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Avery Hamilton and the watching crowd cheered as the maypole was finally secured into position in the small square in the centre of White Haven.

At the top was a colourful crown of flowers, and for the next couple of weeks until Beltane, or May Day as the non-pagans called it, Greenlane Nurseries, Reuben Jackson’s business, would be making sure the flowers remained fresh.

The bright ribbons that were fixed to the pole unfurled in the breeze, making Avery feel as if summer was getting closer. The sky was pale blue with a few scurrying clouds, and although it was mid-April, it was warm. 

Reuben stood next to her, keeping an eye on proceedings, and she turned to him. “Your flowers look really good!”

Reuben, like Avery, was a witch, and one of her best friends. Despite the fact that he was here in an official capacity, he was still wearing his t-shirt and board shorts. He winked at her, his blue eyes bright against his tanned skin. “Nothing like having a huge phallic symbol in the middle of the town to get everyone in the Beltane mood.”

Avery whacked his arm playfully. “You are terrible!”

“But it’s true, you know it is,” he said, laughing. “I can feel it in the air! It’s like everyone’s woken up feeling frisky.”

“I’m not so sure it’s friskiness, as just a general air of excitement, Reuben! You just like to think that everyone is obsessed with sex,” Avery said, as she looked around at the excited locals and tourists who had gathered to watch the official start of the Beltane celebrations. The traffic had been diverted for a few hours for the maypole to be put in place, so it lent an even more festival air to the proceedings. And yes, there was definitely an air of goodwill and teasing. 

“Nothing wrong with liking sex, Avery. You’ve got a spring to your step now that Alex has moved in.” He raised an eyebrow. “I like to feel that Greenlane Nurseries is adding some cheer to the town!” He pointed at the hanging baskets and pots that his nursery had already positioned outside the local shops, making the streets look bright. “I’ve made sure that there are a few flowers in there to help spread feelings of love, with maybe a little spell or two to help things along.”

Avery shook her head. “You’re incorrigible. I don’t know how El puts up with you.” El was another witch, and also Reuben’s girlfriend.

He looked at her, mock-outraged, but before he could answer, Stan, White Haven’s pseudo-Druid who loved to officiate at their pagan celebrations, stepped away from the crew who had raised the maypole and addressed the crowd.

As usual at these pagan events, Stan was wearing his long, woollen cloak and carried a wooden staff, and he grinned as he looked around. “I am pleased to announce that our Beltane celebrations are officially open!” The crowd cheered again as he gestured to Reuben. “Thank you to Greenlane Nurseries for providing the wonderful flowers that are decorating White Haven. For the next couple of weeks, we will keep plants around the maypole and the ribbons tied out of the way, until the dancers are ready to perform on Beltane. This coming weekend will also see the start of the play, Tristan and Iseult!” He beckoned to a young couple that stood at the edge of the crowd, and they smiled and waved at the onlookers as they reached Stan’s side. They were both in their twenties, and the young woman was slim with shoulder-length blonde hair, and the man was of average height, with light brown hair and a deep tan. “Let me introduce Emma Whitehall and Josh Atkins, who are playing the leads! I’m sure you’ll love the show, which was last performed in White Haven in the sixties! In the meantime, our very own Morris Dancers are here to start the festivities!”

A group of men were clustered on the edge of the square, dressed in traditional costumes. As they moved into position, the bells that were wrapped below their knees jingled. A lone accordion player started a tune and the men raised their sticks and started to dance as Stan joined Reuben and Avery, bringing Emma and Josh with him.

“Excellent job on the plants,” Stan said to Reuben, his voice low. “White Haven looks magnificent.”

“Thanks Stan, always happy to help!” Reuben nodded towards the maypole. “This afternoon, when the dancers have finished, a few of my staff will be back with the pots to go around the base.”

Stan rubbed his hands together and repeated, “Excellent, excellent. Have either of you met Josh or Emma before?”

“No,” Avery said, smiling and shaking their hands as Reuben did the same. “Are you ready for opening night?”

Josh looked nervously at Emma. “As usual, it doesn’t feel like it, but I’m sure we will be.”

Emma nodded. “It always feels like this in the week before the show. You feel like you keep forgetting important lines and that the costumes won’t fit and you’ll miss your cues, but it will be fine.”

Stan refused to be worried. “You’ll be fantastic! And the costumes are perfect.” He looked at Reuben and Avery. “It was the White Haven Players who performed it last time, so it seemed only fitting they do it again. And of course it’s a Cornish story, all about love that cannot be withered by time or circumstance—perfect for Beltane! And what perfect star-crossed lovers you are!”

At the mention of love, Josh and Emma seemed to look determinedly away from each other, and a pink flush started up Emma’s cheeks. 

Stan, however, was too busy talking to notice. “I’m not sure whether I enjoy Beltane or Samhain more! Have you decorated your shop yet, Avery?

“Of course! Sally has been working hard, as usual.”

Sally was Avery’s friend and the manager of Happenstance Books, and was responsible for making her shop run smoothly. Sally had already roped Dan, another friend who worked for her, into helping her decorate the shop with flowers, garlands, and lights.

Stan bounced lightly on the soles of his feet, making him seem younger than his fifty-odd years. “I didn’t doubt it, my dear.”

“How are the plans for the procession going?” Reuben asked. “Have you chosen a May Queen yet?”

