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At dawn's first blush or twilight's fading glow, in garden nooks where fragrant flowers grow
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Prologue


The Ebony Peak Public Library was a haven of warmth and quiet on a wet and blustery November afternoon. Outside, wind-whipped leaves skittered across the pavement, and roiling dark clouds promised thunder, in addition to the rain that had been falling for days. 
It was quiet inside the library, save for the occasional rustle of turning pages and the soft footfalls of the head librarian as she moved among the stacks. A man sat at a heavy oak table, surrounded by piles of books and yellowed documents. His dark hair was in disarray, as if he'd been running his fingers through it, and behind horn-rimmed glasses, his brow furrowed in concentration as steel-grey eyes searched an old newspaper article. The yellowed paper crackled beneath his fingers as he carefully unfolded it. The faded ink and ornate typeface transported him back to a bygone era, making the tragic events described feel hauntingly immediate.
It is with heavy hearts that we report the grievous calamity which has befallen our fair town. On the eve of November 12th, the heavens opened and unleashed a deluge of biblical proportions, causing our humble river to swell beyond all imagining. The torrent swept through our streets with merciless fury, laying waste to all in its path. We grieve to report that no fewer than two score souls were lost to the flood's wrath, with many more yet unaccounted for, including Mayor Jonathan Veren and his wife Lillia. The proud mill which has stood these hundred years is no more, swept away as if it were kindling. Along Main Street, nary a shop remains untouched, and many homes were damaged and made unlivable. The very face of our beloved town has been altered, the river carving new channels where once stood homes and gardens. Acting Mayor Wilkins declared it "the gravest disaster in living memory." As we pen these words, the full measure of our losses remains unknown, but it is certain that Ebony Peak shall never be the same.
November 12, he thought. The anniversary of the Great Flood was in just a couple of days. The man picked up a pen and made a note of the coincidence, before putting the article aside and stretching, his tall frame cramped from hours of hunching over texts.
"How's it going, Professor Hunter?" Mary Jenkins, the head librarian, asked as she approached with another stack of books.
Erik Hunter smiled ruefully. "I haven't found anything new. Your materials agree with the volumes I reviewed in the town archives yesterday." He gave her a good-natured shrug. "It may be that there's nothing else here about the history of the town."
Mary set the books on the table and perched on the edge. "Well, you've been through just about everything we have here on the early days of Ebony Peak. But you know, there might be one other option..."
Erik raised a brow, intrigued. "Oh?"
"The Thorne family," Mary said. "They've been here since the town's founding. They've got an extensive private library in that big old mansion of theirs. Family journals, records, that sort of thing."
Erik reached for his notes. "Yes, the Thornes. I've come across that name repeatedly in my research… do you think they’d give me access to their collection?"
Mary pursed her lips thoughtfully. "They're private folks, as a rule. But they're not unfriendly. Lucia Thorne — she's the eldest sister — she's helped me with some local history projects before. I could put in a word, see if they'd be willing to let you take a look."
"That would be incredible," Erik replied, trying to contain his excitement.
"I'll give Lucia a call," Mary said, standing. 
Erik pushed back from the table and stood. The library had emptied, and the few other patrons who braved the rain trickled out as the afternoon wore on. Only the soft ticking of the old grandfather clock in the corner broke the silence.
Restless, Erik browsed the stacks. He wandered through the rows of books, fingers trailing lightly over the spines. The scent of old paper and leather bindings was a smell he'd always found comforting.
He wandered into a secluded corner of the library, filled with familiar volumes of myth and folklore, books he had practically memorized while working on his doctorate. A book caught his eye — a worn, leather-bound tome with faded gold lettering displaying a title he had never encountered in his years of study: "Witchcraft and Magic: A Historical Account."
Fascinated, Erik carefully pulled the book from the shelf. It was heavier than he expected, and a small cloud of dust rose as he opened it. The pages were yellowed with age, and intricate woodcut illustrations of supposed magical elements and rituals accompanied the text. He was so engrossed in a chapter about the magical practices of early settlers that he didn't hear Mary's approach.
"Interesting reading material," she said, startling him.
Erik nearly dropped the book. "I was just..." he trailed off.
Mary's eyes twinkled with amusement. "No need to explain. That's an interesting book, isn't it? Some say there's more truth in those pages than most people realize."
Erik's ears perked up at this. "Oh? What do you mean?"
