudence had the same thought.

“You’re very badly hurt.”

“Not that bad, Prudence. And it all worked out. Didn’t it? And now I am in bed, and earlier you were here with me and I watched you sleep. You were dreaming.”

Pru started, then lowered her eyes.

“I was. A townhouse in New York, and I got to jog in the mornings in Central Park. And feed the ducks and buy pretzels from a curmudgeonly guy in a Mets hat. And in my dream, you never get hurt.”

There was a gulp, then a sob, and Rhiannon was enveloped in those willowy arms, Prudence crying in earnest on her chest.

This time moving her hands was not as difficult, and she awkwardly patted Prudence on her back, not having full control of her movements. Still, it felt better? And did she really care when Prudence was here, weeping over her, holding her?

Well, some things she did care about. She gave Prudence another clumsy pat, her arms dropping back to the sheets. Someone had changed them. They felt like linen this time, and it could only mean she had been out of it for long enough for the change to have been necessary. Which meant she had left Prudence for long enough without an explanation.

“When I said I killed her,” She swallowed, gulped, her throat almost closing around the words, then coughed and tried to push through even if Prudence’s face was ashen once again.

“Rhiannon—”

“No, no, let me speak. How many days has it been, anyway? A long wait for the truth for you.”

“Five days, but Lachlan told me. All of us. I know you didn’t do it. It was suicide.”

Rhiannon shook her head and saw stars. Okay, she should probably keep her movements to the bare minimum for the foreseeable future.

“I did it, Prudence. Maybe not with my own two hands. But she left a letter… She blamed me. ‘My blood is on your soul, on your callousness and your neglect, Rhiannon.’ You see, I didn’t love her enough⁠—”

“Oh, what fucking bullshit!”

Prudence’s outburst made Rhiannon laugh, which in turns made her cough again. When it finally subsided, she licked her lips. She needed to drink and she needed to sleep. Maybe forever. But above all, she needed to speak.

“She left everything behind to be with me. And then a few years later we both realized I had been too young and hotheaded and just…stupid. So damn stupid. And I couldn’t give her what she wanted. She wanted to be happy.”

Rhiannon took a deep breath. This conversation felt just as painful as unleashing her storm.

“She left her husband for me…to be happy. That was all she wanted. Goddess knows I tried. I tried so hard. Years of couples therapy. Years of trying to do everything to be the person who could give her the world and I failed, only to find her in the bloody bathtub. Years of closing off my magic because she was so afraid of it, after what she saw it do to Fowler. I am sorry for that, you know.” She threw Prudence a sideways glance only to find determination and sternness on those beautiful features.

“I don’t care about that, Rhiannon. I only care that you truly believe that you are somehow responsible for the death of a weak-willed, evil woman who took advantage of you at eighteen, manipulated you through your entire marriage, made you believe you were somehow defective and your power was a dirty secret to be locked away, and worse, she made you genuinely think you were responsible for her happiness. You weren’t, you know. Nobody ever is. You weren’t her therapist, her doctor, her nurse. You were her wife. From all you’ve told me, you were faithful and loyal. You cared about her enough to leave everything behind and sacrifice whole parts of yourself to her whims. She was unhappy? Boo fucking hoo.”

Rhiannon smiled and then, unable to hold back, laughed even if it made her dizzy.

“But tell me how you really feel, Prudence.”

“How I really feel? I feel that everyone around you your entire life let you down and yet made you believe that you were the one to blame. Your wife, your family, my father.”

Rhiannon closed her eyes for a second, Prudence’s words suddenly too much. Her mother’s face swam up again in her memory, and she gritted her teeth and willed it away. It was a story for another time, a time when she’d hopefully have more strength to confess to her biggest sin yet.

Prudence frowned and then looked away from Rhiannon before speaking.

“He’s been coming over every day, trying to excuse the things he has done, the things that have transpired. He knew it was an accident, what happened between the two of you. He said so himself. Did he blame you and use that to hate you and the Crowharts? Sure. But in these past days, it feels like I am meeting a brand-new person who has been my father all along, and I can’t say I am enjoying the experience. Bigoted, callous, governed by greed and fear. And wrapped in sanctimony.”

Prudence lifted Rhiannon’s hand, playing with her fingers absentmindedly, and Rhiannon felt gratitude that in this heavy moment, she was reaching for her, drawing strength from her.

“Victoria clocked it right away, you know. Guessed it in one. Back at Crow & Cat. He did pressure Margaux to get old Jerome to write a will—in fact, that was what he was hurting her for. For her to make Jerome mention her specifically by name so that even if anyone ever discovered that their marriage wasn’t legal, the building would still be hers by right. That’s what you walked in on and lost your control. Can’t say I blame you.”

Prudence sighed, and Rhiannon felt teardrops on her skin. She lifted a trembling, weak hand and traced a finger down that soft cheek, wiping the tears away.

“These aren’t tears of sadness, Rhiannon. He’s not a good man. I don’t even know what and who I’m crying for. I wish I could say he did what he did for love, out of some sad tragedy. Something romantic. Something dramatic. Not that those would excuse him. But at least I could try and understand.”

Prudence sniffed and Rhiannon heard overwhelming derision in the sound. “He wanted the building. It was that simple and that craven. Just greed. It had been the former courthouse, you see. They moved it to the town hall a few decades after Gwendolyn’s trial, because it was too small and they had bigger plans. These awful men, who hanged women, who threatened and blackmailed and made them live their lives in fear. And so he wanted the building to erect some kind of museum to the first ‘enforcers of law and morality.’”

“Damn, why is it always the men with gazillion divorces and out-of-wedlock children—no offense, love—who claim to be the paragons and standard-bearers of said morality? Does he really believe it? Is he that much of a zealot?”

Prudence shrugged, the gesture dismissive, but Rhiannon knew it wasn’t that simple. Prudence had genuinely loved her father once upon a time to simply shrug it off now.

“Something happened to him, Rhiannon. I can’t explain it. He was my hero once. The fair one, the kind one, the one who told me stories and sat with me at night when I was sick as a kid. And then something changed. Slowly. Me being bisexual never sat right with him, but I think it was the craft. He never mentioned it, but Victoria and Ceridwen think the Fowlers, possessing the power themselves, could sense it in others and then used their craft to persecute the women who wielded it. And that he must’ve had that family trait of sniffing it out and felt it in me all along.”

Prudence tucked a stray hair behind her ear and dropped her hand, her shoulders drooping. “The Compendium does say that bird catchers and hunters will come for the power. And he is very much one of them.”

“The Compendium?” Rhiannon didn’t know what to make of Prudence’s knowledge of the contents of the manuscript.

“Oh, yeah, about that.” Prudence’s smile was sheepish. “I might’ve snooped when you were out of it the last time? Which is something you should probably stop doing. All this exhausted fainting. It gives me too much time to do the snooping in your things. Although this one is a good thing, since I knew the book existed and managed to drag it out of the fire along with Patches and Boleyn.”

