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In the beginning…


As far back as time remembers, there have been stories of those who held powers greater than the average human. Those who could do things which seemed inexplicable, wild and unexplainable abilities that baffled and confused the mind, that seemed other-wordly and supernatural. These stories can be found in nearly every culture, every country, every religious text and scripture. Some ascribed their powers to gods and goddesses, to divine intervention. Some to a freak twist of nature. For most, it was blamed on an unholy deal with the Devil.

But where there is opportunity, there are those who are willing to exploit it. Those who could heal the strangest of ailments were sought to keep people healthy. Those who could summon the skies at their will were praised for bringing crops to a fruitful harvest. The ones who could read the signs of destiny were sought out to tell the future, of happy news of weddings and children where there had previously been no hope.

Their acceptance at their existence, albeit tenuous, only lasted as long as the good fortune did.

And then the world turned on them with ferocious and horrific tenacity Suddenly, those once relied upon to heal were accused of causing harm. Those who helped the ground to flourish, accused of drought and famine. Prophecies were twisted into fanciful tales of doom and destruction. Fingers were pointed, whispers and accusations made louder and louder until it all came crashing to a head with pitchforks and fire, storm and fury. For a hundred years, a frenzy swept the world.

America had Salem.

England had Pendle Hill.

Scotland had North Berwick.

Germany had Trier.

Sweden had Torsåker.

The ground was awash with the blood and ashes of those accused of doing unholy things. People, blessed and not, lived in fear of being accused and persecuted without evidence and reason.

Until it stopped.

Until the hysteria died down, and people moved on, and soon, after a short but bloody war, it was declared over.

Centuries passed, and the world moved. Technology advanced, breakthroughs were made. Ideas which were scoffed at and scorned when they were first spoken about became commonplace. Trains and cars and planes replaced horses. Medicine replaced herbal remedies. Education flourished and became the norm. Nations rose and fell. And through it all, those with gifts lived and died, learnt and grew alongside everyone else. Survivors of a plague of bigoted, unjustified cullings which threatened their very existence.

In fear of history repeating itself, they went into hiding, an unspoken, unwritten agreement that they could never risk exposing themselves again. And so, they found solitude and peace within themselves, communities scattered across countries where only the trusted could truly be welcomed. They continued to practice their powers but hidden, growing and learning in tandem with the rest of the world. As generations passed, lineages were carefully traced and tracked to ensure all those with powers were safe and known, protected from the world. Slowly, their numbers began to grow again, but each child was told the stories of their ancestors as a warning as to why they could never reveal their true nature.

And for most, tales of those who could perform magick became just that. Tales. Stories told at bedtimes. Urban legends. Halloween make-believe of old crones who flew on broomsticks with black cat familiars.

For most.


ACT ONE
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Av Moss sat at the antique oak desk which took up nearly half of their official office and stared at the computer screen in front of them. They had a stack of emails to reply to, but they were unable to focus on any of them. The words swam in front of their eyes any time they tried to read, and if they were lucky enough to finish one, they’d no sooner finish than forget what had been said. They let their head fall back with a cushioned thump onto the leather. They needed to focus. They had property requisitions, building maintenance requests, and antiquity orders to review and file.

Crow’s Nest Coven had been a safe-haven to Mages for over one hundred and fifty years, the running of which was overseen by three Coven Elders, voted for by the members. Av was still fairly new to the role, only voted in eighteen months prior, and while they relished the responsibility which they had been afforded, it was days like this, when their time was taken with bureaucracy and admin that they really loathed the faith the Coven had shown in them. If Av was a betting person, they would put good money on the chance that the other two Coven Elders, Mary and Francine, had deliberately delegated the majority of this work to them as some form of sick and twisted initiation for being the proverbial new kid. But then Mary and Francine had been in the role for years, and they no doubt had their fair share of paperwork to deal with.

Av knew that, despite their best efforts, the world around them was still changing. While the Coven held fast to some of their traditions, they couldn’t survive by living as they had when the founding members first laid roots here, constantly adapting with the rest of the world. Av had been respectfully vocal in their opinion over the years, long before they even had an official position; it would raise questions if every teenager in a small town didn’t own a phone or a laptop. Technology could be used as an ally, rather than something to live in fear of. After all, wasn’t the right to live free of fear the one thing everyone had been striving for and protecting all these years? When Av had made these arguments, to friends or in Coven meetings, they had no idea that they would be seen as something so determining in their future. But it was this opinion which had apparently won them the support of so many Coven members and led to their election as an Elder.

However, that did not stop the mundanity of everything else that came with the role.

And Av really wanted to get it over with today. Tomorrow was Saturday, and although they were not opposed to working on the weekend—in fact, more often than not, some form of work was done then—this weekend, they wanted to be free. No hangovers or residual tasks to divert their attention. Because this weekend, they had plans which involved a good bottle of wine (or two), their cottage (more specifically, their bedroom) and no one else but—

“Hello Avani, dear.”

Av groaned at their mother barging through the door without so much as a knock, the annoyance quickly morphing into something altogether more grating at the use of their given name. They didn’t have the energy for that argument again today, but out of the corner of their eye, they noted the plant which sat on the edge of their desk wilt slightly. Av had mastered the art of controlling their magick over the years, especially when it came to being around their mother. Outbursts of strong emotions caused a Mage’s magick to flare, and there was nothing more provocative to Av’s than their mother’s disrespect.

“Mother, you can’t just walk in here without announcing yourself! What if I was in a meeting?”

“You weren’t,” Primrose announced simply.

“You didn’t know that!”

“Yes, I did. I know full well you keep Friday afternoons clear of appointments so you can try to work in peace.”

“And yet, here you are!”

“Oh, Avani, my love. As if that includes me!” Prim gave a chuckle, as if the notion that she was included in the general population of people who Av kept clear of on a Friday afternoon was preposterous.

Av groaned loudly and slumped back in their chair. The short interaction with their mother had already drained the last of their energy.

“What do you want, Mother?”

“I wanted to know if there was anything in particular you wanted for dinner this evening.”

“I’m…not coming for dinner this evening,” Av said, mildly confused.

“Why not? You haven’t been to dinner since Tuesday. I thought since it’s Friday, you would be less busy and able to make some time for me.”

Av clenched their jaw, trying hard not to lose their last remaining shred of patience. The only reason they had had dinner with their mother so often over the past two weeks was because they simply had not been able to avoid it. But Tuesday evening had involved a conversation which had firmly put them off any more evenings with their mother. Ignoring the bait about that evening, Av set about explaining themself reluctantly.

“Because,” they said through gritted teeth, “as you so rightly pointed out, it is Friday. And I have plans. Which you know full well.”

“Do you?” Prim asked, feigning ignorance.

“Yes.” Av breathed deeply through their nose before holding it for a few seconds and releasing it slowly. Prim knew full well what plans Av had tonight. Well, not the exact plans—that was for them and their companion’s knowledge only. But Av knew the game their mother was trying to play, and quite frankly, now was absolutely the last time to try and play it. “Sare is returning from India this afternoon.”

“Oh, yes. Of course.” Prim wiped at an invisible speck of dust on the mantelpiece. Av knew that there was nothing there due to the fact that Prim had insisted on coming and cleaning their office only two days prior. It was an entirely futile task, a weak excuse to try and subtly manipulate Av into changing their mind about any number of things through supposed general conversation. The direction of the Coven. Their friendship with Sare. Their identity. Prim was above no tactic to try and get her own way.

“Now, if you don’t mind, Mother, I do have a lot of work to be doing.”

Prim looked up at the not-so-hidden instruction to leave, and for a second, Av saw something flash across her face before her perfectly sculpted mask slid back into place. Drawing her shoulders back, Prim brushed down her dress before staring Av down sternly. “Very well then. I assume I won’t be seeing much of you at all this weekend. Not since she is coming back, and I barely get a look in when she is around.”

Prim turned on her heel and strode out of the office, leaving the door wide open where it had swung, no doubt a final act of getting under Av’s skin. Too tired and drained from the confrontation to care, Av left if open and dropped their head into their hands, groaning again when a dull throb made itself known behind their eyes.

These confrontations with their mother were becoming more tiresome, but worse was the sheer unpredictability of the woman. Most days, although Av was sure they were becoming fewer, Prim would barely mention the elephant in the room that had put so much strain on their relationship. When Av was seventeen—young, free, and without the burdens of a Coven to lead—and they came out to their mother as gay, it was no great shock. In a community dominated by strong women with a rich history of matriarchal power and pride, the idea of a woman being attracted to and loving another woman was a concept almost as old as time itself. But then Av was elected as a Coven Elder, and that’s when the subtle change began.

Pride or adulation at their position was always caveated with the idea of continuing their legacy. Av would be written into the history books as a great leader, but that would be where it ends ‘because there is no heir to the Moss name and line,’ Prim would say. Essentially, she was telling Av it was okay to be gay, but if they could take a male partner for the sake of propriety, it would be considered a personal sacrifice to the greater good.

The idea repulsed Av. And if their mother ever uttered the thought in front of anyone else, they would likely also be similarly affected. But Prim was nothing if not careful about the appearances she kept, and if anyone were to look, she was the perfect picture of a proud mother.

Before their mind could let them get too deep into the complexities of their relationship with their mother, Av sensed another presence in the room and braced herself, expecting the unspoken words their mother just couldn’t resist any longer. Determined not to let her sour their mood anymore, Av cut her off before she could start.

“Mother, whatever you have to say—”

“Well, to begin with, I am most certainly not the almighty Primrose Moss.”

Av’s head shot up so fast it almost gave them whiplash. They first saw no one standing in front of them before craning their head back when they felt a warm arm snake around their shoulders and pull them back into their seat. Av felt the frustrations of the past two weeks melt away with just that one touch.

“You’re back!”

“I am indeed.” Sare leant down, resting her cheek against Av’s and humming softly in their ear. “Dare I ask what your mother has been doing in my absence to make you this tense? Not to mention the dire state of your orchid.”

Av glanced back at the plant which earlier stood proudly, now drooping, the petals of its bloom looking perilously close to falling.

“Nothing new,” Av stated simply, knowing Sare would understand the implication and the silent request to let it drop for the time being. They turned their head slightly, their lips brushing the smooth skin of Sare’s sculpted cheekbone. “How was your journey?”

“Long and tiresome. Next time we wish to connect with our cousins in India, may I suggest they come here?”

“I think it is indeed their turn to do the travelling,” Av agreed softly. “Especially if it means keeping you here.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to call much. It was a busy schedule, and when I did have time, it was like the Goddess was against me, and I couldn’t get through.”

“That’s okay. The little I did hear from you was better than nothing.”

“Better than nothing but not nearly enough, Braveheart. Not for you and certainly not for me.” Sare pulled herself away from Av’s back, Av instantly missing the warmth of her body, before their seat swung round and they were greeted with Sare leaning over them, hands braced on the arms of their chair. “I have missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too,” Av replied, slipping a hand into the long raven hair which framed Sare’s face before tugging her down towards them. Av’s kiss was hard and fierce, a press of lips and a flick of their tongue causing Sare to moan softly into their mouth before she slid onto their lap.

Av felt Sare’s arms circle their neck, resting on their shoulders as her fingers scratched lightly at the soft hairs at their nape. Av hummed at the sensation, knowing it was Sare’s way of relieving a little of the tension which would have been obvious from their sparky, misplaced greeting. They let the weight of Sare’s body leaning into them ground them, settling into the feel of her lips against their own as their kiss drifted into something more languid and slow, the feeling simultaneously calming and exciting them.

The dichotomy of emotions Av felt in Sare’s presence never ceased to amaze them. It had always been that way. In the beginning, it scared them—the joy of having a friend who understood them so well fighting with the fact that their heart wanted more. But now, after years of fretting that it would all be ruined if they let the true extent of their love known, Av relished the fact that Sare was so many things to them. There wasn’t a day that went by that they didn’t thank the Goddess that Sare was in their life.

Av broke the kiss when they both needed oxygen, settling to rest their foreheads together. “As much as I would like to continue this, I have more work I need to do,” Av muttered regretfully.

“I know. I only came by because I couldn’t wait any longer.” Sare pulled herself out of Av’s gentle hold in their lap, coming to stand in front of them. “Besides I need to shower the stench of airports and strangers off me before I will let you get any further.”

“You smell amazing as always.”

“As much as I appreciate your somewhat biased view, I shall leave you to finish your work while I go unpack.” Sare leant down, placing another chaste kiss against Av’s lips. “I shall see you soon, Braveheart.”

Av watched as Sare left, their day becoming suddenly, considerably brighter, the worries of their mother and the workload sat before them nowhere near as daunting as they were ten minutes ago. All the criticisms they had received over the years were worth it for the feeling that Sare imbued them with.

With a roll of their head on their shoulders, Av readied themself and set to work on their next task with a renewed vigour.


2


Sare stepped out of the walk-in shower, wrapping a soft towel around her body, humming gratefully at the plush fabric against her skin. Although she had been accommodated in relative comfort during her trip to India, being personally hosted by the local Coven leader, there was nothing like the luxuries of being at home. Padding through to her bedroom, she continued to towel at her hair, draping it over one shoulder so she could reach the ends. She dropped down onto the bed, running her hand over the exquisitely embroidered throw that ran along the foot of it, noting that the sheets had been changed and smelt of lavender and honeysuckle. Sare smiled to herself, knowing that Av must have found time while she had been away to come and change the bed. It was a small but sweet gesture, one that Av knew Sare would appreciate.

Throwing the towel over the trunk at the end of the bed once her hair was suitably dry, Sare shuffled up, fluffing the pillows against the ornate wooden headboard until she was comfortable, before reaching for the pile of mail which she had left on the cabinet. Flicking through them, she discarded those that looked mundane onto a pile beside her, only looking closer at those that appeared important or interesting. There were a couple for more official visits, and she made a note that she would be telling the senders she would not be going anywhere for a few weeks. India was already her third visit of the year, and it wasn’t even May yet. She desperately needed to spend some time with her students; her role as Pastoral Head of Crow’s Head Academy allowed her to be flexible with her time and to travel to other Covens, but the Coven visits seemed to have been taking too much of her time so far this year. She’d even missed the school’s Yule celebration last December due to being in Sweden, the first time in years she had not attended. And on top of that, she needed some time at home, and more importantly, with Av before she would even consider going anywhere else.

Sare wondered what Av meant by the ‘nothing new’ comment earlier. She knew that Prim would have taken the opportunity of her absence to try and discuss her beliefs with Av. It was another reason she didn’t want to be away again so soon, but she didn’t know which angle or fight she had picked this time around. The woman infuriated her, her duplicitous nature only serving to send Sare’s hackles rising at the mere utterance of her name.

She was pulled out of her musings before they could get too deep by the tell-tale creak of the stairs before Av appeared at her bedroom door, leaning heavily against the wooden frame. Even tired and worn down, as they appeared now, Av was still the most beautiful person Sare had ever seen. Their rich auburn hair was tied up into a neat bun at the back of their head, showing off their undercut, now a little longer and less defined than when Sare had last seen them properly two weeks ago. Their chestnut eyes were deep and knowing, even now while they were rimmed with the faint tell-tale redness of days of not sleeping properly. Even though Av was clearly exhausted, they still cut an impeccable look in a slim-fitted grey shirt tucked into a pair of black slacks. Their hands were tucked deep into their pockets, and they slouched slightly, but even with their relaxed posture, Sare couldn’t help but rake her eyes over the still slightly visible muscles that filled out the fabric of their short sleeves. She couldn’t help her smile at the sight of the person she loved with her whole heart standing in front of her.

“I’ve missed that smile,” Av said, breaking Sare from her reverie.

“And I’ve missed seeing you,” Sare replied, holding out a hand to beckon Av closer. Once they were sitting on the edge of the bed, Sare shuffled so she could wrap herself around Av’s back, bracketing their hips with her thighs. Sare felt Av lean back into her slightly, and she completed the connection she had been so desperately craving by wrapping her arms around their waist.

“You look tired, Braveheart,” Sare muttered as she pressed a kiss into Av’s neck, relishing the feel of their skin underneath her lips.

“And to think I’ve just told you I’ve missed you,” Av mumbled softly, the humour still present, however faint.

“Hmm, you’re still a sight for sore eyes, my love.”

“How was India?”

“Fine. But I will tell you about it properly on Monday. For now, I think the last thing you need to hear about is Coven politics, however positive they were.”

“Mmm, maybe you’re right.”

“Aren’t I always? Am I also right in thinking you have not been sleeping properly?”

“I never sleep properly when you’re gone.”

“Hmm.” Sare contemplated. “Is that the only reason?”

Sare felt the deep sigh Av released at her question. “Do we have to do this now?”

“No. But I know you. And I know you need to vent, and when you’re like this, you won’t sleep, whether I’m beside you or not, until you do.”

Sare’s hands unwrapped from their place around Av’s middle, brushing up until they settled on their shoulders. Slowly and gently, she started to rub her thumbs into the joints of Av’s shoulder blades, instantly feeling the tightness of the tension Av was carrying there.

“That’s not fair,” Av half-heartedly grumbled, their head falling forward. “You’re using your magick skills against me.”

“No magick here, my love.” Sare smiled. Although there was no magick involved, she knew that Av needed this to release the hold they were keeping over their stress. Within minutes, Sare knew that Av’s resolve would waver, and whatever they were holding back would come tumbling out. It was an old trick she had discovered years ago before their relationship was even such a thing, when they were still friends dancing around their feelings for each other. A soft hum of contentment from Av as she kneaded a little deeper with her thumbs confirmed her theory, the tension slowly slipping with each pass of her hands.

“My mother was relentless while you were gone,” Av said quietly and much quicker than Sare had anticipated. For Av to reveal the reasons for their stress so quickly was a sure sign that it had been building up for a while, likely ever since Sare had stepped on the plane two weeks ago.

“About what?”

“Everything. First, trying to push on the Beltane celebrations.”

“I thought the preparations were going well?”

“They are. But she wants to know everything and keeps making suggestions about how back in my day we did this. Urgh.” Sare let out a breathy chuckle at Av’s mockery of their mother. “Then she started on how we shouldn’t limit ourselves to just celebrating the Sabbats with Maya’s coven and should look to forging more bonds with other covens. Because that was totally a thing in her day.”

“Why does she want to extend bonds? I thought we were doing more than enough in that department?” Sare asked, thinking about the fact she had just returned from a coven visit herself.

“We are. But not necessarily with the covens she wants. Basically, she’s just trying to pull favours for her old friends.”

“I’m sure you can handle it.” Sare knew Av could handle it. The Coven had thrived under Av’s guidance over the past eighteen months, and Sare was immensely proud of the work they had done alongside the other two Coven Elders.

“I’ve had to endure dinner with her nearly every night since you’ve been gone.”

“Only nearly?”

“After Tuesday, I refused. I told her I was busy and wasn’t able to make it.”

“What happened on Tuesday?”

Sare knew she was getting to the crux of the issue when Av tensed at the question.

“Nothing I hadn’t heard before. She’s still going on about how important it would be to the Coven if I was to have a child. Even tried to emotionally blackmail me by telling me all she’d dreamt about was being a grandmother. She practically had it all planned out, telling me how I didn’t even need to commit to them, how with an incantation, it could practically guarantee it would only need to be a one-time thing and I’m almost certain to conceive.”

Sare paused, an irrational wave of jealousy rolling through her. Even though she had no need to worry about anyone else touching Av in that manner, she couldn’t help the emotion that reared its ugly head. She knew Av was totally devoted to her. Not to mention the fact that they had no attraction to men and absolutely no desire to get pregnant. She pushed it away no sooner than it had appeared, but apparently, it wasn’t quick enough for Av not to notice.

“You know I only want you, right?”

“I know, my love.” Sare pressed a kiss to Av’s cheek, feeling them smile at the action. “I just hate leaving you to fend against these ridiculous ideas she has.”

“I know. And I know she knows, too. Even though she doesn’t know about us, she does recognise that you are my closest confidant and friend. And with you not here, she seems to think I am more willing to listen to her bigoted and twisted logic about who I am or what I should do.”

Sare stopped massaging Av’s shoulders, instead bringing her arms around their chest and pulling them close into her body.

“I’m sorry, my love. I know it is hard for you at the best of times.”

“When I tried to tell her my reasons for not wanting to have a child, she totally disregarded it again.” Sare could hear something else creep into Av’s voice, an unwelcome and unsettling waver that betrayed just how affected they had been this time around. The next time they spoke, it was with an angry undertone, tears clearly close to the surface. “You know what she actually said to me in response? The Goddess gifts us with powerful women; it is them who hold the power in the Coven, and so it is the Goddess who has declared that I am a woman. And therefore, I can’t argue any other way.”

Sare tensed behind Av. Sare knew how much Av had struggled with their identity, the disconnect and fear they felt about being non-binary in a world where women had long been held in such high regard. While there had historically been powerful male Mages, the magick world had been built on the strength of women. Unlike in the Non-Mage world, women had always been held in high regard, often being revered for their power. Long conversations had been had, late into the night, just the two of them, where Av, or Ava back then, would cry at feeling inadequate because of their feelings at their own identity.

