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​Book Description – Love Bites
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Shakira didn’t fit in...

Unable to resist a subconscious pull, she relocates to Wales. Where she meets him.

One kiss changes her life, catapulting her into a dark world.

The tranquillity she’d discovered is a façade. Her very existence is against his clan’s laws, and so they issue a death warrant.

They are elinefae; the powerful ‘truth behind the vampire myth’.

And dark forces are out to hunt them all.
Can she navigate this world of witches, fae and a dragon to claim her true power and fated mate?

—-
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NB This is part 1 of The Darkness & Light Duology (m/f).
Book 2, Love Bites Harder, is also available now.
Mature content.
May not be suitable for vegetarians.
**READERS' FAVORITE INTERNATIONAL BOOK AWARDS 2018 MEDAL WINNER**
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Chapter 1 – Meet Shakira
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Shakira’s life was evolving. She had changed her location and job, but there was also something deep inside which couldn’t quite be identified yet refused to be ignored any longer.  

One thing wasn’t changing though. Shakira rubbed her back again. Agony was becoming part of her everyday life. If anything, it was getting worse.

Being naturally tall, stooping over coffee machines all day didn’t help her posture. As soon as she could creep away from the serving counter, she snuck two ibuprofen out of her handbag and chucked them down her throat without even pausing to get a glass of water. 

She wondered how long she’d be able to do this job, but for now, it was all that was available. Maybe she’d get used to it?

The bell jingled as another customer came in. Shakira smiled every time someone entered as she listened to the noise. It made her think of that film where they say that an angel gets their wings every time a bell rings. 

This visitor looked a bit long in the tooth to be an angel though. She was one of the coffee shop’s regulars apparently. Shakira had only been here two weeks but was getting to know her customers already. Mrs Evans was a Friday morning person.

Shakira’s fingers ran nervously over her chestnut brown ponytail, checking it was in place. She aimed to look presentable at all times but felt like her efforts failed, and was always the odd one out. Her teeth were worrying her lip as she forced her ‘customer service smile’ into place.

“Good morning Mrs Evans. Black coffee and a doughnut for you?” she asked brightly, already knowing the answer. 

“Yes please,” Mrs Evans chuckled, clearly looking forward to the sugary goodness. 

Shakira found it oddly amusing that this person in the heart of a Welsh village was in a coffee shop. When she moved here she’d expected the picture-postcard views of rolling hills and little old ladies in traditional costume, black hats and all. But as soon as she arrived, she’d realised how stupid she’d been. 

Why should an elderly lady not enjoy a simple coffee and doughnut like anyone else? Why should it be a tea room and not a coffee shop? Shakira’s problem was that she’d grown up in a very busy town in Surrey, England with a very different perception of life. She’d hated every minute of it, and was now striking out on her own to find a bit of peace. 

In her hometown everybody conformed to ‘normality’ and they were all too busy with their own ‘important’ lives to concern themselves with others. Here it was very different. Here, the community spirit still thrived and everybody knew everybody. Shakira was still a newcomer, and most residents treated her with suspicion. 

Mrs Evans was pleasant though, even if she did have those beady eyes which seemed to see everything. 

The machine hissed as Shakira prepared the fresh coffee, bringing her out of her reverie.

“That back of yours still playing up?” Mrs Evans asked in her sing-song Welsh accent.

“Is it that obvious?” What if her boss noticed and fired her? She didn’t want to go back home. Failure was not an option.

“Only to me,” she replied, patting her own back, “Touch of sciatica myself. Cerys has some good remedies.”  

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. But who’s Cerys?” 

“She’s still away, isn’t she? She runs the metaphysical store across the way. You should visit when she returns. I will be. I’ve run out of herbal tea.”

“Is that why you’re in pain today? Her tea helps that much? Can I do anything to help?” 

“Pah, I’ve had worse,” the older lady said with a dismissive wave of the hand. 

She looked almost bird-like as she hopped away as quickly as she could with her prize and sat down at a table near the window, humming softly to herself.

Shakira smiled after the now happy customer. Wiping the equipment clean, she tried easing her back by slowly rising up on her toes and lowering back down on her heels. 

She considered the difference in her situation. The coffee chain she worked in back home had been constantly busy all day, and she’d flop down on her bed exhausted at the end of each shift. Oddly her back hadn’t hurt so much then though. She shrugged the thought away.