But Mary just smiled enigmatically. "I've got good news. Lucia Thorne has agreed to let you visit the mansion this evening. She said you're welcome to come by around 7 p.m."
"That's wonderful!" Erik exclaimed, his excitement momentarily overshadowing his curiosity about Mary's cryptic comment. "Thank you for arranging this," he said, carefully replacing the book on witchcraft. "And I'll be sure to let you know if I find anything new in their collection."
After confirming the address, he left the library with a spring in his step despite the rain, eager for evening to come.
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Flow of Life


"It's raining again?" 
Vivien Thorne muttered to herself as she stood behind the counter of her shop. She absently arranged a display of dried herbs while her emerald eyes gazed out at the grey November sky. The steady drumming of rain against the windows of the Verdant Vine over the past few days had reduced her customer traffic, and the streets of Ebony Peak were nearly deserted, save for the occasional brave soul hurrying by under the shelter of an umbrella. Not that she needed the business; but she enjoyed the vibrancy of her patrons, whether they wanted her to craft the perfect bouquet, cure their sick plants, or even try her latest herbal tea experiments. 
At least the store was a comfy place to wait out the rain. Every nook and cranny was filled with plants, tea-related items, and handcrafted decor. The shop's interior was divided into several interconnected areas, each with its own theme, but all unified by the lush greenery on every surface. Wooden shelves lined every wall, their rustic charm enhanced by trailing ivy and elegant air plants. The overall effect was of organized chaos, a green haven that invited exploration and promised new discoveries with each visit. It was Vivien's favorite place to be, even on a dreary day such as this. Here, she was free to revel in things that grew and flourished. She loved her home and the company of her sisters, but this was where she felt most alive.
Vivien ran a hand through her fiery red hair and smoothed down the soft green sweater she wore over dark jeans. She could feel the restlessness of the plants in her shop, their leaves reaching towards what little light filtered through the clouds, and wondered when the rain would stop and Ebony Peak would see sunlight again.
She was in the back, mixing chamomile with lavender and lemon balm, when she heard the tinkling of the bell above the door. As she stepped behind the counter, a bedraggled woman was folding up a cheery yellow umbrella. Vivien recognized her as Sarah Miller, one of the town's kindergarten teachers.
"Vivien," Sarah said, her voice tight with worry. "I'm so glad you're open. I need your help."
"What's wrong, Sarah?"
"It's Max, my golden retriever. He's missing." Sarah's eyes welled with tears. "He got out this morning... I've looked everywhere, but I can't find him." She swallowed with a gulp. "People say you're good at finding lost animals."
Vivien placed a comforting hand on Sarah's arm. "Let's see what we can do."
Sarah described where she'd last seen Max as Vivien put on her raincoat. Once outside the shop, Vivien reached out with her senses, allowing herself to feel the pulse of every living thing in Ebony Peak, from the smallest blade of grass and burrowing insects, to the ancient oaks and herds of deer in the forest. She pushed her awareness outward, searching for the unique signature of Sarah's beloved pet. At first, there was nothing but the overwhelming presence of water — in the sodden earth, the swollen streams, the rain-heavy clouds above. Then, faintly, she felt it — a flicker of canine life energy, tinged with fear and exhaustion.
They hurried through the rain-slicked streets, Vivien leading the way, starting the search at Sarah's house and then heading towards the Shadowley, the river that ran through the town. As they neared the banks, Sarah gasped. The usually calm waters had become a raging torrent, swollen by days of constant rain.
"There!" Vivien pointed to a small island of earth in the middle of the river, barely visible above the churning waters. A golden shape huddled there, whimpering.
"Max!" Sarah cried out, starting towards the water.
Vivien held her back. "It's too dangerous. The current's too strong."
Sarah's eyes were filled with desperation. "We can't just leave him there!"
Vivien's mind raced. She could use her powers to save Max easily, but not without revealing her abilities to Sarah. She needed a subtler approach.
"Wait here," she said. "I'm going to see if I can find something that can help us."

      [image: ]Erik Hunter pulled his coat tighter against the chill, raindrops pelting his face as he walked along the river's edge. The Shadowley, it was called. An unusual name for a river, and he made a mental note to research the name's origins. Despite the weather, he found the sound of the rushing water and the fresh, damp scent of the earth invigorating. It helped clear his mind, allowing him to process the volumes of information he'd been poring over in the library.