Rhiannon smiled and intertwined their fingers, grateful to this woman. For this woman.

Prudence smiled then sobered, her features filled with disappointment again.

“Back to my father, he is such a white-man cliché. Looking back, I should’ve seen it all along. He got older, got deeper into conspiracies, into his misguided faith, into everything the fanatics spew these days. And above all, he always believed he was righteous. Maybe that’s what these people all believe, maybe that’s what is keeping them warm at night—that they are right, that they are pure and just. I don’t know… But he has so much hate in him. We started to grow apart long before you returned to the island, so please don’t put this one on our shoulders as well. Most of what you carry is not yours to hold on to in the first place.”

Prudence placed a kiss on her knuckles, and Rhiannon felt like the light coming through the half-closed blinds was suddenly brighter. She was so gone for this woman. So desperately in love with her. She wanted to confess it, to shout it, and knew she had no right to do so. There were more secrets and more lies and more darkness in her to let any of it touch someone as pure and as perfect as Prudence. Even if Rhiannon wanted her so much.

“You think me better than I actually am, Prudence.”

A smile was her only answer for a long while. Outside the window, rain was falling in steady rivulets. Rhiannon looked at Prudence’s hands and saw them glow steadily. And suddenly she wished for nothing but to stand outside and feel Prudence’s rain on her skin.

“Yes, this is my tempest, Rhiannon. Turns out I am Wind, just like you. Who’d have known?”

There was enough teasing in Prudence’s tone to make Rhiannon’s eyes sting with tears. They really needed to get a grip on all the waterworks, because there were too many of them today.

“I knew.” Two words. Two words were all Rhiannon said and Prudence’s magic flared, the wind howling outside louder, stronger, before slowly subsiding in an impressive show of power and control.

“Yes, you did. I think you did even when you were lying to me and walking around taking Lisa to task and ignoring my magic and fucking me senseless in an open bookstore. I think you knew back then that I love—” Prudence stopped, and Rhiannon’s heart turned heavy in her chest, her breathing shallow. She knew what was about to be said. And she felt like her own nails were torn from her fingers the second Prudence cut herself off. No, she didn’t deserve it, but could she be judged for wanting it?

She remembered the gaze of the dying woman from her vision, with the blaze surrounding her, looking at Elizabeth as if the world was better because she lived. Prudence’s eyes held that exact same look.

Prudence shook her head somewhat ruefully before taking Rhiannon’s hand yet again.

“Yes, you did know. You almost died to save my life. In fact, you fully believed you would die, and you broke the barrier spell and unleashed the storm anyway. I just hope you didn’t do it because you see me as another responsibility you carry on your shoulders, Rhiannon. And had I died, I still wouldn’t have been on your conscience. I hope you know this too. History does repeat itself, and I know now that another Fowler died for a Crowhart. I hope you weren’t repaying that debt. There isn’t one. Elizabeth needed to live. She deserved the world, just like you do.”


24
PRUDENCE, ANSWERS & (MORE) QUESTIONS
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ACCIDENT OR ARSON?

Crow’s Nest mourns the destruction in a massive fire of the recently opened Crow & Cat Antique Bookstore. The town came together to fight the raging inferno, Chief Seren Crowhart and her brigade ensuring the building was the only one affected and that Market Square remained intact.

Everyone to the Square!

—Crow’s Caw
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Prudence didn’t know why she said it. She had never thought that she’d share her dreams or her visions—they seemed like hallucinations more than anything else. She kept wondering if they were even real. Giving them voice felt surreal. And a touch like a betrayal.

The night of the fire changed everything.

The second she crossed the threshold of the burning building, she knew she wasn’t at Crow & Cat anymore. It was the same brick, the same floor, but it was a different time. And she had been a different person. A different Fowler. Ophelia. And in the locked cell, choking on soot and smoke, was a different Crowhart. Elizabeth. Gwendolyn’s daughter.

Pru knew how everything worked now. The visions. The dreams. And the dying. It just made sense.

She watched Ophelia hit the cellar door, using all her power, the one she held dormant, the one she kept secret from her abuser, the one who left bruises and cuts on her body. The power that would’ve condemned her to the noose would save the one she loved most. Pru saw her almost drag the now prone Elizabeth out, pushing her up towards the stairs… The life they never got to live together, the tender moments, the children they never got to raise played in her mind’s eye and then…as the longing and panic mingled in Elizabeth’s eyes, Ophelia never saw the ceiling collapse on her. She never felt her own death.

All she saw, all she could feel, was love, the overwhelming, outpouring warmth and tenderness of those green eyes. In the moment before her life was over, Ophelia Fowler knew love, a love that was stronger than death. A love that would live again. A love that now lived in Prudence.

She wanted to take that vision to her grave. There was no need to burden Rhiannon with more sorrow. Goddess knew she carried too many. Rhiannon had been helpless and half-dead, and actually mostly dead, since Ceridwen couldn’t sense magic in her and… As Pru watched those beloved eyes widen at the revelation, shock overtaking those beautiful, tired features, she couldn’t take it anymore. Why oh why did she even bring up Ophelia?

She gave Rhiannon a quick kiss on the forehead and left the room. Tears were flowing down her cheeks as she walked into her own rain, and she was helpless to stop them.

Rhiannon never promised her anything, so why did those two words—I knew—hurt so much? So what if Rhiannon had always known that Prudence was Wind just like her? So what if everything indicated that they were fated? Even their ancestors and their tragic love that never saw the light of day out of shackles.

It changed nothing. Nothing at all. A few months from now, even if her father challenged Belcourt’s will as her rightful surviving husband, Rhiannon would be gone. Back to LA or New York or, really, anywhere else. It was a big world, and it would all be at her feet. She’d revive her auction house, and Pru?

Well, Pru had her bookshop and her possum and now her wind. And the thought of leaving Dragons and Crow’s Nest felt like a punch in the solar plexus, rendering her panicky and short of breath.

A sound across the street from her made her whirl around and come face-to-face with her father. Drenched and even paler than usual, he looked sad and old. All alone, just him and his cane, staring at her, eyes full of a plea she couldn’t decipher. She counted till ten and gave him a chance to speak, then when the seconds were up, she turned back to Ceridwen’s house.

She half expected him to leave, but once she was inside, the knock behind her told her that he’d probably found his courage.

Ceridwen and Victoria were the ones to answer to the door, with Deryn and Seren flanking Pru by the fireplace.

“I want to say some things. I’m not here for trouble.” His voice was weak. Pru took no pleasure in it.

“You’ve already caused all the trouble, bub. And Rhiannon is indisposed if it’s her you are looking to say those things to.” Victoria cut him exactly zero slack. Prudence couldn’t blame her.

“I don’t know if I have the courage to do that. Maybe you and Ceridwen could…” He trailed off, motioning upward toward the second floor with his trembling hands.