Back in Surrey, people barked their orders of ‘skinny mocha, no foam, soy milk, blah blah blah’ without so much as a hello or smile. This place already felt more like home but she couldn’t explain it. 

Although the customers looked her up and down with wariness, they still smiled and said hello. Most were curious and weren’t shy in asking questions. They were beginning to get to know her already, even if it was as ‘that odd English girl who’s just moved in’. 

The customers were few and far between, just dropping in at regular intervals. She was not overworked at all. She even had time to read in between customers. 

Shakira didn’t know why or how she’d ended up here but recalled her parting conversation with her mum.
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“Where are you going, Shakira?”

“For the last time, I don’t know, Mum,” she’d replied with a roll of her eyes.

“At least you must have some idea of direction. Why won’t you tell me?” 

“Because I really don’t know. I’ll call you when I finally get there, I promise.” 

Shakira was getting irritated, having had the conversation too many times, and just wanted to go. The problem was there was no way of explaining the overwhelming feeling, not even to herself. 

Her anxiety had built into a crescendo. What started as a mild metaphorical itch had grown into a compulsion to leave. There was no denying it.  

Sitting in the car, Shakira’s heart was pounding so hard that it echoed in her ears. Sweat marks became visible when her hands moved along the steering wheel. She was fearful that she may actually combust if there was any delay now. 

Her mum had packed a whole hamper of food, so her darling daughter wouldn’t go hungry. Shakira saw her mum in the rearview mirror, tears streaming down her face as the little Ford Puma pulled away. The sight wrought tears, but she had to do this for the sake of her own sanity. 

Shakira just followed her heart, not caring where she ended up. It was as if the car was driving itself. She’d expected to find a midway point and stay in a motel overnight but ended up driving all day, across the Severn Bridge and into a remote spot. 

She just knew her destination had been reached as soon as she pulled into the village. 

Having parked in the public car park, she strolled down the tiny high street and walked straight into the coffee shop which had a job vacancy sign in the window. The hand of fate was at work. 
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Shakira smiled as she recalled how easy it had all seemed, and how she’d instantly fallen in love with this area, despite the cold. It was early January when she had arrived, wanting to start the year as she meant to finish. The chilly temperatures and the rain didn’t dampen her spirits. 

The rest of the afternoon was daydreamed away, and Shakira went back to her cottage feeling content as birdsong serenaded her along the way. 
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A beautiful lady stood outside, unseen by Shakira. A bird landed clumsily on her outstretched hand.

“Very good. Thank you. That should nudge her in the right direction.”  

The bird flapped its wings in an attempt to take off but was clearly struggling.

“That will teach you for eating too many doughnuts,” she said with a light laugh and a waft of her hand. 

The bird easily took flight this time and chirruped its thanks to the lady for her intervention. 
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Shakira lived in one of the old coal miner’s cottages. There were many empty houses now all the mines had closed.

The front door opened straight into the lounge, which had just enough room for a couple of comfy chairs and a coffee table around a fireplace. Towards the back of the room was the stairway up to her one bedroom and the bathroom. Whilst the kitchen was a small but separate room behind the lounge. 

It was simply furnished, but cosy. Cream walls and chintz curtains; very homely.

Shakira’s first few nights in the village had been spent in a lovely B&B, whose owner had helped find the rental cottage. Her new home happened to be owned by her employer at the café, as she’d discovered later.

She was still settling in and felt amazed at how everything was falling into place. It had to be a very good sign. She felt so grown up having a whole house, even a small one, all to herself. How many twenty-year-olds could say they had the same? 

Back in Surrey, she had fallen into the habit of being the family dog walker, not that she liked the little mutt much, but it got her into the open air. He had taken an instant dislike to her as soon as they’d been introduced and never managed to overcome that initial reaction. 

She often managed to get Jack, the aggressive little Jack Russell into the woods, letting it wander where it wanted, secretly hoping it’d run off so she didn’t have to live with it anymore. The constant snarling and yipping were simply too much. 

The nasty little thing was so yappy, and it often tried to bite people’s feet, particularly hers (unsuccessfully) when they were there. Fortunately, she was too fast to get nipped by its snapping jaws.

Sometimes she let it off the lead and took off at a full run, knowing the mutt would chase her. It’d never catch her and would get tired out. The dog always seemed more aggressive out in those woods, but she liked the location. She was drawn to the trees. It was where the seed of an idea had been planted.

