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Prologue
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“Father! I saw it run to the brush creek edge!” 

An older man and a group of torch wielding mob rush to where they had seen the horned creature run. The moonlight glinted off of its antlers and skull that covered its head. The group was hunting a creature reputed to have terrorized the small community near the forest’s edge for centuries. A beast with the body of a man, head of a stag and legs of a goat. A devil for certain from the depths of hell. Every Sunday, the preacher told his flock that the devil stalked their community and told them they must pray to God in order to destroy him. 

The creature carefully moved through the trees; the silvery moon illuminated his path away from the hunters but he underestimated their tracking abilities. A single shot rang out and tore through his flesh with excruciating pain. He fell in a crumpled heap on the forest floor and struggled to move. He grasped at the Torc around his neck and to his horror, found it had been broken in half by the bullet. It was never meant to break by anything other than magick. 

The Torc was forged by Goibniu, God of Blacksmithing. He would be the only one who could repair it. The wound was gushing blood now, and the creature found himself paralyzed. The thumping of his heart beat slowed with every breath he struggled for. 

Out of the darkened grove of trees, two massive figures emerged. Their enormous shadows obliterated the light of the moon above him. Thankfully, they were no enemies of his. 

“You must get up, brother. The humans are near.”

He pushed up off of the ground but his arms were heavy and gave out under him. The figures gently pushed him to his feet and to a nearby den hidden within the rocky sides above the creek. He peered out of the entrance and saw the torches get closer as the angry figures shouted to one another.

“I saw it fall! That monstrous beast took the hit and fell right here! I told you, the devil is here! Fan out and find it!” one man shouted. 

The group separated as each torch faded. Suddenly, one went out, then another, then another. A rumble shook the trees, followed by a guttural scream and silence.

The leader swung his torch around and came face-to-face with a massive bear, larger than anything he had ever encountered in the back woods. Its eyes glowed with fire as bright as the sun. It rose up on its hind legs and roared so loudly, the entire forest shook. He fell to the ground and his gun rolled out of reach as the bear roared again. 

It stared him down as the silence filled the forest; nary an owl or any creature of the night made a sound.  

“Father!” A shout rang out and cut the dead silence as a boy, barely a man, rushed toward the bear. Quickly, the bear swatted the boy into a tree. A few members of the surviving party converged around the bear, but it was a mistake. A violent wind rushed through the woods and all the torches were extinguished at once. The sounds of bones breaking and bodies being ripped apart filled the mob leader with terror.

The spurting of blood dripped down the trees as the bear dropped the arm of the man’s son onto his lap. He shrank in fear as a booming voice came through the trees.

“Man has no place in these sacred woods. Those like you who hunt for trophies or out of hate of the unknown will find only blood, pain, and death. Leave and never return. Tell all that cross your path to heed our warning human. Death will come to you all if one foot crosses the sacred boundary. You leave with your life intact; the rest are sacrifices for the lives they took. Their deaths have restored the balance to nature. Go.”

The man scrambled to his feet and ran through the dark thicket, branches clawing at his clothes and a strong wind pushing him out of the forest. He stumbled upon the footpath that had led him and the other dead hunters on their ill-fated quest.

“He is gone. You are safe, brother.” The bear looked to the horned man.

A massive ancient stag emerged from the trees as the bear helped pull the horned man from the den. 

“We must put the seal in place, brother. The prophecy has not come to pass and we need to be safe until it does. Do you have the strength to do it?” The bear asked him as his breath labored when he attempted to stand.

The bear grabbed his arm as the gushing blood had slowed to a trickle. But the man was still weak and the wound was not healing. His arms rose to the sky and the pearl moon shone down on him as his hands warmed and began to emanate a blue wave of energy. The trees swayed toward him and the ground shook below. The wound proved to be too painful for him and he collapsed.

The stag walked to him and knelt down. The man? grabbed onto his antlers.

“Use our strength, brother. We will do this together.”

His antlers provided stability and the bear nudged him up with a giant paw.

They stood in a circle as the energy swirled around them. Air howled with a screeching roar and the trees began to grow with an unnatural force. The branches encircled the land with an impenetrable wall of thorns and leaves. The horned man fell to the ground again, gasping for air as the stag and bear pulled him to the two ancient trees that created the forest. An oak and a hawthorn. They were planted by the ancient tribe’s centuries before and gave strength and healing to those who were in need. 

They placed him in the center of the thorned circle. As the moon set and dawn approached, the stag took its place to his left, the bear to his right and a raven above to watch over them from the trees. The roots unfurled from the depths of the earth and wrapped the three in a protective cocoon in order to heal them for as long as it would take. A massive raven and dark blue snake appeared at their feet would be the sentinel guardians over the powerful beings. They would rest in their deep slumber for centuries, not knowing that the prophecy that was put before them a millennium prior would be fulfilled by the arrival of a woman sooner than they anticipated. 