“Jesus wept, just like a man. We have to do your dirty work. You’re here to apologize, and we have to actually deliver the message?” Victoria threw her arms in the air but stepped aside. Pru assumed her nosy side was winning the argument against her cautious one.

Ceridwen said nothing, simply opened the door wider.

“Prudence…” He took a few steps into the room and then stopped, his eyes drinking her in, unblinking. “Are you all right?”

She wanted to give him nothing. To leave an climb into bed with Rhiannon and sleep. It didn’t matter that their relationship would end soon enough; at least she was living the truth there. She had always known exactly where she stood with Rhiannon. With her father? Twenty-eight years and she didn’t have an idea. Who was he? All she seemed to know about him was that he wasted his life on hate and fear and now his chickens had all come home to roost. When she didn’t respond, he stuffed his hands in the pockets of his trousers and lowered his eyes. Then he spoke.

“I am withdrawing from the mayoral race. The support group will elect someone else to stand for me, but I cannot in good conscience run again⁠—”

“Good conscience? Do you even have one at all, not to mention good?” Deryn let her words fly and made a move to come closer to him. Seren reached and drew her back by one of the belt loops on her skinny ripped-up jeans.

He didn’t answer, just nodded and kept his gaze down.

“I am stepping aside because I would like to not bring pain and discomfort to Prudence.”

“You mean more? More pain and discomfort?”

Victoria leaned back against the cushions of the luscious couch and gave him the stinkiest of eyes.

“Yes, more.” He didn’t argue, and his tone didn’t change. He just let the slaps come and kept talking. Pru wanted to say she was impressed, but she sensed an ulterior motive.

“You see, if my marital situation is to come to light, it would embarrass and hurt to everyone involved.”

Pru rolled her eyes. Of course. Consequences. Victoria scoffed. Deryn’s face was a picture of disgust.

It was Ceridwen who broke the silence.

“You’re here to ask us to keep your dirty little secret?”

“Yes.”

Well, at least he’s honest.

“And I’m here to say thank you. To Rhiannon. For saving my daughter. I also won’t be challenging Margaux’s will.”

“Are you scared that we will report you?” Seren was the epitome of calm.

“No. You can report me, even after all is said and done, but the chances of me being prosecuted are nonexistent. My bigamy is not current. And I’m both a widower and a divorcé. Still, I wouldn’t want to give Paloma Allende more ammunition. She will no doubt feast on my connection to the factions wanting to swing the mayoralty and the town’s council further toward our natural roots.”

He kept his tone neutral, but Pru wanted to gag at his implication and his confidence of impunity.

“Natural roots?” She tried to speak quietly but felt the anger and the power in her rise to the bait. If it was bait, she could no longer recognize her own father.

“I’m not here to debate God’s world order, Prudence. The book bans will continue; all that filth will be removed from the shelves. You can’t stop the will of the people. The council will do its job with or without me. However, I’m here to say thank you to Rhiannon. To apologize for everything that happened. Look, I’m grateful to her. If she cannot find it in her to forgive me for Margaux, then so be it.”

He turned to go, but Pru couldn’t stop herself.

“Just for Margaux? What about the dead crow? The ugly note, the bloody picture… What about the harassment she had to endure at your hands for the past two months?”

Her father’s face contorted in a grimace. His mouth went slack, and his eyebrows rose almost comically.

Ceridwen was the one who stepped forward, her voice low and dangerous. “That’s quite an expression of shock there, Fowler. Are you going to tell us you had nothing to do with any of that? That you didn’t mean to drive Rhiannon out of the Atelier earlier than the terms of Margaux’s will established, thus being the next man up to inherit once you present your still valid marriage certificate?”

He gaped like a fish pulled out of the water.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about⁠—”

“Bullshit!” Deryn shook off her twin’s hand and nearly got in his face.

It was almost farcical, the entire scene out of some badly written novel, and yet Pru could see the truth in his wide, horrified eyes.

“I don’t think he’s lying. Why would he? He confessed to worse things. Margaux, the Atelier, the radicalization of the Council...”

The Crowharts all turned to her at the same time, and she wanted to laugh.

“Prudence?” Ceridwen sounded incredulous. “Are you sure?”

“I am.”

Her father extended his hand. “If you don’t believe me, I can prove I hadn’t done what you’re accusing me of. Give me the dates and the times. I worked almost around the clock these past months. I can prove I came nowhere near Rhiannon⁠—”

“Or the Atelier? Did you know about the conditions of the will?”

“I’ve never entered the Atelier since she hurt me all those years ago. And yes, I knew the conditions. She presented the will as proof of ownership. But I swear I never did any of those things.”

He looked at Pru, tears visible in his eyes. She had no empathy left where he was concerned, and so she watched him lift his hand in an awkward wave and close the door behind himself quietly, his limp even more pronounced than before.

The ticking of the grandfather clock was the only sound to be heard in the room for a long moment before Victoria broke the silence.

“Well, this is the worst news, then, girls.”

Ceridwen cradled her cast in her other hand and finally took a seat next to Victoria on the sofa, then spoke softly, her usual calm infusing her words.

“If he didn’t do it, then there is someone out there who hates Rhiannon even more than Fowler. No offense, Pru.”

“None taken, except I think the truth is scarier.” With every eye in the room trained on her, Pru allowed herself to voice her fear. “I believe there’s someone out there who hates all the Crowharts, and Rhiannon was just an easy target.”
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She walked in the dark, the hallways on the second floor of Ceridwen’s house now familiar and comforting. As she took the final turn to the guest bedroom, she found the door ajar, the little pink lamp with a ballerina on its base glowing brightly, illuminating Rhiannon, who was sitting up in bed. In the soft light, she looked ethereal.

And then her face lifted, met Pru’s, and something shifted both in those forest depths and in Pru’s heart—something immense, like an avalanche—and Pru knew she would not be able to give it voice nor think about what she saw in Rhiannon’s gaze. Not now, and maybe not while Rhiannon was still on Dragons. It would be too painful, and it would make Pru wish for things, things she knew she shouldn’t wish for, since despite the feeling shimmering in those beloved eyes, Rhiannon would not stay.

So Pru smiled, flicked away a wayward tear, and undid her cardigan, the buttons falling open one by one before she shrugged the garment off. The shirt followed, and by the time she stepped out of her jeans, Rhiannon’s face was alight with something much easier for Pru to live with. Desire. And then confusion.

“Ah, Prudence… I want you to know that I want you beyond what is humanly possible, but… I’m still…” Rhiannon lifted her hands, palms up, and they trembled with weakness, though Pru thought she saw considerable improvement from this morning. Good. It meant Rhiannon would get better, would be back on her feet and… No, no, she wouldn’t allow her heart to ruin this moment. And she wouldn’t rehearse the pain she’d get to experience soon, anyway. She’d savor what she had, and grieve when she lost it.

“And that’s all you have to be, Rhiannon. Still. Let me do all the work. I hear sex has healing powers.”