Stan shook his head. “No. There have been, as usual, lots of applicants, and also for the Green Man, her consort. But they need to have a presence!” He sighed. “You may not know this, but we encourage the drama students at the local college to apply. They will need to follow a certain direction, because you know the whole thing is tightly organised, and the events manager has been arranging this for months!” 

“Isn’t this short notice for them, then?” Avery asked, surprised.

“Hence the need to choose wisely! We’re close to selecting who it will be, and will make our decision in the next day or so. They need to have the final fitting for their costumes, and they’ll spend the next week rehearsing. Next Tuesday we’ll have the first street procession. That’s when we’ll officially announce them. ”

Avery nodded. “And where will the play be performed?”

“White Haven Little Theatre,” Josh answered. “The first performance will be on Saturday night, and the final performance will be the following Saturday afternoon in the castle grounds, in the open air—as long as the weather’s good.” 

“So much to do!” Stan exclaimed. He held his hand up, and ticked off his fingers, one by one. “The fire is being built on the beach, ready for the celebration on the evening. The small arena for the performance of the play is almost complete, the maypole is up, the performers in the procession are also rehearsing, and the girls who’ll be dancing around the maypole have been practicing, too—they’re all from the local school. And obviously the May Queen and the Green Man will be part of the main Beltane procession through the town.”

Reuben’s eyes met Avery’s over the top of Stan’s head. “That’s quite a list, Stan!”

“I know. Such a busy time of year, but the town is full of visitors and we must put on a show! I love it, and wouldn’t want it any other way. Now, you must excuse me, I have to get back to the council!”

Without waiting for a response, Stan headed back into the crowds.

“We better go, too,” Emma said, smiling at them. “Will you be coming to the play?”

“I must admit I haven’t got tickets,” Avery said apologetically. “But I would like to see it.”

Josh frowned. “You may have trouble now. I think it’s sold out.”

“Wow,” Reuben said, with a shake of his head. “That’s great!”

“I know.” Emma’s eyes widened with a mixture of excitement and worry. “That makes it more nerve-wracking, but better than performing to an empty house!”

“Sorry,” Josh said, smiling. “We really do have to go. Nice to meet you.”

They walked away, and Reuben looked at Avery. “There really are a lot of events going on!”

“You know Stan, he lives for these celebrations. And he missed Samhain, thanks to your spell,” she reminded him. They had to make sure Stan left White Haven on the previous All Hallows’ Eve, worried that he would be sacrificed to the Wild Hunt by his girlfriend, Suzanne, the time-walker witch and one of Avery’s ancestors. “And Stan is right—the town is already getting busy with visitors!” Avery checked her watch as she felt her stomach growl. “I’m heading back to the shop for lunch. What are you up to?”

“On a glorious day like this? Must be time for a surf!” Reuben was obsessed with surfing.

“It could be raining, and you’d still go!”

“Because it’s brilliant! You should try it someday, Avery,” he said mischievously.

Avery shivered. “Sounds far too cold. Shall I see you later in the pub?”

“Yes, you will. Nothing like a pint and some of Alex’s excellent pub grub following a surf.” He winked. “See you later.”

Avery laughed to herself as she walked up the winding streets of White Haven, admiring the decorations as she went. Beltane was one of the biggest pagan celebrations in modernity. It was a fire festival that celebrated the sun, the peak of spring, and the arrival of summer. It was also a celebration of fertility, when the Maiden Goddess attracted the attentions of the Green Man, sometimes called the Young Oak King. 

She hadn’t just been massaging Reuben’s ego when she complimented the flowers. Hanging baskets and pots of all shapes and sizes lined the streets, filled with late spring plants. Some shops liked to provide their own displays, but on the whole, Greenlane Nurseries supplied them, and they looked bright and cheerful. The shop windows were full of flower garlands, and images of the May Queen and the nature spirit jostled for space. There were sculptures of both of them in the window of her own shop, fashioned out of twisted willow, and artfully woven to resemble faces.  

Avery halted before she stepped through the door, admiring Sally’s handiwork. It seemed there was no getting away from the Green Man now. Ever since the night they had defeated the Empusa with his and the Raven King’s help, the mischievous spirit was always in White Haven. He’d given them Ravens’ Wood, the ancient forest that had grown magically in hours, and had given Briar, the earth witch, a wildness she’d never had before. Now that Beltane was approaching, Avery felt his energy rise again, and with the potent arrival of the Goddess, magic was once again swirling through White Haven, stronger than ever. 

Avery stared at them both, muttering under her breath. “You two had better behave!”

She jumped when Dan’s face appeared next to them, peering at her with a frown. “Talking to yourself now, Avery?” he said, sounding muffled through the glass.

She poked her tongue out at him and then headed inside, the bell jangling overhead.

Dan continued to talk as he walked to the counter, shaking his head with mock concern. “I think you might need a break.”

“I’m perfectly fine, thank you! I was just telling those two not to make trouble.”

He patted her arm affectionately. “That’s exactly what I meant.”

She ignored him and looked around at the shelves filled with old and new books, and various occult objects. Fresh spring flowers were tucked in available spots, filling the air with a lovely scent. Avery inhaled deeply and sighed with pleasure. “It smells divine in here!” 

Dan followed her gaze. “While you were out, Sally filled a few more vases, because clearly there weren’t enough. I may have to fight my way out of here tonight.”

