
  
    [image: Shadow’s Whisper]
  


  
    
      SHADOW’S WHISPER

      
        STONEBRIDGE WITCHES - BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        NICOLE R. TAYLOR

      

    

  


  
    
      Shadow’s Whisper

      (Stonebridge Witches- Book One) by Nicole R. Taylor

      Copyright © 2024 by Nicole R. Taylor

      All rights reserved.

      This book is written in British/AU English.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      www.nicolertaylorwrites.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

    

    
      
        NEXT: SHADOW’S REFLECTION

      

      
        Stonebridge Witches

      

      
        VIP Newsletter

      

      
        About Nicole

      

      
        More by Nicole

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The train hissed to a stop at the small station, the doors emitting a loud beep as they slid open, revealing the dark platform beyond.

      June Morgan lifted her suitcase over the gap between the train and the platform, the heavy case banging painfully against her leg. Cursing, she stumbled out of the carriage and into the cool autumn air.

      The station was a quaint relic of a bygone era of steam trains and top hats, much like the rest of the town. The worn concrete platform whispered tales of countless arrivals and departures, each groove and crack etched with the passage of time. Flickering gas lamps—lovingly restored from the originals, but now running on electricity—cast uneven shadows, creating an ambiance that bordered on the mystical.

      June fixed her gaze on the dimly lit sign on the side of the station building and screwed up her nose. The sign, an elegantly weathered piece of wrought iron, proclaimed ‘Stonebridge’.

      A bridge too far, she thought wryly.

      Stonebridge was nestled in a quiet pocket of the Lake District in the north-west of England—a corner that seemed to be stuck in a time warp. Its cobblestone streets wound through lush green hills, alongside serene lakeshores and past ancient oak trees, its old-world architecture whispering tales of centuries past. Its history was old…positively ancient in some regards.

      Turning down the platform, she noticed she was the last person left as a whistle blew and the train began pulling away. The other passengers—all three of them—had already left, hurrying out of the station and into the brisk twilight.

      June’s heart quickened as the train disappeared into the distance, leaving her standing alone on the empty platform. A shiver ran down her spine, a mixture of nervous anticipation and a hint of unease. It was as if the town itself held its breath, awaiting her return…but it was all in her head, of course.

      It wasn’t like I was expecting a parade, she thought, her lip curling. No one knew she was coming, except for Alistair, who was supposed to meet the train, but was nowhere to be seen. Had he forgotten?

      June tightened her grip on the handle of her suitcase and gathered her courage. Looks like it’s up to you yet again. She smoothed her windswept hair, tucking the blonde strands behind her ears, then strode down the platform, her head held high.

      She’d grown up in Stonebridge, though it was a place she hadn’t set foot in for years. Despite the memories, and all the reasons she’d left, it was still her home. She didn’t have to be worried…did she?

      Stepping off the platform, June made her way toward the exit of the station and crossed the threshold, the air crackling around her as she passed from one world to the other.

      The cobbled streets of Stonebridge stretched out before her, the worn stones whispering secrets of the past. The buildings lining the road were a mix of old and new, their facades telling stories of centuries gone by. It was a town steeped in history—hundreds and hundreds of years of it—and yet, something felt off.

      The old oaks lining the street waved gently in the breeze, just as she remembered. She inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of fresh bread wafting from the bakery down the block.

      Ghosts of the past lurked around every corner as June walked past the familiar storefronts and cottages with their mixture of slate and thatched roofs, the wheels of her suitcase bumping noisily. This was the only place that’d ever felt like home, yet it also harboured painful memories. She could almost see her younger self racing down these streets, frightened and alone after her parents had died.

      June shivered, partly from the chilly autumn air and partly from the static charge of the magical legacy that’d been itching to explode from her fingertips…whether she wanted it to or not.

      Ahead, a commotion drew her gaze where she saw a small crowd had gathered in the town square. She made her way toward the murmuring onlookers ass they huddled around the ornate gazebo, scanning their faces for any familiarity. As she drew closer, she caught snippets of hushed conversation—something about a disturbance and the forest, vandals, and worry about the standing stones. June quickened her pace, her heart beginning to hammer. What was going on?

      Suddenly, a voice called out, “June!”

      She whirled around to see Alistair Blackthorn pushing through the crowd, a kind smile lighting his weathered face. He was a member of Stonebridge witch community, and one of the wisest men she knew. Now, he stood before her, his wire-rimmed glasses reflecting the fading sunlight, and she was surprised to see how much older he looked. Well, it had been ten years…

      “Alistair,” June breathed, relief washing over her. “You were supposed to meet me at the station.”