As he rounded a bend in the path, he caught sight of a figure ahead — a woman with vibrant red hair, her attention fixed on something in the trees on the other side of the river. Erik quickened his pace, curiosity piqued.
The woman raised her hand, fingers splayed as if reaching for something. There was an odd tension in the air, a faint crackling feeling that made the hairs on Erik's arms stand up.
"Excuse me," he called out. "Is everything all right?"
The woman whirled, startled. Her emerald eyes flashed with annoyance as they met his. "Who are you?" she demanded, her tone sharp.
Erik blinked, taken aback by her brusque manner. "I... I'm just taking a walk. I thought you might need help."
"Yes, because strolling in the pouring rain is such a normal activity," she said, sarcasm dripping from every word. "Don't you have anything better to do?"
Despite her prickly demeanor, Erik was intrigued. She was undeniably beautiful, and there was a fierce energy about her, like barely contained lightning. "I'm sorry if I interrupted something," he said, raising his hands in a placating gesture. "I'm visiting Ebony Peak, and I just wanted to get the lay of the land."
Vivien's eyes narrowed. "Well, this is the land," she said, pointing at the ground beneath their feet, and then she gestured at the river. "And that's the water. Satisfied?"
Erik fought not to grin. "Thank you for the clarification, my lady," he said with a little bow, hiding his smile until he turned away.
Once he was out of sight, Vivien let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. "Tourists," she muttered, turning back to the river. 
Glancing around to ensure she was truly alone this time, Vivien refocused on an oak overhanging the water. With a subtle gesture and a push of her will, she encouraged a dying branch to break free. It fell into the rushing water with a splash, quickly carried away by the current.
She raced back to Sarah, the branch bobbing and weaving in the water next to her. "Look! Maybe Max can use that to get across."
Vivien subtly used her magic to steer the branch towards Max, making it look like the river was taking it where they needed. The branch lodged between the bank and the island, creating a precarious bridge to safety.
"Yes!" Sarah exclaimed.
They called out to the dog, encouraging him. Max whined, pacing along the edge of his tiny refuge. Vivien focused again, this time on the patch of earth beneath Max's paws. She sent reassuring pulses through the ground and out across the branch, calming the dog's fear.
Slowly, cautiously, Max stepped forward. Vivien held her breath, her power keeping the makeshift bridge steady as the dog inched his way across. Finally, with a joyful bark, Max leapt into Sarah's waiting arms.
"Oh, thank goodness!" Sarah cried, hugging him close, despite the wet and mud that covered his fur. She turned to Vivien, gratitude shining in her eyes. "How can I ever thank you?"
Vivien smiled, relief washing over her. "No need for thanks. I'm just glad Max is safe."
Back at the Verdant Vine, Vivien helped Sarah dry off Max with some old towels she kept in the back room. The golden retriever seemed none the worse for wear after his ordeal, his tail wagging furiously as Sarah fussed over him. His enthusiasm sent him banging against a weathered wooden table in the center of the room, artfully cluttered with an array of teapots in various sizes and styles. While the cast iron would survive a fall, the porcelain pots and hand-thrown ceramic mugs and delicate tea cups would not. The small potted succulents and blooming African violets scattered amongst the display shivered as Max bumped into the table again, and Vivien gently nudged him away, mentally encouraging him to sit.
"I don't know how you knew where to find him," Sarah said as she grabbed another towel to dry off Max's paws. "It's like you have a sixth sense or something."
Vivien chuckled. "We were lucky. Plus, I know this town like the back of my hand. And I know dogs," she chuckled again as she ruffled the fur on Max's head. "Dogs are excellent at finding the best places to get into trouble."
After Max and Sarah left, Vivien leaned against the counter, suddenly exhausted. She took a sip of the now-cold herbal tea blend, making a mental note to reduce the amount of lavender. The bell above the door chimed again, and Vivien looked up to see her sister Lucia entering the shop, shaking raindrops from her long dark hair.
Lucia's keen eyes took in Vivien's tired posture. "Everything okay?"
Vivien nodded, filling Lucia in on the events of the afternoon. 
"That was a clever idea to use a branch as a bridge," Lucia said. "Though next time, you don't have to do it alone. Anna or I can help."
"I had it under control," Vivien grinned, then crossed her arms. "So, what do you have to tell me that can't wait until I get home this evening?"
"What makes you think I have something to tell you?"
Vivien gestured out the window. "Something forced you out into the rain. You'd much prefer to read by the fire instead of traveling in the wet."