Sare still remembered the day when she confronted Av about what was troubling them. She had been away for nearly six months, travelling Europe and visiting different Covens. Or that was her excuse. In reality, Sare was struggling with her own feelings towards Av and had hoped that after seven years of loving them from afar, some time and space would help her move on. And she thought she had done it. Until she had laid eyes on Av, a shadow of the person they had left behind.

Sare had immediately known something was wrong with them. The light and spark she had so effortlessly fallen in love with had all but disappeared. But anything she had thought buried, all the feelings she had convinced herself had been pushed aside, came roaring back. Sare had promised herself at the first sign of any of those feelings returning, she would back away again, but she was powerless against them. She needed to support and comfort Av. And so she did the only thing she knew, the thing which came naturally to her.

In the quiet of her front room, with Av sitting between her legs like they were now, her hands massaging softly against their shoulders, she listened as Av poured it all out. How they had struggled silently for years at not feeling as though they fitted in, loathing themself for the disconnect they felt between what Prim had raised them to believe versus what they felt. How they had tried to balance the two and failed, making themself miserable in the process. How they felt like a failure because they didn’t conform to what was expected. How, after years of wondering why they felt like this, they finally realised it was because they didn’t feel like a woman. They never had, and they never would.

Av had cried. Sare had cried. Long, silent moments where Sare just held Av as all those emotions came pouring out after being repressed for so long until they were both exhausted. Sare just curled up around Av, nothing else said as they both fell asleep.

In the morning, Sare had begun the process of trying to heal Av, starting with a long discussion where she reassured them that what they felt was perfectly valid. That they could be who they felt and still be a strong Mage. It wasn’t an instant process, and Sare made sure that Av knew it wouldn’t be. But she also told them that she loved them and respected them, and she would do whatever was needed to make sure they knew that. Starting with using the pronouns Av wanted to use and the name they wanted to be known as. From that moment forward, Ava had become Av, and Sare only loved them more.

Sare had been right—it wasn’t an easy path to walk. The biggest obstacle came a few months later when Av told Prim that they were non-binary and wanted to be known as Av. Prim went practically apoplectic at the news, screaming that it was nonsense and Av was being irresponsible and delusional, soon refusing to acknowledge it was even a possibility and reverting back to using Av’s full given name of Avani in a cruel, twisted way to make her point, as if constant reinforcement would change the way they felt.

Over the last two years, the arguments had lessened, instead making way for quiet, snide remarks and a constant refusal to use Av’s chosen name and pronouns. Av had learnt to grow a thick skin to Prim’s remarks, but Sare knew they still stung. And the angle only changed eighteen months ago when Av was chosen as a Coven Elder.

The Coven Elder was a coveted position voted for by the Coven members. There was no nomination by the candidates; the prospective Elders were chosen by the current Elders, a group of three, who had all themselves gone through the process. Av was already overwhelmed and shocked that their name had even been considered when it was announced, convinced that they would never be elected by the Coven. But it was this humbleness and self-deprecation, along with the fact that Av constantly championed the advancement of the Coven in parallel with the Non-Mage world, which had got them noticed in the first place. They had a way of uniting the generations, encouraging new thinking while respecting the traditions of the Coven, which made them the perfect person to be an Elder and ensure the prosperity and vitality of the Mage customs while opening eyes to new possibilities.

Av’s insecurities only grew silently as they were elected into the position, but Sare continued to stand by their side, encouraging both behind closed doors and in public, and she glowed with pride as Av quickly found their stride in the role. There were still moments of doubt, as there would be with anyone who had a position of power, even more so with Av, but they became fewer as the months passed. But while Sare and most others saw the positive impact Av had on the Coven, Prim saw it as an opportunity to try and influence both the Coven and Av. Av was constantly fending off Prim’s interference with Coven matters, but on top of that, they had to deal with the increasing and not-so-subtle implications Prim seemed to think came with the role.

Av knew that of all the things that angered Sare, Prim’s refusal to accept her child the way they were was very high up the list. On more than one occasion, Prim and Sare had argued about Prim’s attitude towards Av until the point where Av had begged Sare to just not say anything to Prim at all. That in itself had led to an argument between Av and Sare, their only argument to date, as Sare just didn’t understand why Av didn’t want her to defend them. But after calming down and seeking advice from Abe, an old friend of them both, Sare realised it was less to do with Av not wanting her support and more to do with them not wanting any more stress or negative energy in their life.

Still, it didn’t stop Sare from feeling the rage welling up in her right now.

“If she dares utter words to that effect in front of me—”

“She won’t,” Av said firmly, their hands gently squeezing Sare’s thighs. “She may think that she can change my mind, but she is not foolish enough to say what she really feels in front of you. She knows she would get the full force of your wrath.”

“Too right she would. How she can be so dismissive of you and your wishes makes my blood pulse with fury.”

“I know, baby,” Av said, trying to calm the anger they could feel rolling off Sare. “And this is why I didn’t want to talk about it tonight. Not when you’ve just got back. Can we just forget it all? Just for a few hours.”

Sare exhaled deeply, trying valiantly to release the anger she felt coursing through her, before burying her face in Av’s neck, breathing in their scent to calm her further.

“I’m sorry I got so angry.”

“I know you are, and I love that you get so defensive on my behalf. But right now, it’s just me and you. And I just want to forget about her and focus on us.”

Sare sighed again, realising that was all she wanted as well. “Then how about I run us a bath?”

“You’ve just showered,” Av said, winding some of Sare’s still-damp hair around their finger as they looked back towards her.

“I know. But that was just to get clean.” Sare paused, pressing a kiss to Av’s neck before practically breathing the next words against their skin. “This is purely to help us both to relax.”
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“I have a gift for you.”

“You do?” Av said, rolling over on the bed to sleepily look at Sare. After they had stayed in the bath until it was cool, they had both reluctantly moved to the bed, Av taking a brief detour downstairs to the kitchen where they had informed Sare they had stocked the fridge with fresh food. Av had returned after a few moments with a tray laden with a cheeseboard, fresh bread, a bottle of red wine, and two glasses. The two had spent the next half an hour lounging on the bed, feeding themselves and catching up with more mundane topics, breaking off only to press lingering kisses to the other’s lips, both needing to taste the other after such a long absence.

“Mmhmm,” Sare hummed, sliding off the bed to rummage in her suitcase. Av took the opportunity to appreciate the view. They had always thought Sare was stunning. From the very first moment crystal blue eyes met their own deep brown across the library at university. Sare was tall and athletic, her lithe body muscular but soft in places that drove Av wild. Av bit her lip as the robe Sare was wearing rode high up her legs as she bent, affording them a view of perfectly round butt cheeks peeking out from underneath it, teasing the fact that she was very much naked underneath it. Av imagined how they could just walk up behind Sare right now, their fingers trailing over the soft flesh of her thigh, dipping in between her legs—a small cough broke them from their thoughts, and they looked back up quickly to be greeted by an amused look from Sare.

“No need to ask where your mind just went,” she teased, striding back over to the bed.

“Give me a break. You’ve been gone for two weeks,” Av huffed, crossing their arms indignantly.

“Oh, believe me, I know exactly how long it has been, my love,” Sare murmured, leaning over and kissing away the pout which Av had on their face at being caught and called out, before pulling away, nipping Av’s bottom lip with her teeth and dragging it back with her. Av practically whined at the action, and Sare chuckled with a low sound, which only further fuelled the arousal Av felt. “But first,” Sare pulled back from their kiss, whispering against Av’s lips, “here.”

Av grumbled again before bringing their attention back to Sare, shuffling to try and relieve the dull throb of excitement which now rested between their legs as they sat up backwards against the headboard. Once they were comfortable, and with a final withering look at Sare, who looked entirely too smug with herself, Av took the box from Sare’s grasp. Gently, almost reverently, they stroked their fingers over the delicate paper which it was wrapped in, almost feeling the subtle whisper of work underneath their touch. If the gift was imbued with magick, it must be powerful for Av to sense it in this manner. With great care, they unfolded the wrapping, revealing a considerably sized wooden box. Opening it, Av gasped at what was revealed. Inside the box sat two oval-shaped runes, carved from, if Av had to guess considering their origin, the grey-white of Indian marble. Both were encased in a silver mount, the stones delicately carved with the distinctive antler-shaped algiz symbol. One was hung on a delicate silver chain, the other on a woven length of deep brown leather, and for a moment, Av was stunned into silence as they ran their fingertip over the smooth polished stone, the carving brushing against their skin. Luckily, Sare took their silence as a cue to explain.

“As you know, the algiz rune symbolises protection. Before I went to India, I reached out to one of the Mages there who I knew was adept at this type of magick to make me a protection charm. Or two. The work imbued in them is linked to the wearer; it allows them to link with the other pendant even across great distances. This one”—Sare pointed to the one with the delicate silver chain—“is for me. And this one,” she continued, pointing to the leather braid, “is for you.”

“Sare, they’re beautiful.”

“I love you, and I hate that our lives mean that we are apart from each other sometimes. I vowed to always protect you, to love you, and be there for you, but sometimes it doesn’t feel enough. Especially since we made that promise when our lives were different—when we were different. Sometimes, it feels like even our everyday lives have become so much more since that promise. This way, if we need each other, we should be able to just call, and the link will carry.”

“I love it,” Av whispered.

“You do?”

“Yes. It’s beautiful. Both the rune and the sentiment.”

“I hope just wearing it will be enough to ease your worries,” Sare continued, lifting the pendant meant for Av out of the box and gesturing for them to move around so she could slide it around their neck. “But if you ever find that you need me, just reach out, and it will find me.”

Av leant back into Sare’s arms, leaning around to find her lips in a kiss. “And if you need me?” Av asked, knowing that Sare was prone to putting her own needs to one side for the sake of Av’s.

“Then I shall call for you, my love. Always my first call. Always my only love.”
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Beltane was Av’s favourite Sabbat if for no other reason than it signalled the start of better weather and, with it, a significantly better mood throughout the Coven. Even though the British weather was invariably unpredictable, Beltane, and the month of May in general, was filled with the promise and wonder of long, hazy summer nights, and there was a collective feeling of relief and respite from shrugging off the shackles of the colder winter months. Traditionally known as the fertility festival, the Goddess’ power was tangible during the celebrations, giving everyone a power boost in both mood and magick, and Av could see how it would have an effect on the fruitfulness of the land when things were much more rudimentary. These days, though, it was more a celebration of attitude; people felt freer and less restrained during the time of Beltane, and the whole atmosphere of the Coven seemed to change for the better.

Crow’s Nest and the Pendle Coven had long taken turns playing host on Beltane weekends, and this year, it was Crow’s Nest’s turn. The yearly hiatus when it was Pendle’s turn was a welcome relief from the planning and preparation that was involved, but Av didn’t mind it; it was an enjoyable process for the most part, mainly due to the fact that one of Pendle’s current Coven Elders was also one of Av’s oldest friends, Maya.

Maya and Av had first met when they were fourteen when Prim had taken Maya to Pendle for the summer. Prim and Maya’s mother had been friends for years. Av remembered vividly how they had hated the idea of spending the summer away from their father, but Prim had insisted. Even then, Av knew it was an attempt to try and win favour with Av over their father, Atticus. A few months prior, Atticus had told Prim that he wanted to end their marriage. It came as no great shock to Prim or to Av, and it wasn’t like it was unheard of. There were no great stigmas in the Mage community about the natural ebb and flow of relationships, to the point where it was even common for people to have more than one partner. For many years, Prim and Atticus had lived separate lives, the only common factor being Av. But what really angered Prim was not the separation but the fact that Atticus had found love with Darius, her cousin. Av loved their father and adored Darius, even more so when they saw just how happy they made each other, and Prim knew this. So, in a vain attempt at trying to strengthen their own relationship and weaken that of Av and Atticus, she decided to take Av to Pendle for the summer. Their father had gifted them a mobile phone before they left, their first, and Av kept it hidden, knowing Prim would disapprove, but the highlight of those first couple of weeks was their nightly phone calls back home and hearing their father’s voice.

Maya was equally put out at having guests all summer and was horrified at the idea of having to share her room with anyone. It took them a week of scowling at each other before the ice broke, a mutual love of Non-Mage classic literature defrosting the tension between them. What followed was a summer of discovering their first true friend, someone who understood them more than anyone they had grown up with at Crow’s Nest. When the summer was over, their friendship continued through letters and phone calls. To begin with, Prim was ecstatic with the blossoming friendship, but the happiness was short-lived as the pair got older. Maya was always more free-spirited than Av, and as they left and went to university, that tendency only grew for Maya. On more than one occasion, Prim stated her concerns about Maya’s influence on Av, as if Av wasn’t strong enough to make their own decisions and choose their own life. But Av had always been strong in their own convictions and, on more than one occasion, had been credited by Maya as being the stabilising force in her life. For everything that Prim thought Maya was influencing Av with, she never stopped to consider the same could be true in the other direction.

“I hear Sare is back from India. A productive trip, I hope?” Maya asked after their formal meeting was over.

“I think so, although she only arrived back on Friday, so there hasn’t been a debrief yet. We’ll have it later today.”

“I see. And you and she are still…”

Av turned at the odd statement, capturing Maya’s eyes with their own. “Maya, it is unlike you to be so timid around me with such a subject. If I remember correctly, last Beltane, it was you trying to convince me there was something there.”

Av also held Maya accountable for making them see that their feelings for Sare were not entirely one-sided. Last year, she had apparently become sick and tired of the two of them circling around each other, and she’d pulled Av to one side and, in no uncertain terms, told them that if they didn’t say something to Sare soon, she would take the decision out of their hands. The thought of Maya, drunk on Beltane-strength alcohol and whatever else she had taken to celebrate the festival, being less than subtle to Sare about where Av’s feelings lay, quite frankly scared them shitless. So Av hurriedly promised Maya they would do something, even though it took them another three months and another thinly veiled threat from Maya to actually find the courage.

“Indeed, and I thought I was right. But if I was wrong…well, I wouldn’t want to be insensitive and say the wrong thing, Av.”

“Since when have you cared about being sensitive?”

"True.” Maya chuckled. “But when it comes to my oldest friend’s heart, I’m not a complete monster.”

“What makes you think you were wrong?” Av asked, getting back to the original question.

“Well, I still think I’m right, and if that is the case and you and Sare are still together—”

“We are.” Av cut her off sharply.

“Then this is going to be even more difficult to say.” Maya sighed, and Av could see she was mentally preparing herself for whatever she was about to reveal. “There have been inquiries made to some of my Coven.”

“What sort of inquiries?”

“For a potential candidate to continue the Moss line. And unless you have a hidden sibling somewhere…” Maya drifted off, the end of her sentence clear as day.

Av closed their eyes and took a deep breath, a sudden flash of anger bubbling up in their stomach.

“Who?” Av asked, not that they needed an answer. They knew exactly who was behind the questions.

“Prim.”

Av slammed their fist down on the desk in front of them, the room shaking slightly with a tremor as their magick leaked through their usually tightly held control. Av winced slightly as they surprised themself with the ferocity of their rage, glancing across apologetically at Maya.

“I believe the inquiries were made via some old friends of hers, so it’s not common knowledge. And I put a stop to it as soon as I heard about it. But I thought you should know,” Maya said calmly. “Believe me when I say her attitude is not one which is widely shared. Least of all by me, you should know that.”

Av chuckled before dropping back down in their chair and gesturing for Maya to do the same. “Yeah, of course I do. What is your current count?”

“Only two. But I’m thinking of maybe adding a third, depending on how Beltane works out.”

“You have your eye on one of my Coven?” Av asked with a quirk of their eyebrow. Maya had confessed when she was nineteen and toying between potential lovers that she didn’t think monogamy was for her. And while Av didn’t share the sentiment, it didn’t make them respect Maya any less for it. In fact, they were impressed at how maturely Maya had approached the situation, always making sure whoever she was with at the time understood the boundaries and limits that came with being in a polyamorous relationship. Partners had come and gone over the years, just as they did with most people, but Maya managed to keep everything amicable and friendly, even when things ended.

“No. One of my own. We’ve been dancing around each other for a while now, but I asked her to join me when we visit.”

“Fuck me, how do you have the time? Or the energy?”

“It’s all about balance. Each one has their own…advantages depending on my mood. But since Emile moved on, I’m kind of missing that feminine touch, you know? What am I saying, of course you know!”

“Fuck off, Maya!”

Maya laughed before settling back in her chair with a sigh. “I have to ask, though, why is your mother sniffing around trying to play matchmaker if you and Sare are together?”

Av deflated in their chair, the brief sense of levity disappearing rapidly. “Because she doesn’t know.”

“Doesn’t know what…holy fuck, Av! She doesn’t know about Sare?”

“No.” Av sighed.

“It’s been, what? Nine months? How the fuck does she not know?”

“It’s really not that hard to hide it from her. Sare and I haven’t changed much in how much we see each other. Don’t get me wrong, there are people who know—Pops, our friends we trust, including Mary and Abe. But it’s not entirely common knowledge.” Av felt a stirring of guilt in their gut at the fact it was so easy to deflect Prim from the true nature of their relationship. Any other mother would have probably guessed by now, or at least been wondering why it was taking so long for the pair of them to act on it. But not Prim. She was far too immersed in believing that Sare was another bad influence, and she was quite happy ignoring what was right in front of her. Even Atticus laughed when Av told him, their father just shrugging and saying it was about time.

“How does Prim not know, though? I thought she was in your business all the time?”

“She is. But she doesn’t have the time for Sare, so she rarely bothers me while she’s around.”

“But what about seeing each other? Do you just creep around like naughty, love-struck teenagers? You’ll be telling me you’re shimmying down drainpipes next!”

“Oh, yeah! Can you imagine Sare doing that?”

“I kind of can, actually. And she’d look fucking good doing it. I swear that woman can look amazing doing anything!”

Maya was right. Sare had the entirely enviable ability to make most things look effortless. Which in itself made her look ridiculously sexy. But Maya’s words stirred something within Av that was never far from the surface. In a habit that had quickly become ingrained in the past two days since Sare gifted it to them, Av’s fingers went to the rune that hung around their neck, touching the pendant lightly before playing with the leather of the braid. Even though they hadn’t tested its powers, just the act of feeling it under their fingertips calmed their nerves. They wondered if Sare knew it would comfort them in more ways than its intended use. She probably did; Sare always seemed to know what Av needed more than they did.

And wasn’t that just the problem that worried them the most? That Sare was always the one who seemed to put herself last in the equation. That it was Sare who had put her life on hold, had hid her love and affections, even when they had admitted it between themselves, because Av had asked her to.

“Av?” Maya’s questioning tone snapped them out of their musings. “I lost you for a moment there.”

“Sorry,” Av said, shaking from their thoughts.

“What’s going on?” Maya pressed.

“I…sometimes I worry that Sare will get tired of not being entirely open about us. She says it’s okay, but how could it be? I tell myself it’s not fair, that she must want more, but then she does things like come here straight from the airport after flying halfway around the world to see me before she’s even gone home and showered and…”

“And that’s not something someone does when they’re tired of being with you? Av, that woman has loved you silently for nearly ten years. She is not going to just up and leave because you need to take things a little slower because of your narrow-minded mother. But I would suggest telling Prim soon.”

“Why?”

“Firstly, to stop her trying to set you up with anyone else.”

Av scoffed. As if that was going to stop her.

“And secondly, Beltane is two weeks away! You two deserve to be able to celebrate together! Spread some magick to your people! Show them how it’s done!”

Av laughed. “You know things at Beltane have moved on a little? Yes, things are heightened, but it’s not like everyone ends up fucking on the village green anymore.”

“Maybe not, but you’ve got to admit there’s something special about this festival. The Goddess is at her peak during the Sabbats, and it has certain effects, especially when everyone is hyped up on that sweet, summer magick She infuses in the air.” Maya wiggled her eyebrows in a manner that was entirely ridiculous, instantly lightening Av’s mood in a way she’d been good at doing since they were teenagers.

“I think that’s less to do with magick and more to do with a three-day weekend and copious amounts of alcohol. Which reminds me, I know you’re partial to Abe’s cider, but this year’s batch is particularly potent, so go steady. Otherwise, the only thing you’ll be waking up with is a hangover.”

“Duly noted,” Maya said as she stood, looking at her friend once more before she left. “Seriously, Av, you’ve lived long enough trying to find out who you really are, and you’ve never let your mother stop you so far. Don’t let her stop you this time.”

Av sighed. They knew their friend was right. “I know, thank you, my friend. Now go! I have work to do, and you’re a distraction. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”
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Sare looked up and sighed when the knock sounded on her door, knowing who was behind it. She had barely been back in her office before one of the teachers had stormed in, complaining about one of the students, and being a somewhat repeat offender, she couldn’t brush it off for a later time. Calling a sharp ‘come in,’ she continued to read through the letter which was on her desk, only glancing above her glasses to see that the student had indeed arrived and was now standing, rather obnoxiously, in front of her. Deciding to make him wait a little longer in response to his blatant disregard at being called to her office in the first place, she signed off the letter, before placing her pen down calmly.

“Mr Farrow, I wish I could say it is a pleasure to see you,” she finally said as she took in the student before her.