Avery laughed. “It’s not that bad! You should have a walk around White Haven. The whole place looks amazing. I watched the maypole go up. The Morris Dancers were there to celebrate.”

“And Stan was in his Druid costume, I suppose?”

“Of course.”

Dan eyed her bag. “Where are the cakes?”

“What cakes?” she asked as innocently as she could.

“Don’t do that to me, Avery!”

She grinned. “Kidding.” She slid out the bag with a selection of pastries, and Dan’s face lit up.

“Thank the Gods!” he said as he reached for one.

“Take your lunch break now if you want,” Avery suggested. “I can wait. Where’s Sally?”

“In the back room, doing the accounts. And yes, lunch sounds great.” He weaved through the stacks, and called to her over his shoulder. “I’m in the back room too, if you want me.”

Avery settled herself on the chair behind the counter, nibbling on a pastry as she watched pedestrians wander down the street. She saw several couples stop to kiss and giggle; it seemed the Beltane spirit was already strong. It made her think of Alex, her boyfriend and the fifth witch in the White Haven Coven, and she felt a warm glow inside. Since he had moved into her flat after they had defeated the Empusa, they had settled into domestic bliss, and she hadn’t felt so content in years. It was good to share her magic with someone who understood, and even better when they made spells together.

Her reverie was broken when she heard a wailing sound at the back of her shop, and she quickly followed the noise to the romance section. 

A young woman stood with a book in her hands, tears pouring down her face. Avery looked around perplexed, but there was no one else in sight. Avery gently took the book from the woman’s hands, and offered her a tissue. “Are you all right? Has something happened?”

What a lame question. Of course she wasn’t all right.

The woman blew her nose and sniffed, looking at Avery through red, swollen eyes. “Sorry, I’m being silly. I felt I needed something to cheer me up, and thought I’d find a nice romantic book, but—” she stopped talking as she started to cry again. “Sorry,” she repeated, through gasps. “It reminded me that I’m going to die alone, and that Brian will never love me!”

Avery’s mouth opened in shock. “What? I’m sure you won’t die alone! Of course you won’t,” she corrected herself. “Who’s Brian?”

“I work with him. He’s so handsome, but he never looks at me. Barely ever a smile!” 

She burst into tears again, and Avery felt compelled to keep talking.

“Have you known him long?” she asked sympathetically.

“No. He only started at work last week.”

Avery frowned. The woman had started sobbing again, almost hysterically. This was not normal. Who cries over someone they’d barely known for a week?

“Forgive me for asking,” she said tentatively, “but you really didn’t know him at all before last week?”

“No! But he’s the perfect man for me, I just know it!”

Avery leaned closer. Was magic at work? Or was this woman just lonely and had become worked up over nothing? “It is quite soon though, isn’t it, to think that something will or won’t happen just yet? Perhaps you need time to get to know him?”

“Maybe.” The woman sniffled. “I don’t normally get like this, but this feeling just came over me! We’re meant to be together. I think it’s destiny. I know it—right here.” She thumped her chest over her heart, and burst into tears again.

Avery realised that something was very wrong. Most lonely, lovelorn women didn’t plunge head over heels for a man they barely knew. She sent her magic out, gently easing around the woman, trying to detect some kind of spell. Yes, there was something subtle; she could feel it. The woman looked up, her eyes wide, and Avery noted that her pupils were dilated.

“Have you been anywhere odd, or done something different recently?” Avery asked, suddenly suspicious.

The woman frowned. “Why are you asking that?”

“Just humour me,” she said gently.

“I went to a party on the weekend in a pub. It was a birthday party for a friend, and lots of people were there that I didn’t know.”

“Was it a good friend?”

“A friend of a friend, really. It was a good party though!” She smiled weakly. “Lots of drinks and fun. There was a punch too, very fruity.” 

Avery tried not to show her concern, but what if something had happened that night? Some kind of love spell, possibly. If it was a spell, had it been directed just at this woman, or lots of people? And if so, how many others could be affected? Love spells could be dangerous, like any spell that endangered free will.

“Nothing else unusual?” Avery asked.

“No, just work,” the woman answered, sniffling into the tissue.

Avery frowned. She couldn’t cancel the spell—if it even was one—but she could soften the effects. “Maybe it’s just the party that has you feeling like that. Let me give you a hug.”

“Yes, please,” the woman said, tears once more pouring down her face.

As Avery pulled her close, she whispered a spell to calm the mind and soothe the senses. Within seconds, she felt the woman relax. 

Avery pulled away. “I have just the thing to cheer you up.” She headed to the shelves where she kept a selection of coloured candles, picked up a blue one and gave it to the woman. “This is a present from me. Light it when you get home, and leave it burning all evening. It will cheer you up.”

She looked surprised. “Oh no, I can’t just take it!”

“Yes, you can. Promise me you’ll light it!”

She smiled. “Yes, of course. I feel better already. Maybe talking to someone helped.”

“It always does,” Avery reassured her, as she walked her to the door. “What pub did you go to?”

“The Flying Fish. You know, the one on the road that leads out of town, overlooking the sea.”

Avery nodded. It was one of the pubs they had investigated for mermaids the year before. “I know it. It’s big, isn’t it?”

“Very! The party was in the room on the first floor, with the balcony.” She smiled shyly. “Anyway, I must go. Thanks for the candle.” 

