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Chapter 1 – The Coven
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Miranda pushed at a brown curl in the mirror, trying to get it to hang in just the right spot, and then paused as her tired brown eyes stared back under the harsh bathroom lighting. She cinched the gold cord of her thin white gown so that it constricted her waist. 

It had been five years since she and Gordon started trying. Five years of yearning and disappointment. All the while she studied energy work, and anything she could find about magic. In her desperation, she’d turned at last to a spell that would bring her the thing she most wanted: a child.

The doctors had all told her the same thing. She was barren, a birth defect leaving her unable to conceive. Despite their prophecies of infertility, she’d undergone alternative procedures which had cost thousands, and all had failed. 

Now, she turned to her last hope... her coven. A family that understood the spiritual connection she felt with nature, a group that took joy in the limitless untamed energies of the universe. But today wasn't even a celebration. It was a plea to the world for the one thing most others took for granted.

Long before she knew anything of casting spells, Miranda felt the call of magic all around her. It was there in the everyday miracles of life, something ascribed to the oddities of nature and then disregarded. She found it in the early spring when seedlings pushed up through the damp soil. In the summertime, it was the bonfire with its wild energy which drew her in; in autumn, it was the sharp crispness of the morning air that brought with it the changing leaves carried on a gentle breeze as they rained down around her. Then it was the quiet death of winter that blanketed the sleeping pine trees with snow. Their silent forms bent to the demands of the cold and ice only to live again with the return of the warming sun melting into the streams, rivers and oceans. Like all great witches, Miranda’s magic was connected to the limitless energies of nature.

In an effort to understand herself, Miranda explored many organized religions. None of them compared to the spiritual connection she felt with the magic of the natural world. It was Jade who introduced her to the Craft and, soon after, Miranda joined her coven. It drew pieces of her life together in a way that gave her clarity and a feeling of completeness. Through the coven, Miranda became a member of a family that not only understood this connection but celebrated it.

She tied the Tiger's Eye medallion around her neck and put on the silver pentacle earrings she saved for just such a special occasion. The sound of the doorbell interrupted her thoughts, and slowly, her moment of quiet desperation dissipated. It was replaced with a cautious optimism of what might be. Hopeful, she walked down the hallway situating her gown and looked through the beveled glass of her pinewood door to see Jade standing there. Her arms were wrapped around a large cardboard box and her wide-set, grey eyes peeked excitedly at Miranda over the top of the box. 

She opened the door, greeting her with a broad smile, “Come in Jade, don’t just stand there looking all busy.”

Jade’s laugh came as quickly as her witty response, “Well if you would just plan ahead on these things, we wouldn’t have a problem, now would we?” 

She shuffled through the door, reaching out to hug Miranda with one free arm while balancing the box precariously on the other. Miranda relieved Jade of the box, slipping her free arm into hers.

“You can’t take that box. The least I can do is carry my own things,” Jade protested with a slight pout, as Miranda leaned in for a quick hug.

“No, this is my way of saying thank you for all that you’ve done. Without you, tonight wouldn’t be possible.”

There was a pause as the importance of the night weighed on them both. They exchanged another glance and walked arm in arm through the house and onto the back porch. They stopped briefly to breathe in the night air. Jade squeezed Miranda’s arm, and together, they walked down the little stone path that led to the concealed clearing in the woods behind the house. 

As they walked, Miranda allowed the silver moonlight to seep in. She felt its energy tingle across her skin, filling her with vitality and purpose. Looking out over the soft moonlit landscape, Miranda embraced the familiar feeling of being at one with everything around her. The crickets were her symphony and the fireflies her guides. Everything was perfect; even the smell of the fresh cut grass drifted in the cool night air. 

The path led them through a thicket of trees. Miranda could see the flickering of the firelight leaping and dancing as they rounded the last of the low branches. The flames reached high into the starry, evening sky. Jade's grasp became firmer, and her pace slowed until she stopped to face Miranda.

“I know that this is the first time you and Gordon will perform the Great Rite. Instead of facing east with you, we could break with tradition and form a circle with our backs to you instead,” her gentle eyes grew soft. “I can only imagine how hard this is for Gordon, knowing how he feels.”

Miranda nodded, the memory of Gordon’s face from months ago, was still sharp in her mind. His words echoed: "Why can't you just be like other women? Don't you see how weird this is?" 