Axel Farrow had quickly become a thorn in her side. At sixteen, he had the attitude and arrogance of someone twice his age, and even then, it would be irritating and misplaced. He had always been an outspoken and opinionated young boy, but it had ramped up considerably in the past eighteen months since his father died. While Sare had some sympathy towards his situation, the ability to put his behaviour down to a grieving boy had long since passed. Now he was just being insubordinate and relishing in the attention it was giving him. “Would you like to take the opportunity to tell me why you are in my office again?”

“Miss Emmot, I’m not sure why I have been reprimanded for merely speaking the truth.”

Goddess, even the way the boy spoke, like he was some holier-than-thou messiah, grated against her. The boy needed knocking down a peg or two, and soon, Sare would be past the point of just another warning on his record.

“Axel, you cannot continue to be so reckless in your behaviour.” Sare took her glasses off, a knot of tension tightening behind her eyes.

“How was it reckless?”

“You stood in the middle of the courtyard and proceeded to lecture about Mage magick, citing numerous occasions where calling upon the Goddess’ powers would have assisted in the situation!”

“And every one of them was justified!”

“It is not about the justification! It is about the manner in which you went about it. Crow’s Nest is not as isolated from the world as you think.”

“There were no Non-Mages about!”

“How do you know that?” Sare sighed, reeling in her frustration. “There are Non-Mages passing through the town all the time.”

“Not at the Academy.”

“You were using a megaphone!” Sare finally snapped. For a moment, there was a stand-off. Sare thought for a second that the silence maybe meant Axel had finally understood what she was saying.

“We should not hide in the shadows…” Oh, Sare was wrong. Axel Farrow had decided to recite his monologue once again. “For too long, we have cowered away, willing to be complacent in situations which we could have assisted in—”

“Enough—”

“People are dying every day, and we could help them!”

“I said enough!”

“If we just had the courage to show the rest of the world what we are capable of—”

“I said enough!” Sare snapped, standing up and slamming her fist down on the desk. “Do you think you are the first to argue this? Do you think you are the only one who feels like we could do more? We would love nothing more than to live freely in this world, but it is just not safe. History has shown us—”

“With all due respect, we don’t live in the 1600s anymore.”

“No, we don’t. But we do live in a world that is more divided and fractured than ever. Non-Mages are already waging wars against each other, purely on the differences they see between individuals. You are a child. And you know nothing of the sacrifices which have gone before you to keep you and your friends safe.” Sare sat back down, picked up her glasses, and slid them back onto her face. “I will be speaking to your mother, and if I see you back in here again you will be suspended.”

“But—”

Sare silenced the boy with a final glare. “You’re dismissed,” Sare barked, looking back at the work that covered her desk. She listened as she heard the tell-tale click of her door opening and closing before sinking back into her chair. She closed her eyes, willing herself to calm, recalling how her day had started so differently.

At the memory, she grasped her fingers around the rune that sat on her chest, squeezing it as she uttered Av’s name under her breath. She gasped when she heard her lover’s voice echo back in her mind.

“Sare?”

“Av?”

“Yes. Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine, Braveheart. I was merely thinking of you…I didn’t realise the magick was so strong it would reach out at such a subtle whisper.”

Sare could almost hear the amusement in Av’s voice as they replied, “Clearly, your friend in India is a very powerful Mage. But what were you thinking about that made you call out to me?”

“Just…this morning is proving more stressful than I anticipated. I was trying to calm myself by remembering our morning before you left.”

“And that thought would calm you down?” This time, Sare most definitely heard Av chuckle through the link. “I’m not sure calming is the word I would use to describe how we woke up.”

Av was right. The thought of being woken up to the feel of Av’s strong, toned body against her back, pressing her into the mattress as their hands and mouth mapped the skin along her spine, were anything but calming.

“You are right, my love. It is doing anything but calming me. But it is most certainly distracting me from my stress.”

“Hold onto that thought. I’ll make sure I’ll relieve you of all your stress tonight. Thoroughly and in person.”

“Is that a promise?”

“Always, baby. I have to go; I have a meeting. Will you be alright?”

“Yes, thank you. Just knowing I can reach you like this has soothed me so much already.”

“Okay. I love you.”

Sare felt the link break, a subtle fizzing out of the fog that had clouded her mind during her conversation with Av. She had no idea that the rune would work in such a way, but knowing that they could call on each other like that eased some of the lingering tension she had been feeling ever since gifting Av the pendant. Feeling somewhat rejuvenated, Sare sat back up straight in her chair, stretched her neck, and, ready to face the next thing on her list of tasks for the day, sent a silent prayer to the Goddess that none of them involved Axel Farrow again.
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Av slipped out of the door of the office, locking it as they looked around. They were the last one to leave, which wasn’t unusual since they were the only Elder of the three without a family to care for. Another pang of guilt shot through them; even though they didn’t have a family, they did have Sare, and while one of the Elders, Mary, knew about their relationship, Av was always adamant that they would be the one to work later if required. Maybe coming out with their relationship to everyone was the right thing to do, if only so that people would see that they weren’t always as available as they assumed.

They ducked down the small alleyway that ran alongside the Elder offices and led to the back gate of the Academy; whoever had the foresight to build the two buildings back-to-back was a genius, and Av thanked them every time they walked the path. Sare’s cottage was on Academy grounds, like a lot of the other teachers, tucked at the back near the woods that bordered the site. It made visiting easier. Not that many people would, or did, raise an eyebrow at Av being there, whatever time of day. Their friendship had always involved being physically close to each other, and so to many, there was nothing odd or unusual about seeing Av slip towards her house late in the evening or away again early in the morning.

Pushing the wrought iron gate open which led to the woods, Av continued on the path for a couple of minutes until the cottage came into view. The grounds were filled with wildflowers indigenous to the woods, except the small brick area directly leading from the house, which was bordered with troughs and planters that housed Sare’s kitchen garden. Between two containing fragrant herbs sat a small two-seater table and chairs where Av and Sare spent much of their free time when the weather would allow, drinking coffee in the morning and wine late at night, talking or reading or just being. Walking past the bush of wild lavender, which was just starting to flourish after its winter hibernation, Av let their fingers brush through it, whispering a soft incantation that caused the stems to straighten, releasing those early floral notes into the air, the scent washing over them in a calming wave, before clicking the latch on the heavy wooden back door and letting themself in.

Av smiled as they were greeted with the aroma of their favourite pasta dish filling the air and the sight of Sare in the kitchen, hair scraped up off her face into a messy bun, exposing her exquisite neck. In one swift move, Av kicked off their boots and dropped their satchel, coming up behind Sare and wrapping their arms around her slender hips, instantly burying their face into the crook of Sare’s shoulder.

“Hello, baby,” Av mumbled into her skin, pressing a kiss there and feeling the shiver go through Sare’s body.

“Hmm, hello, my love. How was your day?”

“Fine. Did yours get better?” Av asked, continuing to pepper soft kisses along where Sare’s shoulder was exposed underneath the loose, oversized t-shirt she had on. Av and Sare had seen each other briefly earlier in the day when Sare had met with the Elders to debrief about her India trip, but it was only an hour in an otherwise, they suspected, long day, and it didn’t exactly afford the luxury of checking in on her. As Sare leant back into their body now, Av could feel just how tired she actually was.

“It certainly didn’t get any worse.”

“Well, high praise indeed.”

“Mmhmm.” Av felt Sare fall back a little further into their embrace. Av suspected that her exhaustion was a combination of residual jetlag, adjusting back into the daily routine, and her stressful start to the day. Whatever it was, Av still didn’t know, but right now, their main concern was getting Sare to sit down before she fell asleep standing up.

“Why don’t you go relax on the sofa while I finish dinner?” Av whispered in Sare’s ear before placing a final soft kiss to the skin just behind it.

“Hmm, but I like it here,” Sare practically whined.

Av chuckled. “Okay, how about a compromise? You sit here—” Av spun Sare around in their arms before swiftly lifting her up to sit on the counter behind them, Sare gasping at the sudden movement— “and look gorgeous with a glass of wine while I finish making dinner.”

“That sounds like an agreeable compromise,” Sare acquiesced, leaning forward to capture Av’s lips in a kiss before they walked away.

Before doing anything further, Av poured Sare a glass of red wine, passing it across to her, before walking to the fridge and grabbing themself a bottle of chilled cider. After popping the cap and taking a mouthful, Av rolled their shoulders and approached the counter where Sare had been preparing dinner. Before they could get started, though, they were disturbed by a snigger. Av turned around and quirked an eyebrow. Sare was grinning behind her wine glass.

“Something funny?”

“You look like you’re going into a fight rather than chopping a tomato.”

“I know I’m not exactly the best cook, but I can manage a salad.”

“It was how you almost cracked your neck before standing off against the lettuce.”

“My shoulders are sore. And I was not standing off against a lettuce. Or any other salad vegetable.”

“Sorry, my love. I shouldn’t have laughed.”

“No. Never apologise for laughing.” Av leant forward and pecked Sare on the lips. “I love it when you laugh. Even when it’s at my expense.”

Av went back to chopping the salad, Sare leaning back against the kitchen cupboard behind her. After a few moments, Av glanced across at Sare, trying to discern whether she was, in fact, relaxing. Sare had long perfected the art of appearing as though nothing was bothering her, either as a defence mechanism or in order to appear strong. Av knew that they were one of the few people who really got to see the more vulnerable side of Sare, but even then, the reflex to hide her own stress for the sake of others was strong. Av hoped a few moments of silent contemplation would loosen Sare enough that she would be willing to say what had caused her enough stress that she unknowingly evoked the link between them earlier today. They didn’t have to wait very long.

“I had Axel Farrow in my office again first thing this morning.”

“Ah. This was the thing that stressed you out?”

“Yes. He is persistent in his cause; I will give him that.”

“The megaphone incident?” Av asked, continuing to prepare the salad.

“You knew?”

“I think most people knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Sare asked. Av could detect the hint of frustration and annoyance in her tone. Taking a deep breath, they put down the knife they were using and moved to stand between Sare’s knees, which had instinctively parted at Av’s approach.

“You mean aside from the fact you’d just got off a twelve-hour flight from India, were exhausted, and weren’t working for another two days?”

“Very well.” Sare sighed. “But a little warning would have been nice.”

“I’m sorry. I honestly didn’t want you stressing for two days about Axel-fucking-Farrow. Not when I knew you would be tired and when I had selfishly missed you so much,” Av explained, their hands rubbing soothingly up and down Sare’s thighs.

“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let myself be annoyed at you. The boy just infuriates me so much.”

“You’re not the only one. I had to listen to Francine scream bloody murder for the entire day after his little stunt. At one point, I think she was ready to sit him down and give him a full re-telling of her family history, complete with a count of who got burned, hung, and stoned during the trials.”

“Maybe she should have done. It would have saved me a job this morning and may have had more of an impact than a meeting with his mother.”

“Hmm, well, Mary reminded her that Elders do not get involved with Academy business, so unfortunately, he’s still your problem. But not tonight.” Av leant forward, capturing Sare’s mouth in a lingering kiss, their hands tightening around the muscular thighs where they still rested. “Tonight, we’re going to eat this lovely dinner you’ve made, and then I believe I promised to help you unwind and relax in an entirely different way,” Av murmured against Sare’s lips before flicking the tip of their tongue out to tease her further.

Av revelled in the way that Sare moaned softly against their mouth, watching as her eyes fluttered closed and her mood quickly changed from frustrated about work to an entirely different type of frustration.

“Av…”

“Yes, baby?”

“Dinner can wait,” Sare said, her voice shaking in the way it only did when she was desperate. Sare could be many things when it came to their sex life—soft and loving, reassuring and gentle when Av needed it, demanding and raw when the passion overtook them both—but now Av knew that what Sare needed was to be claimed by them. The way she shivered under their touch and the breathlessness when she spoke told Av that, despite her day, the thought of being surrounded by Av had been constantly playing on her mind.

“Is that so? Do you need me that badly?” Av asked, their thumbs drawing up the inside of Sare’s leg again, teasing her through the thin fabric of her leggings.

“Yes, Goddess. Please, Av,” Sare begged.

“How long? Have you been thinking of this all day?” Av asked, trailing kisses up Sare’s neck before reaching her pulse. They could feel it hammer underneath the press of their lips, racing faster with each dull thud-thud.

“Yes. Ever since I watched you getting dressed and saw you putting on your strap. All I could think about was how good it would feel.”

The admission came as a surprise to Av. They had no idea Sare had been watching them this morning; they hadn’t worn their strap-on for any other benefit than their own peace of mind. Today, they had woken feeling particularly masculine and wearing it only served to help steady that dysphoria they sometimes felt, cementing who they were and making them feel comfortable in their body. Most times, just soft packing would work, but this morning, they’d needed something more. And it seemed so did Sare.

“Well then, I wouldn’t want to disappoint you,” Av murmured, as their hands grabbed Sare from behind, sliding her sharply towards their body and lifting her from the counter. Sare let out a slightly undignified squeal at the sudden action before quickly burying their face in Av’s neck. She wrapped her legs around their waist to anchor herself before letting out a low moan at feeling the firm press of their strap against her. Av walked them both over to the heavy wooden dining table, which sat between the kitchen and living areas, trying to keep their grip on Sare to stop her from falling while Sare’s fingers dug into the flesh of their shoulders, her mouth and tongue suddenly springing to life as she kissed and sucked along their neck. Sare’s grip barely loosened as Av placed her gently down before their own hands slid under her t-shirt, feeling the soft, warm expanse of her back before tugging it up and throwing it to the floor, revealing Sare’s naked chest to the room. Sare’s hand wrapped around their head, fingers tangling and making a mess of their hair, as she pulled them closer, Av’s mouth closing around her breast. Av lavished attention on her breasts, kissing and sucking the soft skin before trailing her tongue up and over her nipple, slipping it into their mouth to the sound of a satisfied moan from Sare.

“Goddess, I love your mouth on me,” Sare said, and Av looked up through hooded eyes to see her with her head thrown back, revelling in the sensations.

“Yeah?” Av said before moving their attention to Sare’s other breast. “I love using my mouth on you. The sounds you make when I do…fuck, they drive me crazy,” they said before they pulled Sare’s nipple between their teeth. The action elicited a gasp, a whispered fuck, and a cant of Sare’s hips.

Pulling back to a frustrated whine from Sare, Av hooked their fingers underneath the waistband of Sare’s skintight leggings and peeled them off her legs. They dropped them to the floor unceremoniously before skating their hands back up the smooth skin of Sare’s calves, their mouth following each touch of their fingers as they pressed slow, lingering kisses up her legs.

“Av, my love…please, stop teasing me,” Sare begged.

“But I thought you wanted to feel me? To feel my mouth on you?”

“I do…I just…Fuck!” Sare screamed out as Av bit down into the soft flesh of her thigh before soothing the sting with a flick of their tongue and press of their lips.

“Goddess, you look amazing,” Av whispered as they unbuckled their trousers hurriedly, pushing them down their hips along with their boxers. They looked up, seeing Sare watching them as their strap-on sprung out of their boxers, her lip pinched between her teeth and her eyes darkening even further. Av stepped forward, sliding their fingers through Sare’s arousal before replacing them with the tip of the cool silicone. Sare gasped at the change in sensation. Av pushed Sare down against the table, bracing themself above her body with their hand, the other reaching down between them to line themself up against Sare. Av leant down, pressing a soft kiss to Sare’s mouth, slowing things down for a second to check in with her. “Are you ready, baby?”

“Yes, please, Av,” Sare whimpered, and Av knew from past experience that the teasing pressure against her wasn’t enough to do anything but stoke the need Sare was already feeling. Not wanting to tease Sare any longer and also not able to hold off from seeing her come undone underneath them, Av slid into Sare in one smooth motion until their hips were pressed flush against each other, Av dizzy from the heat they could feel from Sare.

“Fuck!” Sare cried, and Av had to agree. They took a moment to allow Sare and themself to adjust, breathing in deep and steadying themself. There was always an element of being overwhelmed when they fucked Sare with their strap, Sare believing that it was to do with the fact that Av was truly connecting the way they felt in their head with how they wanted their body to be. But whatever the reason, Av and Sare always felt euphoric afterward. Trusting Sare was ready for more by the small twitch of her hips against Av, Av pulled out before slamming back into her. Sare screamed, her hips coming up off the table to meet every thrust of Av’s, her fingers digging into their back. Av leant down, pressing their face into Sare’s neck, panting hot breaths into her skin.

“Fuck, you always look so beautiful like this,” Av panted, pressing a kiss to Sare’s collarbone as their hips continued their relentless pace. They could already feel Sare was tight around them, and even though they knew this was going to be over quickly, it didn’t stop them from wanting to savour every moment. Their hand slid from where it rested against Sare’s hip, short nails scratching across her skin in a way that they knew Sare loved. They knew every touch was heightened for her, every brush of their lips teasing, every bite of their nails stinging slightly in a way that only served to drive Sare closer to her release. Av palmed Sare’s breast, their fingers playing with her nipple, twisting it slightly to release a strained moan from Sare’s mouth.

“Fuck! Av…I…I…”

Av loved seeing the woman who was usually so eloquent and adept with her words becoming a stuttering mess underneath them. They captured her mouth in a bruising kiss, swallowing the moans rumbling deep within Sare’s chest before pulling back and resting their foreheads together.

“What do you need, baby?”

“I…ugh…I need to come.”

Av grinned, a salacious smile at the knowledge that they held all the power over Sare’s pleasure in this moment. They could tease her, slow down and draw it out, make her beg, but as much as they loved doing that, seeing Sare desperate and writhing beneath them, they weren’t feeling that cruel right now. They wanted to watch as Sare unravelled beneath them, ached to see her arch into them as she did when her orgasm hit, back bowed elegantly before collapsing in bliss. Their hand left its place on her breast, moving back down until their thumb slipped over Sare’s clit, circling it clumsily with the sole aim of witnessing her climax.

“Then come for me, beautiful,” Av whispered. “I want to see it because you look so fucking good when you do.”

Sare’s mouth parted with a silent scream, her body rising up just as Av knew it would, pressing into them as every muscle went taut. Av worked her through it, slowing their thrusts, wanting Sare to enjoy every last moment before her body collapsed, dropping onto the table underneath them like a puppet whose strings had been cut. Av felt Sare’s hand clumsily grasp around her own, stilling their movements but keeping them close. Av wanted to soothe Sare, run their hands softly over every inch of her shaking body, but they also knew that after the orgasm Sare had just had, she needed everything that came after it to be slowed down. Instead, Av rested on their elbow, lowering themself down so their weight settled on Sare, grounding them both.

“Fuck,” Sare mumbled after a few minutes of quiet, the only sounds her ragged breaths.

“Are you okay?” Av asked, the words filtering directly into Sare’s ear. Av didn’t want to move any more than Sare did.

“Yes. Goddess, yes. You can move now, my love. I’m okay,” Sare reassured them with a squeeze of her hand, which was looped around Av’s wrist.

Gently and reluctantly, Av pushed up from their position, slowly drawing back, shushing Sare, and stroking her hip reverently when she shivered at the change in sensation. Once they were standing, Av held out a hand, pulling Sare tight into their body and holding her close. Their hands travelled up and down her spine, and they dropped a soft kiss into her hair. And for the next few minutes, Av was content in feeling the woman they loved relax in their arms, the furious pounding of her heart against their chest.
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Av mumbled a quiet ‘come in’ at the sound of the knock at their office door, pleasantly surprised when they saw Sare walking through, complete with a paper bag in her hand they knew contained lunch. They smiled. Not that it was a conscious action—the sight of Sare interrupting their day always elicited such a response. Sare closed the door behind her, affording them a small piece of privacy.

It wasn’t that Av’s secretary didn’t know about them; Greta had known Av since they were a child and had practically asked outright one day whether Av and Sare had stopped trying to fool themselves and had admitted their feelings to each other. Av remembered how they had stuttered through the interaction, terrified that Greta would say something to Prim before Greta assured them that not only was she happy for them both, but she would willingly keep their secret until they were ready to reveal it themselves. Av wasn’t sure Greta knew that it would be six months and counting when she made the promise, but she had kept her word nonetheless. Av knew that the reason Sare shut the door was to give them some privacy from Francine, the only Elder who wasn’t aware of their relationship, and more importantly, from Prim, who had a habit of barging in uninvited.

“Hello, my love,” Sare greeted them, dropping the bag on the desk before leaning down to place a chaste kiss to Av’s lips. “I brought you lunch. I figured you’d probably skipped it again,” she continued, pushing the bag gently towards Av.

“Not skipped, just not necessarily had yet,” Av weakly argued.

“Braveheart, it’s almost two pm. Don’t try to fool me with semantics.”

“Fine,” Av huffed in defeat. “But in my defence, I’ve been busy and lost track of time.”

“Mmhmm. Good job I look after you then, isn’t it?” she said, nudging the bag again.

Av grinned, grabbing the bag and unrolling the top as Sare sat down opposite them. Av watched as she stretched out her long legs, groaning slightly as she did.

“What’s the matter? Feeling a little stiff today?” Av smirked.

Sare returned the look with a grin of her own. “Something like that. Clearly, I'm getting old.”

“Never. You’re only as old as the Mage you feel, and yours is ten years younger than you,” Av retorted with a wink. They reclined back in their seat, taking a bite of the sandwich they had unwrapped.

“Hmm. Well, be that as it may, I am certainly feeling a little sore today.”

“Are you complaining?”