      “I know, but as you can see, I got a little distracted.” He nodded toward the commotion.

      His presence brought a sense of comfort and she forgave his absence, glad to not be standing alone anymore. Alistair had become her mentor long ago, when her parents had begun neglecting her education. He was also the one who’d shed light on the secrets of her legacy when she was consumed by darkness and grief. If anyone could help her now, it was him.

      “It’s been too long,” he said warmly, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I had a feeling you’d find your way back to us.”

      June managed a small smile. “My magic wouldn’t let me forget.”

      “It rarely does...and will force its way out if neglected for too long.”

      She didn’t need reminding, so she nodded toward the gazebo. “What’s going on? A meeting?”

      Alistair’s expression grew serious. “Troubling events, I’m afraid, but come—let’s talk in private.”

      He guided June away from the dispersing crowd with a gentle hand on her back, leading her to a small café on a street corner bordering the square. He opened the door for her, relieving her of her burdensome suitcase.

      Inside, the cosy interior with its worn wooden tables and mismatched chairs was just as June remembered. The Corner had always been a favourite hangout spot throughout high school and beyond. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, mingling with the distant hum of conversation. A fire crackled in the ancient hearth, casting a warm glow over the room. Alistair motioned for June to take a seat at a table near the window, and she gratefully sank into the familiar wooden chair. He set her case by the wall and slid into a chair opposite.

      “It’s good to see some things don’t change,” June said, looking around.

      Alistair nodded. “Indeed. But much has changed since you left.”

      A server came by and took their order—chamomile tea for Alistair and coffee for June. They waited until she returned before speaking again.

      June wrapped her hands around the warm mug as the server left, bracing herself. “Tell me everything. If I’m going to stay, then I ought to prepare myself.”

      Alistair removed his glasses, polishing them on his knitted jumper before replacing them. “There are dark forces gathering, I’m afraid. Sinister magic. Some believe the veil between worlds is weakening.”

      June shivered despite the warmth of the café. She recalled the strange incidents from her childhood that’d signalled her own growing powers. Forces she hadn’t understood at the time.

      “What can I do?” she asked. She may have run from the town, but it was her home. These were her people. If darkness threatened them, she would… Actually, she wasn’t sure what she would do. Sinister forces weren’t on the list of things that’d brought her back.

      Alistair smiled kindly, reaching across the table to pat her hand. “All in good time. For now, we take things slowly. Reacquaint yourself with the town and your magic. The path will reveal itself when you are ready. The Stonebridge witches will welcome you back, June.”

      She sipped her coffee, letting the rich aroma soothe her nerves. Outside, the townspeople went about their evenings, bundled against the autumn chill. To them, it was just another ordinary day in Stonebridge—and the town meeting had provided just another piece of scandalous gossip to keep the rumour mill turning.

      But June, and Alistair, knew the truth. A hidden world lay beneath the surface of their quaint little town, seeped in magic and age-old secrets passed down through generations of witches. Stonebridge, unlike most places, was a site where the supernatural thrived.

      The invisible bonds that tied June to these streets, to these people, was exactly what’d brought her back. Bonds she couldn’t easily run from, even though she’d tried. Magic coursed through her veins was entwined within her soul, and after so long denying the truth of who she was born to be, it was now struggling to free itself.

      She watched as a young couple strolled by, hand in hand. So carefree. So innocent. Her heart ached for the simplicity of their lives, even as her soul stirred with purpose.

      “I almost wish I could be like them,” she murmured. “Oblivious. But I can’t turn my back, can I?”

      Alistair shook his head, his eyes full of wisdom and regret. “No. No one can escape their destiny. Not even you.”

      June straightened in her chair. She’d run from this place once before, driven by fear and confusion. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      She took a sip of her coffee, letting the warmth seep into her bones. The Corner, with its worn wooden floors and faded wallpaper, felt more like home than any other place she’d known since her parents’ passing. Only happy memories lived in here.

      Alistair leaned forward, his voice low. “I know you have questions. About what was going on out there in the square. I promise I’ll explain.”

      June nodded. She had sensed the undercurrent of fear on the streets, seen the suspicious glances. But Alistair was right—this wasn’t the place to speak freely.

      “For now, know that dark times may be ahead, but the coven is strong. We’ll do all we can. I don’t want you to worry about it, June. The others will sort it out.”