Lucia laughed. "That's true." Her face grew solemn. "We have received word from the Coven of the Ancient Oak. The date has been set for Meredith’s installation as the new coven leader. It will take place tomorrow evening."
"And we're expected to attend," Vivien said with a nod. She exhaled heavily. "A long night of ritual and rite," she said. "So boring!"
A crack of thunder shook the shop, making both sisters jump. Outside, the rain intensified, drumming against the windows with renewed fury.
"I'm looking forward to boring!" Lucia replied with a grin. "I think we've had enough excitement for a while, don't you?" She cinched the belt of her raincoat and turned to leave.
"That reminds me: How're things with Detective Morrow?"
A soft smile played at Lucia's lips. "Good. Really good, actually. It's... nice, having someone who knows about us, who understands what we do."
Vivien grinned. "I'm happy for you. Just don't let romance distract you."
Lucia laughed. "Never. Although, having a detective on our side might come in handy if things get weird again."
"If?" Vivien raised an eyebrow. "In Ebony Peak, it's always just a matter of time."
"One more thing," Lucia said as she opened the door. "Mary Jenkins called today, asking permission for a visiting professor to see our family library. He's researching the town's history."
Vivien narrowed her eyes. "What does that have to do with me?"
"I told her it was ok for him to stop by the house tonight. I have a date with Greg or I would show him the library."
"What about Anna? She's been spending a lot of time in there lately."
Lucia shrugged. "You know how Anna feels about meeting strangers."
With a wave, Lucia left, disappearing into the rainy gloom outside. 
The day wore on. Customers trickled in, seeking remedies for colds, or simply looking for a warm dry place to escape the rain for a few minutes. Vivien helped each one, offering herbal teas, homemade salves, and words of comfort.
Evening approached, and the early winter darkness fell. Vivien prepared to close up the shop. She turned the sign on the door to read 'Closed' and then moved among the plants, checking on each one, drawing comfort from their quiet resilience. Her hand went to the pendant at her throat, the golden topaz warm against her skin. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her senses once more. Beyond the shop, beyond the rain-soaked streets, she could feel the pulse of Ebony Peak itself. The town was alive in a way that few other places were, its history and magic intertwined with the very earth it stood upon. 
But under that pulse, there was a tension, a sense of apprehension. As if Ebony Peak was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.
The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Where was this feeling coming from? She visualized the town as she scanned it, but she could not find what was disturbing her. Not in the cozy homes where most of the residents waited out the rain, warm and dry; nor in the local diner, with its red vinyl booths and chrome accents, and the best apple pie in three counties. Main Street and the town square were deserted; twinkling holiday lights swayed in a wet wind, which pushed the empty antique carousel in lazy turns. Yet the impression of uneasiness remained. 
She reached further and felt the groans of trees along the river. The high water was forcing the earth away, pulling at their roots. If the rain didn't let up soon, some of the old oaks would not survive. Shivering hares huddled in burrows near the bank, and the water was rising. They had escape tunnels leading away from the river, but water was running in from all sides…
The clock tower chimed, bringing her back to herself. She thought about strengthening the trees, so they could hold on a little longer; or urging the hares to higher ground. But she had been told long ago that the key to her power was restraint, because she could not save everything.
With a sigh, she put on her coat, turned off the lights, and locked the shop.
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The Professor


Vivien's boots splashed through puddles as she made her way home, through air that felt heavy and electric. The sky darkened ominously, transforming from a soft gray to an angry charcoal, raising goosebumps on her skin as she hurried through the increasingly deserted streets. As she approached the winding drive that led up to the Thorne family mansion, the downpour intensified, turning the world into a blur of silvery shadows and shimmering reflections. She felt the familiar tingle of energy — the protective wards recognizing her presence and welcoming her home. Around a curve in the drive, the grand old house appeared before her. Normally, Vivien found comfort in the sight of her ancestral home. Tonight, however, something felt off. The unease she'd sensed earlier at the shop lingered, like an itch at the back of her mind she couldn’t scratch. 
She hurried up the front stairs, and as she reached the porch, the front door swung open before she could touch it. Meera, the family's housekeeper, stood there with a harried expression on her face.
"Oh, Miss Vivien, thank goodness you're home," Meera said, ushering her inside. 
Vivien shrugged off her rain-soaked coat, handing it to the waiting Meera. "What's wrong?"