“Never, my love.” Sare stood from her seat, walking around to Av and leaning down into their space to whisper against their ear. “I’ll never complain when you fuck me so hard I can still feel you the next day.”

“Sare…” Av whined, and the dart of arousal that shot through them instantly soaked their boxers.

“See, two can play at this game, my love.”

Their moment was rudely interrupted by the door of Av’s office swinging open. Av cursed at the intrusion.

“Greta—”

“Not Greta, only me!” Prim announced, and Av wondered how her mother had managed to get past their secretary without any prior warning. “Oh, you’re here.”

Av was grateful that Sare’s reflexes were quicker than most, standing upright and taking a step back at the first sound of the door opening. However, their skin prickled with the tone their mother regarded Sare with.

“Good afternoon to you too, Prim,” Sare responded through barely clenched teeth. Av knew that Sare struggled to remain cordial to their mother, but they appreciated the effort. And it took a lot of effort.

Prim entirely disregarded Sare, turning away from her. The angle meant she was awkwardly facing Av, but it didn’t seem to matter to Prim that she was being so openly rude.

“Avani, dear, I was wondering if we could have dinner this evening? I have something I want to talk to you about regarding the Beltane celebrations.”

Av’s eyes flickered up to Sare at the mention of their given name, seeing Sare clench her jaw with the restraint she was desperately trying to hold on to.

“No, Mother. I told you, Beltane is all sorted; there’s nothing to discuss,” Av ground out, their own irritation rising rapidly.

“It’s just a small thing, I’m sure it won’t take much to—”

“Av said everything is sorted,” Sare said behind Prim, her voice low.

“I was talking to Avani,” Prim threw back over her shoulder, her voice dismissive.

“Mother…”

“Why are you even here anyway? I thought the Academy didn’t concern themselves with Elder business.”

“I am here because I brought Av lunch,” Sare shot back, ignoring the thinly veiled attempt at an insult Prim had tried to inflict. One of her favourite ways to try and belittle Sare’s position, aside from reminding her frequently she was not born within the Coven, was the fact she was only Academy staff. As if teaching and nurturing the next generation of Mages was something to look down upon. “But I could ask you the same thing.”

“I am here to support my daughter—”

Av didn’t hear the rest of the comeback, their world tilting and their hearing fading out with the openly disrespectful disregard of their identity. Prim hadn’t shown such blatant contempt for Av’s pronouns in a while, and they were surprised she was choosing now, in front of Sare, to do it. Av closed their eyes, willing the wave of emotion that was threatening to engulf them to dissipate. Their magick was always hardest to control when riled by their mother; it was the inevitable downside of it being so intrinsically linked to a Mage’s emotions. On more than one occasion, they had held it in, fighting the need to let it burst out until they were alone and able to do so without fear of someone witnessing, often finding themself in the woods nearby, screaming as the earth shook and trees fell. But rather than letting themself drown in it, something had shifted. They were done with allowing Prim to see just how much her disdain affected them, determined to rise above it and be happy, just as Sare reminded them they deserved to be.

“Av? Av, are you okay?”

Sare’s voice cut through the static in their brain, their eyes focusing again on the two women standing in front of them; Prim, looking affronted at Sare showing concern, while Sare was barely restraining herself from leaping forward, either to comfort Av or wrestle Prim.

“Of course she’s okay. She’s just tired. Beltane is a big undertaking.” Prim turned back to Av. “That’s why you should come for dinner tonight. I can ease some of that pressure for you. I’ve been telling you for weeks to let me help, Avani—”

“Stop. Calling them that,” Sare growled under her breath, unable to refrain from saying anything any further. Av knew that Prim’s words would have Sare seething, especially after their conversation about what Prim had been doing of late. After their impromptu session on the dining room table last night, Av had filled Sare in on what Maya had told them during their meeting over dinner. It had taken a lot of soothing words, a long conversation followed by another, altogether softer and more gentle moment where they made love in their bed before Sare relinquished the fear and anger that Prim’s meddling had caused.

“I shall call her that because it is her name,” Prim fired back, loudly accentuating the her.

“Their name is Av. When will you begin to respect that?”

“You may call her whatever you wish, but I shall continue to call my daughter her name since it is I who gave her it.”

“They are not your daughter—”

“The Goddess saw fit to bless me with a daughter, and I shall respect that gift.”

“But not their wishes?”

“Not if their wishes are some ridiculous idea that they aren’t who they were born to be.”

“Stop it!” Av finally snapped, silencing the two women.

“Sorry, my…Av,” Sare instantly apologised, backtracking before she allowed the term of endearment to slip through. Av’s heart cracked at the pain that flashed across Sare’s face, unsure if it was for them, for the fact that she had lost her temper with Prim, or because she was upset at not being able to express herself how they so usually readily did.

“See, you’re upsetting Avani. Now, maybe you should leave so we can talk properly without you interrupting us,” Prim announced, her tone righteous.

“No, Mother,” Av said, their own voice quiet but firm.

“Avani, dear—”

“No. If anyone should leave, it’s you.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m so tired of this,” Av said, standing sharply before beginning to pace the room. “I’m tired of you disrespecting everything about me and my life.”

“Avani, maybe we should talk about this in private. Without people around who could influence you,” Prim said, taking a step towards them.

“No! You say Sare influences me, but you have no idea. It was the same with Maya. Anyone who challenges your view is a bad influence, but maybe it’s your view that is the bad influence.”

“Avani—”

“Stop calling me that! Sare is right. It’s not my name. And I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that.”

“Av, maybe I should go. My being here is only antagonising the situation,” Sare said softly, coming to stand beside them and placing a reassuring hand on their shoulder.

Av knew what Sare was doing. They both knew that there was no way that Prim would back down. The only way to diffuse the situation would be with Sare stepping away, however much Av knew she didn’t want to.

“No, I don’t want you to go.” Av turned to Prim. “I want you to leave.”

Prim gasped and took a dramatic step back as if their words had physically shoved her.

“What have you said to my daughter for her to behave this way towards me? I knew you were trouble from the moment you stepped into this Coven, Seraphine Emmot!”

“I’m not your daughter. For the last time, I don’t feel like a woman! I never have, and I never will! And Sare has been nothing but supportive of that. I’m tired of you disrespecting me and the person I love!”

An uneasy silence settled over the room at Av’s shouted declaration, Av only able to focus on the way their ragged breaths left their body, the fire of the adrenaline coursing through their veins.

It was Prim who broke the stalemate. “What?” she asked incredulously.

“I love Sare,” Av said, the words coming easier than they thought they would. It wasn’t that they had difficulty in expressing their feelings for Sare, but they thought for a moment they would choke on the words as they said them so explicitly to the one person they knew would take issue. “I have done for years.”

“No. No. This is her doing. She’s convinced you this is right, but it’s not. Filling your head with all that nonsense—”

“No, Mother, it’s not. I love her, and she loves me.” Av looked up at Sare, seeing those cerulean eyes staring back, filled with love and wonder. “We’re together. We have been for the past nine months.”

“No. I would know. You couldn’t keep something like this a secret.”

“We can, and we have. It was surprisingly easy, thanks to your blatant refusal to even speak about Sare in my presence. But now I’m done. I was worried about the arguments that would come when you found out, but honestly, I couldn’t care less now. You’ll never accept me or my relationship, and I’m done with trying to pacify you.”

“How could you do this to me? After everything I’ve done—”

“Everything you’ve done? What’s that exactly? Try to control me? Try to mould and bend me into something you see fit? Ever since Pops left, you’ve been trying to make me into something you want. And all it’s done is made me unhappy, but you’re so caught up in some self-righteous, self-satisfying crusade to make me into some kind of perfect heir, you either didn’t see it or, even worse, didn’t care. And the one person who’s seen all of that, who’s stuck by me, who’s loved me unconditionally, is Sare.”

“No. No, I refuse to accept this. I won’t allow you to do this, Avani—”

“It’s not your choice. There’s nothing to allow; this is how it is. If you don’t like it, then you can leave.”

Av had never felt so confident in speaking to their mother before. But something about finally admitting their feelings about Sare to her was like the door had been opened, years of pent-up anger and resentment at being denied by the person who should be most supportive of them coming flooding out in a wave of relief.

Av watched as Prim stood before them, seeing the emotions play over her face: shock, anger, disappointment—that one didn’t sting quite as much as they thought it would—until they settled on something altogether more resigned. The feel of Sare’s hand wrapping around their own, a gentle squeeze of support, calmed their racing pulse until Prim suddenly drew her shoulders back in a pose Av recognised as her defiance stance.

“Well, Avani, I don’t think we are finished with this conversation. But it’s clear we are going to get no further now. I shall see myself out.”

Av willed their body to stay in its ram-rod straight position, watching as Prim turned on her heel and left the office before their shoulders slumped with a deep exhale. It felt like they hadn’t breathed for the full duration of the confrontation, and suddenly, all the fire and adrenaline that had been powering them drained away, leaving them exhausted. Warm arms came around their shoulders, pulling them into Sare’s body, the scent of her perfume flooding them and soothing them instantaneously.

“Are you okay, Braveheart?” Sare whispered softly in their ear.

“Yes.” Av sighed. “Yeah, I actually am.” Av looped their arms around Sare’s waist, holding on tightly as they buried their face in her neck.

“I’m so proud of you.”

Av let out a watery chuckle. “I’m so tired.”

Sare pressed a kiss to the side of their head, her grip not lessening around them, getting tighter if anything. “Hmm, I’m not surprised. You’ve been holding onto that for quite some time.”

“I’m sorry I just told her like that. I was just so tired of her treating you that way.”

“You have nothing to apologise for, my love.”

“But you didn’t even get the chance to say if it was something you wanted.”

“What I want,” Sare continued, somehow knowing exactly where Av’s guilt was leading them in the moment, “is to spend my days and nights with you. Anything which allows me to do that is absolutely fine with me.”

“Even though now she has even more reason to hate you?”

“I have grown accustomed to your mother’s distaste for me. I’m sure I’ll cope. What do you need right now?”

“I really need a nap. Preferably with you beside me.”

“Then that is what we shall do. I will find Greta and get her to clear the rest of your day. In the meantime, go home.”

“But what about your day?”

“I can finish what I need to do at home. Besides, I like the sound of taking a nap with you much more than sitting in my office finishing reports.” Av huffed out a weak laugh against Sare’s chest before Sare pulled away. “Go. I shall be home shortly.”

“Hey.” Av reached out and grasped Sare’s wrist gently, stopping her from moving any further. “I love you, you know that, right?”

Av’s eyes fluttered shut when Sare’s hands cupped their face almost reverently before they felt her forehead press against their own.

“I do, my love. I feel it every day. And I love you too. I hope you feel it as well.”

“I do. All the time.”

“Good. Now go home. I expect to find you in bed when I get there. Clothes are entirely optional.”

“Mmm, naked cuddles,” Av mumbled, the tiredness now becoming evident in their voice as they moved away slowly to the sounds of Sare’s amused chuckle. “They’re the best.”
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“As you are all aware, it is Beltane this weekend.” A cheer went through the small crowd of students whom Sare was addressing in the main hall. She raised her hands, trying to calm the raucous behaviour. “Yes, thank you. As you all know, Beltane is one of the times during our year when the Goddess’ power is most prevalent. Traditionally, it is the time of year when we celebrate the optimism of springtime with the hope of a fruitful and fertile harvest later in the year. As such, there is a lot of extra energy in the air. And unfortunately, this does not only affect the land.”

Another cheer sounded, this time interspersed with a few wolf-whistles.

“Also, unfortunately, it has fallen to me this year to give you the talk on what that means for your hormone-filled teenage bodies. Most of you have recently come in your powers, and that within itself can be destabilising. You’re already feeling more powerful than you ever have before. This weekend will only emphasise that. Please, there are to be no demonstrations of what you feel you can do. On top of that, you’re all feeling the joys of puberty. Beltane, being the festival of fertility, will make you feel like you’re decidedly more virile than you probably already are. Your inhibitions will lower. If I hear of any of you doing anything that puts this Academy or this Coven under scrutiny, I will personally ensure that your remaining Beltane’s at this Academy are spent cleaning the toilets. All of the staff will be there in some manner, some as chaperones, some as participants. If anyone is seen acting in a way that is less than respectful, there will be consequences. Do I make myself clear?”

A chorus of ‘yes, Miss Emmot’ went around the room, although Sare knew full well that there would be at least one person who wouldn’t take heed and get lost in the atmosphere of the day. There always was, and she wasn’t expecting anything different this year. She just really hoped that she wouldn’t be the one to stumble upon any of her students in a compromising situation.

Dismissing the students, Sare walked out of the main hall and down the corridor to her office, grinning when she found Atticus waiting for her.

“There’s my favourite girl,” he said, instantly enveloping Sare in a big bear hug. “How are you, Fae?”

Atticus Moss was a gentle giant. Nearly six foot two in stature, his frame was still muscular even though it had started to be softened by the passing years. His warm, deep brown eyes reminded Sare of Av’s, bordered by the lines of passing years, some of grief, most of laughter, the big, well-manicured beard starting to speckle with grey in amongst the mousy brown. Sare grinned into his shoulder at the nickname he had for her; Atticus was the only person who could ever get away with calling her such a thing, but he had been doing so since her first trip to Crow’s Nest.

She remembered it like it was yesterday; Atticus shook her hand before loosely holding onto it as he stood back to appraise her. The way she had braided her hair loosely from either side, allowing it to fall down her back. She’d worn her favourite forest-green overcoat and knee-high brown leather boots. Atticus studied her before turning to Av and exclaiming, ‘Where did you find such a beautiful forest faerie?’ before returning his gaze to Sare as he pressed a kiss to the back of her hand. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Fae. Although I have no idea what you are doing hanging around with this ruffian.’ Sare knew at that moment she liked Atticus, his gentle teasing of Av coupled with his reverent respect and soft nature instantly warming. The nickname stuck, only further bolstered a few hours later when Atticus discovered her hidden, mischievous sense of humour. She had Atticus howling with laughter after Sare had embarrassed Av by telling some story or another.

But Sare knew there was another question behind the seemingly innocuous one. Atticus had arrived at the house a week ago, infuriated because Prim had confronted him about Av and Sare’s relationship. He wasn’t angry at Av—Atticus was one of the few people they trusted with the knowledge of their relationship—but at Prim. Sare couldn’t help but agree with every one of his points as he raged about Prim’s attitude and behaviour, and even though she’d had some time to process what had happened, she was still angry when he had come around. She was still angry now, to be honest, although it had reduced to a simmering which only appeared when she was made to think of the argument in Av’s office.

“I’m fine,” Sare replied, leaning back from his embrace and walking over to the sofa in the corner.

“Really? Or are you doing that thing you do with Av when you try not to let them see how affected you are?”

Sare exhaled as she sat down. “I really am fine. More or less.”

“More or less?” Atticus asked, sitting next to Sare. “It’s okay to feel something as well.”

“I do feel something. I’m angry at how she treats Av, and Av knows that.”

“I know you are. But it’s okay to feel more than just that.” Atticus wrapped Sare’s hand in his own, and she looked down, focussing on the way his strong hands enveloped her own. “Fae, you have stood by their side for the past ten years, and I love you for that. But this constant belittling behaviour Prim has displayed has been towards you as well. Everything Av has done, Prim has blamed you for. You’re my child, just as much as Av is, and I hate that she’s done this to you just as much as she did it to Av.”

Sare felt tears well in her eyes. While she was accustomed to displaying her emotions to Av, those that stemmed from Prim’s actions and words were the ones she kept reigned in. Years ago, when Sare had first moved to Crow’s Nest, they’d had their singular argument to date. Av had asked her to just not rise to Prim's behaviour, and Sare promised she wouldn’t. Over time, though, the silence had manifested itself into her not showing the full extent of her emotions to Av when it came to this particular issue. While she would gladly support and defend Av to her last breath, admitting that Prim hurt her as well was something she had not done for a long time. It wasn’t as if Av was oblivious to her feelings; Sare just chose not to actively speak about them.

“I…” She cleared her throat, trying again. “I thought that when this would happen, there would be this overwhelming sense of relief. Not just because we could finally be open about us but because it would give us both some sort of finality. But all it seems to have done is make me revisit everything Prim has said and done. I know Av feels lighter for it, and I do, too. And honestly, I think it’s given Av the freedom they needed to stop feeling so affected by Prim. But for me—”

“It’s given you the time and space to process. About what her words mean for you.” Atticus let go of her hand, instead wrapping his arm around her shoulder and bringing Sare into his body. “You know anything she has said about you is not true, and no one agrees with her. You are not responsible for Av’s choices. If anything, I truly believe that their life would have been ten times harder and more miserable without you in it. Sometimes…sometimes I wonder if they would even be here without you.”

“They would.”

“I’m not so sure. I think they may have returned to the Coven once they had finished their studies, but I don’t think they would have stayed. And if they had, then Prim would have destroyed them, I have no doubt. While Av is a strong person, they doubt themself so much.” Atticus sighed. “They have never told you this, but when you were away for those months in Europe, they nearly packed up and left.”

Sare sat up suddenly, staring at Atticus. “What?”

“They were so miserable. I didn’t know why at the time, but they came to me one night, bag packed, ready to leave. I managed to convince them to stay, just for a little longer. I knew you were due to return soon and that it might help them to see that it was just their mind playing cruel tricks on them. I was so thankful that you saw it too when you returned.”

“They were not the person I remember leaving. They were not even the person I had met all those years before.”

“Hmm. In hindsight, I now see that Prim seized the opportunity to try and reiterate some of the things she had taught Av when they were younger, but I didn’t know what they were going through, and so I didn’t see the full impact of Prim’s words. If I had known, I would have pushed back harder in what Prim was saying to them.”

“That woman can be devious at times.”

“Indeed she can.” Atticus’ hand came up to Sare’s face, brushing away a tear on her chin. “I am grateful for you every day, Fae. And I will always be here for you, just as much as I am for Av.”

“Thank you.” Sare smiled, feeling lighter for the conversation she didn’t even know she needed and grateful that she had found Atticus. It was the family she had been missing for so long that she thought she’d never have.

“Now, what is it you wanted to see me about? I doubt you were wanting a heart-to-heart, even though I wish you would talk more.”

Sare laughed, a chuckle still filled with the residual emotion of the past few minutes. “No. I was actually wondering if you could do me a favour?”
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Av stood in their bedroom, twisting round in front of the mirror in their office, trying and failing to untangle the braces that hung over their shoulders. After the fourth attempt, they huffed in frustration, letting their arms fall to their sides in annoyance. It’s a pair of fucking braces, they grumbled internally. How many times have you worn them? Why can’t you put them on properly now? Why on earth did you agree to get ready separately from Sare?

A deep, gravelly chuckle from the doorway captured their attention, and they turned to find their father leaning against the doorframe.

“What’s so funny?” they snapped as they glared at him.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Squirrel, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this worked up on a Beltane before.”

“It’s not funny,” they grumbled, turning back to the mirror.

“Oh, I know. I just remember that feeling,” he said as he walked up behind them and placed a calming hand on their shoulder.

Av felt a wave of peace wash over them as his large, strong hands squeezed their shoulders in reassurance before they slid down to assist Av in straightening out the tangled mess of their braces. Av watched his reflection in the mirror, his deep hazel eyes taking in his task with concentration.

“Did it feel like this for you?” they asked quietly.

He paused, just for a second, before continuing his task. “Depends,” he said gently. His voice was softer when he spoke with Av than anyone else, his love always shining through. “I thought it did when I had my first Beltane with your mother.”

“But?”

“But then I had my first with Darius, and I’m sorry to say that nothing compared to that.”

Av turned around at the admission, halting Atticus’ actions. “Don’t be sorry. He was your love; you should never apologise for that or the love you had for each other.”

“Even if it puts mine and your mother’s relationship in the shadows?”

“Even then. Especially then,” they emphasised.

“What did I do to deserve you?” He smiled, cupping Av’s cheek. There were only two people they felt comfortable enough to perform such a vulnerable action. The other they would be seeing soon.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Av continued, turning back to the mirror so Atticus could finish fixing their braces. “Probably helps we live in a community that is so open about love and desire. Well, mostly.”

Atticus and Prim were barely adults themselves when they shared their first Beltane together, nineteen and believing that the magic of the Sabbat was irrefutable. But Atticus discovered that his heart did not belong to Prim, but instead to her cousin, Darius. Years of unspoken and mutual feelings lingered between the pair, both denying what they truly wanted for the sake of Atticus’ family. However, when Av was fourteen, he sat them down and told them he was leaving their mother. Av was momentarily shocked, but only for the loss of the familiarity they had grown to know. In all honesty, even at their young age, they knew that Prim did not make their father happy. Months passed before Atticus revealed that he and Darius were together. It was undoubtedly the catalyst for that first summer Av spent at Pendle. But despite Prim’s best efforts, Av and Atticus were as close as they could be, and he was happy with Darius.

That was until Av was twenty and received the phone call that devastated them. Darius had collapsed, his heart giving out immediately. There was nothing anyone could do. Av’s picture-perfect happy family, however unconventional to some, was shattered. Atticus and Darius never got as long as they should have; a kind soul returned to the Goddess too early. Thinking of their father and Darius together reminded them of the partnership they and Sare had. It was everything they could wish for in a loving relationship.

