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On rainy days or starlit nights

A book and tea bring comfort and delight
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Prologue


Jonathan bolted upright in bed, his heart thudding against his ribs. Something had woken him, but in the darkness broken only by the faint glow of embers in the fireplace, he couldn’t immediately remember what. Then he heard it again; an insistent pounding on the front door. 
“Is everything all right?” Lillia murmured beside him.
“Stay here,” he said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. The air in their bedroom was heavy with the scent of rain, and the wooden floorboards that creaked beneath his feet were cool against his skin. He grabbed a pair of breeches draped across a chair by the hearth and quickly pulled them on. “I’ll see what’s happening.”
As he hurried down the stairs, the knocking grew more insistent. The worn steps groaned under his weight, a familiar sound that now struck him as ominous. He opened the solid oak door to find Thomas Holloway, the town’s night warden, standing in the flickering light of his lantern. Raindrops glistened on Thomas’ oilskin coat, and the smell of wet wool wafted in with the damp night air.
“Mr. Mayor,” Thomas gasped. “The river — it’s rising fast. I think the town’s in danger, sir.”
They’d had heavy rain for days, the patter on the roof a ceaseless reminder, but this... “How bad?”
“Water’s already lapping at the mill foundations,” Thomas replied. “If it keeps rising at this rate, it’ll be in the streets before dawn.”
“Ring the alarm bell,” Jonathan ordered. “Wake everyone, tell them to move to higher ground. I’ll join you shortly.”
As Thomas hurried off, his lantern bobbing like a will-o’-the-wisp in the murky darkness, Jonathan turned to find Lillia standing on the stairs. Her chestnut hair was in a single braid down her back, and her dark eyes were filled with concern. “I heard,” she said softly, her bare feet silent on the wooden steps. “What are we going to do?”
“We save the people first,” he said, his voice low and steady despite the fear churning in his gut. “We’ll get the women and children to safety, and then see if there’s anything we can do to stop the water from destroying the town.”
They roused their children from their beds. As they bundled their son and daughter into warm clothes, the rustle of fabric and sleepy murmurs filled the air. Lillia helped little Sarah with her boots, the leather creaking as she tugged them on. Jonathan and their son, James, braved the rain to hitch their sturdy mare to the family carriage. The boy’s tousled hair was stuck up at odd angles, his eyes still heavy with interrupted sleep.
The family hurried out into the rain-soaked night to the waiting carriage. The cobblestone streets gleamed and all around them, Ebony Peak was waking to the doleful tolling of the alarm bell, its insistent voice rousing all. Candles flickered to life in windows, warm pools of light in the darkness, and worried voices called out.
But the small family soon left behind the comforting lights of the town. Cobblestones gave way to an open track, and the carriage creaked and swayed as it trundled along, its passengers huddled beneath blankets that offered little protection against the damp cold. The feeble glow of the carriage lanterns cast eerie, dancing shadows across the mist-shrouded fields, and rain fell relentlessly, driven sideways by gusts of wind that seemed to pierce through layers of wool and leather. Every jolt of the wheels sent icy droplets flying, stinging exposed faces and seeping into collar gaps. 
Eventually, the mare pulled up a winding drive, taking them to the newly built Thorne mansion, perched high above the town like a vigilant guardian. The white-painted wood gleamed ghostly in the night, but its windows were bright with lamplight. Eleanor Thorne met them at the door.
“I sensed something was wrong,” Eleanor said, ushering them inside. The warmth of the foyer enveloped them, and the household servants quickly took the children’s coats and whisked them in front of a roaring fire in the sitting room. “Sarah and James will be safe here, as will any others who wish to shelter under our roof.”
After tearful goodbyes and promises to return soon, Jonathan and Lillia returned to the town. The streets were now filled with panicked residents, many still in their nightclothes, faces pale and frightened in the flickering light.
“Everyone to high ground!” Jonathan shouted, his authoritative voice cutting through the chaos. “The Thorne mansion will take in as many as it can hold. Gather what you can carry, quickly!”
As the townspeople scrambled to obey, a cacophony of shouts and slamming doors filling the air, Jonathan caught Lillia’s eye. With a subtle nod, they separated, each making their way to opposite ends of the main street.
Hidden from view in the shadow of a gnarled oak, Lillia pressed her palms against its rough bark. She closed her eyes, reaching out with her magic to the trees lining the street. Their ancient presence filled her mind, a babble of creaking wood and rustling leaves. “Lend us your strength,” she whispered, her words carried away by the wind. “Help us protect our home.”