      June steeled herself against the spike of anxiety in her chest and gave Alistair a nonchalant shrug. “I’ve got plenty to figure out without all that, anyway.”

      Alistair smiled, a glimmer of pride in his tired eyes. “You have grown a lot since you were last here. I can see your mother’s spirit burning in you.”

      At the mention of her mother, June’s throat tightened. She glanced out the café window as the streetlights slowly turned on, the trees in the square lighting up with thousands of sparkling fairy lights.

      June took a sip of her now lukewarm coffee, gathering her thoughts. She turned her gaze back to Alistair, who was watching her intently.

      “I’m ready to take my place here,” she said, “to become the witch I was meant to be. But I still have so many unanswered questions.”

      Alistair nodded. “I understand. I’ll tell you all I can. But tread carefully—some secrets are dangerous in the wrong hands.” He leaned in, dropping his voice to just above a whisper. “There are ancient forces at work in this town, June. Bloodlines that stretch back centuries.”

      June’s mind raced. What old magic still lingered in these streets? What otherworldly secrets had her family been part of? “The square?”

      “Some here still cling to the old ways,” Alistair continued. “Dark rituals and pacts made long ago. They won’t welcome your return.”

      A chill tingled down June’s spine at the thought, but she wouldn’t let them scare her off. “I’m not afraid,” she said with a scowl. “This is my birthright. It belongs to me alone.”

      Alistair studied her for a long moment before replying. “No, I can see you’re not. You have your family’s strength.” He smiled sadly. “I promised your mother I’d watch over you…and that’s one promise I intend to keep. Don’t worry, we’ll get your magic sorted out.”

      June blinked back sudden tears, gratitude welling up inside her. She wasn’t alone, after all. With Alistair as her guide, she’d be okay. But the gathering in the square had her on edge. All this talk about dark forces, bloodlines, and rituals had her mind spinning.

      It appeared Stonebridge wasn’t so quiet, after all.

      “Come and meet me at the apothecary tomorrow,” Alistair was saying. “We can get reacquainted with some basics…and I need some help with stocktake.”

      “Stocktake?” June groaned.

      “I’ll pay,” he said with a chuckle. “And it’s good practice.”

      “Scented candles?”

      “Candles, soap…” Alistair winked, his eyes twinkling with mischief and a little magic, “among other things.”
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      The dark stone facade of the historic two storey building loomed above June, its crooked windows staring down at her with empty eyes. She shivered, pulling her jacket tighter against the chill wind that wound through the town square and buffeted across the cobblestone street.

      It looked cute in the pictures, but in person the place appeared a little lopsided and not at all how she remembered it. The charity shop, full of donated clothing and bric-à-brac, still occupied the shop space below, its sign swinging gently in the wind. Given the hour, a closed sign hung in the window.

      June approached the weathered wooden door next to the shop’s entrance. A rusty lockbox clung to the frame, barely hanging on its screws. She fumbled to open it, the key inside clattering metallically.

      “Well hello there!” a voice chirped behind her.

      June whirled around to find a trio of elderly women bundled in knitted jumpers, jeans, and gaudy woollen beanies eyeing her curiously. Their wrinkled faces creased into warm smiles.

      “You must be the lady renting the flat upstairs,” the tallest said. She had a mass of silver curls peeking out from under the edge of her bright purple hat.

      June nodded, clutching the key. “I’m June. Are you the ladies who run the shop?”

      “That’s us!” the shortest declared. She wore owl-eyed glasses that magnified her eyes. “We’re just locking up for the day.”

      The third woman, rail-thin and stooped, peered closely at June. “You look so familiar, dear. Have you lived in Stonebridge before?”

      “I…” June faltered, old memories rising unbidden. She steadied herself. “Yes, when I was young.”

      The women nodded sagely, like they understood her unspoken words.

      “What was happening in the square before?” she asked, wondering if the woman would tell her what the ‘something’ Alistair had been avoiding was. “Some kind of town meeting?”

      The women exchanged uneasy looks. “Some trouble in the forest,” the tall woman said. “Kids, most likely. Vandals damaging things to make their silly videos for the internet.”

      “I don’t think so,” the owl-eyed one said in a hushed voice. “Witchy gatherings, they say. Devil worship.” She crossed herself hurriedly.

      The curly-haired woman scoffed. “Oh rubbish, it’s just foolish rumours.” She smiled reassuringly at June. “People like to gossip. Keep an eye out.”

      “It’s happened before,” the owl-eyed lady hissed.