It was crazy, but occasionally she could swear she heard voices in those woods, like a whisper in the breeze. Whenever she turned around there was nobody there. She’d glimpse a flash of light, but that was probably just the sun shining through the canopy of leaves. 

Jack would whine and run off as if he’d heard something too but had become frightened. This of course was nonsense and just her imagination running wild.

Being in nature generally soothed Shakira’s spirit, but it still wasn’t enough. She needed more but didn’t know precisely what. The idea had sprouted roots and grown, compelling her to seek out that unknown something.

And that’s what had been in her head as she started driving the day she left ‘home’. 

‘Funny word, home,’ she mused to herself. It suggested all sorts of feelings that she’d never really felt. She’d always been the odd one out, which is possibly why the wary reception of these villagers didn’t truly bother her. 

She gingerly climbed the stairs of her little house and started running a bath. Whilst the water was running she went into her bedroom, threw off her work clothes and went through some yoga stretches in just her underpants, making sure the curtains were closed. 

Her lip involuntarily curled as she performed the ‘downward dog’. 

“Stupid name for it,” she grizzled as she moved into ‘child pose’. 

Pulling back up onto all fours she went into ‘cat stretch’, arching her back and letting it sag. She sighed at the relief this offered. 

Before long, she scurried into the bathroom to soak in a luxurious hot bath with a good book in hand. Her life felt surreal, and she was hoping to escape into a fantasy world.
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Chapter 2 – A Walk in the Woods
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Saturday had supplied a hard shift in the coffee shop, which induced more back spasms. It was a great relief to have a day off on Sunday. No shops were open in the village, and Shakira was free to do as she pleased. 

She’d heard about many great walks in the area and had decided to explore her surroundings. She hopped into her trusty car, dressed in her warm jogging outfit and literally headed for the hills. 

The scenery changed from fields and hedges to trees as she drove. They grew denser and developed into an immense forest. It called to her, filling her body with a buzzing sensation, almost like the vibration of a ringing telephone. She found a parking area to pull up in, but it was incredibly overgrown, presumably unused. 

“All the better for me,” thought Shakira, who was in the mood for quiet solitude. 

Settling her iPod into its pouch she headed along the path at a brisk walking pace, careful to warm up her muscles before doing anything strenuous. 

The delicious smell invaded her nostrils. Rain had been falling most of the morning, and the smell of pine invigorated her senses. She breathed deeper, getting her fill of the divine scent of petrichor. The sharp pine scent wafted along with the musty fern and earth smell. Shakira practically bathed in it. 

“Glorious,” she marvelled out loud to the trees.

The trees were denser here, and as she broke into a jog, Shakira strayed off the path to explore the ‘forest proper’. Hurdling over logs and tree stumps, she laughed with joy. 

She picked up speed as her confidence grew amidst the beautiful surroundings. The wind whooshed through her lush dark brown hair, and pure air filled her lungs. Her trainers squelched in deep mud as she ran, splashing her clothes.

Cross-country running had been her favourite activity at school, her stamina surpassing that of her classmates. Not a single bead of sweat was visible yet. She was happy; properly from root to tip, through to her soul happy. 

She had no real idea of where she was but trusted her feet to take her to where she needed to go. And at last, she came across a clearing. 

A tingling sensation ran through her as she broke cover and ventured into the open area. It felt sacred, like an ancient druid site, or something. Without quite being able to put her finger on why, she felt at peace. She pressed her iPod’s stop button.

All was still around her; complete silence. The birds which had been singing, accompanying her jaunt, had fallen silent. Too silent. The hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end. 

Gritting her teeth with effort, she forced herself to stay there. Taking deep breaths she began to respect the reverence of the space without panicking. Her fingers clenched open and closed, and she shook her arms to loosen the tension which had made them rigid. 

Shakira reached the centre of the clearing and sat down, cross-legged in lotus pose. Taking long deep breaths, she steadied herself. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Her eyes closed, and she felt her energy centring. 

She traced the rainbow of colours through her chakras, from the red base she was sitting on, all the way up to the purple of her third eye at her forehead. The energy pulsed as her focus hit each point. Her heart chakra was filled to bursting in this blissful spot.  

As the energy reached the top of her head, bright white light poured out like a Roman Candle firework, cascading down and around her whole body. 