A faint gold glow pulsed beneath Lillia’s fingers, quickly fading before curious eyes could spot it. Then the trees seemed to shift, their roots spreading and deepening beneath the cobblestones, reinforcing the earth against the rising waters. 
Meanwhile, Jonathan stood at the edge of the swollen river, the angry waters churning and frothing mere inches from his feet. He raised his hands, fingers splayed, muttering an incantation under his breath, the ancient words of wind and power. The raging current seemed to hesitate as Jonathan wielded his water magic, eddying and swirling as if confused, the roar softening to a bewildered murmur.
For hours, Jonathan and Lillia worked tirelessly, using every magical trick they knew to abate the flood waters. They guided townspeople to safety, their words of reassurance masking the subtle magic that dried paths and steadied faltering steps. They shored up weakening structures, whispered spells of strength into wood and stone. All the while, they slowed the river’s flow, keeping it away from the most vulnerable areas, their magic a constant, invisible force contending with nature’s intensity.
Dawn finally broke, casting a sickly gray light over the drenched landscape. Jonathan and Lillia found each other in the town square. Both were exhausted, their clothes soaked and muddy, clinging to their bodies like a second skin. 
“Everyone’s left. The town’s deserted,” Lillia said, pushing her wet hair from her face with a trembling hand. “And the water is still rising. We can’t stop it.” She put a hand on her husband’s arm. “It’s time to go. Sarah and James are waiting for us.”
“I won’t surrender everything we’ve built to the river,” Jonathan grated, his voice hoarse from hours of shouting and spell-casting.
“Ebony Peak will survive,” she reassured him. 
“The Sacred Grove,” he said with sudden urgency. “If we can channel its power, we might be able to turn the river’s course.”
“We’re not to use our magic that way,” she warned. “We can’t interfere with the order of nature.”
“Please,” he pleaded. “After all our hard work, we have to save what we’ve built here.”
She nodded reluctantly, worry in her eyes. “Very well, my love.”
They made their way to the ancient circle of oaks, their feet slipping in the mud, the squishing sounds of their steps lost in the constant rush of water and wind. As they entered the grove, they felt the familiar tingle of old magic wash over them, like stepping into a warm bath after a long, cold day.
Hand in hand, they began chanting, their voices twining together in harmony as they drew upon the grove’s deep power. Leaves swirled in a frenzied dance, green and gold and brown, blurring into a living whirlwind. They could feel the river bending to their will, its rage quieting under their combined magic.
But then a sound like thunder split the air, shaking the ground beneath their feet, and drowning out their chant. An ice dam holding back the waters of an alpine lake high above the town had breached, sending a tsunami of glacial water hurtling toward them, uprooting trees and carrying massive boulders as if they were pebbles. Jonathan and Lillia looked up in horror to see a wall of water cresting the ridge, a liquid mountain racing towards them. 
“Dear Lord!” Lillia cried, raising her hands towards the oncoming deluge, her voice tight with desperation.
Jonathan knew his water magic was no match for the approaching tsunami. He grabbed her arm, his fingers digging into her flesh. “We can’t stop it! Run!”
But she shook her head. “It’s too late!”
Lillia sprinted towards the edge of the grove, her feet barely seeming to touch the ground as she ran. She planted her feet at the very edge of the circle, arms outstretched, her hair and cloak whipping about her like dark wings. She began chanting in a language older than time, the words resonating with power that made the air shimmer around her.
Jonathan ran to her side, adding his magic to hers. The air crackled as the wall of water collided with their energy, the clash of powers sending shockwaves through the grove. For a heartbeat that seemed to stretch into eternity, the wave faltered, its advance slowing as if it had struck an invisible wall.
But the force was too great, nature’s ferocity too strong even for their powerful magic. With a roar that shook the earth, the water broke through the magical barrier. Jonathan watched in helpless horror as the raging torrent swept away his beloved wife, her scream cut short as the waters engulfed her.
“Lillia!” he shouted, his voice lost in the thunderous rush, his outstretched hand grasping nothing but empty air.
And then the torrent came for him. The Sacred Grove stood silent witness as the waters closed over Jonathan’s head, carrying him away from everything he had known and loved. The last thing he saw before the flood claimed his life was a vision of Lillia’s terrified face, filling his heart with impotent rage, grief, and guilt.






  
  [image: ]
Mist and Memories


“Annatha,” a voice whispered. 
Anna blinked, disoriented. A warm golden glow came into focus, along with the familiar scent of old books and polished wood. She was in the Thorne mansion library, nestled in her favorite armchair by the fireplace. A heavy book lay open on her lap. She had been reading about the Great Flood of Ebony Peak and must have dozed off.