      “Oh, give it a rest, Doris,” the tall woman said with a scowl. “It’s just kids causing trouble. Mayor Hayes has referred the matter to the police.” To June, she said, “Think nothing of it. The internet gives people all kinds of ideas these days and that age comes with trouble and hormones, no matter the generation.”

      June nodded, though a flicker of unease remained in her heart. She couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was more to it. The mention of witchy gatherings and devil worship stirred something deep within her, tugging at the corners of her memory. But she pushed the thoughts aside, reminding herself that this time was different.

      “Well, I’ll keep an eye out,” June replied, forcing a smile. “It was lovely to meet you all. I’ll let you get on your way.”

      The women bid her farewell, their curious gazes following her as she fumbled with the key and shoved open the old door.

      The stairwell inside was dim, bare bulbs offering only faint light on the worn wooden steps. June climbed slowly, one hand trailing the railing as she dragged her heavy suitcase behind her. At the top, a faded blue door stood waiting.

      Unlocking it with the second key, she nudged it open with her foot and fumbled for the light switch, which she found just inside. As the light flooded the room, June blinked, momentarily blinded by the sudden brightness.

      The studio was small and sparse—just a double bed tucked against the far wall, and a small kitchenette with a stove, sink, fridge, and a row of cupboards. A tiny bathroom lurked in one corner, hiding behind an old-fashioned door that had an inset frosted window, the kind with all the bubbles. But the best feature was the massive bay window that dominated the opposite wall.

      June left her suitcase by the door and crossed the creaking floorboards to stand at the window. Down below, the main square bustled with the last of the townspeople who’d lingered after the town meeting. Her eyes were drawn to the familiar awning of The Corner. For the briefest moment, she wondered if coming back had been a mistake.

      With a sigh, she turned away from the window and sat heavily on the edge of the bare mattress. She looked around at the studio that was now her home, both comforted and unsettled by its unfamiliarity. This place represented a new start, but the ghosts of her past were never far away.

      Will I ever truly be at home here again? she thought, her fingers aching with the power she’d been denying for far too long.

      There was so much history in this town, so many memories imprinted on its ancient stones. She felt the burden of secrets that she carried, hers and the town’s both.

      Was there really a place for her here? Could she trust the coven again, after all that’d happened? The darkness of the past still lingered, but perhaps there was also hope. She had to believe that Stonebridge held the answers she sought, otherwise she should just go back to the train station.

      Her magic crackled underneath her skin, rising unbidden, reminding her of the reason she’d agreed to return in the first place. The last thing she, or anyone else, needed was an uncontrolled burst of golden light in public.

      June took a deep breath, calming the unpredictable rise of power best she could, and looked at her suitcase.

      She’d better start unpacking.
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      The following morning, bright and early, June pushed open the door to Alistair’s apothecary, a brass bell tinkling softly above her head. The familiar scent of sandalwood and lavender enveloped her as she stepped inside the quaint shop that seemed like it existed in a memory of the past.

      Shelves lined with an array of scented candles faced a display of glass jars filled with handmade soaps, shampoo, and hand creams. Another shelf was full of herbal teas, each promising solace or stimulation in finely penned labels. Gifts, curated with a witch’s knowing touch, nestled between Wiccan paraphernalia—crystals pulsing with latent energy, and dried herbs bound with twine, hanging like desiccated bouquets from the rafters.

      “Alistair?” June called out, her voice threading through the quiet.

      “Back here,” came the response from behind a curtain of cascading ivy that partitioned the public space from the private.

      She wound through the narrow aisles, her fingers brushing against velvet pouches of amulets and the smooth surfaces of carved rune stones, until she found Alistair hunched over a mortar and pestle, grinding what appeared to be dried rose petals into a fine powder. His salt and pepper hair was a stark contrast against the dark emerald of his apron, and when he looked up at her, his deep-set blue eyes held the weight of worlds unseen.

      “June,” Alistair said, straightening up with a kind smile. “How are you settling into your new flat?”

      “It’s…cosy,” June replied, her gaze momentarily drifting, picturing the cramped space above the charity store that now served as her refuge. “It needs a bit of work, but it’s a place to call my own, I guess.”

      “Good, good,” Alistair nodded, dusting his hands off before removing his glasses to clean them on a piece of cloth. “A home is important—a sanctuary from the outside world. Especially for someone like us.”

      June sensed a heaviness in his words, an echo of the many secrets Stonebridge held. She knew that in this town, where the line between the mundane and the mystical blurred, a home was more than just shelter; it was a fortress, a shield against the encroaching darkness that threatened to consume those who wielded the arcane.