A calm like nothing she’d ever felt before descended, travelling through every fibre of her being. Shakira just sat there in silence, absorbing it all.
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Not far away, a shout of alarm travelled through a whole community. 

A message went out to the Leader, ‘Sir. There’s a disturbance. Elan and Arwyn are on their way to investigate.’

‘Good. Keep me informed,’ came the gruff response. 

Rhion wasn’t overly concerned, nobody ever came out here. It was probably just another damned squirrel, too distracted in its hunt for nuts to respect the barrier. 
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Shakira felt a shudder and realised she probably should make a move. As lovely as it was sitting there, sitting in one position too long was a bad idea.  Worried her muscles would start to seize up, she reluctantly stood up and brushed off the stray bits of bark, fern and mud from her bottom 

“Definitely my new favourite spot,” she declared to herself, promising this would be her frequent meditation zone.

Walking back into the woods, she slowly built herself back up to a run, retracing her footsteps. She’d always had a good inner compass, and knew how to find her way back to the car without any problems. 
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Rhion heard the retraction of the call, ‘Stand down. It’s gone.’

“Bloody squirrels,” he griped to no one in particular. 
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Back at her car, Shakira paused to catch her breath before fumbling for her keys.

Grabbing the water bottle from her car, she took a slurp, and wiped the stray drip from her mouth, before reaching back into her car for her hoodie.  

She drove back to her little cottage, ran upstairs and took a quick shower. The hot water ran over her body, washing away any remnants of negativity. 

The shower made her feel great; completely re-energised. But her stomach growled. Breakfast was long forgotten. Not in the mood to cook, yet with a wild hankering for beef, she headed to the village pub for a roast lunch.

A deathly hush echoed around the room as she walked into the pub. Dozens of pairs of eyes glared straight at her, in recognition of her status as ‘not a local’. 

“Shakira,” someone shouted across the room in a heavy Welsh accent. 

‘Oh thank God,’ thought Shakira, ‘At least someone recognises me.’

It was Annie, the coffee shop owner. She was older, and Shakira had already begun to think of her as a mother figure due to her caring nature. 

“How are you? Good, I see. You’ve got some colour in your cheeks at last. I was worried about you,” Annie told her.

“Mmm...yeah, I’ve just been out for a run.”

“Exercising in nature. That’s good, isn’t it? I prefer horses myself, but each to their own I say.”

“There’s just something restorative about being outside. I hate being cooped up in a gym.”

“Quite. Come, there are some friends I want you to meet,” she said dragging her employee along by the arm.

“Oh no, I wouldn’t like to intrude.” 

Shakira physically shrank back a step, a blush spreading across her cheeks. 

“Nonsense. We’ve not ordered yet. Join us for lunch. I won’t hear of any noes.”

Shakira let herself get dragged to the table where everyone shuffled up to make room for the interloper. 

“This is Daniel, his wife Janet, Sheila and Gwen. Sheila you know already from her good work as lunch cover in the café. Gwen runs the hairdresser’s here. Everyone, this is my newest recruit, Shakira.”

“What sort of name is that?” scoffed the scruffy man named Daniel.

“An Arabic one,” Shakira explained, bored of explaining her name all her life. She cursed her mother for giving it to her. 

“Ooh, Arabic, eh?” Daniel said disdainfully, looking her up and down, “You don’t look very foreign to me.” 

“I’m not. My mum just liked the singer, and thought the name sounded exotic.”

“Oh, I know. The one who shakes her bottom around a lot,” he almost sang, with a wicked grin on his face. 

This earned him a jab in the ribs from his wife. 

“Sorry about him,” apologised Janet, “He gets a bit weird and grumpy when he’s not eaten.”

“I know the feeling. Right, what’s good here? I could eat a horse,” Shakira asked, grabbing a menu.

Annie flinched.

“Haha, you’re going to fit right in here, I can see,” grinned Gwen.

Sheila came to the rescue, “Shakira has been wonderful in the coffee shop. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it so busy. You should pop in, Gwen, she makes the best tea I’ve ever tasted.” 

“Maybe I’ll just do that.”

Shakira’s shoulders slumped in relief, whilst her cheeks were burning at the praise.  It was nice, feeling like she’d earned the respect of her co-worker. They’d only really met in passing as they handed their shift over. It was good to have the opportunity to know her better.

Shelia’s husband had a long-term illness which she never discussed in detail, but it had meant reducing her hours. He needed someone to assist, but not all the time. The lunch cover gave her valuable time out of the house.