Now they rest, and the forest and its creatures are safe from the horrors of man. Balance has been restored to the land.




Chapter I

[image: Image]

“Miss Hawthorne?”

The man sitting behind the oversized antique desk looked at Layla Hawthorne with sympathy and pity in his gaze. It was the last thing she wanted at that moment. The room was dimly lit to give off a comforting vibe but it felt more like a tomb to Layla. He spoke more, but of nothing of consequence or importance. There would be no funeral or service of any kind. Her uncle was an atheist and would have rather had his remains used to plant a tree or grow tomatoes or something of that nature. He hated funerals and would have scoffed at anyone, much less the “family,” for mourning him. 

That same extended family condemned him for being gay, condemned her mother for having her out of wedlock and finally condemned Layla for being a witch. 

It was a never-ending battle, having to be nice to people who hated her, made snide remarks, and told her she should turn to Jesus to heal her pain. The amount of hypocrisy and judgement from people who knew nothing about her was incredible. They made judgements simply based on their closed-minded beliefs. Small towns breed small minds. Especially when those small minds never explore the world outside of their own tiny one. 

“No, there isn’t a need for a service. I would just like to take the ashes and be on my way if you please,” Layla said. 

Her sharp politeness let him know there was nothing else for him to do except get the paperwork and start the cremation. It would be a few hours before the remains would be ready and Layla needed to leave the moment it was done. The man left to get the paperwork and Layla looked around the room. The urns on the wall with engraved faces on them that stared at her with empty gazes and the smell: flowers mixed with embalming chemicals. 

The pain in her chest grew heavier with every tick of the grandfather clock in the corner. Time marched by at a snail’s pace as she waited for the man to return. 

Tick, tick, tick. 

All the precious time she had wasted not being with her immediate family when she needed to be. The regret, the pain, the anger and rage bubbled up inside her, waiting to explode. Layla’s heart beat faster and faster as she felt the twinges of a panic attack take hold of her body. She needed to escape the room that was growing smaller around her, closing in. She couldn’t breathe as the memory of what happened to him entered her mind. 

Her uncle had died in his sleep, same as her mother. Only he wasn’t found immediately. It was a month before anyone discovered his remains. He was a very solitary person and it was typical for him to retreat into his dark apartment with only the cats to interact with for weeks at a time. However, this time was different. 

The afternoon before she received the call about him was a strange one. The air was thick and heavy, like a humid blanket that covered the sky. Layla was driving home from work when she noticed a lone rain cloud in the sky in front of her. It seemed odd that this cloud was raining when the rest of the sky was a hazy blue with heat. She knew something was amiss. No more than five minutes later, the call came in from her uncle’s best friend that his body had been found. Another death for which Layla took the guilt, just like her mother’s. The funeral director finally returned. A burst of air came through the door, which made Layla realize how much she needed to stop and breathe.  Layla scribbled her signature and initials on the papers and left the room as quickly as her legs could carry her. 

The silence of the funeral home was undisturbed by her footsteps, as the thick carpet beneath her absorbed the sound. But moments later, the silence was broken by a voice that immediately set Layla’s nerves on edge.

“Layla? There you are, kid. I heard what happened and wanted to come and see you to check that you are doing okay. I want to help since we are the only family left now.”

The panic attack hadn’t subsided yet and Layla’s hands shook at her side. She tried to keep her emotions under control, but the moment the woman reached out and touched her arm, the rage exploded in the form of a resounding slap across her face, leaving behind a red mark on her weathered and aged visage.

“Are you kidding me right now?” Layla asked. “How in all holy hell did you even find me? Or him for that matter? You aren’t that smart to begin with so tell me who told you. Now.”

The woman rubbed her cheek and shook her head with a feigned attempt at outrage. 

“You know what?  don’t care how you found out,” Layla said. “Fuck off, Janet.”

Layla walked toward the exit as the woman yanked her arm backwards and pulled her back inside.

“You ungrateful spoiled brat! Still lashing out at people and slapping them?” Janet asked, although she clearly knew the answer. “I am here to mourn my dear brother and you hit me? Who do you think you are, young lady?”

A volcanic eruption of emotions and the years of anger, sadness and rage released themselves from Layla in a torrent of words.

“First off Janet, I am a grown woman so don’t you ever talk down to me like I am a ten-year-old child. Second, you aren’t here to mourn him. I know better. You are here because you think he had money stashed away. You blew through the family inheritance that you stole from us in less than a year, three hundred and fifty thousand dollars according to my calculations,” Layla said. “And now it’s gone, so you want more. Greed is an ugly look on anyone, but you have always been ugly, right down to that pathetic shriveled soul of yours.”

“He was my dear brother…” Janet replied and Layla’s jaw dropped.