With a jingle of bells the woman headed outside, leaving Avery wondering if someone was casting love spells, or if it was just the season of Beltane.
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When Avery arrived at The Wayward Son, Alex’s pub that was close to the harbour, it was already busy with people dropping in for after-work drinks. 

As she sat down on a stool at the far end of the bar, Alex headed to her, a broad smile on his face. His long, dark hair was loose, and as usual stubble grazed his cheeks and chin. 

“Hey, gorgeous.” He leaned over and kissed her, and quickly poured her a glass of wine, sliding it in front of her. “How was your day?”

“A bit weird, actually. How was yours?”

He frowned. “Just the usual for me. What happened?”

She sipped her drink appreciatively, and then told him about the woman in the shop who had burst into tears. “I’m pretty sure I detected a spell on her.”

“Really?” Alex looked puzzled, and he leaned across the counter, lowering his voice. “That sounds odd. I mean, who would do that? None of the Cornwall Coven, surely?”

The Cornwall Coven comprised of thirteen different covens from across Cornwall. As far as they knew, there were no other witches in White Haven. There was a coven in Harecombe, the town closest to them, headed by Caspian Faversham, and it comprised of other members of his family. The next closest town with a coven was Mevagissey, and there were only two members, Oswald and Ulysses, neither of whom would be casting love spells. 

Avery shook her head. “I doubt it. Maybe someone has been dabbling in magic, or perhaps it’s just Beltane?”

“I guess either is possible,” Alex said thoughtfully. “Let’s face it, anyone could try to cast spells...there are enough spell books around. Have you sold any recently?”

Avery had an occult section in her shop that included books about magic and the arcane, but White Haven was filled with occult and new age shops, and lots of other people sold books about magic, too. “I’m always selling that type of book, but tarot books are my biggest seller.”

Alex shrugged. “Maybe that woman really was a bit lonely. I think it’s more likely to be the Beltane spirit. Emotions are pretty heightened right now.”

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t imagine that whiff of magic, Alex. Although, I know what you mean. The festival is enough to make anyone who’s single feel alone.”

“I can feel him again, can you?” Alex asked, smiling softly. “The plants in the courtyard garden are going nuts!”

“I feel him everywhere. But if I’m honest, he never really left.”

Alex laughed, but he looked worried. “True, but earth energies are rising. Things could get a little weird around here—weirder than normal, I mean! I must admit, I’ve been having some odd dreams.” He paused, thinking, and then said, “They’re quite intense, actually—almost visionary.”

Avery’s mouth fell open in shock. “What? You haven’t said anything!”

He shrugged. “I know. I just thought that with all the Beltane build up over the last week or so that it was just playing on my mind, but now I’m not so sure.”

A few months before Alex’s visions had been threatening to overwhelm him. With the aid of Nate, a witch who lived in St Ives and whose mother had the gift of sight, he had managed to control them.

She voiced her worries. “Are you losing control of your psychic abilities?”

“I don’t think so. They don’t appear at any moment, like they used to—you’d surely see that happening! But I think they’re finding another way to manifest, in my dreams. And like I said, I think it’s just the recent circumstances.”

“Go on, then,” Avery prompted. “What did you see?”

“Just a jumble of images, really. I see Ravens’ Wood a lot—well, ancient trees and forests, it could be anywhere. The vegetation is thick and strong and it tangles around me, so that I can’t see where I’m going. I feel lost, confused, and a bit scared. And then I see people arguing, dressed in old-fashioned clothes—just glimpses of them in the trees. The air is thick with tension. And passion.” He nodded to himself. “Yes, I feel passion, power, lust—not me, you understand—but around me.” He focussed suddenly on Avery again. “And then I get jumbled images of White Haven, suffocating beneath a tangle of branches and vines, and the feeling of wildness and uncontrollable chaos.”

“Wow.” She sipped her wine, lost for words for a moment, and then said, “That sounds pretty intense. How often have you dreamt that?”

“Three or four times over the last week or so. But you know how it is with dreams...they become something else, and don’t make sense.”

“But dreams don’t usually repeat like that, not really,” she pointed out.

“No, they don’t.” He leaned on the bar, looking into space again, and it was clear that since he’d voiced his dreams, he was worried.

“Maybe you should start writing them down,” Avery suggested. “You might be forgetting important details.”

“True, I will. Remind me to put a notebook by the bed tonight.”

She nodded, her thoughts now flying to Briar. She felt the Green Man’s energy more than anyone else, especially after allowing him to possess her on the night they defeated the Empusa. “I wonder how Briar’s feeling.”

“You can ask her yourself. She’s here.”

Avery looked toward the pub’s entrance and saw Briar arrive, with El and Reuben behind her. Avery waved, and they made their way to her side, pulling stools close together. 

“Wow, Briar, what’s going on with you?” Avery exclaimed. There was something more primal about her, an uncanny wildness.

Briar ran her hands through her thick, dark hair, smiling ruefully. “I look a little wild, don’t I?”

El winked. “I think you look cool. You’ve got this amazing vibe going on! It suits you.”

“That’s good, because I can’t do anything about it!” She lowered her voice. “My hair is growing thicker than ever, and my magic feels like it’s bubbling up like a well. Now that spring is really here, I can feel the earth so strongly! I only have to reach for its energy, and it’s there.” She looked confused as she looked at their bemused faces. “You must feel it, too?”