“So am I right in thinking this uncharacteristic bout of Beltane nerves has to do with a certain raven-haired Mage with eyes that could put the midsummer sky to shame?” Atticus asked, breaking Av from their memories of Darius.

“Pops…” Av whined.

“What? Everyone is either in love with, or jealous of, those eyes.”

“Not everyone.”

“Okay, what’s your mother done now? Has she been giving you more grief about you and Sare?” There was only one person Atticus was even remotely as protective of as Av, and that was Sare. Even though she was in her thirties when she moved to Crow’s Nest with Av, Atticus instantly recognised the lack of father figure in her life and gently took her under his wing, treating her just as he did Av.

“She contacted the Pendle Coven to see if there were any suitable candidates for continuing our line who would be attending Beltane,” Av said matter of factly.

Atticus’ gaze snapped up to their own in the mirror’s reflection, his eyes now more stormy and dark than they were when he regarded them a moment ago. “She didn’t?”

“She did.” Av sighed.

“Since you told her about you and Sare?”

“No, it was before. But I’m not sure it would have made any difference. She’s been on this crusade about continuing our lineage ever since I was elected.”

“Has anything happened since?”

“Oh, she didn’t tell me, Maya did. And while she literally hasn’t said a word to me in the past week, I have no doubt that she has probably only upped her attempts. With her distaste of Sare, I’m sure she sees it as the perfect killing-two-birds scenario.”

“Except the fact you’re gayer than I am.”

“Minor detail as far as she’s concerned.” Av ran their hands through their hair, pulling it slightly out of its perfectly styled state. They were wearing it down today, the natural waves falling to just below their shoulder on one side, the other showing the undercut Sare had lovingly trimmed the night before. Av held back the shiver at the memory of Sare’s fingers running over it once she was done, the way she whispered, ‘There you go, handsome’ against the shell of Av’s ear. Snapping themself out of the memory, they focussed back on the conversation with Atticus. “Not to mention the fact that the last thing I want to do is carry a child.” A knock at the door interrupted them, and Av turned from Atticus. “Come in.”

“Sorry to disturb you, Av, but this was dropped off for you,” Greta said as she handed over a small box.

“Thanks, Greta. Go enjoy your day. I’ll see you later.”

Av opened the box, their shoulders slumping when they registered what was inside. A delicate crown of woven willow and ferns, ordained with alternating pink and white carnations. They picked up the small card which sat in the centre, reading it;

Avani,

I would be honoured if you would wear my crown at this year’s ceremony. I look forward to witnessing your beauty in it and hope we may speak of a future we could build together.

Gabriel

Av knew the meaning of each piece of the so-called gift; the crown itself was a symbol given traditionally from father to daughter until the daughter was spoken for, and then it would be gifted by whoever was their partner or betrothed. It was a tradition from long ago, one Av wasn’t particularly fond of due to its connotations, and Av had no doubt the gift and the design was her mother’s doing.

“For someone so hell-bent on tradition, she’s more than happy to bend it to her own agenda,” Av muttered, throwing the box carelessly on the desk.

“It’s from your mother?”

“No. It’s from whatever poor soul she’s managed to convince has a chance with me. I told you she wouldn’t stop just because of Sare.” Atticus leant over, lifting the lid of the box open, his eyebrows raising as he took in the sight before dropping it shut.

“She’s certainly very on the nose with it.”

“Carnations? Seriously? Motherly love, my arse!”

“Av—”

“I’m not wearing it. I don’t care if it upsets her or some precious coven connection she thinks is valuable.”

“No one’s saying you have to. Besides, you have another choice.”

“Pops—”

“Ah, just wait.” Atticus walked back over to the door, picking up another box from the table which Av hadn’t yet noticed. He handed it over, bending his head to catch his child’s gaze. “As you know, it is tradition for a father to gift a Beltane crown to his daughter until the time comes when their beloved takes over the duty. We have never been one for tradition, Squirrel, even if your mother insists on it. And this year, while I am not the one gifting you a crown, I am delivering something on behalf of someone else who believes just as strongly that some traditions should be screwed.”

Av opened the box, and their jaw dropped. Inside was the most delicately woven buttonhole, springs of thyme filling the air with their subtle scent, along with delicate wisps of fern surrounding a single red iris.

“Sare?”

“Yes. She thought that even though it is not entirely the way it is usually done, an Elder should still turn up to Beltane with flowers.” Atticus lifted the small bouquet, starting to pin it on their shirt just over where the braces lay. “And I think it’s a fine adaptation of a long-followed tradition.”

“Thank you, Pops,” Av said softly, their voice wavering, regarding the meanings of the flowers again: thyme for courage, ferns for secret love, and a red iris for…Av blushed at the thought.

“I’ve done nothing, Squirrel. It’s that gorgeous woman of yours.”

“No, I mean…I don’t think I’ve ever said thank you for everything else. Being so understanding and open to my…to who I am. I know it must have been difficult—”

“Stop right there, Squirrel,” Atticus said, his hand moving from where the buttonhole was now securely fastened to hold Av’s shoulders. “There is nothing difficult in seeing my child be happy and healthy and in love. And even though I didn’t know how you were struggling then, I can see the difference since. And some of that I credit to Sare because she makes you unbelievably happy, but a good chunk is just down to you being brave and true to yourself. And she would say the same.” His hand came to cup their cheek again, and Av’s eyes fluttered closed, threatening to spill their tears at any moment. “I love you, for you. And your mother, and anyone else who can’t, is a fool who is missing out.”

“I love you too, Pops.”

Atticus cleared his throat. “Don’t make me cry. We both know I’m a mess once I get started. Now, go find that woman and celebrate with her like you should do. And screw anyone who tells you otherwise.”
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“Where are we going?” Sare asked as Maya practically dragged her across the main road and towards the Elder Office’s, away from the fields where the main celebrations were being held. “Why are we here?”

“Av asked to see you before the celebrations officially began.”

“And they couldn’t tell me that themself?”

“I don’t know! I think they thought it would be romantic and mysterious or something. I was just asked to deliver you.”

“Deliver me? I am not a takeaway pizza.”

“No, you are not. But if you were, you’d be something spicy in that outfit! Fuck, Av is going to struggle to keep their hands off you.”

“Maya…”

“What? I’m just saying it as it is! You look phenomenal. If you weren’t in love with my oldest friend, I’d seriously consider pursuing you for my little found family.”

“Well, there’s an offer I never want.”

Maya laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ve got my eye on someone else this year. Here we are! Have fun!”

“Maya!” Sare called after her before she could get more than two steps away.

“Yeah?”

“I…are they happy?”

“What? Who?” Maya asked, stepping closer again.

“Av. Are they happy? With me?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Maya took another step forward, brow creasing when she obviously clocked the strange and unfamiliar sense of concern on her friend’s face. “Sare, they’re crazy about you.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Where’s this coming from? You two are like the poster couple for friends-turned-lovers and genderqueer love.”

Sare huffed, not appreciating their friend’s blasé attitude right now. “I know but…Av just…this took a lot for them. People are upset—”

“You mean Prim?”

“Yes. But there must be others who aren’t happy.”

“None that I’ve heard of. And certainly none that matter. I’ve not heard anyone say anything bad about the pair of you since I arrived. In fact, most are just wondering what the fuck took you so long.”

“They seem stressed all the time. I hate that half of our time together is spent with me bringing them back down. Not that I mind—I never would. I just wish they weren’t so wound up in the first place.”

“Av has the biggest heart of anyone I know. It’s what makes them a great Elder and a great friend. But the downside of having such a big heart and loving so hard is that they’re so open to being hurt. They feel so much. And I honestly don’t know how they do it, how they get through each day with so much criticism from someone who’s meant to be unwaveringly supportive. But what I do know is that they have always loved and cherished you for what you give to them. Even more so now since you two idiots got your heads out of your arses and admitted you love each other. So whatever goes on with anyone else, just know that they appreciate and love you more than anyone else. And if that wasn’t the case, then this conversation wouldn’t even be happening because they wouldn’t consider being so vulnerable around you.”

Sare inhaled deeply, settling her racing heart. She knew what Maya was saying was true, but for some inexplicable reason, she needed to hear it from someone else today. “Yeah, I know.”

“Good. Now go find them! They’re going to go crazy when they see you, I promise. And I’ll see you at the festival!” Maya shouted as she skipped across the road and towards the field where the celebrations were already starting. Bolstered somewhat by her friend’s pep talk, Sare opened the front door, walking past Greta’s desk, empty while everyone celebrated. Turning the corner, she found Av’s office door open, Av studying themself in the mirror on the back of their closet door. As if Av sensed her, brown eyes flicked up, capturing her own in the reflection before Av smiled and turned around.

“Hello. I was starting to think you weren’t coming.”

“Sorry, I got held up talking to Maya.” Sare took a step closer, the draw between them too great to ignore as she leant in and placed a whisper-soft kiss to Av’s cheek. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you. You—” Av wrapped their hand around Sare’s and gestured for her to take a step back so they could get a full view of her outfit. “—look fucking amazing.” Av pulled her back into their body, an arm wrapping around her waist. “I will certainly be the talk of the town when I dance with you.”

The kiss which Av bestowed upon Sare in that moment was undeniably one of the greatest kisses she had ever had.

So much so that she barely registered what Av had said before it.

“What?”

“Seraphine Emmot, will you do me the honour of dancing the Reel with me this Beltane?”

The Reel of Beltane was a sacred and ancient tradition, seen by Mages as a display of gratitude to the Goddess for the year gone by and in preparation for the year to come. Everyone was free and encouraged to dance the Reel, but if a couple danced together in the second half, it was an open declaration of love and commitment towards each other. In past years, both Av and Sare had refrained from dancing it with anyone, instead opting to enjoy it from the sidelines. If Av was asking her to dance the Reel with her…

“Av—”

“No, Sare, listen to me. I have had enough of hiding who I am, hiding us. If people…my mother,” Av corrected, “don’t like the fact we are together, then that’s their problem.” Av cupped Sare’s cheek, bringing her in to rest her forehead against their own. “I love you, and I want to celebrate Beltane with you. All of it. And that includes dancing the Reel with you, wearing your flowers, and you wearing mine.” Av reached behind them, turning slightly to grip the box sat on their desk, carefully opening it to show Sare what was held inside. “I know you haven’t had one of these in twenty years, and I know it might be difficult for you to accept it, but I would be honoured if you would wear my crown this Beltane,” they said softly.

“Av…I…” Sare stammered around a quiet sob.

“You don’t have to if it’s too much,” Av said, giving her an opt-out.

“Oh, it’s way too much, but I would never say no,” Sare whispered. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

“May I?” Av asked, tilting Sare’s face up with a finger under her chin until they could see her eyes. Even through the tears, they still shone with the love that Av would never tire of seeing. Sare nodded, and Av stood up, placing the box back on their desk to retrieve the delicately woven braid of flowers from it. Placing it gently on top of Sare’s head, it sat perfectly above the two small braids that ran from her temples to meet at the back. Sare used the seconds it took for Av to pin it in place to try and gain some control over her emotions, breathing deeply to try and centre herself.

“There,” Av said with a smile, “beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Sare said quietly, her voice still thick with emotion, before tracking her gaze down Av’s body again. “Pop’s gave you your buttonhole then,” she said, fingers delicately brushing over the flowers on their chest.

“Yes, and I love it. Although a red iris? I think I blushed harder than I have in a while.”

Sare chuckled, the embarrassment she felt from Av breaking through the final pieces of her delicate resolve. “Hmm, I would apologise, but I’m not really that sorry. My love really does burn for you. And it seemed fitting for Beltane.”

“I would have to agree, baby.” Av leant in, capturing Sare’s lips in a fierce kiss. “And we will most definitely revisit this later, but first, I have a celebration to begin and a Coven full of Mages waiting on me.”

“Very well. But once I’ve danced with you, I have no idea how long I’ll last before I drag you back home by these braces,” Sare murmured against Av’s mouth, running her fingers in between the braces and Av’s shirt, garnering a frustrated huff from Av.

“Let’s go.”
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Sare walked onto the field, taking in the sight before her. This would be her eighth Beltane with the Crow’s Nest Coven, but the sight never ceased to amaze her. During her childhood, and then when she moved away, she had never really had the opportunity to celebrate Beltane as it was intended to be celebrated. She still remembered the overwhelming sense of freedom and joy she felt when she attended her first with Av at Crow’s Nest. She had been invited to come back for it by Av, and even though she wasn’t a permanent member of the Coven then, it was the first moment in years that she truly felt a part of something bigger. That feeling had never dissipated or diminished in all the Beltanes she’d attended since.

But this year felt different. It was special. Not only was it the first at Crow’s Nest Av had overseen as an Elder, but they were attending it as a couple. If someone had asked her even a month ago if this was a possibility, she would have told them no. Even when Av had revealed their relationship to Prim a couple of weeks earlier, Sare still didn’t consider this happening. But now, as she moved through the crowds and was greeted by members of her Coven, her hand safely and protectively wrapped in Av’s, she was filled with an overwhelming sense of peace and belonging.

“Av, Sare.” They were greeted by a beaming Mary, Abe standing by her side. “You two look amazing.”

They were both pulled into a warm hug, and Sare placed a kiss on Mary’s cheek before she pulled away entirely.

“Thank you. You look lovely. And Abe, dashing as ever.”

“I think I have some competition this year,” he joked, loosely throwing an arm across Av’s shoulders.

“Indeed you may, but I am a little biased in my opinion,” Sare retorted, noting the slight blush that dusted Av’s cheeks at her compliment.

Sare had been appreciating Av’s outfit from the moment she had walked into their office. They always looked handsome, but today was something else. Brown tweed trousers came down to just above their ankles, skimming the top of their dark tan leather boots. A white short-sleeved shirt fitted their top half, their profile decidedly masculine thanks to the binder that Sare knew they wore, making it seem as though there were muscles underneath. The top button was open, just showing the leather of the rune that hung around their neck. The braces that clipped over their shoulders and held the buttonhole Sare had gifted them were the same shade as their boots, and altogether, it cut a figure that, quite frankly, had Sare’s desire skyrocketing.

“Have you seen Francine?” Av asked suddenly. Sare smirked at the way Av tried to divert the attention away from themself, as her eyes still lingered on them.

“Unsurprisingly, she is already at the fire, waiting to get things started. I’m sure that woman has never let her hair down, Beltane or not!”

“I’m sure she was different when she was younger,” Sare said.

“Ha! I remember her when she was at her first Beltane. Even then, she was busy telling Henry not to drink too much and worrying about him making a fool of himself. I’ve never known such an uptight Mage!”

“Can we not? I’m not sure I want to think about Francine caught up in Beltane magick with Henry,” Av mumbled with a scrunch of their nose, the action causing a snort of amusement from Abe.

“Well, if Sare can let you go for just a second, we can get this celebration underway. Are you ready?”

“Yes! Let’s do this so I can get a drink!” Av replied to a chuckle from both Sare and Abe. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Sare held back with Abe while Mary and Av walked to where Francine was, quietly but still very publicly admonishing Henry for something. Sare watched as Francine, ever the stickler for time, threw up her hands in faux relief when she spotted Mary and Av as if she had been waiting for days before striding off and taking her place in front of the fire pyre. The bell rang, and a hush descended over the crowd as all attention was focused on the Coven Elders.

“Welcome, everyone!” Francine began. “Today we mark the blessed day of Beltane, a time where we celebrate the gifts the Goddess has blessed us with and give thanks for the fertility which She had granted our lands. While on Imbolc, we say goodbye to the harsh winter months, it is on this blessed day we truly welcome the summer. Let her power fill you today. Relish in the strength it gives us and the earth. Celebrate with your loved ones. May you all be blessed today and for the months to come. Blessed be!”

“Blessed be!” the crowd echoed before Mary looked towards Av and gave them a small nod. Sare watched with pride as Av lifted the ceremonial torch that had been burning for the past year—fuelled by the Beltane fire last year—touching it to the base of the bonfire behind them. A cheer went up as the fire took light, quickly catching and spreading through the dry wood, marking the beginning of the celebrations, and the air filled with the sound of music.
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“Mr Farrow, having a good time, I hope?”

Sare had seen the group of students from across the field trying and failing to look inconspicuous. After a word to Av, the pair made their way over. Even though it was a celebration, and Sare was planning on enjoying it, she couldn’t and wouldn’t abandon all her responsibilities.

Axel and his friends, at hearing their teacher’s voice, spun around with shock and panic on their faces.

“Miss Emmot!” Axel squeaked in an entirely uncharacteristic manner.

“Well?” Sare asked again, an eyebrow raised in question.

“Oh yes. Thank you.”

Sare noted the slightly flushed look on Axel’s face, his slightly dilated eyes, and the very apparent look of guilt on his face. She gave a side glance to Av, who was, not helpfully, trying not to smirk at the boy’s reaction.

“Hand it over.”

“What?”

“Boys…”

“I don’t know what you mean, Miss,” Axel said, apparently finding his voice. At that poor excuse for a defence, she did hear Av snigger beside her.

“I really wouldn’t bother, kid. You’re a crap liar. Especially stoned.”

Axel’s shoulders slumped as he realised there was clearly no way to talk his way out of the situation he had found himself in, holding out the pipe which he had been poorly hiding behind his back. Av took it as Sare spoke again, addressing the group.

“Trust me, you’ll thank us in the morning.”

“Miss Emmot’s right. I know you think Beltane is all about the fun, but trust me, when you take into account the booze you’ve so poorly hidden behind you, as well as this…shit, this is strong. Where did you get it?” Av asked. Sare rolled her eyes fondly as she watched them sniff the pipe.

“You don’t have to answer that,” Sare clarified after witnessing the look of fear on Axel and his friends’ faces. “Go on. I won’t say anything else about it—thank the spirit of Beltane for making me nicer than usual. But do me a favour and don’t get into any more trouble?”

“Yes, Miss,” the boys chorused.

“And go drink some water,” Sare called after them as they began sloping away.

“Ah, Miss Emmot, you spoiled all their fun!”

“Hmm, I was half tempted to leave them be and let the hangover tomorrow morning be their punishment.”

“Oh, you should have! That would have been well worth it!”

Sare laughed, looping an arm around Av’s waist as they strolled around the field again before they were beckoned over by a beaming Atticus and Abe.

“There’s my favourite two people!” he greeted them, pulling them both into a huge hug.

“Goddess, Pops, how much of Abe’s cider have you had already?” Av asked.

“None! This is all Beltane spirit! That and happiness at seeing you two here together.” Sare softened at Atticus’ words, the man she had come to think of as a father, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and giving her another protective, warm squeeze.

“Well, here,” Av said, handing over the pipe. “Go have an even better Beltane on us.”

“Where did you get this?”

“I’ve just taken it off some of my students,” Sare explained, sighing.

“Let me guess,” Abe chirped up. “Axel Farrow and his little gang?”

“Of course. Who else would be foolish enough to smoke it literally ten feet away from their teacher?”

“Anyway,” Av said, and Sare was glad for the interruption, Av clearly not wanting Sare to get bogged down with thinking about her students too much on her day off, “it’s out of the hands of an irresponsible child—”

“And into the hands of an equally irresponsible adult,” Sare finished, giving a knowing stare to Atticus.

“Too right!” Atticus said, laughing. “Now, drinks! And let’s celebrate you two!”
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“Avani, may I have a word?” Av stiffened at their mother’s voice beside them, Sare obviously feeling it too as her hand brushed reassuringly against the small of their back, her fingers tightening slightly in the hold on their hip. They’d been standing at a table near the bar for the past hour or so, chatting and laughing with Atticus and Abe, Abe only just leaving to find Mary.

“What can I do for you?” Av asked, keeping their tone deliberately cool, as they felt their happiness wither slightly at Prim’s interruption.

“Maybe alone, Avani?” Av saw their mother shoot a glance between Sare and Atticus, her disdain for them both palpable.

“Anything you wish to say to me, you can say in front of Sare and Pops.”

“Fine, if you insist on making this awkward for them. Avani, I would like to introduce you to Gabriel Halestrom.” Av watched as Prim tugged the young man who was standing behind her to the forefront. They prickled at the mention of the name, suddenly realising their mother’s intentions.

“Mother…”

“Avani, it’s nice to meet you. Your mother has been telling me so much about you,” Gabriel greeted, bowing his head slightly. In any other situation, Av would have laughed at his almost Shakespearean nature, but as it was, they were too angry at their mother’s plotting. It was their own fault, really; between seeing Sare at the offices and then opening the festival, they had forgotten about the gift they had received. “Although I must say, I was rather hoping to see you wearing my crown. Did you not like it?”

Av felt Sare stiffen beside them. The whirlwind of passion and emotions between them earlier meant they had neglected to tell Sare about what had been delivered.

“Well, I’m afraid whatever my mother has been telling you, you’ve been misinformed, and about a number of things, I suspect,” Av replied, throwing a glare in their mother’s direction.

“Oh.” Gabriel seemed genuinely put out by the rebuttal. Either Prim had been very liberal with the facts of the situation or convinced Gabriel that Av’s relationship was nothing but a passing occurrence that could be easily overtaken by some traditional romance. Av almost felt sorry for the poor man.

“Avani, don’t be rude,” Prim scowled.