Rhiannon licked her lips and rested back against the cushions.

“Where did you hear that, Prudence Ophelia?”

“I think it was your aunt.”

Rhiannon’s mouth dropped open, then she shook her head.

“Can we not bring up my aunt when you are standing naked in front of me?”

“Why? Do you think that will somehow make you enjoy the show less? I promise you, nothing will ruin this for you.” Pru allowed her hands to move down her body, fingers caressing and exciting, exciting even more because their every action was followed by raven’s green eyes, Rhiannon gasping when Pru tugged at the elastic of her simple cotton bikini panties.

“I’m sorry I don’t have anything more exciting⁠—”

Rhiannon shook her head, interrupting her train of thought.

“Cotton never looked hotter, Prudence.”

Pru tugged the underwear down an inch, exposing her hip bones. Then she let her fingers wander, her right hand diving lower to her lips, where she was already starting to get wet, getting only wetter under the ravenous looks thrown her way.

“Sometimes I catch you staring at me and I feel your eyes undressing me, Rhiannon. I find it incredibly sexy when you do that in public, do you know that?”

Rhiannon gulped visibly. Pru smirked. She liked this.

“Ah… No?”

Pru smirked wider.

“You should know that.” She allowed her other hand to pull the panties to the side and let Rhiannon see what she was doing. Rhiannon gulped again, watching Pru’s fingers play with her clit, not really stroking nor caressing, but flicking it playfully, barely touching it, teasing Rhiannon while teasing herself. When Rhiannon’s hands grabbed the sheet in a white-knuckled hold, Pru drew a tight little circle around the already hardening nub and moaned.

Rhiannon gasped, then threw her head back before quickly returning her gaze to Pru, visibly impatient and frustrated.

“Would you like to touch, Rhiannon? To see how wet for you I get just from your looking alone? Because I get so wet. The eye-fucking you give… Mmmm… Rhiannon…” She drew tighter circles, her fingers moving faster, unable to stop yet, hungry for pleasure, driven to lose herself in the way Rhiannon was looking at her, in this pleasure she was giving them both.

Pru had finally had enough of teasing and shimmied her hips, dropping the panties down, spreading her lips for Rhiannon’s better view, and stroking her clit in earnest before fingering her opening.

Oh yes…

She was drenched, and Rhiannon hadn’t even touched her. The things this woman did to her. The things she wanted to do to Rhiannon.

Pru took a few steps and set her knee on the bed right at Rhiannon’s shoulder, giving her an even better view as her own fingers got busy, thrusting deep before sliding up and circling her clit.

Rhiannon’s eyes were hooded, full of lust and something Pru did not quite recognize, something she had never seen there before, something that gave that green a tinge of silver, a shade that was both fascinating and dangerous.

Pru extended her hand, the one that had just been between her legs, and lifted Rhiannon’s chin, making her look her in the eyes, giving herself the pleasure of seeing that danger swirl and gleam in those beautiful depths. Then she made them go wide by dipping her fingers inside herself again and then dragging them across Rhiannon lower lip, painting it with her essence, making her open her mouth, making her take her in.

Rhiannon obliged without hesitation. In fact, the speed with which she drew Pru’s fingers into her mouth, the eagerness with which she licked and sucked them, the sounds she made… Pru couldn’t look away, couldn’t miss a second of this. She was powerless, on her back, unable to move, and yet she had the upper hand. Pru was almost feral for that mouth, for those lips. She reached back between her legs again, desperate for relief, Rhiannon’s stern voice stopping her movement, hell, stopping her breath.

“Come here.”

Pru’s mouth dropped open.

“Prudence, come here.” Rhiannon slowly lowered herself away from the headboard, the pillows supporting her head. “I can’t get up and throw you on this bed and fuck you till you can’t walk, you little tease. I want to, and I will, soon. You better prepare yourself. But now, I want you to sit on my face so I can eat your pussy and make you scream and wake this entire house up and scandalize all of Crowharts. I don’t care. I want to taste you, to lick you, to feel you drip all over my face.”

Pru didn’t remember moving faster in her life. Rhiannon’s self-satisfied grin was the last thing she saw before she threw her knee over her head, and then as she slowly lowered her body, those greedy lips rose to meet her and nothing else mattered. And everything did. Every lick, every bite, every stroke of that wonderful, wonderful tongue that drove her mad, that brought her so much pleasure, that made her want more and more.

Rhiannon licked and circled and sucked, was relentless, was so fucking good, Pru wanted this to never stop, to feel this way forever suspended in the ecstasy of being so well fucked, so fully satisfied. When the orgasm came, it felt like dessert, like she had her fill of an amazing meal and this was the cherry on top. And what a cherry. The climax rolled over her in waves, her thighs shaking, clamping around Rhiannon’s face, her soundless cry stuck in her throat and her heart beating out of her chest. The pleasure, razor sharp, bloomed like a bruise, carving her open, giving her everything and making her want more.

Pru forced herself to slowly move down Rhiannon’s prone body, trying to catch her breath. She reached for the Kleenex on her bedside and gently wiped Rhiannon’s chin. She’d probably need a change of shirt too. Pru tried to think of practical things. Of logical things, of anything and everything that had nothing to do with how much she wanted to burrow her face in Rhiannon’s neck and whisper I love you.

It was Rhiannon who took care of the first part of Pru’s wish, carefully, arms still weak, pulling Pru closer, till she was lying on her shoulder and kissing her forehead. Then kissing her lips, deepening the kiss till Pru could taste herself with every caress of that wicked tongue.

“You’re amazing, Prudence Ophelia Fowler.”

Rhiannon’s power still playing in her eyes was the last thing Pru saw before she slipped into dreams.
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She woke in the dark again, to Rhiannon moving slowly, carefully putting her clothes on. The dress was askew, and the jacket was not cooperating, and Rhiannon was quietly murmuring curses under her breath.

“What are you doing, Rhiannon? Stop, you’re sick!”

Pru was up and at her side in a second. She tried to push Rhiannon back down on the bed but was met with surprising strength.

“I’m better. Call it recovery by pussy, now help me up.”

She didn’t find the joke funny, too preoccupied and confused by what was going on.

“Rhiannon, what’s happening?”

“Samhain. Samhain is happening, Prudence. Ceridwen’s circle ceremony is tonight. I need to be there.”

Pru dropped the stocking she was holding.

“You’re going to stand in Ceridwen’s circle? Rhiannon, what⁠—”

Rhiannon got up, swayed on her feet, then grabbed Pru’s shoulder.

“I don’t know about the standing. Maybe I’ll lie down there.”

“Rhiannon! Ceridwen told me she was fine, that Seren and Deryn will be there for her.”

“She needs me, Prudence. Her wrist is broken. And she already opened a goddamn circle just days ago to save me. Mom told me to stay behind too, twenty-two years ago—” Rhiannon cut herself off and looked imploringly at Pru. “I need your help, please. I can’t lose my sister, not when I just found her again. I let my mother down; I can’t let Ceridwen down as well. Please, Prudence.”