His resistance had been almost a physical wedge between them, and Miranda had feared it might grow. But Jade found a way through his anger and helped him understand. He’d not only agreed to come tonight, but he had cleared the area for the ceremony himself. Even though it was only a small, silent testament to his love, it meant more than a thousand empty promises.

Jade giggled mischievously and kissed Miranda on the cheek. “I only got him to consider it. You did the rest. I think there is some real witch in you. I’ve never been able to bend my men like that.” 

Miranda smiled sheepishly and laughed. 

Changing the subject, she said, “There is something special about tonight. I can feel the energy in the air... I can practically taste it!”

They rounded the final tree and found that the other members of the coven had already arrived. Jade was late, but that was a part of her charm. Like clockwork, Miranda could count on Jade for everything, even to arrive late. 

Miranda had purposefully avoided the others so she could have just a few minutes alone with Jade, and now, she felt ready to face what lay ahead. 

Gordon made the others feel comfortable while they’d waited, and the empty bottle of wine was the evidence of his hospitality as were the smiles and laughter.

The conversation carried on as they arrived. Gordon seemed to be enjoying himself, laughing and talking right along with them.

“So, I see you saved a sip for us,” said Jade, teasing them.

Claudia stood up appearing guilty but turned and pulled another dark green bottle from her backpack.

“Jade, we saved the best for last. Everyone knows your weakness for dessert wine. It’s Heaven’s Best!” she said, wagging the bottle for all to see.

“You’re forgiven my child”, as she held her head high in mockery and reached for a glass.

The chatter resumed and grew in Jade’s enabling presence. Miranda observed the interaction between the three red-headed Sisters and their adopted mother Jade, who was in reality their aunt but had raised them since they were little. Jade’s sister left them with her one winter night just before Christmas never to return. Jade told her in confidence that their mother had decided she preferred the company of men over children. 

Claudia, Atrea and Lacy, were quiet around strangers, however with a little wine and friends, Miranda found them to be quite the opposite. They were slender and lightly freckled which had earned them the nickname Cinnamon Stick Sisters when they were young but somehow it was still fitting even as young adults. All three wore the same shamrock green gown that made it difficult to tell them apart even in the blazing fire light. While Jade was the mother that she’d never had, the triplets were the sisters she’d always wanted, and she confided in them almost as much as she did Jade. 

In stark contrast, Rachel sat quietly beside them all. She was the newest member of the group and another friend of Jade’s. She was tall and unusually fit and strong for a woman. She had a large Roman nose but otherwise delicate features. Normally, she wore her long brown hair up or held at the base of her neck, but tonight, it was loose, hanging elegantly down her back, complimenting her sheer-white ceremonial robe. 

After a time of sipping wine and talking about their week, it was Jade that finally broke up the conversation and herded everyone to their places. The ceremony was about to begin.

Jade’s eyes grew strong and focused. She held everyone’s attention as she called on the mother to keep watch over them, hailing the watchtowers, and casting a sacred circle around them. She held her arms high with the athame in her right hand. The steel blade reflected the firelight as if it glowed from within. It wasn’t just the full moon or the roar of the flames; there was something otherworldly around them.

“The circle is cast; we are between worlds in a place that is not a place and a time that is not a time. Let us suspend disbelief and consider the possible, explore the probable, and question the truth! So mote it be.” Jade’s arms came to rest at her side along with the athame. Her dark robes were cinched tightly to her waist which made her seem taller and more intimidating in the fire light.

“So mote it be,” was the resounding response from the group.

Then Jade set her blade upon the wooden altar and started to clap urging the others to join. The coven began to clap and sing along. The words came timidly to Miranda’s lips at first, but the rhythm of the song brought her to her feet and soon she found herself singing and dancing along with the rest of the group to the crackle of the flames. 

As their dance grew more intense, the sounds began to blur to the beat of the tune. Miranda caught a glimpse of Rachel across the roaring fire. She was dancing as fiercely as the others, her elegant hair a wild torrent. But Miranda noticed something in her expression a focused intensity, a gaze that seemed to pierce the flames and look beyond the circle. Rachel wasn't just dancing to the beat; she was chasing an intangible need.

Jade too, seemed to have given herself over to the feral feeling of the dance in the light of the untamed fire. Just ahead of her she watched the triplets swaying and twirling with tipsy abandon. 