“Your dear brother? The dear brother you pulled a loaded gun and tried to kill? The dear brother you condemned because he was gay? The dear brother you hated since childhood because he and my mom were best friends and you felt left out? That is rich coming from you.”

Janet stepped back as Layla waited for her response but she knew Janet had nothing.

 “You stole my grandfather by paying off that judge in our trial, stole the money, sold my grandparents’ home out from under us, and left my uncle and I destitute,” Layla continued. “You denied my uncle the home visits to see his own father in the last year of pawpaw’s life. The final time he saw him, was on a fucking funeral slab in a morgue. The final time he saw his father and it was like that. How cruel can you be? Really, Janet? How?”

Layla advanced toward her as a few people emerged from their offices to see what was happening. 

“I know you killed him, too, Janet. You took him off all his medications that were keeping him healthy and alive, you refused to take him to the VA for checkups, you isolated him and coached him to tell people he wanted to be cremated but that wasn’t true at all,” Layla spat. “He wanted to be buried next to his wife! You did it to hide the evidence and ensure there was no autopsy.”

Janet was now looking for an active way out of the foyer, but there wasn’t one. She was being confronted with the hard truth, and Layla was going to have her revenge even if it meant airing every piece of dirty laundry to a building of strangers.

“You thought turmeric could cure him? He had Alzheimer’s, heart issues and high blood pressure! Meds could help with two of those,” Layla said. “You know how I know? Cause I have the same fucking issues! They’re hereditary! But you wouldn’t know that since you were just a trash orphan.”

The funeral director tried to usher them into an office, having been witness to many a family brawl, but Layla was having none of that. 

She lowered her voice to a seething whisper as Janet trembled slightly at her wicked gaze.

“I know you murdered my pawpaw for money. Memaw knew you were a selfish person. She even said it on her death bed. Yeah, I know that her last word on this earth was “bullshit” directed at you after your declaration of wanting to care for her and Pawpaw after not seeing them for over a decade. You have no allegiance, no love or loyalty to my family. Only to yourself and money,” Layla said. 

“Greed, selfishness and your pathetic vendettas are all you have. If my mother was still alive, none of this would have come to a head. She would have ripped your shriveled, cold, black heart from your chest and stomped it into dust. But she isn’t here. However, I am my mother’s daughter. I am a Hawthorne and we come from the power and strength of our bloodline. Leave. Now. You have no claim, no rights, nothing.”

Layla trembled as the last of her words tumbled out in a flurry of tears teetering on the precipice of her eyes, but she was not going to give Janet the satisfaction of seeing her cry. Layla wanted their final confrontation to be burned in Janet’s mind for eternity. On one of worst possible days of her life, Layla refused to show herself to be weak.

“I tried to give you the benefit of the doubt, but the kitchen table was the final straw. I asked you for that table and those chairs, memories for me that were joyful and you said they were tossed out with the garbage. Decades of happy memories just tossed like nothing. I hope your fancy fucking car, swimming pool and guns were worth it. You are a murderer twice over,” Layla said.

“Robert James died of a literal broken heart because of all the damage you caused. Do you know how disgusting it is to get your dead family members’ deceased fluids on your hands trying to rescue one of their cats from under a bed? Its traumatizing. I found my mom’s body after her death and now this. Just fuck all the way off, Janet.”

Layla turned to walk out but she had one final nail to put in Janet’s coffin.

“I was always the favorite. Always. Now get out of here and don’t you contact me ever again for any reason. You are nothing, vapor, non-existent. Just like you were to the fourteen-year-old prostitute birth mother you valued over the woman who raised you. At least Memaw never left you laying in the dirt on the side of the road while she blew some guy in a car and drove off to let you starve,” Layla said.

“You always were ungrateful and never deserved my family. I know a great deal of things that would land you in jail. So, do yourself a favor and leave. Now.”

The tears fell from Janet’s face and Layla could see she finally struck a nerve. Good. Knowing Janet, she would rush right off to social media to garner attention from her “Christian” friends and blast Layla for being a horrible person. 

It no longer mattered. 

Layla stormed out of the building. The wind had picked up exponentially and the scent of rain permeated the air. She inhaled deeply and recalled a memory of her and her pawpaw on the open-air patio in the country, just watching the bees and hummingbirds suckle the flowers around the house. 

“It’s going to rain,” Pawpaw had said, but Layla couldn’t see a cloud in the sky. She had chuckled, but no more than ten minutes later, a storm blew over the levee next to the house and down came the rain. 

Pawpaw had a gift and was never wrong. Her own gifts came from him and her maternal grandmother’s family. The memory faded as the flood of tears came. All of the pain and loss of her immediate family over the past decade hit her and she could do nothing but cry. The moment the tears touched her cheeks, the skies opened up and a torrential storm hammered the area. Her car shook from the thunder and heavy rain falling as Layla cried and wailed in mourning until there was nothing left in her. 

