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      “Remind me again why you thought bringing me to a graveyard would cheer me up.”

      Teagan gave me a sheepish smile as she pulled her trusty old Toyota Celica into a gravel lay-by that was barely wide enough to count as a parking space. The early morning sun shone through the windscreen, glinting off her shiny black hair, and her blue eyes sparkled mischievously as she cut the engine.

      “It’s peaceful?” she offered with feigned innocence. “Just a quick stop, I promise.” With that, she climbed out of the car, her impatience to explore clearly getting the better of her.

      I gave a martyred sigh but couldn’t help the smile that tugged at my lips. Teagan and I had been friends a long time, and I’d known when I signed up for the girly road trip around Ireland that there would be at least a couple of random excursions thrown in for good measure. My best friend knew how to have a good time, but hiding underneath her carefree, fun-loving exterior was a history geek. Teagan enjoyed nothing more than exploring the weird and wonderful side of the past. Which apparently meant traipsing around creepy old graveyards.

      Resigned to my fate, I squeezed out of the passenger side of the car and looked around. A number of other vehicles had pulled in along the narrow country road and I let out a low whistle. Old graveyards must be the place to be on a Saturday morning. Hopefully that didn’t mean it was the local dogging site.

      I hurried to catch up as Teagan disappeared between two large oak trees that marked the entrance to the church grounds.

      As I stepped beneath the shadowy arch of branches, the graveyard sprawled out before me. Headstones were scattered around a field of overgrown grass. Some were little more than time-worn slabs of stone, others intricately carved Celtic crosses, or imposing statues of angels. All were beautiful in a somewhat morbid kind of way.

      At the rear of the graveyard, the jagged ruins of an old church stood proud against the backdrop of a cloudless blue sky. Nature had welcomed what remained of the stone building with patches of moss covering its weathered surface, and the church blended into the landscape so well that it almost seemed to have sprung up from the earth.

      “That’s the Church of the Blessed Heart,” Teagan said in a hushed voice as I reached her side. “For centuries there were rumours about witchcraft being performed here. Isn’t it amazing?”

      I shook my head in amusement at her barely contained excitement. “There’s a word for people like you, you know that?”

      “Taphophile?”

      “No. Weirdo.”

      She laughed and swatted my arm. Then something to our right caught her attention and before I knew it, she’d disappeared into the distance, off to explore gods knew what.

      I looked around. At least it was a pleasant morning. Considering the slow start we’d had to summer this year, a bit of fresh air wouldn’t do me any harm. And it could be worse, I reminded myself; I could be stuck in the office buried in legal paperwork, or worse – back home, living with my mother, wondering where exactly my life had gone so wrong.

      Finding myself homeless had been an unfortunate side effect when I ended my three-year relationship with Pete. He hadn’t kicked me out of the house we were renting together, of course – he was far too nice a person for that. But after I crushed his heart to teeny tiny pieces by turning down his wedding proposal, I figured it was only fair for me to be the one to leave.

      Guilt still choked me every time I thought about him getting down on one knee in front of me. I loved Pete. But I knew in that moment that I didn’t love him the way he deserved. I couldn’t resign him to a lifetime of less than he deserved, so I threw both of our lives into upheaval and prayed I wouldn’t live to regret it.

      Teagan had selflessly sacrificed her spare room so that I didn’t have to face the torturous fate of moving back home and arranged this road trip to take my mind off everything. She was basically my guardian angel; the least I could do in return was humour her ghoulish detour.

      The grass around the headstones was overgrown enough that it was easy to identify the regularly walked routes by the trampled patches that wound around the field. Still, I trod carefully, conscious of not stepping on any graves as I perused the worn epitaphs and unique personal touches that piqued my curiosity about the people buried beneath.

      Unlike more modern graveyards, there were no neat rows here that made the place feel like a production line of death. The scattered, haphazard nature of these burial plots appealed to me, and though I’d never given my own future demise much thought, I decided I’d quite like to be buried in a place like this.

      Would anyone notice if I slipped a placeholder headstone in?

      Grinning to myself, I wound my way towards the ruins at the rear of the grounds. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice anyone around me until I face­-planted into a broad chest.

      Hands reached out and grabbed my shoulders to steady me. Dazed, I looked up and found a man in his thirties with shaggy blond hair and the bluest eyes staring down at me. His tanned skin made him look like he’d be more at home surfing the waves than wandering around this old place, and it took me a moment too long to realise I was staring.

      “Oh, sorry.” Flustered, I pushed wayward strands of blonde hair back from my face. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      He released his grip, only for me to stumble as I attempted to step back out of his personal space. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips and his eyes seemed to dance with amusement as he steadied me again, this time waiting until I was firmly planted on two feet before releasing me.

      “That’s okay. You can bump into me any time.”

      I opened my mouth to respond – with something clever and witty, I’m sure – when Teagan called to me from the far side of the graveyard.

      “Aisling, come here and look at this.”

      I turned to see my friend waving excitedly to me and cursed her poorly timed interruption. With an apologetic smile, I turned back to excuse myself, but the man was already gone.

      Oh well, it wasn’t like I was considering rebound options yet anyway. I ignored the twinge of disappointment and made my way to where Teagan waited beneath a cherry blossom tree.

      “Look!” Teagan crouched down and pointed to a small headstone on the ground beside her. “Betty Anne. I was reading about her last night. She was accused of witchcraft and drowned to prove it. Of course, it was a bit inconvenient for the church when she actually died since it proved their theory wrong, but still they refused to let her be buried on sacred land. A group of local women petitioned the priest, Father Dominic, to step in and appeal their ruling, but he refused.”