“I do,” Avery agreed, “but not like you, I’m sure. The ring of green around your irises has got stronger!” The colour had appeared just after they had defeated the Empusa.

“I know! And I can’t control that, either!”

“I agree with El,” Reuben said, raising his pint in salute. “You look awesome! I can feel you crackling with magic.”

“I’m trying to subdue it,” Briar told them, “because I’m getting a few strange looks. I think some people do detect something, but they don’t know what it is.” She sighed. “It’s not easy.”

Alex smiled sympathetically at her. “Me and Avery were just saying that the Green Man feels stronger in White Haven in general.”

Briar raised an eyebrow. “I really didn’t think he’d get any stronger than after Imbolc, but that was stupid of me. Of course he’ll be stronger at Beltane. It’s when he joins with the Goddess. And she is most definitely here, too!” She looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “As you know, Eli is very popular with the women in White Haven. They flock like birds around him, and he loves it! But it’s getting worse now, and not in a good way.”

Avery felt a rumble of disquiet. “Why, what’s happening?”

“There are little spats between the women who visit the shop. You know, petty jealousies, put-downs, and snarky comments. Gaggles of women are in and out of the shop all day, and while I’m selling lots of stuff—because let’s face it, it’s a good excuse to be there—I feel I’m working in a harem!”

“Lucky bugger,” Reuben exclaimed. “All that female adoration.”

El smacked his arm playfully. “Er, you have me!”

“Well, of course, but it’s nice to be admired by many.”

Briar shook her head. “It’s really not. Eli looked amused at first, but not anymore. He’s trying to keep them all happy, but he’s failing. I’ve put a calming spell on the shop, which is helping, slightly.”

“The energies of the Green Man and the Goddess are too strong,” Avery acknowledged with a frown. “That must be what I felt earlier, rather than a spell.” 

Briar’s eyes widened with surprise. “Has something happened to you, too?”

“Not to me exactly,” she explained, and went on to tell them about the woman in her shop. “She was so upset! I was sure I felt magic around her, but maybe it wasn’t a spell. Maybe it was just Beltane magic.”

The witches glanced at each other nervously, and El suggested, “Maybe it’s a bit of both?”

“Oh shit,” Reuben said, looking sheepish. “I did tell Avery I’d enhanced the hanging baskets and tubs with a few mild love spells. Do you think that was me causing her to be upset?”

Briar shook her head. “I doubt it, Reuben. I’ve walked past your plants on the way here and couldn’t feel anything too strong.”

“But that’s not the case with all love spells,” Alex said. “They can be dangerous. They subvert normal willpower and play havoc with relationships. And people can get crazy, jealous, and violent!”

“Or depressed and tearful!” Avery reminded them.

“Crap!” El started playing with her rings, turning them around on her finger. “I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this. I haven’t seen anything odd yet, but I’ll keep watch.”

“We all should,” Reuben said, looking reassured that it wasn’t his fault. “Even if it’s just the Green Man’s magic, it could get dangerous enough.”

“I’ve been having weird dreams, too,” Alex told them. “I’m beginning to think they’re visions—or at least a psychic awareness manifesting in my dreams.” 

He told them what he’d been experiencing, and the witches glanced nervously at each other.

“That’s never a good sign,” Reuben said. “I trust your visions.”

“Thanks,” Alex told him. “I do, too.”

Avery sipped her drink. “I wonder whether it might be worth visiting The Flying Fish, the pub where the party was.”

Alex nodded in agreement. “Let’s go for a meal there tomorrow night, Avery. I’m not working in the evening.”

“Great,” she said, pleased to be doing something practical.

“Anyway,” Alex glanced down the bar to where some patrons where waiting, “I better go and serve some customers before my staff get overwhelmed.”

“And I should go home,” Avery said, finishing her wine. “I can’t wait to start reading my grimoires.”

“Has anyone seen Shadow recently?” El asked, still with half a pint of beer in her glass. “I wonder what she’s making of our rising earth magic problem.”

“Not for a few days,” Briar told her. “Haven’t you?”

“About the same. She’s been busy since that business at Old Haven Cemetery with the zombies and the fey necromancer,” El admitted. “She told me that she and the Nephilim have had an interesting proposition from the Orphic Guild. I think it’s keeping them all busy, actually.”

“Really?” Avery felt like she’d missed something. “I wondered why she hadn’t been in the shop recently. What kind of proposition?”

El leaned forward conspiratorially. “I’m not sure, but it concerns the Nephilim’s past—I think.”

Reuben grimaced. “She’s being very cagey, which makes me more intrigued.” He looked at Briar. “Has Eli said anything?”

She shook her head. “No, other than saying his brothers are busy.”

“Mmm, interesting! Ash says the same.”

Ash was another Nephilim, and he worked for Reuben at Greenlane Nurseries. 

“I thought he was cutting down his hours?” Avery asked. 

“He has, but I still see him regularly. We’ve been flat-out lately—you know, with spring gardening and preparing the plants for Beltane—and he’s been great.” He looked pleased. “He’s a good laugh, actually. Not anywhere near as quiet as he used to be. Quite the gamer, I gather. Loves to tease Shadow!”

“I’ll invite Shadow for dinner,” El said, brightly. “With Gabe! Sound good? We can ask about the Green Man and the Orphic Guild.”