There was no release or pressure lifted. Just heavy loneliness. 

Her phone rang and the voice on the other end telling her the cremated remains were ready. She retrieved the box, six inches wide and nine inches long, heavy with a life, a soul that still had so much to live for. Now it was just ash and bits of bone. The weight felt heavier than cinderblocks. She needed to write another eulogy. Another fucking eulogy. She had written and given the ones for her mother and grandmother in front of people she barely knew.

The ones for her pawpaw and uncle would never be heard by anyone. No service, no proper goodbye from their friends or extended relatives. Denied a proper sendoff because of greed. Layla would only be able to perform a silent memorial, in her small apartment, alone.

The three-hour drive home was somber, quiet and exhausting. Layla parked her car, box in hand, and looked up at the plants hanging off her balcony. Even they looked depressed as she realized there was no one left to share them with. Tomatoes and eggplants were beginning to flower and soon they would bear fruit. Uncle Robert always looked forward to the harvest from her grandparents gardens every summer and after they passed away, Layla took on the mantle of not only family gardener, but matriarch as well. They spent time together but as it was in the family, they also needed space from each other. It was a Hawthorne trait that no one truly understood outside of them. 

The regret for spending too much time at work over the years overwhelmed her. That time was lost now. Time she should have spent with family was gone. The ascent up the stairs seemed too much, but she had to make it there. Her uncle’s cats needed her and Layla could rest in her own bed.

She started up the stairs and from around the corner at the top, he appeared. The Gaslighter.

“I am in no mood for your presence Victor. You decided to be a typical guy and string me along for two years just to have sex with me. Never really gave a damn about me, just wanted to use me for your selfish wants. You abandoned me when my grandfather died, claiming I was being dramatic and then popped back up when you knew I was depressed and wouldn’t say no to you. I am exhausted, I really don’t want to be around people and I am fucking mourning. Get out of here.”

He stood up, towering over her, and would not move.

“Jesus, Layla, I just wanted to see you but lately it’s nothing but your ungrateful bitch attitude when I come around.”

She shoved past him to her door and struggled to get her keys in her hand and into the lock. Victor grabbed her arm and pushed her against the door. 

“You enjoy it rough, Layla, don’t pretend that you don’t. Misery sex is better than no sex.” He leaned in to kiss her but Layla pushed him off of her. 

“I don’t want anything like that from you,” Layla said. “Consent, you fucking asshole. Learn the goddamn meaning of it before you ever touch another woman. Learn manners while you’re at it.”

He grabbed her again and the box of ashes slipped from her hands and crashed into the ground. The corner cracked open and ashes spilled onto the rainbow mat in front of her door. Layla felt a cold chill shiver up her spine before she burst into tears.

“Go away!” she screamed and shoved Victor down the stairs with impressive force as burst of white light shot from her hands at the same moment a bolt of lightning crashed into the ground next to the entryway. Layla jumped back, looking down at her hands as the light vanished just as quickly as it had appeared. 

Victor didn’t fall the whole way, but it was enough to bruise him up. He got up and called her a bitch again as he left her crumpled on her doorstep, ashes of her dead uncle on her hands. 

Layla cried harder as the skies grew darker and a torrential rain began to pour down. She tried to get up, but it was too painful. Her tears mixed with the spilled ashes and turned to mud in her hands. 

Layla tried to open the door but her hand slipped on the knob. Frustration overtook her body and she kicked at the bottom of it until her foot was sore. 

She finally got inside and sat the box down on the side table and dropped her bag and paperwork onto the floor. Her two newest apartment companions trotted out from the bedroom and meowed at Layla for dinner.

“I know I’m late. Sorry, boys.” Layla sighed and looked around her apartment. It seemed small and confining at that moment. She pulled out the cats’ food and set it down in front of them, then washed the ash residue from her hands. It seemed that washing dead things from her hands was becoming a routine thing. 

She walked back into the living room and set the box next to the others on the shelf. Each box was the same size, all full of ashes of her loved ones. Her gaze fell on the oldest one with a faded photograph on top and Layla felt the tears well up again. 

“Hey Ellison. Here I am again, crying over another loss. You weren’t supposed to be on this shelf, not so soon. None of you were.” Layla picked up the photo of a young Cajun boy holding up a catfish and grinning ear to ear. He was her childhood best friend who was killed in a hit and run when they were seven. Layla carried the pain from his loss for years and still talked to him whenever she was lonely and depressed. His spirit never answered but Layla pretended he could hear her.

Setting the photo down, Layla rifled through her bag and found a photo of Robert James and placed it atop his box. 

Her energy was quickly depleted and Layla fell into bed, staring at the dark ceiling until her eyes closed and fell into a deep slumber of heavy dreams.