"It's the roof," Meera replied, gesturing towards the ceiling. "The rain's found its way in. I keep performing mending spells, but for every hole I patch, another opens. I've got buckets everywhere, but I can't keep up."
Vivien frowned. Generally, Meera could handle all the basic domestic spells, and it was a rare household issue she couldn't deal with.  
"Any damage?" Vivien asked, shaking the rain out of her hair. 
"Well, no," Meera dithered. "But it's not right, rain coming in…"
"Ok, I'll see what I can do," Vivien said, her mind already brainstorming potential magical solutions. A simple weather-working spell could divert the rain, at least temporarily. Or perhaps she could coax the wood of the roof to knit itself back together, sealing the leaks... 
She trudged up the stairs heading to the third floor, but paused when she saw a soft light coming from under the door to Anna's room. On a hunch, she knocked softly.
"Come in."
Vivien opened the door, and a mist rolled out, passing over her feet and drifting along the carpet runner, slowly making its way down the hall. Vapor crept up her legs, winding around her like a vine, and she heard a giggle.
"Nice fog, Phaera," Vivien said, suddenly realizing that the mystery of the leaks had been solved. "You're playing a trick on Meera, aren't you? Making her believe the roof is leaking?"
"It's just a harmless prank," Anna said, the mist parting as she glided toward Vivien, her hair almost the same color as the ethereal cloud. Phaera appeared behind Anna, her young face a mixture of enjoyment and worry about how Vivien would respond.
"She's worked herself into a tizzy," Vivien warned. "And if she finds out it was you, she might put dragon ash in your dinner."
"I didn't think of that," Anna said with mock alarm. 
"Me neither," Phaera agreed, though her dismay was real. She focused on a point over Vivien's head and then smiled. "There. I stopped it."
"Did Lucia tell you about our visitor this evening?" Anna asked.
Vivien rolled her eyes. "Yeah, she did," she said with a frown. "I've got to babysit some professor who wants to see our library." She pushed a long red lock of hair over her shoulder. "I should probably eat dinner before he shows up. Hold the dragon ash," she added with a wink at Phaera.
Vivien went to her room to change out of her wet clothes before going down to dinner. While Meera was a superb cook, she was not looking forward to the meal. If Phaera was visiting, that meant Morgana was there, too. Vivien hadn't forgiven Morgana for her part in the disaster before Halloween, and still found it difficult to be polite. 
But Morgana wasn't in the kitchen keeping Meera company. Meera was alone, standing in front of the farmhouse sink, staring out the window overlooking the mansion’s sprawling herb garden and conservatory while she rinsed a tea cup. She dried the cup and, after returning it to its place in a cabinet, leaned against the massive iron stove.
"She's not here," Meera said in response to Vivien's raised brows. "Morgana's working with Meredith to finalize the installation ceremony details. We're watching Phaera for her this evening."
Vivien pulled a carved chair from under the sturdy wooden table that sat below bundles of herbs hanging from exposed wooden beams crossing the ceiling. The table's surface was marked by years of meal preparations and family gatherings, and Vivien found comfort in its imperfections. Meera placed a steaming bowl of soup in front of her, followed by a fresh loaf of bread. The hot liquid was wonderfully warming after the dampness of the day, rich and delicious. Vivien tore off chunks of bread and dipped them in the soup as she ate, and too soon her meal was finished. Waving off Meera, she served herself a second helping, wondering as she did how much time she had before the professor arrived. 
As if on cue, the deep and sonorous tones of the doorbell echoed through the house.
Vivien shoved more bread into her mouth. "Meera, would you let him in?" she asked around the mouthful. "I'll be out in a minute."
With a nod, Meera left the kitchen to answer the door. Vivien quickly finished her meal, aware of the ticking clock. If she took too long, Meera might show the professor to the library without her. The Thorne collection held countless magical tomes and artifacts, carefully disguised to look like ordinary books to the untrained eye. But a keen scholar might notice something amiss if given too much time to explore.
As she neared the foyer, she heard a man's voice engaged in conversation with Meera. 
"This is a

      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/ee2872f9-38ff-4fe7-8d81-59e4403426fb.png





OEBPS/images/4782e559-9621-4c01-b0a3-420b1073ed55.png





OEBPS/images/c2c06baa-418d-4e8a-b0d6-88ecb1e39c94.png