Steaming hot food arrived as they talked freely, and Shakira was practically salivating. She began to tuck into her rare roast beef ravenously.

“Tidy! A carnivore after my own heart, I see,” Daniel remarked. 

Shakira made no reply and carried on devouring her meal, apparently even hungrier than she’d realised. 

Annie had ordered red wine for the table, and Shakira gulped down some of the ruby liquid. She looked up, noticing she’d finished before anyone else was even halfway through their meal. 

“I guess I worked up an appetite.” 

“No drama. It’s good to see a girl with a healthy appetite,” Daniel consoled. 

“When I first saw you I was worried you were one of those salad munching city types, being as you’re so thin,” he continued, but then winced. 

Shakira correctly supposed his wife’s elbow had found his ribs again.

“But here you are, eating like a wolf.” Daniel winced again. “Give over, woman. I’m paying the girl a compliment. I’m allowed to do that, aren’t I?” 

“Compliments are good Daniel Owens, but not the way you tell them. Stop being twp.”

“It’s OK,” Shakira said.

Not wanting to sound stupid by asking her new friends, she made a mental note to look up ‘twp’ later, which ironically means foolish/stupid. 

“I prefer straight-talking to fake frills any day,” Shakira added.

“See?” Daniel gloated at his wife. 

“Are you sure you weren’t born around here?” he jokingly quizzed Shakira.

“Sorry, English girl. But I’m happy to be adopted by the Welsh if you’ll have me.” 

Her smile faded as she realised she was already distancing herself from her family, and the brevity of her words hit her. 

Once they’d all finished, Shakira was paraded around the pub and introduced to everyone. 

She’d been accepted and was to be an outsider no longer. Still new, and would never be quite one of them, but she was ‘not a stranger’. 

Finally, back in her house Shakira was able to happily reflect on this strange new feeling. 

“Yes, I may be happy here,” she declared, with a satisfied smile. 
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Chapter 3 – Weird Person
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It was with some reluctance that Shakira went to her next shift at the coffee shop. It seemed to take away the serenity found in the forest, and she knew it would make her back feel worse. Having eased its pain, she didn’t want to damage herself again. 

Pouring hot drinks, Shakira couldn’t help wondering what she was doing here, having run away from all she’d ever known, without really knowing why. This was the middle of nowhere. Sure, she’d made some friends in the pub, but it wasn’t the same. They were all middle-aged, and she was only twenty. 

There wasn’t anyone her own age. Not that she should mind. None of her peers had really ever been nice to her. Any friends she’d ever had were only on a superficial level. What was so wrong with her that others chose to shun her? Wanting to make this place a home, she was keen to uncover her faults in order to correct them.

Shakira sighed as the thought dawned on her that she’d never belonged anywhere. 

Her height and appearance had always made her stand out, and not in a good way. She was the ‘tall sturdy girl’, not generally thought of as pretty. Boys weren’t really interested and girls thought her too dowdy to be bothered with. But that wasn’t a changeable defect.

The people here had already been nicer than any she’d met before. But they still held her at arm’s length. It was as if they were being kind so they could learn about this curiosity who’d turned up in their village. She was in danger of becoming like a stray cat or dog; sweet to pet, but not welcome in their own homes.

The tinkling of the bell on the door and faint birdsong in the distance brought her out of sullen reverie. She looked up and smiled at the customer walking in. This new person was like an answer to her unspoken prayer.

At last, there was someone young to talk to. And there was a comforting quietness about her, which Shakira noticed in the way she carried herself with confidence; head held high without seeming haughty. 

She placed this customer in her mid-twenties, just a little older than herself. She was a fair bit shorter though; not exactly difficult. They shared the same brunette colouring, but this woman’s eyes were a warm hazel, as opposed to her own green ones.

Shakira felt herself being drawn into those orbs, sensing an inner wisdom. Uneasiness crept in, realising she was being studied in return. She shook her head as the customer approached the counter, releasing herself from the inappropriately long gaze. Catching a strong waft of incense, she drew in a deep breath. 

“Hello. What can I get for you?” Shakira asked with a genuine smile.

“Hmm...you are new.” 

Shakira noted the sing-song lilt of the woman’s Welsh accent. But instead of the usual cheeriness that went along with that association, there was a gruffness too.

“Yes, I moved in two weeks ago. I’ve not seen you before though.” 