“Layla. You have come back to me.” A deep voice cut through Layla’s dream as she turned around and found herself in a forest. It was reminiscent of the one she grew up next to as a child. Layla looked around as the voice grew closer. In the center of the trees, a figure stood in a thick fog so Layla couldn’t see more than a silhouette. The figure was massive, antlers protruding from its head. Out of the fog, a hand reached out to her.

“Come to me my love,” the voice whispered. 

Layla reached out her hand to the figure and felt a strong pull to him as his hand enveloped hers. All of her pain was gone the moment their fingers touched; Layla felt safe. 

The ringing of her phone jarred her awake and the man was gone. Just like that, her pain returned. Layla sat up in bed and looked down at her hand before placing it over her heart. Whomever it was, he had healed her for a moment that she had needed desperately. The painful ache that tore through her heart had been gone for a few moments and Layla could breathe again. But the pain had returned, as always.

Layla looked to her phone and saw it was her boss at work calling, probably to see if she was going to come to work that day. Typical of retail. Didn’t matter if someone died, as long as she showed up. 




Chapter II
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A few weeks had passed and Layla had washed her hands of her aunt and Victor. Both had tried calling her and messaging her before she finally had enough and blocked them everywhere. Best way to get rid of people. Or dropping literal cinderblocks on them.

Her dreams were becoming more vivid by the day as well. The man would return each evening, staying in the shadows and fog, never letting her see his face. He would call out her name, grasp her hand and in those few precious moments, Layla would feel peace. The longer they held hands, the more emotions Layla felt. Love, joy and passion. Things that she hadn’t felt in ages. Layla would find herself daydreaming at work, her mind wandering to the man from her dream. A few of the dreams had been a little stranger, featuring a village full of people, ancient people with sigils on their skin, a language she recognized but couldn’t place. 

There was a bonfire and the man with antlers, lit by the flames. And then darkness. She could never finish the dream. It would abruptly end and nothing Layla tried would allow it to continue.     

Her phone vibrated and as she had done in the past weeks, she sent it directly to voicemail. Layla wasn’t going to answer an unknown number and get pulled into another fight with Janet. It was pointless.

She opened her voicemail. It was from a law firm asking her to call them back. Great. Janet probably hired a lawyer to harass her. Fuck.

“Marcus, Weinberg and Solace. How may I direct your call today?” The lady on the other end sounded formal and Layla stumbled on her response.

“I, uh, someone just called my phone and left a message saying to call this number? My name is Layla Hawthorne.”

“One moment please.” The obligatory elevator music came on and it grated her nerves to no end.

“Miss Hawthorne? My name is Howard Marcus and I have been trying to reach you for a few weeks. I am the attorney in charge of the estate of Ms. Bedelia Merwood. I was given instructions to contact you after her death and bequeath the trust left to you.”

“I’m sorry but you must have me confused with someone else. I have never heard of her before. Never heard that name in my life.”

“Apologies, Miss Hawthorne. You did not know her, but she knew of you. She was close friends with James and Eleanor Hawthorne. Your grandparents, I believe?”

Layla froze and the phone slipped from her hand onto the counter with a thud. The mere mention of their names caused the tears to prick her eyes and she heard the man asking if she was still on the line as she picked the phone back up.

“Um yes, I dropped my phone. Sorry. I don’t know what I am supposed to do with this information,” Layla admitted. “I am not wealthy by any means and you sound really expensive. No offense.”

He replied with a chuckle. 

“Miss Hawthorne, I am simply the executor for the estate. I have already been paid for services so no need for you to worry about that. I will be in the city in a few days and just need to execute this video will and have you sign some papers,” he said. “Can you meet at the Kellerstone Hotel on Friday around noon?”

“I can’t on Friday. I have to work and I don’t get lunch breaks. I can on Saturday. The hotel is a few miles from my apartment. I can be there at noon.”

“Perfect, I will meet you in the lounge. See you then.”

Layla ended the call as the confusion faded and was replaced by intrigue. Why would a woman, who knew her grandparents but not her, leave her anything in her will? It made zero sense.

A memory trickled in her mind, from the day of her grandmother’s funeral. A woman had been at the wake afterwards at her grandparents’ home; she had chatted a bit with a few guests but she hadn’t spoken with Layla directly. She wore a large pendant around her neck. It looked like a deer skull but Layla couldn’t get a clear image of it as the memory faded from her mind.

The night before the meeting, Layla dreamt of a house in a forest, white with purple shutters and a purple front door. Above the door were two rusty horseshoes and a rune that meant home.

The porch cracked a bit under her feet as a breeze came in from the north and pushed the swing back and forth. Layla walked around to the back and saw a ring of trees with a large stone in the center. Tiny colorful lights floated above the stone and transformed into fantasy beings right in front of her eyes. 

Suddenly there were faeries, satyrs, and gnomes all cavorting in the center of the stone. It was magickal. Off in the distance, the man with antlers appeared in the trees. 