She looked up as Lucia quietly opened the library doors. “Good book?” she asked when she was certain she wasn’t interrupting.
Anna dropped her eyes to the tome in her lap. “It’s… interesting. I was reading another report about the Great Flood. It’s vividly described. Maybe too vivid,” she added in an undertone. 
“You’ve been studying the Great Flood for a while,” Lucia observed. “Have you learned anything new?”
Anna sighed. “No. But I’m certain there’s something important here,” she added when Lucia frowned. “I don’t know how to explain it, but I’ll know it when I find it.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Not that I can think of.” Anna gave her sister a reassuring smile. “When will Vivien be home?” she asked.
“Erik guessed they would be gone at least one night, maybe two,” Lucia answered. “I can’t believe she let him drag her out on some kind of ghost investigation in this weather,” she added, frowning.
Anna followed her sister’s gaze out the library windows, where the view was obscured in a swirling veil of eerie white. December had arrived with a dense, bone-chilling fog born from the abnormal snowfall left by the storm of the Saevio mage. Vivien’s new boyfriend, Erik, had explained it in scientific terms, talking about a temperature inversion, melting snow releasing moisture into frigid air near the surface, and the sun lacking the strength to burn off the icy mist that formed. 
Whatever the explanation, the fog hung heavy over Ebony Peak, an oppressive shroud that stole warmth, muffled sound, and smothered light. The misty gloom made even the closest trees appear as indistinct shadows, and tendrils of mist writhed and coiled hypnotically, frigid fingers reaching toward the windows. As daylight struggled to penetrate it, the fog took on an otherworldly quality — a lingering reminder of the dark forces that still threatened them.
Lucia shook herself. “But that’s not why I’m here,” she said with a serious expression. “Meredith has received word that the Pentament is on its way.”
Anna’s stomach dropped. The Pentament of the Conclave were the five most powerful witches in the world, tasked with maintaining order and balance within the global magical community. Their arrival in Ebony Peak could only mean trouble.
“They’re here about Vivien, aren’t they?” Anna asked, though she thought she already knew the answer.
Lucia nodded grimly. “The surge of power she generated when she stopped the storm was felt by witches around the world. The Conclave is... concerned about the potential consequences.”
“But she saved Erik! And the town!” Anna protested. “She saved all of us. Surely, they can’t punish her for that?”
“It’s not that simple.” Lucia sighed. “Using that level of power, especially to exploit nature on such a scale, is strictly controlled. You know that. The Pentament is here to investigate and, if needed... pass judgment.”
It felt as if a heavy weight had dropped on Anna’s shoulders. “What kind of judgment?”
Lucia exhaled. “In the worst-case scenario, Vivien could be stripped of her status as a Rablien and forbidden from using her powers ever again.”
Anna gasped. To a witch, especially one as connected to nature as Vivien, such a punishment would be severe. “We can’t let that happen,” she said in a vehement whisper.
“We’ll do our best,” Lucia assured her. “But we need to be careful. The Pentament wields considerable power, both magical and political. And it’s not just Vivien they’re investigating. Meredith is also under scrutiny for allying with the Rational Mystics during the crisis.”
Anna’s mind reeled. In trying to save Ebony Peak, they had stirred up a hornet’s nest. “What can we do?”
“For now, we cooperate,” Lucia said. “And answer their questions truthfully. I’m confident that they’ll understand the extraordinary circumstances we faced.”
Anna closed the book on her lap and stood. “How long before they arrive?”
“Six days.”
“Does Vivien know?”
Lucia shook her head. “We’ll tell her when she and Erik return.” She gave Anna a sad smile. “There’s nothing we can do until the Pentament arrives. She might as well enjoy her weekend away without worry.”
“What about the Rational Mystics? They’ve never encountered anything like the Pentament before. Shouldn’t we prepare them?”
Lucia sat on the edge of a nearby chair. “You’re right. I’ve been so focused on Vivien that I almost forgot how overwhelming it could be for them.”
“What should we tell them?” Anna asked. “I mean, how do we even begin to explain it to people who, until recently, thought magic was only a myth?”
Lucia considered for a moment. “We start with the basics. We tell them the Pentament is essentially a magical supreme court, each member representing a different magical tradition.”
“But we’ll have to be clear that the Pentament isn’t about passing judgment, but about guarding the magical balance.”
“True,” Lucia agreed. “We need to make sure Dr. Emerson and her team understand that the Pentament’s decisions can reshape the magical world.”
“Do you think we should warn them about the Pentament’s... abilities?” Anna asked hesitantly.
Lucia’s brow furrowed. “You mean their power to see through deception and to peer into memories?”
“It might be a shock if they’re not prepared. And we don’t want them accidentally offending them by trying to hide something.”