“Sounds great,” Avery said, sliding off her bar stool and gathering her bag. “Do you think we should tell Newton about our concerns?”

Briar groaned. “Not yet! What’s to tell? He’ll only get all grumpy and shouty.”

“He’s not that bad!” Avery said, laughing.

“You know what I mean!” 

“Let’s hope the festival cheers him up,” Avery said, laughing. “Is Hunter coming to visit soon?”

Briar smiled shyly. “End of the week.”

“Oh, goodie!” Reuben said, with a cheeky grin. “Let’s see what some wild Beltane magic does to the shifter. You could be in for a good weekend, Briar!”

Briar just looked at him. “Is your mind always in the gutter?”

“I watched a large, phallic symbol being erected in the town square today. That’s where my mind is naturally going to be for the next couple of weeks. You may as well get used to it!”

***
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When Avery arrived back at her flat above Happenstance Books, she passed through her open-plan living and dining room that were on the first floor, and headed to the kitchen to collect some cheese, crackers, and a glass of wine before heading to the attic on the floor above, her favourite room. 

The attic stretched the length of the house. A third of it comprised her bedroom and en suite bathroom that she now shared with Alex, separated from the rest of the space by a fireplace that was set into the thick wall. The rest of the attic was a spell room, and now that Alex had moved his magic equipment in too, they used the space together.

The evening was already chilly and it was growing dark, so Avery lit a fire before doing anything else, and spelled her lamps and candles on with a flick of her magic. Her cats, Circe and Medea, came to greet her, stretching from where they had been sleeping in the throws on the sofa.

Avery stroked their soft fur and then headed to the table, pulling her grimoires towards her and greeting them like old friends. She sat for a moment in quiet contemplation, pondering the events of the day. Magic was rising in White Haven. All the witches could feel it, and that was troubling. It hadn’t felt like this last year, but that was before they had found their old grimoires and released the magic of their ancestors across White Haven. And, of course, before the Green Man had arrived with the Crossroads Circus and never left.

Avery pulled Helena’s grimoire towards her, her hand sliding over the still soft leather cover, and she opened the pages reverently. Helena was her witch ancestor who’d been burned at the stake, and her ghost remained in Avery’s flat, appearing at unexpected moments. She was generally a force for good, but Avery remained wary of her—not enough to banish her though. 

Avery turned the pages, scanning the spidery handwriting that was difficult to read. These spells were arcane and powerful, and just looking at them made Avery feel connected to her magical roots. There were spells in here she hadn’t seen anywhere else, and some she wouldn’t dream of using. They were cruel and dark, and she wondered what her ancestors had been thinking. She hoped they were spells that were recorded but rarely used. The other witches had expressed the same concerns about their old family grimoires, too.

The other important thing about this grimoire were the notes her ancestors had written in the margins of old ceremonies and Sabbats, and she knew there were pages of information about Beltane in here, spread through the book, recorded by many different witches over time. But that wasn’t what she was looking for right now. She needed spells to use on the whole town, to bewitch some calm and peace—if they had to.

Avery sipped her wine, grabbed a pen and paper, and started to make some notes as she read. She shook her head and frowned, hoping this would be a last resort. To cast a spell so big as to encompass the town was one thing, but to maintain it for a period of time would be something else. And actually, she reflected, it would be no better than casting love spells. It would still influence someone’s willpower.

Her phone rang, disturbing the silence, and picking it up Avery saw it was Genevieve’s number, the High Priestess of the Cornwall Coven.

“Hey Genevieve, how are you?” Avery greeted her. 

“Worried,” Genevieve said, forgoing niceties. Her soft Irish voice was surprisingly abrupt.

Avery’s heart sank. “Why?”

“Beltane bloody magic. Can you feel it?”

“Yes, we can actually. We were just talking about it today, but thought it was just White Haven—you know, because of the Green Man.” Genevieve knew all about their experiences with crossroads magic.

“Well, unfortunately, it’s pretty strong here too, and the other covens are reporting it as well.” She sighed heavily. “While normally I love Beltane, of course—it’s a brilliant time of year, things just feel—” Genevieve paused, and silence fell.

“A little odd?” Avery suggested.

“To say the least. Emotions seem a little heightened. There are petty jealousies and arguments between couples, or overt and desperate flirting among strangers. It’s all very unnerving. ”

Avery leaned back in her chair and gazed through the windows to the night sky beyond. “Same here.” She told her about what Briar had reported, Alex’s dreams, and about the woman who had cried in her shop, and then Avery summoned her courage and told her what she and the White Haven witches had been debating for weeks. “By the way, Genevieve, I’m not sure if we’ll join the coven celebrations for Beltane. We might celebrate here, instead. We thought we’d observe it in Ravens’ Wood.” 

Avery was expecting a complaint, but instead Genevieve sounded disappointed. “I expected as much, and that’s okay. But it would be good if you celebrated the solstice with us—please think about it.”

“Of course, I’ll talk to the others.”

Genevieve rushed on. “I’ve decided to hold a coven meeting to discuss some of this Beltane oddness that’s going on. We’re meeting on Wednesday at Oswald’s place. I know it’s short notice, but can you make it?”

“That sounds great, I’ll be there,” Avery assured her, and after another few minutes of chatting, Genevieve rang off, leaving Avery thinking about what else had been happening in White Haven, and whether she’d missed anything.