“Welcome home, my love.”

His voice sent warmth through her body, and Layla woke up to her alarm with a smile on her face. 

After spending the morning rushing about with errands and house cleaning, Layla found herself at the Kellerstone Hotel. She sat in one of the lounge’s oversized chairs that could easily fit three people. It was a bourgeois place but still had the cold and impersonal feel that all hotels had.

She checked the time and right on the dot of noon, an older man walked over to her and held out his hand.

“Miss Hawthorne? I am Howard Marcus. Pleasure to meet you in person. I think we should just jump right into it if that’s alright with you.”

Layla nodded as he queued up a video on his tablet. An older woman came onto the screen, the same woman with the necklace from her grandmother’s funeral. For someone she had never formally met, she seemed awfully familiar in the strangest way. 

“Hello, darling, I know this all may seem overwhelming and confusing but I promise you that it will all make sense soon. After your grandmother passed, I wanted to reach out, but it wasn’t the right time. I saw you at her wake and knew how much pain you were in over her loss.”

“Your Me-Maw and Paw-Paw wanted the best for you and they knew how much you struggled to find your way in life after the sudden death of your dear mother. They spoke of you highly on many occasions and showed me how much of a wonderful woman you became. The photos of you proved that I was on the right path in fulfilling my part in the prophecy. To most people, prophecies are a thing of fiction, the past and nonsense. But deep down, you know they are real. I sensed the magic in your bones the first time I saw a photo of you. Your Paw-Paw had the same blood in him as did his first wife, your maternal grandmother Bonita.” She explained.

“You see, the prophecy from centuries ago, brought here by the spirits and gods of the woodlands and forests, spoke of the unification between the Hawthorne Moon and Horned Sun. The tribes spoke of the union in the stars and I believe that you are that moon. Eleanor always said you marched barefoot to your own drums. And James believed you were a special earth child imbued with magic of the moon. I am merely the messenger to bring that destiny to fruition. The question is, are you willing and ready to face that destiny head on, or will you hide yourself away in order not to be hurt again?”

That stung hard through Layla’s body. She had so many regrets, missed opportunities in her life that could have made a world of difference. But this time, she would be brave and jump head first into whatever it was, regardless of where and how she landed.

“I know you feel alone in the world, sweetheart. Little earth moon child. I should have hugged you at your grandmother’s funeral, but the pain you felt was yours to bear alone, I’m afraid. My wish is that this gift will give you the life you deserve. A happy one full of freedom and love. I know you are a writer and I want you to keep writing. You have so much time in the world to do it now. Don’t give up on love, either. You have a huge heart and so much love to give, even though it’s easier just to close yourself off to it. Believe me, you are on the right path. It’s your destiny. Do be safe, my darling girl. Keep your heart open and listen to your instincts. They will never steer you wrong. The magic inside you is ready to come bursting out, you just have to feel it.”

The video ended and Layla felt the warm salty tears flow down her face. She hated crying in front of people. Howard pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to her.

“Thank you. I’m sorry for crying.” 

He shook his head. “No need. I know this process can be hard. We’re through the difficult part. Now it’s just signing papers and getting your bank information. The keys and codes to the property will be yours once it’s all processed. Deeds and water rights as well. I was told she just had solar and wind installed on the property and everything has been updated. The money will be transferred by Monday afternoon.”

“Money?” Layla asked.

He nodded. “Bedelia was made aware of what happened with your aunt and the estate that she stole from you and your uncle. She wanted to assure you were taken care of. I promise that your aunt will never be able to have access to this money or the property. It’s all in your name. And if she attempts to come after you, I was put on retainer by Ms. Merwood to take her down if it came to that.”

Layla snorted laughing, but he wasn’t joking. It filled Layla with joy that someone she never knew wanted to defend her. 

He pulled out a folder thick with papers and as much as she wanted to sit and read through them all, she only skimmed them. As Layla looked down, she felt her shoulder warm up, as if a hand had settled on it. There was only one explanation of what it meant.

Her mother was there and it was sign for her to sign them. 

“Monday morning, everything will be filed with the county clerk’s office and by the end of the week, it’s all yours. I really am sorry for your personal losses over the past few years. You must be a very strong woman to deal with all of it and come out on the other side. It’s remarkable, to be honest. I know things will get better for you.”

He shook her hand and they parted ways in the lobby. Layla got to her car and it all seemed surreal. That was until the following Wednesday, when it all hit at once.

It was a slow day at work and Layla opened her bank app to pay bills and budget out the rest of her month, knowing that she would more than likely have to put groceries on another credit card, which would only put her deeper in debt. But her heart dropped when she saw the balance.