“Personally, I would rather be blunt and make sure there are no further misunderstandings than allow Gabriel to be under any false impressions.”

“If you just took some time to talk—”

“I don’t need to, Mother.” Av turned to Gabriel, their tone softening. “I’m sorry. Thank you for your crown, but I’m afraid I am not in a position to accept it. I wear the flowers of another and in a slightly less traditional way.” They caught the flicker of Gabriel’s eyes down to their buttonhole before travelling to Sare, who stood behind them.

“No, please accept my apologies. I never intended to step on anyone’s toes.”

“No hard feelings. Please, I hope you enjoy the rest of your time here.”

Gabriel left with another nod of his head before walking away.

“Avani! I have no idea how I’m going to explain this to his mother. Do you have any idea what you have just done?” Prim snapped.

“I have done nothing. It was your foolish, misguided idea to convince him that he had a chance, not mine. And while we’re on the subject of misguided ideas, your influence was very much apparent on that insult of a crown.”

“Are you intent on humiliating me? First, denying me of any pride in our lineage, and then this disrespectful behaviour toward a guest in our Coven. Not to mention walking around so openly with her.”

“I am celebrating Beltane with the woman I love. And if you cannot accept that, then I would ask you to keep your opinions to yourself.”

“Woman you love? She’s nothing but trouble.”

“Primrose.” Atticus’ voice cut through the tension.

“Oh, don’t Primrose me. You’re just as bad as she is.”

“I suggest you walk away now. People are starting to look, and I can assure you, you will not fare well when they find out what you have done,” Atticus said quietly, and Av suspected it was more for their sake than saving Prim any embarrassment.

“Are you threatening me?”

“There’s no need when you’re so publicly making a fool of yourself.”

“The only ones making fools of themselves are these two. You should be ashamed, brazenly disrespecting the Goddess and on today of all days.”

“Walk away, Mother. Before you say anything else you might regret.”

“Avani—”

“No. I never thought I would have to do this, but I am an Elder, and you should respect that if nothing else. I have kept quiet about your constantly belittling and harmful actions, but if you continue, I will make the rest of the Elders aware. Now leave before I have someone escort you from the celebrations.”

Prim stared at Av, a cold look which made their skin prickle, before she shook her head and walked away, her head high in faux superiority. Once she was gone, Av let out the breath they had unknowingly been holding, fingers uncurling from the fist they had made in an effort to withhold their anger and frustration.

“Squirrel?” Atticus’ voice broke through.

“I’m okay, Pops.”

Av heard the whispers of Atticus and Sare behind them before a strong hand they recognised as their father’s squeezed their shoulder briefly. The next thing they sensed was Sare standing against their back, her subtle scent infiltrating her senses, instantly calming them. Warm hands rested gently on their hips, grounding them, but in a way that made them feel as if they weren’t being trapped.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Sare asked softly, her breath ghosting across the skin of Av’s cheek.

“Yes.” Av sighed before turning around in Sare’s delicate hold. “Are you?”

“I must admit, I wasn’t quite expecting that.”

“I’m sorry. I should have told you what had happened. But truthfully, it didn’t even cross my mind once I saw you.”

“He sent you a crown?” Sare asked with a sigh.

“No. She sent me a crown. She even had the audacity to have it woven with pink carnations and primroses. Honestly, it was so obvious it was sickening.”

“I’m sorry, my love. I never thought she would be so…”

“Blatant? Disrespectful? Hateful? Honestly, I’m not sure why we’re surprised anymore.”

Sare brushed a piece of Av’s hair behind their ear, Av instinctively leaning into the touch. “I hope she hasn’t ruined your day?”

“Are you kidding me? The Goddess’ work is too powerful to let someone like her ruin anything about this day for me.” Av stepped forward, their hand slowly wrapping around Sare’s hip, pulling her in close as they leant in and whispered against her ear. “I have endured eight Beltanes resisting the pull to you, baby. It will take more than Primrose Moss and her self-righteous crusade to keep me to enjoy this one in all its glory.”

“Av…” Av felt Sare breathe their name against the side of their face as they trailed teasing, featherlight kisses across her cheek.

“Yes, baby?”

“If you continue, I won’t last much longer, and I’m not sure it is the done thing for a Coven Elder to be dragged home before the sun has even begun to set, even on Beltane.”

Av looked up to the sky. It had begun to be tinged with pink at the passing of the day, the few clouds lighting up in an almost ethereal way as the early evening light filtered through them. “Well, it is a good job that it’s almost time for the drums to begin then.”

As if Av had summoned them themself, the sound of drums filled the air, signalling the start of the Reel. They watched for a moment as people began taking their places, some at the side to watch, others on the makeshift dance floor that had been set up for the occasion. Mary caught their eye from across the field where she was standing with Abe, giving them a subtle nod of encouragement, not that they needed it. Tonight, their entire focus would be on Sare and Sare alone.

Av took a step back, extending their hand towards Sare. “Dance with me?”

“Always, my love,” Sare answered with a smile, placing her hand in Av’s before they led her to the dance floor.

Every Mage was taught how to dance the Reel when they were sixteen. The lessons consisted of the few basic steps that started the dance off, and then they were encouraged to let the music fill them and take control, handing themselves over to the power and grace of the Goddess. Av stood, taking their place in line with the men of the Coven and gently swinging their arm to lead Sare into her starting position opposite them, and then, when the floor was filled with two rows of eager bodies, the drumming changed its rhythm, and the Reel began.

Av and Sare moved into the first step, both remembering what to do even though neither had danced the Reel formally at a Beltane before. Stepping into one another, they brought their hands up so they touched, palm to palm, resting at eye level, before swooping them down as they took a step back. They strode past each other, Av to Sare’s right, before they slid behind each other and turned, now facing the person who had been standing next to their previous partner. Av held their hand out, bowing slightly as the young woman in front of her took their hand, and Av lifted it up, twirling her around under their arm and into their light grasp. With a flourish, Av spun the woman back into her starting position, making her giggle with enjoyment, before the routine started again, repeating itself over and over until everyone had greeted each other, and Av found themself standing in front of Sare again. Now the formal part of the Reel was over, the drums kicked up another notch, their beat slightly faster, as people began to dance more freely.

Av held out their hand again, spinning Sare into them, Sare’s back pressed fully against their front, their hands gripping tightly around her hips. Av muttered a quiet incantation under their breath, watching as the air around them glimmered with theirs and Sare’s intertwined auras; Sare’s deep emerald, interspersed with strands of rich amethyst, dancing and swirling around Av’s own richer, earthy sage. Av dragged their fingers across Sare’s stomach, feeling the starched, boned fabric of her emerald corset catch against them, the sharp intake of breath from Sare letting them know she was equally as affected. Sare’s head fell back, resting on Av’s shoulder, her hand coming to hold Av’s head close as their lips brushed against her cheek.

“Our auras are beautiful, baby,” Av whispered. “The most perfect symphony of magick.”

Breaking the contact, Sare spun, walking around Av, and Av could feel her stare burning through them, the soft touch of her fingertips as they dragged around their neck until she was standing in front of them again. Av gripped Sare’s waist, lifting her easily into the air and spinning her around, placing her back on the ground before dipping her low. Sare’s back arched impossibly, Av leaning over her, and looked up into dark eyes over the swell of her breasts—which were perfectly on show in her corset. Av could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest with her laboured breathing, unsure if it was the dance or the energy they felt between them. Either way, Av felt the same, and as Sare snapped back up, pulling herself close into Av’s body, Av’s hands smoothed down over her backside and back up strong, toned thighs. They swayed for a bit, eyes never leaving each other, until Av felt a hand in their hair, pulling their head to the side as Sare trailed her mouth up her neck with a barely-there brush of her lips. The drums stopped. All Av could hear was Sare’s heavy breathing, and all they could feel was the skin under their fingertips as they held Sare close.

“Happy Beltane, my love,” Sare whispered.

“Happy Beltane, baby. One more round to look sociable, then we’re going home.”
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Av and Sare’s exit was swift and barely noticed, Av leading them both to the edge of the field and across the main square of the town before they pulled them both to a stop outside of the Elder Office’s where they had first met earlier in the day.

“What—” Sare started to ask before Av pushed her against a wall and captured her mouth in a searing kiss. “Av…”

“Come with me,” Av said huskily, breaking away and pulling Sare through the door beside them, navigating the short walk before they reached Av’s office. Av pushed the door shut, immediately spinning and pulling Sare into them as their mouth latched onto the soft skin of Sare’s neck.

“Here? Are you sure?” Sare asked as she tipped her head back, relinquishing her neck to more kisses.

“Yes,” Av replied, running the tip of their nose up the sculpted column of Sare’s neck before nipping on the sensitive skin behind her ear. “I need to have you now.”

Arousal pulsed through Av at the low growl that Sare made, and they backed her up against the door, fingers fumbling with the zip on her trousers. But before they could finish their task, Sare’s hands grasped their backside, pulling their bodies together as she ground her hips into Av’s crotch. The action made Av’s hands falter, trapped in between their bodies, their face falling into Sare’s shoulder with a strangled moan at the pressure of their strap against their clit.

“Sare…”

“Be quick, my love. I want you to take the edge off before you take me home and fuck me hard in our bed all night long.”

Av dropped to their knees, finally managing to undo Sare’s trousers and peel them down her legs, finding deep crimson lace underneath.

“Fuck, you’re just full of surprises today,” Av growled. “And while I’d love to appreciate these more,” Sare shivered when Av drew their finger over the crotch of her panties, feeling how her arousal was soaking them already, “I need to taste you.”

Av dragged the lace down Sare’s legs, pressing a kiss to the inside of her thigh, feeling her tremble underneath their touch. Their hand smoothed up Sare’s other leg and lifted it over their shoulder as they finally leant in. Sare’s back arched off the door at the first swipe of their tongue, and Av moaned at the taste. Sare’s hand quickly wound its way into their hair, holding them in place as they licked around her clit. Av loved bringing Sare to climax like this; they had spent night after night learning just what Sare liked to bring her to the point of ecstasy, and right now, Av knew exactly what they had to do, where to tease, and where to apply a little more pressure, in order for her to fall apart by their mouth alone. Av’s hands gripped Sare’s thigh tighter as Sare rocked her hips into their face, chasing their own pleasure, breathy moans falling freely from her lips. Av knew Sare was getting close as her hips gained speed and the grip in their hair tightened, pulling a moan from their own mouth at the sharp tug. The rhythm of Sare’s hips faltered before they started again, this time picking up her pace. Av teased her with their tongue, dipping low to circle around her entrance then returning to her clit. Av swirled their tongue in tormenting circles, tasting Sare in their mouth, getting lost in everything that she was.

Trailing down again, Av flicked the sensitive area around Sare’s entrance before plunging their tongue inside her to a barely stifled ‘fuck’ from above them. Av gripped tighter to Sare, encouraging her to use them to fuck herself to orgasm on their face. Suddenly, Sare moaned into the room, the noise strangled before turning silent, her hips jerking uncontrollably, and Av felt her come against them, filling their senses. Av slowed their movements but didn’t stop completely, bringing Sare down from her peak with soothing, gentle laps of their tongue until the hand in their hair loosened. Av braced themself against the wall in front of them, lowering Sare’s leg back to the floor and taking her weight as they felt her shake against them. They pressed another kiss to Sare’s thigh before standing, their knees sore, but they didn’t care as they wrapped Sare in their arms. Sare’s hands clasped around their face; she drew them into a kiss and moaned.

Sare started walking them both backwards, kicking off her trousers as she did. Av sucked in a breath as they hit the desk behind them, Sare pressing her body fully against them, capturing their mouth in a kiss. Av moaned as Sare’s tongue licked into their mouth, one hand running through their hair and tugging firmly. Av gasped, breaking from the kiss as their head tipped back, the tip of Sare’s tongue drawing slowly down the skin of their neck.

“What about g-going home?” Av asked, their mind clouded with need.

“I can’t wait.”

Sare unclipped their braces, feeling them drop against their legs before their belt was unbuckled and trousers pulled down. Their breath stuttered as Sare’s hand trailed over the front of their boxers, pressing gently with her palm against the bulge of their strap. Their hips jerked uncontrollably with the action, the pressure against their clit teasing but not enough to ease the ache. Av moaned when Sare repeated the action.

“Fuck, I love hearing you moan like that.”

“Sare…baby…”

“Yes, my love?”

Av growled at the teasing tone in her voice. “Need more…please,” Av begged, huffing out a frustrated breath at the smirk Sare flashed them.

“Since you asked so nicely,” Sare whispered, flicking out her tongue to tease around the top of their ear.

Av felt Sare’s hand stroke upwards before dipping past the elastic of their boxers, curling around their strap-on and applying pressure again, this time a little firmer, before gliding up and dipping her fingers into their arousal.

“Is this okay?” Sare asked, and Av’s heart softened. Even in the heat of Beltane, their desire running high, Sare was still making sure that Av was comfortable.

“Yes, Goddess,” Av whispered, their hips lifting to chase Sare’s touch.

“Good, because I want to feel you come around my fingers.”

Av’s eyes rolled back as those fingers slid through their arousal again, dipping close to their entrance before pulling back. They were just about to complain about Sare’s teasing when they felt two fingers enter them, pulling a moan from deep within their chest.

“Fuck, Sare!”

“That’s it, my love. Fuck, you look so good like this.”

Av’s hands gripped the desk behind them, their knuckles white with the force as Sare thrust inside them. They moaned loudly as Sare trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses up their neck, teeth nipping at the sensitive skin behind their ear. Av’s hips rose without instruction, chasing Sare’s fingers every time she withdrew, desperate to feel them fill them again.

“Look at you. So fucking handsome and put together, and now falling apart around my fingers,” Sare murmured. “That’s it, chase me. Use me. Come for me.”

Something about the words, the way they were uttered with unfiltered lust, struck Av deep within them as their climax washed over them. They clamped down around Sare’s fingers, shaking against her body, releasing a deep guttural moan into the dusk-littered room. Their hands ached as they released their grip from the desk, bringing their arms to wrap around Sare, who was leaning heavily into them, grounding them both as they came back to their senses.

“Baby?” Av muttered, their throat dry and voice hoarse.

“Mmhmm,” Sare mumbled into their neck, sounding equally as blissed out as Av.

“Can you take me home before my legs give out completely?”

Av felt Sare shake with laughter against them before lifting her head. Av pushed back the hair that had fallen into her face and tucked it behind her ears, and they straightened her crown, which had become dislodged in their passion.

“Absolutely. Although I hope I’ve not broken you completely.”

Av startled at the darkness in Sare’s eyes, the icy blue they were so used to seeing almost gone completely, they were so full of desire.

“Don’t worry. A quick walk in the Beltane air will reinvigorate me enough that once we get home, I’ll absolutely ravish you.”
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The hammering on the door woke both Sare and Av from the slumber they’d barely slipped into. Grumbling at the intrusion, Av rolled over.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“Something must have happened,” Sare replied as Av made out her form, slipping out from the covers and stumbling over to find her robe in the darkness.

“What time is it?” Av asked as they pushed themself up, another knock ringing through the quiet of the night.

“Just before two.”

“Go get the door before whoever it is breaks it off the hinges. I’ll be down in a minute,” Av said as they leant over, fumbling for their clothes on the floor. They managed to find their boxers before dragging themself over to the dresser, where they found a t-shirt and a pair of shorts. There was no way they were wearing anything more put together at this time of the morning. Whoever it was was going to have to put up with their dishevelled, post-Beltane appearance.

Rubbing the sleep from their eyes, they trudged down the stairs, tying their hair into its customary bun, to be greeted by Sare, Abe, and Mary, standing around someone who was sitting on the sofa. The crowd of three parted, and when Av saw who was sitting there, they sobered up immediately. Any annoyance at being woken vanished at the sight of Jessie, Abe and Mary’s daughter, sitting huddled over, arms clasped tightly around her middle and face pale. Pleasantries flew out the window as Av could only think and voice one question.

“What did you see?”
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Sare opened her wardrobe, pulling out clothes she had not worn since before she went to India. The combat trousers fit like a glove, and although they were not what she was usually seen in, they instantly filled her with a sense of purpose and power. Something about the utilitarian nature of them, along with the plain black t-shirt and hoodie she also pulled on, focused her mind. It was why she loved wearing them when she went scrambling through the woods on some of her wilder runs. Her mind instantly narrowed on a single target to achieve. Except this time, it wasn’t beating her personal best run time or scaling one of the local boulder faces. This time, it was something none of them could have seen coming.

The creak of the stairs alerted her to Av arriving at the bedroom door, and she turned as she finished tightening her belt. Av took a step closer, hands brushing Sare’s shoulders and gently over her chest, flattening out the imaginary creases before they settled on her hips.

“Are you sure about this?” they asked.

“Yes.”

“We could send someone else. There’s a whole team going—”

“And I will lead them. Just like any other trip.”

“This isn’t like any other trip, though.”

Sare sighed. “I know none of us have imagined this, but it feels right that it should be me.”

“I know. I’m just worried.”

“I know, Braveheart. I am, too. But I promise I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Sare leant forward, cupping Av’s face in the palm of her hand as they rested their foreheads together. She gasped when Av surged forward, closing the minuscule gap between them and capturing her lips in a searing kiss that said so much. I love you. I’ll miss you. I’m scared. Sare hummed as the kiss settled into something more soft, her thumb running across the soft dip of Av’s cheekbone before pulling away.

“Come back to me,” Av whispered into the silence between them.

“Always, my love.”

“And if you need me, just call,” they said, their fingers lingering over the rune hidden underneath Sare’s clothing, but which they both knew was sitting over her heart.

“I will.”

Av pulled back, and Sare knew it was an act of self-preservation before they got too emotional. Clearing their throat, they spoke a little louder. “Look after Jessie. I think she’s freaking out enough over this vision as it is.”

“Of course. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“You better. You promised me there would be no more trips until the Solstice. I’m giving you a pass since this is an emergency.” Sare knew that Av was trying to lighten the situation, but it was hollow and weak.

“Duly noted.” Sare pressed another kiss to Av’s lips before pulling away. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Sare heard Av reply as she walked out of the room, more unsure than she had ever been before.


ACT TWO
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She ran.

All she could feel was the ground pounding underneath her feet, the wind brushing across her face, and the air stinging her lungs. She just needed to find somewhere where she could hide, somewhere where she would be safe, even for a short time, and then she could rest. But she could hear the sounds of the men behind her, their shouts and jeers, as they were gaining on her, and she could feel the adrenaline that had been powering her slowly starting to ebb away. She was getting tired, her legs burning. She wanted to glance behind her, to try and figure out how much of a lead she had on the angry mob chasing her, but she needed to keep going forward.

A sharp tug on her leg caused her to lose her balance, her knees buckling as she went over and hit the ground, and she looked to find her foot trapped under an exposed tree root. Fuck. She shuffled back, trying to free herself, but a pain shot through her ankle, and she came to the devastating realisation that in her fall, she must have twisted something. Still, her sense of primal self-preservation prevented her from giving up, and she continued to move, uncoordinated in the panic that was quickly starting to take over her body. The sounds of the group were getting louder as they got closer, and with each passing second, she was losing control. Her breathing quickened, pain piercing through her with each move, scrambling as she tried to break free.

This was it. This was how she was going to die. She never thought it would be so soon and never like this. In fact, she’d never given it much thought at all. And if she had, it would never have been at the hands of some practically medieval mob which were probably going to string it out, torturing and humiliating her before tying her to a stake and burning her. Is that even what they do? Is that what they even used to do? She had read the books, seen the films. Was it how they used to kill people who were like her? She wasn’t even sure what she was. And as they got closer, as the amber glow of their flaming torches filled the dusky air, all she could hear was the one-word chant repeating over and over.

Witch! Witch! Witch!
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“We’re close,” Jessie whispered into the woods. Sare felt the squeeze of her hand in hers as she said it, her fear palpable more so than ever. Sare glanced at her watch; it had been nearly thirty-four hours since she and Av had been woken by the hammering on their door and she had laid eyes on Jessie’s stricken face as she was practically held up by her parents. Jessie was young for a Soothsayer, or at least for one who’d had such a powerful and, quite frankly, disturbing vision. But Sare wasn’t even sure someone with more experience would have managed to handle it any better than the nineteen-year-old who stood beside her now.

“You’re doing great, Jessie. Just keep focusing,” Sare muttered quietly, cautious not to draw too much attention to themselves.

Sare heard the measured inhale and exhale of Jessie centring herself as she tried to recall the vision. Between her recollection, linking with Sare to share the vision, and the two strongest Divinators in the Coven who had joined them on their hunt, they had managed to narrow the location down to somewhere along the Northumberland coast. After three hours of meditation and divination, they had managed to find the woodland which Jessie had seen, and after walking for another forty-five minutes through the trees, Jessie had finally announced they were nearly there. Sare was in two minds about whether she wanted any outward signs about whether they were getting closer. On one hand, it could make their task easier. On the other, it could also mean that there were people with more nefarious intentions nearby.

As if in answer to her question, three things happened simultaneously. One, the silence was broken with a piercing scream. Two, a quieter but no less shocking gasp sounded from Jessie. And then the early evening sky lit up with a bright, blazing light. No sooner had it all happened than the whole group sprinted as one without command towards where it had illuminated, the leaves crunching underneath their feet.