Then Gordon’s hands clasped at Miranda’s waist. She hesitated for a moment but continued seething with the energy of the full moon, keeping to the beat of the bouncing shadows cast by the firelight. 

Eventually their dance began to slow, and she sensed a kind of primal need in those strong hands clinging to her waist. Something which excited her in a way she hadn’t felt since they were first together. Miranda turned ever so slightly in her movements to catch glimpses of Gordon. His wide, straight forehead sloped ruggedly into his azure, blue eyes and a strong, broad nose. His eyebrows were naturally perfect and confined, which framed his eyes. He was broad from head to toe, and when he hugged her, she felt completely enfolded by him, like being wrapped in a blanket. 

Then Gordon’s hands clasped at Miranda’s waist. She hesitated, a flicker of the old tension between them. But his touch was different tonight; strong and steady, without the usual nervous rigidity. He smiled, and his blue eyes seemed to hold a hint of mischief. His grasp sent shivers of anticipation up her spine, like tingles of insinuation.

As they all rested and caught their breath, Jade once again took to organizing the next ritual which would lead to the culmination of the night's events. Miranda rested her head against Gordon’s strong arm, and he wove it around her hip pulling her close. The sisters whispered and giggled while Rachel remained aloof, observing the entire group. 

Miranda stared into the fire letting the flames draw her in as they leapt up at the night sky. For a moment, she saw the face of a woman. Her features were foreign and ethereal with deep set crystal blue eyes, porcelain smooth skin, delicate lips and ears like those of an elf from a fairy tale. Her hair was a shimmering mix of silver and gold, cascading around her like a horse's mane. The woman held no fear, only a raw, determined power. 

Then the fire was itself again and the image vanished. It was a flash of something she didn't understand, but it left her with a sense of awe and dissonance which she couldn’t shake even as Jade stood, signaling the transition to their next step in their ritual.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – A Snare
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The Elven Queen Raspiria paused, letting her thoughts coalesce. She hadn’t expected to be seen. That truly was of some significance, but her time to dwell on its meaning was limited. She moved away from the tiny fire she had built in the crumbling hearth. It wasn’t doing much to keep the chill of the night air away but that hadn’t been its purpose anyway. 

The attendants she’d brought with her tended to her preparations. Already, the air was buzzing with the effects of herbs burning in small ancient stone canisters built for such sacred magic. Their bitter smell mixed with the sweet sage to make an aroma that was both familiar and new. 

It was on this night that she would again conceive and for the last time produce an heir. By doing so, she hoped to ensure this child’s survival and her people’s. She had set her plan in motion moments before Miranda had glimpsed her through the fire. 

Already, the summoning of her consort, Thrall, was leading him to her. She could feel the effects of the spell as the blood pumped carnivorously through her veins, responding to Thrall’s growing urges. She could feel him moving like a sound through the trees, bounding fearlessly over rocks, bushes and up the stone covered hillside towards the abandoned city of Vorn. She stood once again at the altar of the mother goddess Akril, awaiting him and their consummation.

Raspiria could sense his thoughts underneath the urgency of his body. She knew his confusion over the controlling need, his complete, undying love and devotion to the one he sought. His thoughts were like bubbles being carried along a river current, but there was nothing that could change their course. 

He was close now, and Raspiria stood at the precipice of the famed temple steps looking down upon what was left of the once great elven city of Vorn. The smell of earth and the wildness of the forest had already taken hold. The city walls were now overgrown, and most of the buildings and temples lay in ruins. It pained her to look at it. She had put herself and the others in great danger coming here. They were exposed, out in the open, unprotected by the magic of the last remaining ancient forest. The Dark Lord would discover them but when he did, it would be too late.

She backed away from the ledge pulling herself into the darkening shadows of the stone lattice. It was still intact high above the atrium where most of Akril’s statue still reached out with her hands spread in invitation. The face of the atrium had always been open to the air where the masses could come to look over the city and pay homage to Akril. 

The simple stone altar at the feet of the great Goddess was a focal point at the center of the rotunda. The floor was inlaid with precious jewels of all shapes and sizes, arranged in such a way as to form the protective wards that guarded the temple from evil.

Thrall vaulted up onto the precipice of the temple wall. He halted for a moment, a flicker of recognition showing more than just the creature-instinct. Then setting his sights on his target, he paused to breathe in her scent. His muscles tensed and his movements coalesced around his goal, like a hungry predator closing in on its prey. 