“I’ve been on holiday,” the odd person said absent-mindedly. 

As if realising she was actually speaking to a person and not just herself, the young woman shook her head. “Sorry. Where's my manners? My name’s Cerys. I run the metaphysical store up the road.”

“Oh, so you’re Cerys. I’ve seen your shop and wanted to go in, but it’s been closed since I got here,” Shakira noted.

“Sorry about that. I only get the chance to take one holiday a year, so I make the most of it. Nobody else wants to step in to run it in my absence. I don’t usually have enough customers to worry about it. Was there anything specific you wanted?”

“Err, not really. I just wanted a nose. Besides, I’m supposed to be asking you that question,” Shakira said with a wry smile.

“What a pity, I think I’m all out of noses. A caramel latte please,” Cerys said with a muted chuckle.

“So, did you go away somewhere nice?” Shakira asked over the hiss of the coffee machine.

“America. Tucson actually. There’s a fabulous gem show there this time of year. It was sort of a work trip really. But then I enjoy my work. I’ve got some great crystals now, so feel free to pop in soon,” Cerys said as she grabbed her coffee to go.

Shakira liked this woman very much. She rabbited on in her own way, but she could have listened to her all day.

Making a mental note to visit the shop as soon as she could, she returned to the grindstone as the bell rang again, alerting her to Gwen’s presence.

“Oooh, pour us a brew.”  

“That’s your second already today,” Shakira commented, preparing a tea, “Don’t you have tea in the salon?”

“Yes, but that’s for the customers, and you make it so much better.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were checking up on me,” Shakira said with a knowing wink.

“Well, maybe a little. But only to make sure you’re OK.”

“To make sure I’m not slacking you mean?”

“I knew I liked you. You’re not backwards in coming forwards. But no, it’s not that at all actually. I just wanted to be sure the others weren’t giving you a tough time.”

“Sorry. Thanks,” she replied, lowering her gaze. 

Shakira felt ashamed of herself. She’d been grumping about being judged, yet here she was judging one of her new friends, and only seeking negatives. Perhaps it was learned behaviour though, having seldom had cause to give others the benefit of the doubt. It seemed she’d have to start learning fast or risk losing her new friends. 

Gwen left happily with her takeaway cup of tea, having assured herself the girl was alright.

The shop had several loose teas and coffee beans, and Shakira enjoyed making special blends, specially refined to each person. Gwen and Sheila seemed to appreciate it, which gave her bruised self-esteem a much-needed boost. 

The shop went mercifully quiet again, and Shakira sat down to read her book. Just as she was settling into the flow of the story, the bell rang again. Shakira hastily got up and made herself look busy. She was surprised to see Cerys again so soon, and even more so when she pushed a small jar of leaves across the counter.

“This is to help with the pain,” Cerys said simply.

“Sorry?” Shakira asked, wide-eyed. She hadn’t mentioned anything to her about that.

“Your back is causing you grief, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but...”

“Don’t worry. I’m weird like that. I just sensed it and wanted to help. Before you go to sleep tonight make a tea with this. Just one cup, mind.”

“Umm...thanks. How much...” she began to ask but her query was wafted away with a hand.

“No charge. Did I mention a monetary exchange?” Cerys asked. 

Afraid of causing offence, Shakira took the jar and thanked her. But was wondering if she should trust the offering. Receiving a free jar of unknown herbs from a stranger felt exceedingly dodgy. Mrs Evans had recommended this very thing, which would be fine if she’d gone to the shop looking for help, but Cerys was offering without having been asked.

“Relax. It’s nothing dodgy, and if I wanted to poison you I wouldn’t be so blatant,” Cerys said as if reading her mind.

Shakira felt the truth in the slightly gruff words and offered a faint smile. And just like that, Cerys disappeared from the shop.

‘Weird. Very weird,’ Shakira thought. 

More customers came into the coffee shop in the afternoon, and Shakira’s back felt increasingly painful. Her usual ibuprofen remedy didn’t seem to help. By the time she got home her back was almost unbearable. 

Shakira found herself longing to return to her special meditation zone, but it was already late, and she didn’t want to go scampering around alone in the woods without any light. She could make her way in the dark, but it felt dangerous. Why risk it? 

Out of desperation, she took the jar of herbs and brewed a tea as Cerys had instructed. She sniffed suspiciously, but it actually smelled tempting; aromatic and quite sweet. Taking a cautious sip, she discovered it tasted delicious.  