The pain, the anguish in Rhiannon’s voice tore at Pru’s heart.

“You don’t have magic, Rhiannon. You’re weak. You can barely move.”

Rhiannon squeezed her shoulder tighter.

“Please.”
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They drove. Pru could barely see the small gravel path that splintered off the main road and led to the Sky Blue Cliff. She said a silent prayer to any and every deity that listened. To keep them safe. To keep Rhiannon whole, because what she was about to do was sure madness. She told Rhiannon so.

“Madness worked for me so far,” was her answer.

“Says the woman who can barely walk.” Pru huffed out a breath and sped the car up.

In the distance, she could see the faint silver glow of magic. Ceridwen’s circle.

“Look, there’s no science behind this thing, Prudence. All I know is that my mother wasn’t strong enough to hold the circle. She needed me, and I wasn’t there. She died on this goddamn cliff. Ceridwen is injured. Yes, Seren and Deryn are there, but they are all exhausted. I don’t know if Ceri told you about circles. They’re not fun. Not some dancing ceremony. They’re hard, and they demand all your concentration and your craft and your energy. Victoria was never powerful enough to be part of one. Not even Mom’s…” Rhiannon trailed on, and from the corner of her eye Pru could see the sheer force of determination shine in those angular features. She knew she wouldn’t be able to stop her.

Pru threw the engine into fourth and prayed again.

A few feet away from where the forest started, and before the car even stopped properly, Rhiannon threw the door open and staggered out. By the time Pru reached the first trees clustered on the side of Sky Blue cliff, Rhiannon was limping into the deep of it.

Pru wondered where the strength came from. Visibly in pain, injured, drained of magic, Rhiannon bulldozed her way through bush and forest and into a small clearing where three figures were surrounded by ethereal light. She could hear chanting, but it felt more like cries. Something was clearly wrong. The power pulsed in waves from them, and Ceridwen was bowled over, her wounded arm hanging limply at her side.

Pru barely had time to assess what was happening when Rhiannon simply walked into the circle, grasping Ceridwen’s broken wrist and standing next to her.

For a moment the silence was absolute, no chanting, no desperate cries, just stillness of a kind Pru had never experienced before, and then as the light of the magic dimmed completely, it suddenly erupted back in a perfect circle, golden and pulsing, the four connection points between the sisters glowing particularly bright. The scent of petrichor was strong in the air, and when the rain came, it fell down in warm waves, soft and carefree.

Pru watched as Ceridwen’s face filled with joy, the mask of pain and horror from earlier erased, her fingers clasped tightly in Rhiannon’s. Deryn was laughing, and Seren’s smile was for once full and open.

And Rhiannon… Rhiannon looked reborn. Her head was thrown back, rain washing her face, drenching her hair and clothes, and yet she stood still, taking it all in, her magic shimmering around her.

Pru felt her own tears mingling with the rain and wondered if she would ever be the same after witnessing Rhiannon step into the circle, and she knew she surely never would. Some things, some people, you never recovered from. And maybe you were not supposed to. Maybe you were supposed to be brave and never let them go.
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DISGRACED MAYOR STEPS DOWN!

In a shocking turn of events—which is saying something, since Dragons has been shaken by several in recent days—Mayor Jedidiah Fowler has resigned, citing personal reasons, and has ended his reelection campaign. His statement also cites health reasons and relocation to the mainland as additional rationale for him stepping aside.

Crow’s Nest is still reeling from the destruction of Rhiannon Crowhart’s new antique bookstore, Crow & Cat. The cause of the fire remains undisclosed. Our sources have confirmed that the Fire Chief has been unable to establish the origin of the fire, and an ATF forensic arson investigators have been invited to assess the site.

Watch this space!

—Crow’s Caw
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The second floor was gone entirely. Rhiannon walked through the debris and the destruction of the main showroom, her boots crushing glass under the heels. The sound was unnerving, and after a few steps she stopped, simply looking around.

Hours and days and weeks she had poured into this place were all ruined. Walls that stood for centuries were either broken-down bricks on gutted floors or skeleton bones sticking out from the husk of the Crow & Cat. Her Crow & Cat. Not the Atelier anymore. She realized she hadn’t called it that in weeks, always using the new name. The one she came up with.

And so was this space. She could see it as it had been before the fire ripped it apart and her storm scattered the pieces. Gleaming under the chandelier, wide windows letting the setting sun in, rows and rows of books, leather spines like soldiers on parade on oaken shelves. And above all, hers. Crow & Cat, unlike the Atelier, was hers.

“All the fighting against it and it had been mine all along.” Her words disappeared into the chilly morning air, a small cloud of sadness and regret.

“You can say that about many things, Rhy. This town. Your family. Prudence.”

Rhiannon flinched, surprised at her sister being so close to her. Ceridwen wore a leather jacket that hugged her prettily, and her wrist was in a cast with little green flowers on it.

“Deryn drew them.” Ceridwen sounded defensive, and Rhiannon smiled. Then her smile faded away. It was time to give voice to wounds that had been festering for a long time. And what better place than the one where so many of these issues took center stage?

“I don’t think I thanked you for summoning Deryn early to the island.”

Ceridwen furrowed her brow, the small wrinkle adding more worry to the already pale face, but she said nothing, just nodded, allowing Rhiannon to speak.

“Her linking hands with you at the fire probably saved my life. Thank you.”

Ceridwen stepped closer and laid her healthy hand on Rhiannon’s cheek.

“My sister was in trouble, Rhy. I’d bring the moon down if that meant saving you. Even from yourself.”

“I knew what I was doing.”

“So you already said to Deryn. But did you really, Rhy?” Ceridwen’s face was earnest, and Rhiannon couldn’t deny her an answer.

“I thought I did.”

Ceridwen sighed. “So you wanted to die.”

“I understood that it was a distinct possibility, yes. But I didn’t have a death wish, if that’s what you’re asking. Pru has to live. It’s as simple as that. Another woman can’t lose her life because I wasn’t enough.”

Ceridwen’s second sigh ended on what sounded like a growl.

“Pru told me a bit about the nonsense you’ve been spouting about Margaux, and let me tell you, if that woman hadn’t been dead already, I’d put her in the ground myself.”

Rhiannon bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Goddess, she had missed her Ceridwen so much. Even after months on the island, she had missed this Ceridwen.

“You weren’t responsible for her happiness. You weren’t responsible for her life. All you can do is love someone and do your best. Also, divorce is always an option. Just saying, since people suddenly seem to have forgotten about it.”

Rhiannon laughed, then sobered.

“Ceri… I wasn’t enough for her. Nothing I did helped, nothing I tried, nothing I was. She loved me, she desired me, she was proud of me occasionally, even if it brought up all the ugliness of her lack of self-worth because of her professional failures… But I know she didn’t particularly like me. It had been quite a shock to realize that. But it also explained so much about our marriage.”