Within minutes, they stopped, and Sare felt an unprecedented wave of nausea roll through her at the sight. Just ahead of them, a young girl, no older than a teenager, was on the ground, frantically scrabbling through the leaves and dirt, surrounded by a group of ten or twelve men, all holding flaming torches, their faces hidden behind dark hoods. The only thing preventing the men from getting any closer and grabbing the girl was the ring of fire that furiously licked up around her from the ground.

“Chastity,” Sare whispered, and it was enough for the Mage beside her to know what she was asking. Softly, Chastity muttered an incantation, sending it on the breeze to the men a few feet away, winding around each of them. Sare herself also quietly murmured a different incantation, watching as the black tendrils of Chastity’s aura swirled around the men. She watched the words do their work, each man standing upright to attention before placing his torch on the ground, along with the weapon he carried. Then, his knees buckled, and he dropped ungraciously to the forest floor.

Sare blinked away the aura before stepping forward cautiously, slowly approaching the young girl who was now looking around her, clearly confused as to what had just happened. The girl spotted Sare, reflexes kicking in and pushing backwards until her back was up against a tree, the flames which surrounded her growing and reaching higher into the air, flickering erratically. Sare held out her hand in a hopefully non-threatening manner, walking slower as if she were approaching an injured wild animal.

“It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you,” Sare said softly as the young girl tried and failed to push herself even further back. Sare noted that the flames surrounding her in a protective circle flickered and undulated as if the power controlling them was wavering. She suspected that they were being fuelled by the sheer need to survive, the adrenaline pumping through the girl’s veins. Sare pointed to the unconscious bodies on the floor. “Look, we stopped them from harming you. You’re safe now. If you calm your fire, we can look after you.”

“I don’t know how to stop it,” the girl sobbed.

“That’s okay. All you need to do is just close your eyes and imagine they’re gone. Wish them away,” Sare encouraged softly. Tentatively, Sare watched the girl close her eyes, and within a moment, the flames flickered out with a pop. No sooner than they had, the girl followed suit, suddenly lilting to the side like a ship about to capsize. Sare rushed to her side, awkwardly catching her before she hit the ground, her head landing in Sare’s lap. “You’re safe now,” she whispered as she cradled the girl in her arms. “You’re safe.”
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Av walked into their room, stopping dead when they felt another presence in their space.

“You’re back,” they stated, pushing the door closed behind them with a shove that was strictly harder than necessary. At their statement, the tall, lithe figure of Sare appeared from where she had been standing, partially hidden by the long draping curtains at the window.

“You don’t sound happy at that?” Sare asked, stepping forward and closing the distance between them.

“Well, maybe I would have appreciated you telling me rather than Mary announcing that Jessie had arrived back and then you sneaking around our room in the shadows.”

“I’m sorry, my love. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just wanted to get the girl back here before we attracted any more attention.”

“Where is she?”

“With Abe. She was terrified when I found her, and considering the strength of the power she seems to possess, I was worried that her fear would cause another outburst. She fainted once we disarmed the men chasing her, but then Chastity put her to sleep until we arrived safely here.”

“What happened?” asked Av with a sigh. They knew that Sare’s logic was sound, and they internally berated themself for treating this situation like any other when Sare returned from a trip away.

“Let me show you?” Sare asked softly, raising her hand as she came fully into Av’s space.

Av nodded before they felt Sare’s soft fingertips rest against their temple, her other hand cupping their cheek in a move that wasn’t necessary when linking minds with each other but something she had always done when it came to Av. Av watched as Sare closed her eyes, preparing for the link before their own closed sharply as their mind was filled with the images of what Sare had witnessed.

An explosion lighting up the dusky night air in the distance. Flames licking up into the sky. Shouting. A young girl lying on the ground, a ring of flames surrounding her in a primal magickal warding. A group of men, watching in terrified awe. The soothing tones of Sare’s voice, the flames dying down, then the girl collapsing towards the leaf-littered floor, her face peaceful as if asleep.

Av disconnected from the memory when Sare’s fingers pulled away from their temple. They were grateful, though, when her other hand lingered, not wanting to sever the contact entirely.

“She must have been petrified,” Av stated, leaning slightly into the comforting stroke of Sare’s thumb across their cheekbone.

“Hmm. Abe says they are going to let her sleep for the rest of the night, and then we can see her in the morning.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” Av flickered their eyes open, greeted by startling blue appraising them carefully. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“Don’t be. I’m sorry I didn’t think to call you on my way back to let you know I was okay. I was so caught up with making sure we got the girl back, everything else disappeared.”

“Were you safe? What happened to the men?”

“Yes. Chastity sent them all to sleep. They will have woken a few hours later, confused and cold on the forest floor.”

“Good.” Av sighed, a deep, heavy breath from within their bones.

“You look tired, my love. Has something happened while I’ve been away?”

"No, I’ve just been busy.”

“Busy, as in something’s going on, or busy keeping your mind from thinking too much?” Sare asked, even though it wasn’t really a question. They both knew the answer.

“Both. Somehow, word got out about Jessie’s vision by the time morning came, and so we’ve been swamped with people coming to the offices.”

“Why?”

“Some to offer help. Some to argue against finding her—”

“What?”

Av sighed. “People are worried that going looking for her would lead whoever was hunting her to us.”

“So they would rather let a young girl die?”

“Baby.” Av rubbed their forehead, a dull throbbing making itself known behind it. “I have spent the past two days arguing that exact point. Trust me, I am angry with the idea as well. I understand their fears, but as I told them, we will not sit by when a Mage, whoever it is, however old or young they are, is being threatened.”

Av felt Sare’s warm arms wrap around them and pull them into her chest. “I’m sorry, my love. I know you argued against them. It just makes me so angry to think members of our Coven are so cold-hearted.”

“I know, I wasn’t best pleased either. And I made sure they knew it.”

“I’m sure you did. I’m almost sorry I missed it.”

Av chuckled and then wrapped their arms around Sare’s waist. “You must be tired. Come to bed?”

“Mmm, I’m exhausted. I managed to sleep a little in the car on the way back, but it was hardly the same as crawling into bed with you.”

“Glad to hear it. You get into bed. I’ll just go freshen up, and I’ll be there in a second.”

Av let Sare go, ushering her towards the bed, before disappearing into the bathroom. They were barely two minutes before reappearing, shedding their clothes and leaving them on the floor before crawling under the sheets next to Sare. Wrapping their arms around her again, they felt Sare shuffle backwards so every available inch of skin was touching.

“Tomorrow, we can try and find her coven,” Av whispered into the darkness of the room, knowing full well that however tired Sare was, she would be thinking of the young girl who was lying in the infirmary across town.

“I’m not sure she even has one.”

“What do you mean?”

Sare sighed. “I don’t know. She looked like she’d been out there for days, and her power was so unstable. I know she’s only young, but something just seemed…unsettled. And not because she’d been essentially hunted. It was like her power was a surprise to even herself.”

“You think she didn’t even know?” Av asked, shock evident in their voice. To find an unknown Mage was practically unheard of. Their lineage and existence were so well tracked and guarded, it was almost an urban legend to believe in hidden Mages.

“Maybe. I don’t know. I’m not even sure how it’s possible.”

“Well, whatever the case, we’ll make sure she’s safe here.”

“Thank you. I know you wouldn’t ever turn her away; your heart is too good for that. But I can’t help but worry about her.”

“I know because your heart is too good as well. Now, try and get some sleep, and we’ll work it all out tomorrow, baby,” Av promised, pressing a kiss to the back of Sare’s shoulder, hoping that it soothed some of the anxiety they could feel rolling off her body while they were unsure as to how exactly they were going to fix things.
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Sare and Av walked into the infirmary, hand in hand. Sare hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before, even though she felt the exhaustion of the past few days deep in her bones. She couldn’t get the image of the scared young girl out of her mind, and her brain had been whirring with what was going to happen next. Something about the girl had brought a tsunami of long-buried emotions rushing to the surface, emotions which Sare was ill-prepared to face again.

They stopped at the threshold of the private room, and Sare watched as the girl was attended to by Mary, smiling as it brought another memory to mind. Mary had always reminded Sare of her own aunt, the nurturing and kind nature she naturally exuded calming her in the most fraught of times. When Sare had first moved to Crow’s Nest, following Av after their graduation from university, it was Mary who was the first to greet her and make her feel truly welcome. It didn’t take long for Sare to be welcomed by the entire Coven, or at least most of them, but it was Mary who had made the first introductions, even offering her a place to stay while she sorted her own accommodation out. Now, looking at her tending to the young girl Sare had carried into the infirmary late last night, Sare felt a little more confident that the girl would be okay.

“Hey.” Av tugged on Sare’s arm gently. “Maybe you should just go ahead on your own.”

Sare looked around, confused at Av’s suggestion. “What? Why?”

“Because she’s going to be scared and confused. Chances are she’ll remember very little if anything about last night. And the last thing she needs is another new face questioning her. Maybe if it was just you, she’d be more open.”

Sare sighed. She knew Av was right, but she also felt uncharacteristically anxious about the whole situation. An anxiety she didn’t think she could quell without Av by her side. Almost as if reading her thoughts, Av spoke up. “I can stay. I’ll just hang back here.”

Sare turned fully, standing in front of Av, before resting her forehead against theirs. “Thank you,” she whispered. “How do you always know what I need before I do?”

“Guess I’m just that good a partner,” Av joked lightly. “You totally lucked out with me.”

“I did indeed, my love,” Sare said sincerely, even though Av’s initial comment was meant in jest. Sare leant forward and placed a gentle kiss to Av’s lips, aware they had an audience, before turning away, not letting the contact between their fingers break until the last possible moment.

“Morning, Sare,” Mary greeted her quietly, walking away from the bed and meeting her halfway across the room. “Did you get much sleep last night?”

“A little. How’s Jessie?”

“I left her in bed. I think the combination of the vision and then the search has wiped her out.”

“I imagine it would. But she did amazingly, Mary. You would have been proud of her if you saw how she handled herself.”

“Thank you for taking care of her, Sare. I know she’s technically an adult now, but she’s still my little girl.” Sare shared the sentiment. Along with Mary’s welcome to the Coven came an introduction to Jessie. Mary and Abe had had her later in life, almost giving up on ever having a child of their own, until she came along, a miracle from the Goddess. When Sare met her, she was nine, shy but inquisitive, and reminded Sare a little of her own nature when she was younger. Sare always found the time for her, despite their age difference, and in many respects, she was the little sister she’d never had.

“I know. Will you let her know I will come around tomorrow? I promised her chocolate cake on the journey back if she refrained from being travel sick all over my boots.”

Mary laughed. “She always gets a little queasy after a vision. But there’s always a chance she just played it up to get cake out of you.”

“I have no doubt. I am well aware of her sweet tooth.” Sare nodded her head towards the bed in the corner where the new young girl was. “How is she?”

“She woke up a couple of hours ago, obviously very scared and confused. But Abe and I spoke to her. I think she’s accepted that we’re not going to hurt her, especially once Abe told her he had fixed her ankle. It was only a minor sprain, but she’ll need to rest it for the next few days. Apart from that, we’ve not said much more, and she’s not said a lot either.”

Sare studied the girl sat in the bed. Her knees were pulled up to her chest, arms wrapped around them tightly, a protective, defensive position Sare knew well from her own childhood. Her shoulder-length, brown hair was limp, but Mary had clearly taken the time to brush it, probably while she was asleep and probably in an attempt to make her feel a little more human when she woke. She was still wearing the same muddied, dirty clothes Sare had seen her in the night before, but her face was a little cleaner, again probably washed by Mary. Sare glanced over her shoulder, seeing Av still stood in the doorway, now talking to Abe, no doubt being told the same information she was. As if they sensed Sare, Av glanced over, giving her a small, reassuring smile.

“Okay, I’ll speak to her. Is the kitchen open?”

“Yes, breakfast is still on for another hour.”

“Okay, thank you, Mary.” Sare reached out and squeezed her forearm, although she wasn’t sure if the reassurance was for Mary or herself.

Sare walked over to the bed, smiling softly when the girl looked up. Her eyes were dark, darker than Av’s chestnut orbs, but still just as captivating, the depth of their colour emphasised by the shadows underneath them as they regarded Sare with caution before a flicker of something flashed across her face.

“Hello. I’m Sare.”

“You were there last night,” the girl said in response.

“Yes. I was with the group who found you.”

“You stopped them from hurting me.” Sare was unsure if it was a statement or a question.

“Yes.”

The girl paused for a moment, conflict written across her face. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

“You’re welcome…”

“Iola,” the girl answered, recognising the question Sare had silently been asking.

“That’s a beautiful name. How are you feeling today?”

Iola looked around, clearly trying to articulate what she wanted to say. “I…I don’t really know.”

“Are you hungry?”

As if answering for her, a growl from Iola’s stomach broke the quiet of the room, and Sare chuckled. “How about we go get some breakfast? The cook here does amazing pancakes.”
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“How’s your breakfast?” Sare asked, watching Iola shovel another forkful of bacon into her mouth.

“Good,” Iola said with her mouth full before seemingly realising her manners. “Good, thank you,” she said again, this time with her mouth empty.

“When was the last time you ate?” Sare asked cautiously, pushing her own breakfast around her plate. She was trying to eat for Iola’s sake, to make her feel more comfortable, but she didn’t have much of an appetite.

“Umm, a couple of days ago.” Iola shrugged before looking down at her plate as if she was somehow ashamed of the information.

“Was that when you ran away?” Sare asked. There was no other way to ask the question, and Sare needed to know what had preceded Iola being alone and scared in the woods. Sare knew her question was a mistake immediately, the girl’s shoulders tensing under her gaze, her fork pausing over her plate. “You’re not in trouble, Iola. We just want to make sure that you’re okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“What about your family? Won’t they want to know where you are?”

“I don’t have one.”

“No one at all?” Sare asked, wondering how anyone as young as Iola could have no one looking out for them. Even though her own childhood was less than perfect, she at least had her aunt when she was Iola’s age.

“No.”

Sare sighed at the girl’s short answers, not out of frustration but desperation. If someone was looking for her, Sare wanted to let them know she was safe. And if someone was still hunting her, she needed to keep both the girl and the Coven protected.

“Is that really the case, or are you just saying that because you don’t want me to contact them?” Sare asked, looking up slightly as she continued to poke at her breakfast with her fork.

Iola shrugged. “Both.”

“Both?”

Iola sighed, and Sare could sense the exasperation coming off her in waves. “I’m a foster kid. No one wants me. I’ve been in…” Sare watched as she mentally counted, “eleven foster homes in fourteen years.”

“Eleven?”

"Yep. Every time, I do something that makes them give me back. The other kids don’t like me, tell me I’m a freak, so I lash out. Weird things happen, so then I get sent back to the group home. But they don't want me either, so if you send me back, I’ll just run again.”

Sare felt her heart sink even further at the matter-of-fact way Iola relegated herself to a meaningless possession that had been passed around, never really wanted by anyone.

“Iola, I’m—”

“Please. Don’t say you’re sorry. It really loses its meaning when you’ve heard it as much as I have.”

Sare sighed in resignation. She knew what Iola felt, and it was something she hadn’t felt for years. The overwhelming sense of loneliness, of worthlessness, that came with not having a family. Of broken promises and empty actions.

“Yeah, I get that.”

Iola scoffed. “Yeah, sure you do. You really look like you’ve had a tough life.”

Sare prickled. Although she knew it was most likely just a defence mechanism on Iola’s part, something within her reverted back to the argumentative young woman she used to be. She hated it when people assumed that the road to where she was now was one without any issues.

“Just because I look like I’ve had a nice life, just because I’m settled, have a good job and a roof over my head, it doesn’t mean it’s been an easy road to get here. Sometimes, the only way to get what you want is to fight for it.” Sare stood up, the chair scraping back across the floor behind her. “If you want our help, we will offer it freely. You are welcome to stay here. But if you do, one thing you should learn is not to judge by your preconceptions. I suggest you go back and rest; you’ve had a difficult few days, and you need to recuperate. If you need me, just ask Abe or Mary. Otherwise, I will come by again tomorrow.”
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Av looked up, startled when they saw Sare walk through the door. It soon turned to concern when they noticed the sag of her shoulders and the haunted look in her eyes. That was a look they hadn’t seen for years, one which reminded them of the young woman they had first met when they were both students at university.

Av remembered the first time they had seen Sare like it happened yesterday. Av had been twenty-one and had just started their Masters degree. The night before, they’d had an argument with Prim, this time over the fact they’d decided to prolong their studies instead of returning to the Coven. It was the same argument Av had heard when they had first mentioned going to university, when they had applied, when they had accepted their place, when they packed and left. Prim didn’t see the need for it; everything Av needed was in the Coven. It wasn’t like they were a Juggler, so they didn’t need a medical degree. And what were they planning on doing with a degree in English Literature? And now, they were wasting more time, money, and energy by pursuing a Masters in Literature throughout History—Prim wasn’t even sure what that meant. They were angry; once again, their mother had managed to ruin something which they had been so eagerly looking forward to.

Mages within a Non-Mage community were rarer than in the close surrounding areas of a Coven. However, there were enough at that time that small groups were appearing in places like universities where Mages could meet other Mages. Maya used to call them Witches Anonymous, much to Av’s amusement. Av wandered into the group that night feeling despondent and lonely. They’d moved house, moved universities, moved cities, and left behind the found family of Mages they’d had at their undergraduate university for somewhere new, and Prim had put them in a bad mood for the entire day. They nearly didn’t bother going at all, contemplating just staying in their room and wallowing in self-pity. But something compelled them to go, and it was the best decision they had ever made.

Av had spent the first twenty minutes sitting at the bar nursing a glass of not-entirely terrible whiskey. One advantage of these places was they weren’t bound by the cheap alcohol of university bars. There was soft music playing around them, and just being in the presence of so much power was soothing. But they couldn’t shift the feeling of anxiety that was pooling in their gut, and not even the alcohol was quieting the repeat of the conversation with their mother playing in their head. Not until they sensed someone sitting on the stool beside them and heard them order two whiskeys before sliding one towards Av themself. At that, they looked up and were instantly captivated by the most startling, icy blue eyes they had ever seen. Eyes that had previously captivated Av only hours earlier as they listened to their teaching assistant speak about their first assignment.

Av discovered that night, as Sare and they talked, that Sare was training to be a teacher, working as a teaching assistant in between her own classes to earn experience (it definitely wasn’t for the money, she said, as it was quite frankly, pitiful). They learnt that Sare came from a coven just outside of Oxford, but she had travelled out of it as soon as she could. They found out that, like themself, Sare was an Elemental Mage, although while Av was Earth, she was Fire. They spoke for hours, and by the time they left together, having discovered they lived in the same part of town, they had spent the entire evening talking freely. It was the start of their friendship, one which quickly developed into the most meaningful relationship Av had ever had, even before it changed to something romantic.

It was a few months after they first met when Sare knocked on their door, more tired and weary than Av had ever seen her, tears glistening in her eyes. Av had pulled her into a hug without hesitation. They had watched silently over the past weeks, aware that there was something Sare hadn’t shared with them yet but willing to wait until the woman was ready.

That night, she was ready. It all came pouring out. Sare had been brought up mainly by her father, her mother becoming addicted to magick, the pull of it only making her seek darker and darker work. For most of her childhood, she had been a fleeting presence; when she wasn’t missing, she was at home but never fully present, the increasing power that she had sought and dangerous workings she had played with ruining her mind. When Sare was fourteen, she walked into her parents’ bedroom to find her mother in bed with a stranger. She discovered later it was a dark magick dealer; Sare’s mother had been trading sex for her fix. Sare’s mother, high on whatever she was using at the time, didn’t even recognise Sare, instead screaming obscenities at her.

Sare ran from the house devastated; even though she had some awareness of her mother’s problems, her father had always tried to keep the worst of it hidden from her. Distraught and not wanting to return, she managed to contact her aunt in a neighbouring coven and told her what had happened. Sare had never returned home or seen her mother after that day.

The reason she was at Av’s door, close to tears, was because ten years ago to the day, her aunt had called. Her father, whom Sare had seen on rare occasions since leaving home, had found her mother lifeless with her latest dealer hovering over her. The dealer, startled by Sare’s father’s presence, had turned around and unleashed a violent incantation against him, killing him instantly. Sare had been holding in her anger and grief for a decade. However, that night, instead of sitting alone like she had done for the past nine years, she described how she had felt the unexplainable pull to walk to Av’s door and pour it all out. She’d never told anyone the full truth before, but for some reason, she felt she had to tell Av.

That was the first night Sare and Av slept together in the same bed. Nothing happened, it would take another nine years before either of them admitted there was anything more between them, but they realised they found comfort within each other’s embrace, even as friends. But Av would admit that that was the night they realised they loved Sare. Watching her sleep after finally exhausting herself with tears, Av realised that they would do anything for Sare. Even hide their own feelings to prevent ruining their friendship.

The look Sare had in this moment was the same haunted look she’d had when they first met and for those first months. After that night, the healing process had finally begun for her, and Av watched as she slowly shed the burden that her childhood and her parents’ death had weighed on her. But something that had happened with Iola must have brought those memories crashing back to the surface.

“Sare? What happened?”

“Nothing.”