Layla had to blink multiple times and log out and log back in to assure the number she was looking at was real. There had never been that much money in her account in her life. Or even ten lifetimes. The keys to the property had sat on her altar in front of a statue of the God Cernunnos since her meeting. The urge to pick them up and hold them was pulling at her thoughts. She had the feeling of needing to be there as soon as possible gnawed at her mind until a voice grazed her ear and whispered, “Go.”

Layla hesitated for a moment and looked at the store where she had worked for more than a decade with nothing to show for it except making rich people richer. She took a deep breath and pulled up the first travel booking site she could think of. Her hands trembled as she found a trip, typed in her info and looked at the total. Her heart stopped for a moment and she hesitated to confirm it, but she knew nothing would change if she didn’t take the steps to make it happen. 

She hit pay and it was done. Layla released the breath she was holding in and smiled to herself. It was only for two days, so the cats would be fine without her. Her boss and employees at the store didn’t need to know either of her plans. No reason to let anyone know her good fortune until it was permanent. 

She left on Friday evening after work and got a private car to take her to the airport. Layla had never felt so fancy in her life.

The flight was smooth and quiet. Flying first class was a new experience; it felt strange to be waited on by people. She had always been the one in service to others. Layla checked into her hotel but couldn’t sleep at all due to the excitement of seeing her new house. She ordered room service and pulled out all the info she had on the property. There weren’t any pictures of it in the files the lawyer sent over—which struck Layla as kind of odd—but there was an old map of the property from the late 1800’s. It looked like it was almost all forests and meadows. It was a dream come true for Layla. Over four hundred acres of land and it was all hers. 

She sorted through the old land rights and deeds and noticed they all had the Merwood name on them. The same family owned the property for more than three hundred years. It was rare to find any family in the modern day that kept property for that long. She found older maps and another anomaly struck her. The property itself hadn’t changed in two hundred years. The property line had stayed the same and not one inch was altered. Strange.

Dawn was approaching and Layla could no longer wait for daylight to drive to her new home. It was a little over two hours from the city and surrounded by dense national forests and mountains. As Layla began the drive out of the city, the excitement she felt turned into something she couldn’t quite describe. 

The drive through the forests and massive countryside was breathtaking; Layla had never seen such beauty. She finally located the address on the paperwork and came upon a massive iron gate off a dirt path bordered by tall, spiked iron fencing and two massive oak trees on either side. She pulled up and punched in the code the lawyer had given her. The gate slowly crept open with a loud groan that reminded her of the old abandoned asylums she would break into as a teenager. Fantastic. 

The drive up to the house was even more stunning, with ancient trees on either side of the rocky path and different species of birds chirping and singing in the trees. The wind whistled through the massive branches of the ancient forest. Nothing could prepare Layla for what lain ahead as the path curved into a small meadow. Because there, in the center of the tall grass, was her new house. 

Layla stepped out of the car and took in the sight of the home. Her heart stopped. It couldn’t be. It was impossible, but there it was.

 An eggshell white three-story cottage with purple shutters and a stone wraparound porch greeted her. There was a purple front door with an ancient doorknocker in the shape of an old rune meaning ‘home.’ There were even the horseshoes above the doorframe. The small details jumped out at her as she walked up onto the porch. Each window had carvings of protection symbols above the panes and an old seal was carved in the porch floor. To the untrained eye, these would simply be decoration, but to Layla, it was magick. Pure and simple.

 The old swing from her dream and rocking chair that had seen some better days moved in the breeze as if someone were still sitting in them. It gave her a sense of comfort that the home was loved and lived in as opposed to ones she had seen that were simply “Occupied.” 

How was it even possible? Layla had never seen the house in her life but knew every nook, cranny and stone. Her dream was more than just a dream. She must have astral projected there. It wouldn’t have been the first time, nor would it have been the last. Most of her projections had been to outside her bedroom window or even through a mirror portal, never to a place she had actually been to in the physical realm. It was incredible. 

“Deep breath,” she whispered to herself and opened the door. 

A gust of air swept over Layla as she walked into the home and felt an instant connection to it. Not quite déjà vu, but as close to it as she had ever gotten. The rooms were dark and needed light. Layla walked through and opened all the curtains to reveal all of the home’s inner beauty. There were a few pieces of furniture scattered about, covered in sheets. The realization hit Layla that all of her furniture, including her bed, would all fit in that one room. 

The shock reverberated through her body as she took a seat on the sofa in front of her. Had she gone mad? Accepting a house in the middle of a forest and a bunch of money from a dead woman she had never met was beyond out of character for her. The anxiety took over as her breathing became labored and the room took on a strange glowing movement, almost as if it were breathing itself.

With her eyes closed, Layla went through the calming exercise she learned when she was overwhelmed and panicked. Layla closed her eyes, pressed her thumbs against her fore and middle fingers as hard as she could, taking one three-count breath in and one three-count breath out. With each breath she took, the less she had to squeeze her fingers together. Eventually, her elevated heart rate and blood pressure returned to normal. 