      I crinkled my brow as I looked at the headstone. “So, how is her grave here?”

      Teagan gave me a wicked smile. “Not long after Father Dominic refused the request, he went mad and tried to burn down the church, killing himself in the process. Rumours started circling that the group of women who had approached him were, in fact, a coven of witches and that they cursed him as punishment. When they were clearing up the damage caused by the fire, someone spotted this new headstone. No one knows how it got here, and nobody was brave enough to check if Betty Anne is actually buried beneath it, for fear of angering the witches.”

      I snorted. People believed the strangest things in the old days. Crouching down beside Teagan, I inspected the barely legible swirls of writing on the stone surface. I could make out the name Betty Anne, and there seemed to be an O’M after it, but the rest was too faded to make out.

      “Do you know what her surname was?”

      Teagan ran her fingertips over the letters. “There’s been no reference to it in any of the articles I read. O’M. Could be O’Meara. Do you think she might be a relative?” She arched an eyebrow and gave me a teasing grin.

      I laughed. “There have definitely been a few witches in my family, but I think that’s more of a personality trait than an affinity for magic.”

      Pushing back to my feet, I looked around. Despite my misgivings, the place had a strange charm to it.

      A flash of blue caught my attention, and I spotted the blond-haired man disappearing into the church ruins. Maybe there was something to this whole “interest in graveyards” thing if it attracted people like that.

      “I’m going to explore,” I told Teagan.

      Closer to the ruins of the church, the graves became sparser – or at least less clearly marked. A low, crumbling stone wall ran behind the property, marking its boundary. On the far side, a wide open field lay. The green expanse looked remarkably bland compared to the church grounds where I was standing, but I found myself unable to tear my gaze away from it.

      A shiver ran through me as something tugged at my chest. I needed a closer look.

      I hadn’t even noticed that my feet were moving in the direction of the boundary until I found myself swinging a leg over the moss-covered wall. The grass felt soft beneath my feet as I passed to the other side, and I was struck by the strangely uniform appearance of the field; all the blades of grass were the same height and the exact same shade of green.

      A small voice at the back of my head warned that I was likely trespassing on private property, but still something propelled me forward.

      It was only as I grew closer to the centre of the field that I realised it wasn’t all quite as samey as I’d initially thought. The ground ahead of me was raised, visible only now that I stood within a few feet of it. Odd that I hadn’t noticed it sooner.

      The aroma of fresh herbs drifted to me on the wind. Rosemary and a subtle hint of lemongrass. I inhaled deeply.

      “Aisling. Aisling.”

      Teagan’s call came from behind me, but it sounded muted somehow, as if I was underwater and she was calling to me from the surface. I turned to look back towards the church, but found my movements to be sluggish.

      My friend waved to me from where she stood at the boundary wall, a frown clear on her face. I returned her wave with a vague gesture before my attention was once more drawn back to the raised section of the field before me.

      Without really knowing why, I took the last few steps to the area of ground that was different from all the rest.

      A shock of electricity jolted through me.

      I gasped, and my muscles clenched in agony. All breath left my body, and one clear thought flashed through my mind: I’m going to die. Then everything went black.
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      Teagan gripped my elbow to steady me as she led me out of the hospital and into her waiting car. I wanted to tell her I was fine to walk by myself, but the protest had fallen on deaf ears the last three times I’d tried, so I knew it would be futile.

      “We don’t have to cut the road trip short,” I told her when she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I’m fine, really.”

      “You collapsed and had a seizure. That most definitely is not fine!”

      “The doctor said all my tests are clear. It was probably just low blood sugar. You know what I’m like if I don’t eat.”

      Sure, I’d had breakfast before we’d left that morning, but stress can do strange things to the body, and I’d definitely had a stressful few weeks; maybe my sugar needs were just higher than normal?

      Teagan pointedly ignored me as she turned the car around and headed back towards Dublin.

      Exhaustion weighed down on me, and I slumped in the passenger seat, staring glumly at the sun as it set on the horizon. We’d been almost ten hours in a cubicle in the A&E department while doctors poked, prodded, and scanned me, only to suggest that I get some rest and maybe take up a hobby to help me relax.

      That was a far cry from the fun road trip either of us had envisaged, and guilt mingled with the lingering sense of unease I’d felt ever since I’d awoken.

      It had been unnerving to find myself cushioned by that strangely perfect green grass, Teagan’s panicked face staring down at me. I couldn’t remember how I’d ended up on the ground, and I had no idea how long I’d been out for.

      The doctors seemed to agree with Teagan’s assessment that I’d had a seizure; they just couldn’t tell me why. Since I had no personal or family history of seizures, and all my tests showed up normal, they’d resorted to the standard diagnosis of stress. As much as the doctors’ patronising tone had pissed me off, I had to admit it was preferable to accept that explanation over the possibility of something more sinister.

      The vibration of the tyres on the road gradually lulled me into a boneless state of relaxation and my eyelids drooped closed. The surrounds of the car faded away and I suddenly found myself standing in the centre of that strange green field again. Hints of rosemary and lemongrass drifted to me on the wind, and though I looked around, I still couldn’t pinpoint the source.

      With the exception of the grass’s eerie precision, the field was as bland and nondescript as I remembered it. Yet something felt different about it this time.

      Energy crackled in the air around me and my chest tightened in panic as
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