‘Well, that’s it,’ she thought, ‘This really can’t do me any good. Rule number one, if it tastes bad it’s good for you. And this tastes far too nice to be medicinal. Oh well.’

She slurped down the rest of the liquid ambrosia anyway, savouring its delectable taste, and had to admit it felt very soothing. 

Changing into her pyjamas, she crawled into bed and began to read. The book fell onto the bed as sleep overcame her. 

Shakira’s dreams were filled with the smell of pine and spice. She was being chased by wild animals with glowing eyes. Just as they were about to catch her she woke up, terrified. 

“It’s only a dream,” she told herself repeatedly, taking deep breaths.

As she steadied her nerves, she realised her back didn’t hurt any longer. “Well, that’s one good thing, I suppose,” she murmured. 

Turning over, and re-fluffing her pillow, she tried to get back to sleep. But the memory of her nightmare haunted her still. 

‘Where did that come from?’ she wondered, trying to think of the last horror film she’d watched. Nothing sprang to mind. She’d not watched any scary films for a while, as they usually annoyed her. They were unrealistic mumbo jumbo.

The duvet got pulled up higher. Feeling safe in her snuggly cocoon, she wriggled a little and soon found herself going back to the land of nod. 
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Chapter 4 – Curiosity Shop
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“OK, fess up. What did you give me?” Shakira asked bluntly as she walked into the metaphysical shop the next day.

“Tea,” Cerys replied.

“Yes, but what was in it?”

“Herbs from my own garden. It worked, didn’t it?” Cerys checked, her visage an ocean of calm.

“Well, yes it helped my back, but...”

“Yes. There are certain side effects. I am sorry. I should have warned you about that, but if I told you it would reveal hidden secrets would you have drunk it?”

Shakira hesitated. 

“No need to answer,” Cerys gently interjected, with her knowing smile.

“But, but, why did I have nightmares?”

“You did? Come and sit with me,” she responded with furrowed eyebrows and got up to lead the way to her consultation room. 

Shakira felt compelled to follow this odd young lady. She found herself in a strange little room, decorated in the fashion of a travelling gypsy fortune teller. It was dark with only a few quirky lamps and swathes of hanging chiffon. 

“Don’t mind that dear, it’s what the tourists expect and I do hate to disappoint.”

“Are you going to tell me my fortune?” Shakira asked with a nervous giggle.

“Oh please. I don’t think you’d believe me even if I did. No, it’s just more comfortable to talk in here. Please sit.”

Both women sat down around the small round table, which was covered in velvet fabric. 

“What? No crystal ball?” Shakira quipped.

“No, I draw the line at those. I don’t need one, and it takes up too much space.”

“Riiight, of course,” she said incredulously.

“So, you didn’t like what you saw?” Cerys asked, bringing her back to the important conversation.

“No. I was chased by wild animals.”

“Hmm...running away, eh? Interesting...”

“But just as they were about to catch me I woke up.”

“Pity. Oh well, it can’t be helped.”

“Pity? I woke up before I got killed and you think that’s a pity?” Shakira asked, squinting. 

“Killed? What makes you think they were going to kill you?”

“Silly me. Big animals chase me through a dark forest just to give me a big fluffy hug all the time,” Shakira said, throwing her hand against her forehead. 

“Sarcasm won’t get you anywhere.”

“I just don’t see how I can interpret it any other way.” Her mind was beginning to spin with this woman’s topsy-turvy attitude. 

“No, you don’t, do you? Most peculiar.”

Cerys was peering at her with narrowed eyes, and fingers running along her chin.

“I’m sorry, did I miss something?” Shakira asked.

“You’re about twenty years old, yes?”

“Yes, not that I see how that has anything to do with it.”

“And you didn’t grow up around here.”

“No. I grew up in Surrey.”

“Hmm, I see. And your parents...?”

“My parents? What the hell?” Shakira shot back, her voice rising in tone and volume, along with her bum from the chair. 

“Please don’t be upset. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 

“Don’t be upset?” Her volume was still on the up, and she was now standing.

“So, you’re not running away from them?”

“Oh. That’s what you were asking. Sorry. I’m a little on edge. Disturbed sleep isn’t any good for me. Um, no. My parents are lovely. It’s not them I’m running away from,” Shakira admitted quietly, her gaze lowered as she sat back down.