It was a good way for her to focus on what she felt as opposed to what she could see. Worked every time.

Moments later, Layla was calmed and able to explore the house more. The kitchen was a dream come true. There was a massive side-by-side fridge and freezer, a dishwasher and a six-burner stove. Everything looked brand-new. The counters were beautiful and Layla got a closer look at them, realizing they were labradorite. The warm energy that shimmered blue and green in the sunlight emanated off of them into her hands and the sensations traveled up her arms in a tingling wave of joy. 

The arched wood beams looked to be a few hundred years old, as did the massive hearth on the wall behind her. The house still had some of its original parts, filled Layla’s heart with joy.

“I am definitely going to have so much fun cooking in this kitchen.” 

Laughing to herself, Layla walked through the first floor and up to the second to find the main bedroom with an attached bathroom and a second bedroom and hallway bath. But the attic held the most intriguing find. 

Sunlight spilled through the stained-glass windows, illuminating the floor and walls with a beautiful rainbow symphony of colors. They were no ordinary windows, either.  As Layla looked down into the yard and surrounding forest, sparkling lights floated through the air and whizzed about in a playful array of shimmering paths of color. 

Layla rushed over to another window and the lights were still visible albeit they were much lighter and resembled fireflies.

“Wow. I really hope these aren’t hallucinations, because this is beyond my normal capacity of reality.” The smile and joy that spread across her face was enough to fill the room with more light than even the sun could emit. They were the same lights from her dream. The forest had faeries. 

Layla was overcome with joy as she looked around the attic and noticed it was set up as an altar space. Thin fabric hung from the rafters and large crystals sat in a grid on the wood floor. Layla gazed out of the stained windows and saw the lights had become more frenzied in their movements. 

Back downstairs, Layla found another room that filled her heart with more exalted elation than she had ever experienced in her life. 

A library.

Another dream had come true. Her very own library. Even as a little girl, Layla dreamed of having a library full of books, reading in a chair with the doors open and rain coming down outside during the summer. 

Now she had it: a room filled floor-to-ceiling with books on all walls. A massive antique desk sat in the back of the room and she noticed two ladders on tracks spanning the entire room and reaching the tops of the shelves that were crammed with even more books. 

A set of doors swung outwards onto the porch with a full view of the forest and a small circle of trees a few yards from it. The tears finally came. Not ones of sorrow but of joy and elation. The adage of “you get what you wish for” had been changed to “you get what you manifested”. 

Wishes kept her in the hope phase of her life, which was fine for a while, but the actual manifesting had never gotten her close until that moment. Fate did have her say in it as well. Layla would never discount that at all. 

She had no idea how much fate and destiny had worked together to bring her to that place. 

Layla walked back down the small hallway and through the back of the kitchen that opened up into an enclosed sunroom that begged to be filled with plants. Layla’s propensity for collecting plants had been an ongoing joke with her family for years. The back porch held more chairs and a few hooks in the roof for windchimes and bird feeders, which Layla had in abundance back in her small apartment. As her gaze wandered to the tree line, something caught her eye.

A family of deer were grazing at the edge of the forest. Suddenly, one raised its head and the family sprinted off into the trees, but Layla couldn’t see what had startled them. A predator most likely. Another thing to get used to. She was trading a life in the city with all its noise, loud cars, planes constantly flying overhead, rude neighbors, trains, and emergency sirens for peace and quiet. So having wild animals was going to come with that. 

Worth it.

Stepping off the porch, Layla took a few photos of the yard and formulated plans to plant her garden. But she felt a strange sensation coming from the small grove of trees she had noticed earlier. It was the same grove with the sparkling lights that could only be seen through the stain glass windows in the attic.

But even more crazy: it was the tree circle and stone from her dream. Layla carefully approached, the energy growing stronger with each step. Finally, she entered the circle and gasped.

She recognized the trees towering over her; they were the nine sacred trees from Celt mythology that were sacred to the Fae and Druids that used the wood from the trees for ritual fires, wands and sacred rites during Beltane and Samhain. Each of the trees represented mystical properties for healing, love, good crops, protection, powerful magicks and divination. Layla was always fascinated by Celtic lore and having the trees towering over her was akin to having a spiritual experience. Reaching out to each one, Layla introduced herself and the wood warmed beneath her hands. Smiling to herself, she turned to the massive stone in the center looked ancient as hell.

It looked like it had been dropped in the center of the trees directly from the spirit realm. The symbols carved were nothing Layla had ever seen as she traced them with her finger, the breeze around her picked up and the symbols began to glow with a white light into her hands. Layla stumbled back as the light faded and shook her head.

“Talk about being out of this world.” Layla chuckled and shook her head. 

It seemed that Ms. Merwood was more than just a really wealthy woman. The roots of
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