Rhiannon blew out a breath, her throat closing, the words refusing to spill. They had to though, akin to expelling venom from the wound. “And so I wasn’t enough for her to live for. I was, however, perfect to die because of. And that is one of the best-designed punishments. She’s dead and I can demand no answers from her.”

Ceridwen’s eye roll was so exaggerated, Rhiannon wondered for a second that she’d hurt herself.

“Are you listening to yourself, Rhy? What answers? She took everything from you, your family, your town, your craft. You gave and gave and gave. And no, it wasn’t enough for her, but that says nothing about you and all about her. She was a miserable, hateful human being, taking her failures out on you. Deliberately. Blaming you for her own suicide? That’s twisted and cruel and you’re letting her do it even from the grave.”

“Are you going to tell me how disappointed you are, Ceri? That’s such a mom thing to say.”

Rhiannon snapped her mouth shut the second the joke was out of it. Ceridwen, to her credit, just looked at her, face open and honest.

“It is a mom thing to say. In fact, it was our mom’s thing to say.” They stood in silence for a moment, then Ceridwen shook her head and Rhiannon closed her eyes. She wanted to have this out to begin with, so they might as well. When Ceridwen spoke again, Rhiannon regretted her decision.

“I never tried to take her place, you know. When she died, when I dropped out of college and stepped in, all I needed from you was to be there for me. I wasn’t trying to control you. The twins were barely fourteen, babies, really. Victoria had her husband, bedridden and needing her constantly, and you… You were angry and raging and blaming everyone and everything and all I ever wanted was for you to just be there for me. Not even to help. But…simply to be.” After a moment, one where Rhiannon’s heart was doing its best to tear through her rib cage, anxiety and regret rendering her speechless, Ceridwen delivered the final blow. Or perhaps the final caress. “I blamed you for leaving. But I never blamed you for Mom.”

Rhiannon grasped the edges of the once-polished counter, her fingers grabbing on to soot and ash, burnt splinters piercing her skin.

“You should have, Ceri. I sure blamed myself.”

To her surprise, Ceridwen laughed.

“You know, I always thought your ego was over-inflated, but I never realized just by how much. You are responsible for your wife’s death. You’re responsible for Mom’s. You sure think a lot of yourself, Rhy. Mom drew her circle, and despite being experienced and having done the ceremony for years, she failed. She was supposed to have help. She said she did arrange for it and then she either lied to spare us, or something happened on Sky Blue that cost her her life. Regardless of the why, the power took her. I don’t know how you walk around with a head this big, Rhy, doesn’t it weigh you down?”

Well, trust Ceridwen to break things down quite like that.

“She was mad at me for my lack of control, for harming Fowler, for being stupid about Margaux⁠—”

“Yes, we all were. Well, I didn’t know about you hurting him initially, but we were all mad at you. Mom, the twins and I, Victoria. We spent an entire year just being mad at you constantly. I half thought you were doing all those absolutely dumbass things with Margaux on purpose. I knew you were in love, but I didn’t know you were also being dragged around by your clit by a manipulative bitch. And Mom… It wasn’t your fault, Rhy.”

“I was supposed to be the second caster for that circle. She wasn’t feeling well, and yet she didn’t want to even look at me… I was supposed to be there for her! To help her break her curse, and I wasn’t. I got there too late!”

Her shout felt like a stone being hurled through a glass pane, the shards falling to the ground all around them.

“She called me the night before, you know. She was preoccupied and dismissive when I said I’d come back from college to help. She said no, said she would deal with it, that she had gotten a helper and everything would be fine. When Victoria found you on the Sky Blue Cliff, crying and holding on to Mom’s jacket, your hands all torn up, I thought you were the help Mom talked about. I thought you couldn’t handle it, that your power had waned as it tends to with young, inexperienced casters, or that you lost control.” Ceridwen wiped the tears that sprang to her eyes. Rhiannon closed hers again. She couldn’t stand this.

“I blamed you for many things, Rhy. But never for Mom. I know Seren doesn’t either.”

“I don’t.”

Seren stood a few feet from them, a bucket and a broom in her hands. Always the practical one.

“Mom said someone would be there with her that night. I knew she didn’t mean you though, the way she was so mad at you back then. I never blamed you, Rhy. Not for Mom. Just for leaving, even if I can’t say I’d have stayed either.”

“I sure would’ve left.” Deryn stomped in with more swagger than Seren and twirled her broom as she made her presence known.

“You did leave, Der.”

Seren smacked Deryn on the head with an empty bucket, and for a while there was bickering and attempts at retaliation. When they stopped, breathing heavily, it was Deryn who finally brought up the elephant in the burned-down room.

“Are we even going to mention what you did the other day, Rhy? Cause unless you and Ceri already talked it out, can I just say that it was fucking stupid to risk yourself that way?” Deryn dropped the bucket and sat on top of it as it overturned. Then she blew her fringe out of her face and grinned. “Pale as a sheet, barely walking, fresh from the literal death’s door, magic gone… So fucking stupid and yet so fucking badass.”

Seren laughed, and to Rhiannon’s surprise, Ceridwen joined in. Then all three of her sisters were laughing, holding their bellies, and she wondered if they had gone crazy on the cliff last night.

“Oh Goddess, Rhy, only you. Only fucking you.” Deryn fell off the bucket and just lay on the sooty floor, still shaking with an occasional giggle.

“That’s two lives you saved in one week there, champ.” Seren’s face held no traces of the earlier mirth, and Rhiannon sighed. But before she could speak, Ceridwen laid a hand on her cheek, bringing their foreheads together.

“You did save Pru, and you sure saved me. I was so close to losing it, to surrendering, and I knew Seren and Deryn would not have been able to reach me, not as far gone as I had been. And then you came, my injured cavalry from over the hill. Thank you.”

“You’re my sister, Ceri. Injured or not, I’m all the cavalry you've got.” Rhiannon attempted to brush the gratitude off, embarrassed by the emotions choking her. But Ceridwen just held her face in her hands and she tried to gulp down the lump in her throat. “I’ll always come, Ceri. And Seren and Der. I let you down once. I’ll never let you down again.”

Rhiannon felt tears threaten and forced herself to speak. She had to say this lst piece. These words had choked her for decades, and they had to come out. Her sisters had to hear them.

“I am sorry. I’m sorry I left, I’m sorry. For everything.”

Ceridwen shook her head and held out her hand, and Rhiannon took it, their powers colliding, her entire body renewed. Then Seren hugged her from behind, Deryn joining in, and she stood still, feeling her sisters’ heartbeats, their breathing, their magic, she realized she was home.

Things really did come full circle. Months ago, in this very room, with Victoria holding her arrested by her prying eyes, Rhiannon wondered if she’d ever find the door to the place where she would, for once, be happy. She questioned if anyone would ever let her in.