“Good point,” Lucia said. “We’ll need to stress the importance of absolute honesty and that the Pentament will know if they’re holding anything back.”
“What about the ritual aspects?” Anna asked. “The Rational Mystics are scientists. They might find some of the Pentament’s more... traditional practices confusing. To us, ceremonial robes, the sacred objects, the incantations in ancient languages are normal. To them, it might seem like something out of a fantasy novel.”
“We’ll explain as best we can,” Lucia assured her. “We’ll emphasize that these rituals aren’t just for show. They’re part of how the Pentament channels and focuses its power. But I suspect they will more likely be fascinated than confused,” she added with a grin.
Anna bit her lip, hesitating before voicing her next concern. “Lucia... do you think we should warn them about the potential repercussions? Not just for Vivien and Meredith, but for them as well?”
Lucia’s expression grew somber. “You’re worried they might decide the Rational Mystics know too much. We have to be honest with them,” Lucia said as Anna nodded, concern in her pale eyes. “They deserve to know the risks, and that the Pentament has the authority to... alter memories if they deem it necessary to protect magical secrets.”
“They won’t like that,” Anna murmured.
“No, they won’t,” Lucia agreed. “But I think Dr. Emerson and her team have proven themselves trustworthy allies. We’ll make that case as strongly as we can.”
“There’s so much to cover. The proper forms of address, the expected behavior, the potential questions they might be asked...”
Lucia rose and placed a comforting hand on Anna’s shoulder. “We’ll go through it all with them, step by step.”
“Do you think they’ll be okay?” Anna asked, her voice small. 
Lucia smiled reassuringly. “They’ve faced down a Saevio mage. I think they’re more resilient than we give them credit for.”
Anna nodded, feeling slightly more at ease. “You’re right. We should set up a meeting with them as soon as possible.”
“Good idea,” Lucia agreed. “I’ll inform Dr. Emerson right away. And Greg is coming for breakfast tomorrow. It will be good to have him here for this, too. We’ll gather everyone in the sitting room after we eat.”
“I’m glad he’ll be here,” Anna said with a warm smile. “And Erik, too. I’m grateful that you and Vivien have found happiness.”
Lucia took Anna’s hands in hers. “And I wish the same for you. I know,” she said quickly as Anna opened her mouth to protest. “You don’t want the pain of knowing when death is coming for someone you love. But there may come a time….” She paused and took a deep breath. “There may come a someone for whom you will endure it.”
Lucia turned to leave and then turned back to face her sister. “With all the stress, I might have overlooked preparing our allies properly. Thank you for thinking of them.”
Anna smiled, a faint blush coloring her pale cheeks. “That’s what family does, right? We look out for each other... and for those who stand with us.”

      [image: ]Vivien burst through the front door of the Thorne mansion, her cheeks flushed with excitement and her wild red hair curling from the moisture outside. Erik followed close behind, his arms laden with bags and equipment.
“Lucia! Anna! You won’t believe what we found!” Vivien called out, her voice echoing through the foyer.
Lucia appeared at the top of the stairs, her face a mask of calm that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Welcome back,” she said, descending to greet her. “I trust your ghost hunt was successful?”
“It was! I can’t wait to tell you all about it,” Vivien breathlessly; but her smile faltered as she caught the tension radiating from her sister. “What’s wrong?”
They gathered in the sitting room, joined by Erik, Meredith, and Dr. Emerson from the Rational Mystics. Lucia briefly explained the situation. The color drained from Vivien’s face.
“The Pentament?” Vivien whispered, her earlier enthusiasm evaporating. “They’re coming here? Because of me?”
Meredith nodded gravely. “Your display of power during the storm was... extraordinary. It caught the attention of witches worldwide. The Conclave feels compelled to investigate.”
“But I saved the town!” Vivien protested, looking around for support. “I stopped the storm!”
“It’s not that simple,” Lucia said, echoing her earlier words to Anna. “The laws governing the use of magic are ancient and complex. What you did, while heroic, could be seen as a dangerous precedent.”
“I don’t understand,” Erik growled. “Vivien saved lives. How can that be wrong?”
Dr. Emerson cleared her throat. “Lucia explained this to me,” she said to Erik. “From what I understand of magical law, it’s not about right or wrong in the moral sense. It’s about maintaining balance and preventing the abuse of power.”
Meredith nodded. “Exactly. The rules exist to protect both the magical and non-magical worlds. If every witch felt free to unleash their power whenever they chose, the results would be disastrous.”
Vivien slumped in her chair. “So, what do we do?”