“Not rogue then,” Cerys whispered. 

Shakira didn’t think she was supposed to hear the side comment. But she couldn’t ignore it. This conversation and the last twenty-four hours were just too strange. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t do this. I don’t understand. Thanks for trying to help and everything,” Shakira said as she got back up and started to leave.

The world was spinning, and her stomach was clenching. The need to run away consumed her. Instead of trying to stop her as Shakira had expected, Cerys merely put a business card in her hand.

“I’m so sorry. I misjudged...Just call when you’re ready to talk more, OK?”

It was the first time Shakira had seen her struggle for words. She nodded and tried to make her escape. 

Cerys reached out to grab Shakira’s hand firmly and stared into her eyes. “Promise me. I’m here for you. I will understand.”

Shakira frowned but agreed before freeing herself. She almost ran back to the coffee shop. Looking at the clock, realisation dawned that she’d taken a longer lunch break than intended. But it didn’t look like much had happened here, and Sheila was very forgiving. 

Business was slow that afternoon, giving Shakira plenty of time to rehash the odd conversation over and over in her head. What did Cerys mean by “not rogue”? And why was she so sure those animals weren’t trying to kill her? And all those questions? The more she tried to make sense of it all, the less sense it made, tying herself up in knots until her head hurt. 

Shakira felt so stressed by closing time, she drove to the forest, no longer caring about the dark. Her feet were itching to feel the earth pound beneath them. As she got out of her car, she checked her mobile phone signal. It was low but there was one bar on the display. Shakira huffed, not caring, not needing anyone. 

‘I can look after myself,’ she thought, stomping along the path. 

It was really dark now, but the path in front of her was visible. Leaving that path would probably be pushing her luck. Just being out in nature was enough. 

As her vision adjusted to the darkness even more, she broke into a jog. Her feet were pounding through her frustrations, speeding up to a run. 

“Stupid know-it-all freak. Interfering bloody woman. Who asked her anyway?” she muttered into the darkness. 

“Running away from my parents? Huh! Some psychic she is. I’m not running away from them. I’m running away from me.”

Shakira halted in her tracks. 

“Me?” she pondered. “Why am I running away from me?” 

She turned around and gently started jogging back to her car. 

Along the way, that strange tingling went through her again, but she ignored it and didn’t stop until she got back to her car. Hurriedly, she got in and drove home. Her tummy rumbled, reminding her to eat soon. 

Annoyed that she’d let herself get too hungry, Shakira grabbed a couple of hamburgers out of the freezer and shoved them under the grill to cook whilst she tossed a green leafy salad to go with them. 

Her tummy was protesting so loudly that she didn’t even let the burgers cook to their usual ‘medium’, but ate them rare. Licking her lips, she gobbled her food and chugged down some orange juice. But her tummy was still unsatisfied.

Shakira hated it when she forgot to eat, it always gave her a bad case of the munchies. So she reached for a bowl of cereal too, trying to pretend it was the healthy option despite the high sugar content. It helped, but as she sat down to dig into her book, there were some dried apricots on hand and ready to tuck into as well. 

Shakira ached as she got up from her sofa, having sat in one position too long, and had to stretch to relieve the ache. Her body was hurting from top to toe, including her sinuses. 

Maybe she should have wrapped up more against the cold air when she went jogging, to avoid catching a cold. Just to be on the safe side, she drank more orange juice before heading off to bed. 

In the morning, her head felt like there was a sledgehammer smashing into her skull. She downed more ibuprofen before heading to work. 

Cerys stopped in for a coffee mid-morning. “Oh dear,” she exclaimed.

“Please don’t start,” Shakira groaned from the other side of the counter.

“You didn’t drink any more tea?”

“No, I didn’t want any more nightmares.”

“I’m sorry about that. I didn’t expect you to have bad dreams. But maybe you won’t next time?”

“I’d rather not risk it. I feel bad enough as it is.”

“Shakira, I’m not trying to hurt you.” Cerys’s hazel eyes were looking up at her with genuine concern.  

“I know,” she said, her shoulders slumping in resignation.

Maybe it was time to let her guard down a little. This woman had only shown her kindness. It wasn’t her fault she’d had nightmares.  

“Please let me help you. I hate to see anyone in so much pain,” Cerys urged.

“Have you got anything that helps colds hidden up your sleeves?”

“You’re getting a cold?”

“Sure feels that way.”
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