Well, it took a few decades, a fire, a broken circle and a few near death experiences and she found that door and that place. And that happiness? Almost.

Only one person was missing, and Rhiannon knew she would be incomplete if she didn’t throw caution to the wind one more time. This time, to her Wind.
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PALOMA ALLENDE LEADING THE MAYOR RACE!

Paloma Allende is organizing a massive fundraiser to install state-of-the-art fire suppression equipment throughout Crow’s Nest’s oldest buildings to ensure that they are protected against fire hazards.

Impressive gestures aside, with former Mayor Fowler out, it’s Ms. Allende’s race to lose, despite the initiative groups formerly backing Fowler being in the process of nominating their new candidate to replace him.

Meanwhile, Deryn Crowhart, the famed pastry chef of London, New York, and LA, is back on the island. Our sources have stated that the youngest Crowhart has every intention of remaining on Dragons for the foreseeable future and is looking for a suitable space to open a bakery.

In other news, Rhiannon Crowhart has begun renovation of her destroyed bookstore, promising it will return better than it ever was and will honor the history of women persecuted on the island accused of witchcraft. A plaque with their names will be placed on the restored Crow & Cat.

Watch the renovation and watch the plaque. You might find some surprising names on it!

—Crow’s Caw
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“So Christian says both old Jerome’s and Margaux’s wills are ironclad. They did not rely on marriage as an indication of their wishes. Margaux was named and so is Rhiannon in the testaments. Your father would’ve had a strong case to Crow & Cat if Rhiannon was to fail the terms of Margaux’s will, but now that he’s stepped aside, all she has to do is stay on the island till summer and voilà, everything is hers. The auction house, the money, and Crow & Cat.”

Lachlan bit with gusto into his croissant and pushed Pru’s mug closer to her. The evening was creeping into the streets of the Crow’s Nest, and Pru found herself at loose ends with her store closed and Rhiannon busy with Victoria and Ceridwen. Lachlan grabbing her and dragging her to Seren’s coffeehouse seemed her best option. Only now that he started going down that “what will Rhiannon do” rabbit hole, she regretted accepting his invitation. She stirred the nonexistent sugar in her tea and tried unsuccessfully to tune him out.

“If you ask me, his plan was very flawed. A subpar airport paperback full of plot holes. He didn’t want anyone to know about his bigamy, but was all ready to assume property once he sent Rhiannon packing prematurely? Weird. I think something else or someone else is involved, and we just aren’t seeing it yet. I mean, who knows? We’re on the island till summer, and this being Dragons and things constantly being set on fire…something nefarious might still come up.”

Pru listened with half an ear. She had reached the same conclusions during the past few weeks. Things were not adding up. She wrapped her cardigan around herself tighter, took a sip, and made a face at the tepid concoction. Lachlan did not notice.

“Also, seems the picture might’ve been Lisa after all, but she’s off the island and the sheriff can’t locate her to figure out how she even found out about Margaux or gotten her hands on a photograph from family archives. You can’t google that one. And sheriff said he can’t ascertain who it was that ratted Lisa to Headmistress Nox and got her fired. The info checks out and Headmistress McHot obviously was right in her actions, but there’s no trail there. So, like, we have a lot of loose ends to trim in the coming months. Things to look into, secrets to unravel.”

Lachlan made a passable imitation of a spooky noise then dipped the rest of his pastry in his mug.

“Anyway, Rhiannon has work to do either way. She’s booked and busy, that girl. The restoration of the books that Seren and her crew dragged out after the fire was put out. You know she had Margaux’s journals in fireproof containers? Clever, clever Rhiannon. Plus the boxes that she had in her storage, and the Crowhart and Fowler Bibles. And the other ones you swiped from your dad that night, which was awesome, by the way. Coolest move ever. I call it righteous thievery.” He licked the crumbs from his fingers and looked at Seren with puppy dog eyes. Seren ignored him. Lachlan pouted.

“What was I saying? Oh, yes, nothing stops our Rhiannon. Law is on her side, so will money, and she already has me looking at a few townhouses in New York⁠—”

He skidded to a halt like the errant golden retriever that he was.

“Oh my god, Pru. I’m an asshole. I’m so sorry! She didn’t, I’m wrong, I… Fuck.”

“Indeed.” Seren was right there with a brand-new mug of tea. As she set it down, replacing Pru’s barely touched one, she gave her a cautious look. “Listen, about Rhiannon… I mean… She’s…”

Seren shook her head, unable to find words that would somehow be helpful. Pru knew that nothing Lachlan or Seren could say would actually help, so she let them both off the hook.

“She’s Rhiannon. She’ll do what she wishes whether it hurts or not. Like the windburn.”

She walked the twilight streets, past the neighbors and the townspeople waving at her and saying hello. Past the tourists who paid her no attention. Past the big pudgy ginger cat strolling purposefully down to the fish market, obviously in search of today’s scraps. He stopped as she passed him by, watching her warily, silently discouraging her from touching him, and once she moved along, he was on his determined, albeit slow, way down to the pier.

Rhiannon was leaving for New York. Well, it wasn’t like Pru didn’t know this was coming. Rhiannon had told her from the very beginning she was only passing through. She had never promised her anything. Heck, she didn’t even say she loved her. Pru went in and fell all by her lonesome, n matter what she thought she had seen on occasion in Rhiannon’s eyes.

It didn’t even matter that she could feel that Rhiannon cared for her. The woman saved her life. Granted, the woman also had a martyr complex the size of Lake Tahoe, but the point still stood.

She found herself standing on the edge of the Viridescent, the new resort behind her, the muted music and conversation too far away to disturb her solitude. She took a few more steps until the stones felt unstable and flimsy under her feet and stopped, looking into the vastness of the dark ocean beneath her.

A sudden breeze ruffled her hair, and she knew she was no longer alone. The woman who had all but walked with her this evening, since she had been the only thing on her mind, was here with her in person. Pru turned around, a few stones escaping from under her sole, making her sway. The breeze intensified for just one second, pushing her a step back to solid ground.

“I’ll catch you should you fall, Prudence.”

“You can’t promise that.” Pru’s whisper was frail. She could hear the fear in it, and that fear had nothing to do with the edge of the cliff. In fact, she’d take the edge of the Viridescent any day over whatever edge she was living on now with Rhiannon. That precipice felt deadlier.

“You can’t promise me that because you won’t be here to catch me every single time.”

Rhiannon smiled, the stretch of her lips slow and lazy, that knee-weakening arrogance back with a vengeance.

“I can promise whatever I want. And I do promise to catch you, Prudence.”

Pru turned away from her and stood her ground.

“Stop it. Why are you saying this? You’ve never promised me anything before so why are you doing it now?”

She heard Rhiannon’s footsteps behind her, moving closer.

“Is that what’s been bothering you these past few weeks? You’ve been distant. If I didn’t know you better, I’d say wary.”

“I’ve not been distant, Rhiannon. I’m fine. Everything is fine.”