She saw her tarot cards on the shelf next to her pots of dried herbs and roots, and picked them up, shuffling them as she sat back at the table. The cards were warming already to her touch, slipping alongside one another easily, and Avery focussed only on the feel of them beneath her fingers while trying to decide her question. Should she ask if someone was casting love spells? Or if Beltane meant trouble? She decided to keep her question broad. 

Would the Green Man and the Goddess bring problems to White Haven?

As she placed the cards out in the Celtic wheel, she felt a shiver run through her. Major Arcana cards were everywhere—reversed cards, royals of the suits, and finally a reversal of The Lovers dominating the whole reading. It was a powerful spread that she needed to analyse. But one thing was clear. Passions were running wild, and would only get worse.
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When Avery walked into the shop the next morning, Sally, as usual, was already making coffee in the small kitchen, which also served as a stock room and meeting place. She turned to greet Avery, trying to plaster a smile on her face.

“Morning, Avery!”

Avery frowned. Sally was normally bright-eyed and cheerful, but today she looked flushed and her eyes were swollen. “Sally! What’s wrong? Are you upset?”

Sally quickly turned away. “I’m fine, sorry, just ignore me!”

Avery rushed over to the counter and turned Sally around, her hand resting gently on her back. “You are not fine. What’s happened?”

Sally started to cry again, tears welling up and pouring down her cheeks, and she whipped a tissue out and wiped them away. “I had an argument with Sam, that’s all.” She shook her head. “It was so silly! I don’t know what came over me.”

Sam was Sally’s husband; they had been married for years and had two small children. They were childhood sweethearts, and Avery had never heard of them having cross words before, at least nothing significant.

“This is so unlike you two,” Avery said, voicing her concerns. She tried to reassure her. “You’re my role model for happily ever after! I’m sure it can’t be anything really bad.”

“It was! I got so jealous last night, and we had this massive argument this morning! It was just the way he looked at her—as if I wasn’t there!” 

Sally burst into fresh tears and Avery hugged her close, feeling Sally trembling against her. A horribly slow, insidious fear began to creep though Avery, and she stroked Sally’s hair. 

“You two are the happiest couple I know! This doesn’t make sense, Sally.”

Sally pulled away, sniffing. “I know!”

Avery directed her to a chair at the table, poured coffee for both of them, and then sat next to Sally. “Tell me what happened.”

“We went out for dinner last night with friends—old friends, really good friends—and everything was fine at first. And then Sam just seemed to be flirting with Laura—and she flirted right back!”

Avery frowned. “But friends do flirt, it’s harmless! Reuben flirts with me constantly, and it doesn’t mean anything. Alex flirts, too. He flirts with you!”

Sally met her eyes. “I know. It’s usually just harmless fun. But this didn’t feel harmless, and I couldn’t brush it off. I got home and it ate away at me all night. I barely slept! So I brought it up this morning, and he told me I was overreacting and we had a massive row! He stormed out, and I got the kids to school and came here.” 

Avery fell silent while she watched Sally sip her coffee in between sniffs and tears. Was this Beltane magic? Or a spell? Two women crying in two days in her shop was unusual. Especially since one of them was Sally. Or was it really just an argument? People had them all the time...

“How do you feel now?” Avery asked her. “I mean, are you still jealous? Do you look back at last night and think you overreacted?”

Sally thought for a moment. “Yes, I still feel jealous. Like I have this twisting knife in me. But I know it’s irrational, too. I trust Sam—I really do. But he did seem odd last night, both of them did.”

“What about Laura’s husband?”

“I think he was fine.” She covered her hands with her face. “I don’t know! I feel like an idiot now.”

Avery sipped her coffee and came to a decision. “Sally, I don’t think this is entirely normal.”

“What do you mean?” Sally asked. Her hands dropped and she looked at her wide-eyed.

“I think Beltane magic is playing with people’s emotions. The Green Man and the Goddess are rising, their energies are spilling over into everything. At least, I hope that’s it. My other sneaky worry is that there’s some kind of love spell going around.”

“This is what love spells do?” Sally looked horrified. 

“Love is a strong emotion. If you subvert it, or try to replicate it, all sorts of horrible, unforeseen things can happen.”

“Who would do such a thing?”

Avery shrugged. “I don’t know...and I could be wrong. It could be Beltane magic on overload.”

“But if it isn’t, is this spell directed at me? Is someone trying to break up my marriage?” All of a sudden, Sally had gone from tearful to furious. “I’ll kill them!”

“Slow down! There’ll be no killing! I don’t think you’ve been targeted deliberately—at least, I hope not. I did a reading last night, and the tarot certainly suggested heightened emotions, and Alex is having strange dreams. I spoke to Genevieve last night, and it sounds like this unusual behaviour is happening all over Cornwall—arguments, jealousies, and exaggerated flirting. The coven is meeting tomorrow, and I’ll know more then.”

Sally sighed and leaned back in her chair. “That actually makes me feel better. I’ve never felt like this before. It’s sort of uncontrollable, but to know it’s a fake emotion helps.”

“It’s not a fake emotion,” Avery warned her. “It’s very real, though the reasons behind it are fake. But you and Sam are amazing. You’ll work it out.”

“How are you and Alex?” Sally asked. “Anything weird going on with you?”