Raspiria laid down upon the altar, her body going limp, giving herself over to that which Thrall desired. His pointed Elven ears were red with adrenalin, and the perspiration of his forehead followed small lines down his slender face. His hair was pulled back, the silver strands held fast by a single knot. His clothes were minimal now like the rest of their kind. With the exception of his face, small patches of mossy skin grew, like multi-colored bark, camouflaging him. Though at first glance, it might seem odd, the surface of his skin grew in circles and patterns like those found on the wings of butterflies. Thrall had grown smaller over the years, as had all the Elves. 

He stood no taller than a young doe. Still, his sleek musculature was exquisite, and she could do little to hide her desire for him. His single loin cloth only made his need for her more obvious. His hesitation was brief, and in a single blur of movement he was atop her naked body, yanking away his cloth. She resisted nothing. The smell of his masculine scent filled her senses. The sweat dripped from his body making his grip slippery. As he began to fulfill his need, her body responded to his, nearly equal in its hunger for climax. She wrapped her arms around him in ecstasy. 

It was at this moment she began to speak the ancient words of power conjuring the energy she would use to save their future. Her sacred intonation hummed between, and around them. A soft blue light grew enveloping them in its glow. 

Reaching the crucial pinnacle of her conjuring, Raspiria bent the magic to her will. As their love making intensified, so did the power of her spell until her spirit separated from her body. While her physical form continued its climax in Thrall’s embrace, a different part of her waded into the flames and emerged on the other side. 

When she stepped out of the fire, she found herself before a primitive altar where Miranda and Gordon were making love, surrounded by a small group of women staring at her in stunned disbelief.
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Chapter 3 – The Gift
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As the Great Rite began, the coven formed a protective circle around the couple with their backs to them. Jade alone faced the fire doing her best to avert her eyes. When Raspiria’s figure emerged from the fire, Jade startled, backing up instinctively. 

Despite her fear, the feminine creature held out her small hands as if she meant no harm. Maybe it was the way she stood so regally even though she was no taller than a child. Her pointed ears, and angular face flowed smoothly into a narrow chin, but her eyes were a stunning blue, like dazzling jewels. She wore only a thin gown that barely reached her thighs. The thin straps of cloth did little to cover her upper torso and the unusual, raised designs on her skin. As she drew closer, Jade realized that these colored patterns covered her body. Her slender arms and dainty hands were offset by the pointed nails at the end of her fingers, giving her persona a hint of fierceness. 

Raspiria, hearing the couple climax, turned her attention from Jade to Miranda. She raised her hands and a blinding light exploded from them, knocking Jade to the side, like a leaf in the wind. Lying on the ground she could see Raspiria silhouetted against the night sky. The light streamed from her into Gordon and Miranda’s locked bodies. Both were arced and frozen in their moment of climax. The light continued to pulsate and flow into them. The intensity of it caused Jade to shield her eyes with her hand. The night air roared with the sound. After a few more seconds, it started to ebb, and finally the light receded, flowing back into Raspiria. 

Still aglow with her power, she walked over to Jade and extended her ghostly palm. As if responding to some unconscious command, Jade reached up placing her hand in Raspiria’s. Instantly, she was flooded not just with power but with a thousand voices wrapped in a cascade of images. The knowledge was too vast, like an entire library was crammed into her head all at once. 

Jade tried to pull back, letting out a shrill shriek but found she was unable to move or resist in any meaningful way. As the light infiltrated her, the little woman kept pushing further and deeper into her mind, keeping hold of her hand until Jade finally succumbed to darkness. 

Rachel ran valiantly to her side but as Raspiria’s power overtook the rest, she too fell to the ground overcome with the raw magic unleashed on the entire coven.

Raspiria worked quickly, transferring her final gift. Her child was now safe. Only a mother could understand the true pain of giving up a child, but it helped ease her mind to know that the child would be born of two good parents who would nurture and care for her. 

She paused to consider something unexpected. The presence of true magic had taken her by surprise. She sensed it having touched them one by one. They possessed it in abundance, but it was oddly restrained by an ingrained disbelief in their own capacity for personal power. She had done more than simply nudge their magic out into the open. She’d smashed through their self-imposed restraints and imparted to each of them a precious gift along with a prophecy. Only in this way would they be capable of protecting her child. 

She’d believed that Earth had been left completely bereft of magic, during the time of separation, many centuries ago. To have found such power still alive and well, gave her hope that her unborn child would not just survive but maybe even thrive.