      “Yeah,” June said. “I’ll make it work.”

      “Of course,” Alistair reassured her. “You’ve always been resourceful, June. Now, come. There’s a lot we need to talk about this morning.”

      June followed Alistair to a small wooden table at the back of the shop, their footsteps muffled by a worn-out, threadbare rug. She took a seat on one of the creaky chairs, her hands fidgeting in her lap as she waited for Alistair to speak. He sat across from her, the lines on his face etching deeper as he sighed.

      “June,” he began, his voice sombre yet not unkind, “as much as we cherish our gifts, they come with a burden. The human world isn’t ready for the full scope of what lies beyond their sight. It’s our responsibility to keep magic hidden, to maintain the delicate balance.”

      June nodded. “I remember the rules, Alistair. My parents—they taught me that before…before everything happened.”

      “Indeed, they did,” he agreed, his gaze meeting hers with a mix of pride and sadness. “But it bears repeating, especially now, with your return stirring the embers of old fires within Stonebridge.”

      “My return? Is it that bad?” June asked, feeling the weight of the town’s history pressing against her chest.

      “Let’s just say you’ve returned at a time when the coven needs strength and discretion more than ever.” He paused, studying her with a keen eye. “You’ve grown in power, June, but raw strength must be tempered with wisdom. Your legacy remains unused, and that comes with certain…issues.”

      “Which is why I’m still considered a fledgling, right?” she said, part statement, part question. Her hands stopped fidgeting as she leaned her elbows on the table.

      “Correct,” Alistair confirmed. “Despite your age, you’re new to the ways of the coven and to magic. The Stonebridge coven functions as guardians of this community—both magical and non-magical folk. We guide, protect, and sometimes intervene, but always from the shadows.”

      “Like guardian angels who ride broomsticks,” she quipped, a half-hearted attempt to lighten the mood.

      “Something like that.” Alistair chuckled softly, though his smile was fleeting. “However, each member must earn their place, prove their understanding of our principles. You have potential, June, but it must be nurtured under the guidance of the elder witches.”

      “Until I’m ready to advance.”

      “Yes,” Alistair said, standing up from the table. “You’ll meet with them soon, but for now, focus on learning the foundations of the craft. Control is needed before all else. There’ll come a time when your powers will be needed, but that time is not today.”

      June watched as Alistair moved around the apothecary, gathering various ingredients and potions. The room was filled with the scent of herbs and earth, a comforting aroma that reminded her of her childhood. She took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing thoughts.

      “But the town meeting,” she began hesitantly. “The darkness in the forest…”

      Alistair paused, his back still turned to her. He placed a jar of dried marigold on the shelf before turning to face her. The kind smile that usually graced his features had slipped into a sombre line. “Yes, it got quite heated,” he began, adjusting his glasses as if preparing himself for battle. “The townspeople are afraid, and rightly so. There have been… occurrences in the forest.”

      “Occurrences?” The women from the charity shop had mentioned devil worship and vandalism, but hadn’t seemed to give it much credence, but June wanted to hear Alistair’s perspective on the situation.

      “Strange happenings,” he elaborated. “There’s been vandalism in the forest—damage to the standing stones, trees cut down and others ripped out at the roots. Witches have noticed shadows where they shouldn’t be and heard whispers carried by the wind that chill you to the bone…signs that could be mistaken for a haunting, but may point to something else. These incidents have become more frequent, more aggressive. People are starting to notice.”

      June felt a knot form in her stomach. She knew some of the older the townsfolk could be superstitious, but hearing it from Alistair lent the rumours a weight she couldn’t dismiss.

      “Last night, things escalated.” Alistair gestured toward the window that peered out onto the square. “Dead sheep carved with ritualistic symbols were discovered yesterday morning and a town meeting was called. Fear and anger bubbled over. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen such unrest.”

      “Because of my parents…” June’s heart ached at the mention, her gaze falling to her hands that lay clasped on the table.

      “The memory of that time still lingers in the minds of many,” Alistair admitted. “After everything that happened, the town is wary of any hint of trouble. They fear what they don’t understand, and unfortunately, your return has stirred up those fears once again.”

      “My return? I only just got here,” she argued.

      “And everyone got a good look at you and your rather large suitcase,” he told her. “The rumour mill has a strong presence in Stonebridge, and it doesn’t take long for word to get around.”

      “Great…” Whispers, shadows, ritual sacrifice…and June
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