“Not at the moment!” Avery grinned. “It’s awesome living together—even if he makes me tidier than I want to be. And he’s a great cook.”

Sally smiled, and Avery saw her shoulders drop as the tension seeped out of her. “Good. He makes you all glowy.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’m going to phone Sam.”

Avery stood up and carried their cups to the sink. “Good luck. I’ll leave you to it.”

As Avery entered Happenstance Books, shutting the door to the back room firmly behind her, she sighed and leaned against it with relief. What a start to the day! She took a few deep breaths and then walked through the shop, spelling on lights, burning incense, and reinforcing her spells. She paused at the window, admiring the bunting that was hanging across the road. There were only a few pedestrians at this hour—it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet—but they stopped to admire the decorations, taking photos and posing together. The tourists were filling up the town, and the cafés would be full later.

Maybe she should add another spell to the shop, something to provide calmness and serenity. It would protect the staff, as well as the customers. Avery nodded to herself as she unlocked the door. She’d do that later. 

It was a busy morning, and it was almost time for lunch when Avery, Dan, and Sally were able to pause and share a coffee at the counter.

Sally pulled out a packet of shortbread biscuits from a drawer and handed them around, and Avery was pleased to see she looked more like her usual self. Avery was reaching for her second biscuit when the door swung open and Shadow walked in, gazing around imperiously before finally settling on the three of them.

Shadow was the fey who’d been stranded when the Wild Hunt had broken through the veils between worlds at Samhain the year before, and she now lived with Gabe and the six other Nephilim. She headed towards them with a broad smile, as usual clad in skinny jeans and boots, and as usual Dan smiled dreamily as his eyes travelled over her enviable figure.

She helped herself to a biscuit. “How are you three in these wild and unusual times?”

“Wild and unusual?” Dan asked, puzzled. “Why? What have you done?”

“Me? I never do anything!”

Her violet eyes challenged them to disagree, but Avery wasn’t buying it. “You’re always up to something. I hear your new business is proving interesting.”

Shadow’s lips twitched. “It’s certainly given us some interesting ways to earn money.”

Avery leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Are you stealing things?”

“We call it liberating things, actually.”

Sally laughed. “Same thing!”

Shadow tossed her long, caramel-toned hair that was likely to change colour frequently due to her fey ability to add glamour to herself. “Actually, it’s not. We are hoping to find things that have been lost for a long time. And yes,” she conceded, “some of those may have been lost in certain dusty collections.”

“I knew it!” Dan said, narrowing his eyes. “You’ve been a very bad girl.”

“But that’s what you like about me, Dan!” She flashed him her biggest smile, and he wilted.

Avery interrupted their flirt fest. “What were you saying about wild and unusual times? Do you mean Beltane?”

“I mean many things! Our new employer is very unusual, and yes, Beltane as you call it, has given the town a restless energy.”

“You mean the Green Man and the Goddess?” Avery suggested.

Shadow nodded. “I must admit, their wildness is coursing through my veins acutely. Do you feel them?”

“Them?” Avery asked, alarmed. “We can feel him! Do you feel the Goddess, too?”

“Oh yes! She has to meet him with her own strength and power. They are equals. If you can’t feel her yet, you will.”

Shadow said this with such a tone of finality that Avery didn’t doubt her. And actually, it made perfect sense. But it was unnerving. “Briar tells me Eli is having trouble with his harem.”

“Lucky bugger,” Dan said.

“Not lucky!” Shadow told him, laughing. “It’s his own fault. He’s being stalked by one of them.”

“What?” Sally said, shocked. 

“I know!” She leaned forward to share her gossip. “She hangs around the shop all day, and tries to follow him home. I offered to scare her off, but he refused.” She looked disappointed.

“Probably wise,” Avery told her. “Any suggestions as to what we can do about this rampant energy?”

Shadow crunched on her biscuit as she thought. “Not a lot, actually. As spring rises, so do they. He’s a nature spirit who’s reaching his zenith and feeling very sexually charged, and so is the Goddess! They are reaching their sexual peak together.”

Dan sniggered at that, and Sally smacked his arm. “This isn’t funny!”

“Yes, it is! I might actually get laid.”

Sally smacked his arm again. “Dan!”

“What? I can feel my blood stirring, too!”

“By the great Goddess,” Avery muttered. “That’s all I need! A randy assistant. You’re as bad as Reuben. He keeps talking about phallic symbols!”

“That’s what the maypole is! He’s quite right about that.”

Shadow looked intrigued. “We have such symbols and celebrations in the Otherworld. Our traditions have obviously mingled. We celebrate our spring with more magic, though, and it’s when many fey choose to wed under the eyes of the great Goddess—in the open, you understand, under the sky. We don’t have churches.”

Avery frowned. “Do Gabe and the others feel the change in energy?”

“Of course. Although, as you know, they have a little more resistance to magic than most. El has asked us to come to dinner, so me and Gabe will see you on Friday night.”

“Great!” Avery felt relieved. It would be good to get their perspective on things, and it would be good to see more of Gabe. He was always so elusive.

“Anyway, I need a few books,” Shadow said brightly, “on John Dee.”

Sally frowned. “Who’s that?”

“The Virgin Queen’s magician!” 

History wasn’t Avery’s best subject, but the name did seem familiar. “Didn’t he talk
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