Her trip back through the fire was like stepping from one room into another. Emerging into her world, the temple was there to greet her but so was the sight of Thrall shaking her lifeless body on the stone altar. His fear had grown into tears of confusion. Her attendants stood quietly around the altar, far enough away to give him space. It was time to re-enter her body and finish her final task. The salvation of all her people depended on it. This temporary solution would give her child time to grow into the savior she knew her daughter would become. 

As she walked towards Thrall, there was a feeling, a kind of internal warning in her mind and over the centuries she had learned to trust it. She turned and sent her senses out into the dark night where she could feel them. The Dark One’s armies, crawling and scurrying over the collapsed city walls. They were coming for her. To re-enter her body would be to die and to stay spirit would condemn her to an eternity of disembodiment. They would certainly kill her in the fragile state she would find herself if she attempted to return now. She’d planned to use all of her energy to perform her final spell but now she was out of time. Her only hope would be to finish her work while she still could. She realized the dire consequence of this choice would leave her trapped forever between life and death, forever damned. 

For the first time she hesitated. Was it enough that her people had a savior? Would the child be enough? The Dark One’s power grew every day, and with every season, more and more of the land lay desolate and dead. Her sacrifice had to mean something. It was more than just her life; it was her very soul.

Determined, she straightened and squared her shoulders. She had always put her people first, even before the man she loved. Raspiria began to hum the sacred notes and as she did her life force grew brighter. Thrall released her body from his arms as he caught sight of her spirit form. Even her attendants stood in awe at the sight of her ghostly appearance. 

She walked calmly over to the altar and placed her hand upon her body’s forehead looking at Thrall. Her eyes pleaded for him to understand. From her body, she drew new energy. One by one, she pointed to and activated the wards on the temple floor until the designs themselves glowed and hummed with the sacred song. The statue of Akril seemed to smile down upon her, and for this, she felt grateful. 

The dark mass of forms drew close, but Raspiria continued to focus her energy. In her mind's eye, she started to pull and tug at the very threads of time and space that surrounded the forest. She began where her people dwelt high above the temple and worked her way down, carefully including the temple in her work to make certain Thrall and her attendants survived. 

Slowly and gently, she pulled away the bindings, and then ever so carefully, Raspiria nudged them out of sync. When the dark creatures crested the last wall leading up to the temple, there was only a vast and empty mountainside for as far as the eye could see. The Dark One’s servants screeched in frustration, but there was no one left to hear them.

Thrall watched Raspiria sing her last note. Her eyes grew wide, and her lips parted mouthing his name, but her ethereal form was fading like smoke and with it his only love. Thrall lunged for her, but his hands grasped nothing. 

As he stared at her helplessly, a sob erupted from his throat. He called out her name, looking into those unfathomably blue eyes which had held him captive for so much of his life. They held only tears now. As she reached for his face, she vanished from his sight. 

Failing to understand the sacrifice she had made, he screamed her name into the sky. Yet no echo answered him. Having been overwhelmed with the pain of his loss, Thrall failed to notice that there was no night sky, no stars, only gray. The gravity of what had transpired was completely lost in his moment of anguish. 
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Chapter 4 – The Way Forward
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Miranda awoke to the sound of Gordon rummaging through kitchen cupboards. Her head throbbed from having too much wine the night before. The sunlight that shown through the gaps in the blinds only amplified the vice-like pain behind her eyes. She groaned as she rolled over, placing her feet on the soft beige carpet of their bedroom floor. Her hair was matted to the side of her head. 

She’d dreamed about many strange things, the most foreign being the face of an elf queen speaking incomprehensible words. Memories from the night before kept rolling through her mind in bits and pieces. The images were stretched and convoluted in a vain attempt to make sense of them.

She placed her hand on her stomach, where somehow, she felt the stirring of new life growing inside her. It defied all logic, but it was absolutely clear. She was no longer alone and would give birth to a daughter. The joy she felt at knowing she would finally have a child was mixed with fear by Raspiria’s stark prophecies. 

Even now, the visions of the Dark Lord’s armies were resurging in her mind. Raspiria had shared her memories of countless battles. The Elves were driven back until their only chance at survival was to stay hidden in the last ancient forest. 

While she knew that Raspiria intended to return and perform some kind of final magical act that would protect the Elves from the Dark Lord, the details of it
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