“Oh, I can see very clearly that you are very fine. So very fine, Prudence.” Rhiannon had that unnervingly attractive tone, the one she employed mostly in the bedroom, and Pru got angry all over again.

“You’re impossible. I am not bothered by your never promising me anything. I am fine with everything. So. There. It’s all fine.”

Rhiannon came even closer until they were shoulder to shoulder.

“Clearly, everything is fine. Completely and utterly fine.”

Pru groaned and wanted to smash something. Why was this woman doing this to her?

“I just need to be alone, that’s all. And it should be fine with you. Can you?”

“Can I leave you alone? I can. Will it be fine with me that you are alone? No. Hence, maybe leaving you alone is not an option, Prudence.”

“Would you stop saying my name in that tone of yours?” When Rhiannon only annoyingly lifted that sculpted eyebrow of hers, Pru actually growled. “Lachlan told me he is looking for apartments in New York for you, and then you will leave in the summer, and even if he didn’t tell me anything, you are still leaving, and… And… You’re leaving.” Pru finished on a stuttering note and took a few steps away from Rhiannon again.

“Ah.” Rhiannon did not follow her.

“Ah? Is that all you have to say to that? Ah?” Pru thought she was going slightly mad.

“Well, you said you were totally fine and everything was fine, and so what can I say to that, Prudence?” Rhiannon’s voice was unnervingly devoid of any intonation.

“Jesus Christ, Rhiannon, there are so many things to say. So many fucking things. So many damn things!”

Pru was swearing, and for once she didn’t care. Rhiannon’s eyebrow had lifted yet again.

“You sound like there are things that you want to say. Those many things. Those many fucking things. So say them, Prudence.”

Pru felt lightheaded with rage. It had to be rage. It couldn’t be anything other than rage because Rhiannon was being absolutely impossible.

“I have nothing to say. And even if I had, there aren’t any circumstances under which I would ever say it.”

“Ah.” Rhiannon said again, and Pru actually thought she saw red. She balled her fists and in the distance heard thunder. Well, bravo, she was summoning a storm.

Rhiannon looked back and actually smirked, and Pru lifted her eyes to the heavens.

Why me, Goddess? Why me?

“I think you should say what you so clearly want to say, Prudence.” Rhiannon’s voice was much closer than Prudence expected, and she flinched, a firm hand on her forearm steadying her. She shook her head. She couldn’t… She wouldn’t…

“Say it!” Rhiannon’s eyes were tumultuous, the green and silver of her magic swirling dangerously in their depths, and Pru felt hypnotized by them.

“I can’t.”

Rhiannon’s other hand clasped her forearm, and she felt helpless now, surrounded by the scent of petrichor and the fury of the wind. She closed her eyes and savored it. For the first time, she felt their winds colliding, flying free together. Tears she didn’t realize she had been holding back spilled.

“I can’t say it, Rhiannon. You’ve perfected the art of martyrdom. And I will never be one more burden, one more responsibility, one more person with whom you stayed out of duty. I can’t be one more obligation. So I can’t say it.”

Lightning split the sky directly above them, and the ocean beneath danced, whipped into a frenzy by the storm. Rhiannon’s face was one of a fallen angel, perfect, doomed. Pru reached out and tucked an auburn tendril behind her ear, then traced her cheekbone. Sharp, pale, beautiful. Her hand moved lower, and her fingertips caressed the full lips, slightly parted. When Rhiannon spoke, Pru felt it on her skin more than heard the words.

“I love you.”

Pru wrenched her hand away, but Rhiannon caught it and brought it back to her face.

“Stay with me, be mine, on this island, build a life with me at Crow & Cat. Spend a month or two a year with me in New York, in a townhouse a stone’s throw away from Central Park, where you can jog in the mornings and get pretzels and feed the ducks. I love you, Prudence Ophelia Fowler.”

Pru blinked, her tears falling in earnest now. Rhiannon’s face was blurry, and Pru thought that she had never been more in love. Rhiannon remembered her silly dream.

“I was going to follow you to New York, you know. I was going to let you go and then follow you. I was never going to make you choose between the island, duty and yourself again.”

Rhiannon frowned.

“That’s not a very efficient plan of action, Prudence. I don’t know why you think I’d be sacrificing anything by staying here—” Pru just stared at her and Rhiannon grinned. “Granted, I was rather pig-headed about the island and my family and what it meant for me to stay, but my sisters and my wayward aunt are helping me. I’m going back to therapy, since it’s clear my issues of guilt run way deeper than I can handle. I already called in a favor from a friend of a friend who’s a big deal in LA. She will set me up with her therapist.”

Rhiannon smiled against Pru’s fingertips, and it felt like bliss itself. “I am slowly making peace with everything that happened. Margaux’s life, and her death… Well, I will have to learn to make peace with that too.

“And I can work anywhere, so why not here? Where my family has lived for centuries, where my shop is being renovated, where my cat has fallen in love with a magically long-lived possum who worships the ground she walks on. Where a Crowhart and a Fowler already loved once and had never gotten to see their love fly free. And where the woman I love, my fated mate, my Wind, flourishes between the rows of books. You love the island, you love the town, your roots, despite their many issues—Goddess, a Fowler of all people?—run deep here. It seems that I haven’t pulled all of mine out either. And most importantly?”

Rhiannon placed a finger under Pru’s chin, lifting her eyes until they were looking at each other.

“I love you. My life, my Wind.”

Pru felt the words in her bones, in her soul. The thunder above them stopped, the sky cleared. A long rainbow connected the Viridescent Cliff to the Dragon Eye lighthouse. It was a sight to see, yet Pru couldn’t take her eyes off the one she never wanted to look away from.

“Then I guess I have to say it too.” She chewed her lip. Rhiannon narrowed her eyes.

“You have to?”

“I really have to. Not as an obligation. But as a promise. As a vow. To love you, to cherish you, to exasperate you with my possum and my books and my bad cooking.”

Rhiannon’s laughter was all joy.

“I’ll take the possum and the books and the cooking, which is amazing, my love. Everything about you is. Now say it.”

Pru touched her lips to Rhiannon’s for the briefest of moments, looked into the tender eyes watching her every breath, and gave Rhiannon what she wanted most.

“I love you.”
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Fire herself, Deryn Crowhart, is back on Dragons…

ORDER NOW
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AFTERWORD


About Witch Trials…

Various sources estimate that between 40,000 and 60,000 people were executed for witchcraft in medieval Europe. The University of Chicago considers these figures to be incorrect and puts the number of those who lost their lives closer to 500,000. All sources opine that most executions were either conducted in the most torturous ways or preceded by torture in various forms.

Sources concur that 80% of the murdered “witches” were women.

During the Salem Trials of 1692-1693 nineteen people were hanged. Five more died awaiting trial in horrible prison conditions. One was crushed to death. Other deaths related to the trials occurred.

All of these people were innocent.
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