Lucia’s dark eyes flashed. “We prepare. We present our case clearly and concisely, and emphasize the extraordinary circumstances we faced, and the lack of alternatives.”
“And if that’s not enough?” Vivien asked, her voice barely above a whisper. A heavy silence fell over the room and Vivien’s eyes widened, her hand flying to her throat where her topaz pendant hung.
“But why now?” Erik demanded. “The mage’s army could invade at any time. It’s not the time for bureaucratic nonsense.”
“I’m sure the Pentament feels there can be no delay,” Lucia said.
“Perhaps they can help,” Anna added. “They are some of the most powerful witches in the world. We have a better chance of defeating the Saevio mage if they are with us.”
“Only if they believe us,” Vivien said in a bitter tone.
“But why would they not?” Dr. Emerson asked, her brow furrowed in confusion. “We can prove what happened and show that our actions were not only necessary but also managed and precise.”
Meredith nodded slowly. “The Pentament of the Conclave respects evidence and logical arguments. If we can demonstrate that Vivien’s use of power was a calculated risk rather than a reckless act, it might sway them.”
“We should also gather testimonies,” Erik suggested. “From the coven and the Rational Mystics who witnessed the event. The more support we can show, the better.”
“My people collected data throughout the entire event,” Dr. Emerson added. “We can prepare a report analyzing what we were up against and what we did to stop it.”
Lucia stood, pacing the room as she often did when deep in thought. “All good ideas. But we need to be careful. They will be looking for any sign that we’re trying to manipulate the situation. Our honesty and transparency will be crucial.”
“What about me?” Meredith asked. “They’re not just here about Vivien. My decision to work with the Rational Mystics is also under scrutiny.”
Dr. Emerson straightened in her chair. “We stand by our actions. The collaboration between witches and scientists saved lives and prevented a catastrophe. I stand by that.”
“We can hope,” Meredith said, though her tone was uncertain. “But the Conclave has always been wary of sharing magical knowledge with outsiders, even those with the best intentions.”
“What if we turn this around on them?” Vivien asked, a spark of her usual fire returning to her eyes.
“What do you mean?” Lucia asked, pausing in her pacing.
Vivien shared a significant glance with Erik. “Instead of just defending our actions, we present them as a new model for handling magical crises,” Vivien said, her words coming faster as the idea took shape. “We show how the combination of traditional magic and scientific understanding allowed us to face a threat that neither group could have handled alone.”
Erik nodded, grinning. “We show how our collaboration led to more effective and controlled use of magic, rather than relying solely on raw power.”
“It’s risky,” Meredith cautioned. “The Pentament isn’t known for embracing change.”
Dr. Emerson smiled. “I like it. It’s bold, forward-thinking. Exactly the kind of approach that could shake up centuries of magical bureaucracy.”
“Whatever we decide, we need to stand united,” Anna said. “They will look for any cracks in our resolve, any signs of doubt or division.”
Vivien reached out, taking her sisters’ hands. “We’ve faced worse than a group of stuffy old witches.”
A ripple of nervous laughter went through the room.
Lucia returned Vivien’s squeeze. “Less than a week,” she said. “That’s how long we have to prepare our case, gather our evidence, and present a united front. We’ll start after breakfast tomorrow.”
As the group left the sitting room, Anna enjoyed the sense of cautious optimism that filled the air. They had faced the fury of a Saevio mage and the tearing of the veil between worlds. Compared to that, convincing five powerful witches of the righteousness of their actions seemed almost manageable.
Almost.
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Before the Five


Anna woke with a gasp, her eyes wide as she sat up, gripping her covers. The dream had been so real — she could still hear the roar of the flood waters, smell the mud and debris, feel the terror as the wall of water roared toward her. She flung the covers aside, perspiring despite the December chill. 
The small fire in the hearth warmed the room, but the hardwood floor was chilly as she tip-toed to the windows. Her heart sank as she pulled aside the silver velvet curtains. The icy fog remained, almost sinister in the way it seemed to reach and writhe as it leached warmth away.
She dressed quickly, choosing a pale blue sweater and grey slacks, trying to focus on the task ahead. The morning’s meeting would bring together the Thorne sisters, key members of the Coven of the Ancient Oak, and their allies from the Rational Mystics, to review everything that had happened over the last few months, and plan their strategy for the Pentament.
The house was already stirring and the smell of coffee and cinnamon rolls wafted in as she opened the door to her room; but Anna’s stomach was too knotted from the dream to eat. Automatically, she felt for her sisters; then for Meera, who was in the kitchen organizing breakfast for their expanded household; reaching further, she found many in the library, where the Rational Mystics had likely worked through the night. Then she hastily pulled her senses
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