Av knew she was lying. Standing from their chair, they walked around to where Sare was nervously standing near the door, wrapping their hand around Sare’s wrist and pulling her gently into the room. Once they reached the sofa, Av sat down, Sare practically falling beside her.

“Baby, I can see something is bothering you. It has been ever since you got back last night, and while I will gladly give you the time to work through it, I think you need to talk about it.”

“I just… the girl, Iola, said some things which…”

“Brought back some memories?”

“Yes.” Sare sighed as Av moved their fingers to the nape of her neck, rubbing gently where they knew she was holding her tension. “She didn’t mean it. She was defensive, and I understand why, but it just…”

“It’s okay to still have these moments, you know? Just because it’s been twenty years doesn’t mean you still can’t feel something about it.”

“I know. It’s just that they happen so infrequently now, it’s almost worse when they do happen.”

“Hmm, I can understand that.”

Sare let out a puff of breath, and Av could feel her relaxing under their touch. “She’s a foster kid. She’s been moved around eleven times in the past fourteen years. I suspect the reason why she’s unsettling to so many people and caused so much trouble is due to her hidden magick.”

“That would make sense. Magick is so emotionally driven, I can’t imagine how disconcerting it must be when strange things happen because you’ve just become upset or angry.”

“I also understand her hesitation in believing that we want to help. Her trust in anyone must be entirely eroded now.”

“Well, our first job is to try and start rebuilding it. If she has run away from a foster home, then chances are she’s lost in the system. She’s about to age out, I would imagine, especially if she’s been moving around for at least fourteen years. It makes keeping her concealed slightly easier if we can convince her that this is a safe place to be.”

“You make it sound so easy, my love.”

Av chuckled. “Not in the slightest. Trust is one of the hardest things to build—you and I both know that. But maybe you could consider letting her in a little. Give her something to believe when you say that you understand her.”

“You mean tell her about my parents?”

“Not all of it,” Av said quickly, brushing the hair back off Sare’s shoulder. “But she needs to see that here, you are safe. It might be a way to do it. And dare I say it, it might help you.”

“I’m fine.”

“Of course you are. But you’ve also never had anyone around who even vaguely understands what it was like growing up as you.”

“You understand.”

“I understand how hurt you were. I saw the effect it had on you. I didn’t live it, baby. That’s an entirely different experience. And as much as I like to think I have done my best at understanding it, I will never be able to do it as well as someone who has experienced something similar. And this is why you feel so protective over her. I saw it when you first returned, how it had stirred something in you.”

Silence settled over the pair, and Av knew that Sare was considering their words. They wouldn’t push it any further at the moment; it was Sare’s decision, however much Av thought it would be cathartic for both of them. Instead, they watched as Sare shuffled down the sofa, resting her head on Av’s chest in an uncharacteristic level of vulnerability. All Av did was wrap their arms around her shoulders, pulling her in tight.

“Are you going back to work this afternoon?” Av asked after a while when she could feel Sare sagging in their embrace.

“No. I had the whole day off to be with Iola. I might just head back to the cottage and finish off some reports.”

“Why don’t you leave the reports for today? Try and get some rest. I know you didn’t sleep much last night.”

“Did I keep you awake?”

“I was awake, but I wouldn’t say it was entirely your doing. Yes, I was worried about you, but I was also thinking about Iola.”

“I’m still not sure I could sleep now, however tired I feel.”

“Then just take some time to try and relax. Maybe finish that book that’s been sitting on your bedside dresser for the past three months?”

“Hmm, maybe.” Av wasn’t entirely convinced that Sare would go home and do anything of the sort. They knew that, more than likely, Sare would sit and antagonise over the girl who was in the infirmary.

“Well, whatever you do, no work, okay? No one will blame you after this weekend for taking a day off.”

“No work, I promise.” Sare sat up from Av’s hold, turned around, and gave them a gentle kiss. “Thank you, my love. Once again, you seem to know exactly what I need.”

“Anytime, baby. Call me if you need me? I’ll try not to be too late. Do you want me to sort dinner?”

“No,” Sare said, standing from the sofa and stretching. “It will give me something to occupy my mind.”

Av rose so they were standing level with Sare, their arms wrapping around her shoulders, fingers instantly tangling in the hair at the nape of her neck, eliciting a hum from the woman. Av pulled her gently into their body, capturing her lips in another kiss, slow and unhurried, making sure they conveyed just how much they loved Sare.

“I love you, Braveheart,” Sare whispered, placing a hand over where Av’s heart was pounding. “You are everything I never thought I would find, and I am grateful for you every day.”

“I love you too. We’ll get through this, however it plays out, I promise.”
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“Has Seraphine got any information out of the girl yet?” Francine asked, her tone snippy when Av had given her no new information.

Av rubbed their temples. Sare’s impromptu visit earlier had meant that they had briefly forgotten they were due to meet with the rest of the Elders this afternoon to discuss Iola. Despite her protestations that she was okay, Av had not managed to stop thinking about Sare since she had left their office.

It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since Sare and the team had returned with Iola, and Av wasn’t sure what Francine expected them to know already. But they also knew that the Coven was demanding answers, and so despite their best attempts at pushing the meeting back at least a day, they still had to meet to decide what to do about Iola.

“Give her a chance, Francine. They’ve only been back a day, and the poor girl’s spent half of it sleeping.” Av breathed a sigh of relief when Mary spoke up.

“We need to know if she’s a threat.”

“We need to make sure she’s well.”

“What if she brings whoever was after her here? We have spent the past one hundred and fifty years making sure we are safe here, and we are about to throw it all away for a stranger?”

“No. And until we are sure what she does or doesn’t know, we will be careful about the magick we use around her. But we will not throw her to the wolves just because she is a stranger to the Coven.”

“Can Seraphine work any quicker?”

“Work? She’s not a job, Francine, she’s a person. A young woman who’s probably traumatised.”

“We could always call upon one of the Enchanters. A little revelation incantation—”

“No!” Av slammed their hand down on the table, startling both Mary and Francine. “We are trying to gain her trust. How will we do that if we go against her will and use magick to force her to tell the truth?”

“If she has nothing to hide—”

“I said no!”

“You do not have an overriding veto on the actions of this Coven, Av.”

“No, they do not,” Mary said. “But if we had to vote, I would agree with Av. It’s wrong to use magick to try and find the information without her fully understanding what is happening.”

Silence settled over the small room as the three of them reached an impasse. Av could feel the anger and rage at Francine bubbling under the surface. With a final straightening of her spine, Francine pushed back her chair, standing from the circular table they convened around.

“Next time we meet, I want answers. The Coven wants answers.”

“As do I, Francine. But you need to give us time. And if I hear one more mention of revelation being used—”

“You’ve made your feelings very clear, Av.”

“Good. Remember them,” Av ground out before watching Francine storm from the room.

“You did the right thing, Av,” Mary said after a moment. “Francine was wrong to suggest the revelation incantation. You know empathy has never been her strong suit. I’ll talk to her.”

“It’s fine. We’re all stressed and dealing with an unprecedented situation.”

“How are you dealing with it?”

“It’s been barely a day. I’m not sure I’ve even started processing it yet.”

“How’s Sare been since she’s got back?”

Av sighed. “Tired. Even though she was exhausted last night, she barely slept.”

“Jessie said she hardly rested on the way back. She refused when anyone offered to look after Iola, just held her for the whole journey.”

“Her heart is too good for this world sometimes,” Av murmured, more to themself than anyone else. “I think she sees a lot of herself in Iola, even though she hardly knows her. And why wouldn’t she? A scared young girl who’s seen things they never should have to see, no stable family…”

“The difference is she has a family now. You made sure of that when you brought her back here. And we’ll make sure the same is true for Iola.” Mary leant across, placing a hand on top of Av’s. “Why don’t you go see her? I’ll go back and check on Iola. You need to be together.”
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Sare sat on the cool rock, staring down into the clear water that trickled quietly by her feet. She had gone home and tried to rest as Av suggested, but she was restless and antsy, and so after an hour of pacing the house, she decided that maybe some fresh air would help. The short run through the woods had made her lungs burn with the rapid pace she had set herself, but now she was glad she had left the house, the stillness calming her soul somewhat. She heard the soft crunch of footsteps behind her, immediately knowing that Av had found her, but in no way annoyed at the intrusion into her peace. In fact, Av’s presence was the only thing she was missing at the moment.

“Hey, I found your note,” Av said, huffing slightly as they sat down beside them.

“I needed some air,” Sare replied simply, knowing Av would understand the hidden meaning. “I thought you’d be busy until later, though.”

“There’s not a lot that can be done at the moment. Besides, it was all getting a bit fraught; it was best to leave it for the day.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I’ll tell you about it later. What about you? Want to tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” Sare’s head instinctively tipped towards Av’s touch when she felt them tuck the strand of hair that had blown loose out of her ponytail behind her ear.

“I don’t know.” Sare sighed. “I guess I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier.”

“About letting Iola in?” Sare nodded, still not meeting Av’s eyes. “It was just a suggestion,” Av continued. “It’s your story to tell. You always get to decide when and who you tell it to.”

“I know, but I think you’re right. It’s just the thought of telling someone…it’s been so long since I have, I’m not sure I’d be able to.” Sare tipped her head back, looking up to the late afternoon sky where it broke through the canopy. “The only person who knows everything is you, and it took everything I had. I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”

“You’re the strongest person I know.”

Sare laughed. “The irony of that statement coming from you.”

“I’m only strong because I know I have you fighting for me. I have no doubt I’d be a mess without you to hold me together some days.”

Sare turned her face towards Av, dropping her forehead to their shoulder. “My love, you have to know the same is true for me. I would have been a wreck without you. I would have just let the grief and anger consume me. I was so close to giving into it that night, and I am eternally grateful you opened your door and your heart to me.”

“My door and my heart will forever be open to you.”

Av let the silence settle, allowing Sare the time to contemplate everything that had transpired in the past few days with the comfort and safety of their arms. They pressed a kiss to the top of Sare’s head, feeling the warm, early summer breeze against her skin, strangely content and at peace sitting with Av despite everything that had happened recently.

“Maybe you should meet her soon. I think another face to trust would make her less isolated,” Sare muttered quietly, softly breaking the silence.

“Mmhmm, whenever she is ready, I’d love to meet her. Are you ready to go home?”

Sare nodded against their shoulder before starting to stand, Av following her. As they started walking, Sare wrapped a hand around their wrist,, stopping them in their tracks.

“Av…”

“Yes, baby?” Av asked, frowning as they sensed the question coming from Sare.

“Will you make it our home?”

“What?”

“I…you stay at mine, more often than not. You call it home, and in it is our bedroom, our bed, our things. But not all of them. You still have your house. We fell into being together in my house so easily that I never thought about it until now. But now everything is out in the open, now everyone knows I’m yours and you’re mine, would you consider moving in properly? Really making it our home?”

Av stepped forward, cupping Sare’s cheek with the hand that was not being held in a death grip. “Baby, my home is and always has been with you. But I would more than gladly move all of my shit into your house and make it official if that would make you happy.”

“It would make me so unbelievably happy,” Sare whispered, her eyes fluttering closed with the gentle smoothing of Av’s thumb across her cheekbone.

“Then let’s go home. To our home, so I can cook you dinner and hold you all night. And then tomorrow, we can start the next step of our life together.”
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Sare walked into the infirmary feeling a little more hopeful than when she had left the day before. Av had taken her home, ushering her upstairs and running her a luxuriously large bath to relax in before disappearing to ‘sort out dinner’ with strict instructions for Sare to relax. When Sare had padded downstairs forty minutes later, after nearly falling asleep in the bath, Av was just closing the door, having ordered dinner from the restaurant in the village. The aroma of garlic and rosemary hit her, her stomach growling and reminding her that she had not eaten since her interrupted breakfast with Iola. Av had smiled at her, clearly sensing her happiness at the food, before ordering her to sit down.

Sare curled up on the sofa, knowing there was no point arguing, instead choosing to scroll through Av’s film subscription, trying to find something to watch. It was a pointless task; after inhaling the food that Av soon set in front of her, she quickly found herself drifting into a lulled state of slumber, head resting on Av’s lap as she felt their fingers brush through her still-damp hair, film long forgotten.

After the best night’s rest she’d had in a number of days, Sare was feeling more refreshed and ready to face whatever mood Iola was in this morning. She understood the girl’s range of emotions, her anger and frustration, the sense of abandonment and distrust that was so clear. And whatever it was today, Sare felt ready to handle it.

What she was not expecting as she neared Iola’s room was the scream of terror and the anguished sobs which pierced the air. Breaking into a run, she burst open the door, finding Iola backing herself into the wall, away from a stern-looking Francine, the space between them engulfed in a wall of flames.

“What have you done?” Sare screamed, directing the question towards Francine.

“I was just asking the girl some questions.”

“You weren’t meant to be near her at all!” Sare turned to Iola, her voice instantly softening. “It’s okay, Iola. There’s nothing to be scared of.”

“Tell her to leave me alone! I just want to be left alone!”

“What’s going on?” Mary’s voice asked from the doorway, where she had obviously been drawn to the situation.

“I was just asking her where she came from. If she had any information about her lineage. I didn’t know she would react this way.”

“How could you be so insensitive?” Sare spat.

“I didn’t know!”

“I think you should leave, Francine,” Mary said coolly from the doorway. “We agreed to let Sare handle Iola; you’re out of line confronting her like this.” Mary stood back, gesturing to the door and leaving Francine no doubt as to the fact she wanted her out of the room.

Sare turned back to Iola the moment Francine left, taking a first tentative step in her direction.

“Iola, sweetheart, she’s gone now. And I’m sorry she came in here like that. I’m sorry for whatever she said to you to scare you. Can you drop your flames?”

“I don’t know how!”

“Yes, you do. You’ve done it before.”

“I-I have?”

“Yes, but I can talk you through it again. All you need to do is close your eyes, take a deep breath... That’s it,” Sare encouraged her as she saw Iola following her instructions. “Now just imagine they’re gone. Ask them to leave.”

It took a little longer than the first time in the woods, the flames dying down before flashing up high again as Iola clearly struggled to calm herself enough to take control. But after a couple of minutes, the last flame disappeared with a pop, and Iola slumped against the wall.

“Can I come near you?” Sare asked, hoping Iola would let her but not wanting to push her into another reactive display of magick. The girl nodded, barely visible from where she had pulled her knees to her chest and buried her head. Cautiously, Sare walked closer, stopping just in front of her before crouching low. “It’s okay, Iola.”

“Why is this happening to me? Is there something wrong with me? Is that why it happened again?”

“It’s happened before?” Sare asked, encouraging Iola to speak more.

“Someone turned up at the group home I was staying at. He told the social worker he was a psychologist and said he was there to speak to me. But when he did, he started asking me loads of questions about my birth mother and why she left me. Usually, they don’t ask that sort of stuff; it’s all in my file, and I was just a baby when I was put into the system, so it’s not like I have any answers. Then he started pushing me about the things I’d supposedly been doing. But he was really… He sounded like he was accusing me of something. He was pushing all my buttons, like he was trying to provoke me. And I just lost it and…”

“Something caught on fire, like it did just now?”

“Yeah, but when it did, he just kept going. He had this look… I just knew that if he didn’t stop, I was just going to lose control and...”

“What did you do?”

“I just ran,” Iola cried.

“Oh, Iola. Come here.” Sare shuffled closer to sit beside Iola, who now had silent tears rolling down her face. She pulled her tight into her chest.

“I thought I could get away, that they wouldn’t find me, but then those people... I thought they were from social services at first, but when they started chasing me, I just knew it was because of what I did at the home.” She broke off, another sob overtaking her. “What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing’s wrong with you, sweetheart. You’re just different from other people.” Sare sighed, knowing now was when she had to explain everything. “There are some people, lots of people actually who are different. We hide ourselves because people who aren’t different are scared of us or don’t understand us, and that puts us in danger. But here, you’re safe. I can promise you that.”

“There are more people like me?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“You…you’re like me?”

“I am more like you than you maybe realise.” With that statement, Sare held out her hand, closed in a fist, before slowly turning it over and opening it up, a small flame flickering in the centre of it.

“How…how did you do that?” Iola asked, and Sare watched as she was transfixed by the flame before those eyes snapped back to Sare. “Are you a…witch?”

Sare smiled. “We call ourselves Mages. Everyone here at Crow’s Nest is a Mage; this is our Coven. And I believe you are as well.” Sare closed her fist, extinguishing the flame. “You are a very rare thing, though. There are not many Mages hidden—those who don’t know they are blessed by the Goddess.”

“So the thing I did at the home? And just now?”

“I believe it is your gift. But it’s raw and untrained, which is why you struggle to control it. But, if you wish, there are people here who can help you learn.”

“I…”

“It’s a lot to take in, I understand that. Most people have the luxury of being born into their powers, understanding and learning from just being around it every day.”

“Mary and Abe?”

“Are Mages as well. It’s how Abe managed to fix your ankle so quickly. A little bit of magick to speed things up.”

“Magick?” Iola repeated, wide-eyed.

“Yes, magick.”

“I…really?”

Sare couldn’t help but smile at the disbelieving tone in Iola’s voice. “Really. He’s what we know as a Juggler. They are Mages who specialise in medicine.”

Iola looked at her for a moment before averting her gaze, subtly pushing closer to Sare’s side. For the first time since she had arrived, Iola was actively seeking comfort, and Sare squeezed her tightly, wanting to encourage the vulnerability Iola was tentatively showing. She decided now was the time to extend her olive branch.

“I wanted to apologise to you for yesterday. I shouldn’t have snapped at you and walked away,” Sare said. She did want to apologise for her behaviour and also reassure Iola it was okay to speak to her. She hoped that opening up with her own apology would encourage Iola to open up.

“It’s okay. I’m kind of used to people walking away.”

“No, it’s not okay, Iola.” Sare sighed, her fingers absentmindedly stroking through Iola’s hair. She noted how soft it felt and looked down, noticing for the first time that it appeared Iola had had a shower. She looked different now, a little older, her clean face and fresh clothes doing wonders for just making her appear a little less abandoned. “I…what you said about ‘sorry’ losing its meaning after a while, I do understand what that feels like. Especially from people who are meant to be there for you unconditionally.” Sare blinked back the tears pooling in her eyes. “My mother was missing for a lot of my childhood. If she was at home, she wasn’t exactly a stable influence. I never knew whether she was going to be around or not, and when she was, it wasn’t good. My father raised me until I was fourteen, when I left home and moved in with my aunt. I was twenty-two when they both died.”

Sare felt Iola tense against her before a hand curled into her jumper, subtly pulling her closer. She wasn’t sure if it was because Iola needed the strength or if Iola thought Sare could do with it, but whatever the reason, Sare was glad for the extra contact.

“No one apart from my partner knows the full story. I was determined to keep it to myself, out of a combination of fear and shame, and honestly, just not being strong enough to face it. But when I met them… I don’t know how to explain it. I just knew they wouldn’t judge, that they would listen, and that actually talking to them would ease some of that pain. I think I was so close to drowning in it all. It was like a breaking point.” Sare sighed, wiping away the silent tears that had rolled down her cheeks with the pads of her fingers. “Sometimes the Goddess sends us gifts in the most unexpected ways. I honestly think Av was mine.”

“Is that your partner? Av?” Iola spoke quietly, voice ragged and wavering from her own tears.

“Yes.”

“What are they like? Is she…?” Sare smiled when Iola looked up at her for confirmation.

“They. But you are correct in assuming I am gay.”

“Oh. Okay, cool.” Iola shrugged before returning to her spot on Sare’s chest. “Are they a Mage, too?”

“Yes. Crow’s Nest was Av’s Coven before it was mine. I moved here to be with them.”

“Can you do that? Move covens?”

“Yes. People move covens for many reasons. Until I lived with my aunt, I never really experienced what a coven was like, not properly. My father hoped that being out of a magickal setting would help my mother.”

“Why?”

Sare let out a heavy sigh. “Because she was addicted to the rush of magick. It can be powerful and consuming at times. Like anything, it can corrupt if not used properly.” Sare felt the grip around her tightening again, and Iola trembled in her arms. “I don’t want you to be scared. There are far more Mages who use their magick in the right way, and I will do everything I can to make sure you are safe.” Silence settled over the pair, Sare allowing Iola to process what she had just been told, letting her set the pace if she wanted to talk some more.

“People used to tell me that all the time,” Iola said after a few minutes of quiet.

“What, sweets?”

“That they would keep me safe. I guess, like saying sorry, it’s lost its meaning after a while. Every time I was placed with a new family, I was just waiting for the day they sent me back. But, I don’t know, for the first time in years, I kind of want to believe someone. I want to believe you.”

“But it’s difficult to let go of all those times in the past when you’ve been let down?”

“Yeah.”

“I understand that. And I want you to know that there’s no time frame for you to deal with this. No one is expecting you to just trust us straight away. It would be hard enough to do that without everything else you’ve been through, without the added pressure of finding out this massive thing about yourself.”

“That woman didn’t seem to think so,” Iola mumbled.

“Francine? She’s abrupt and a little set in her ways. But she’s harmless, really. Once Av hears what she did, I have no doubt that they will be giving her a piece of their mind anyway.”

“They will?” Iola sounded surprised, and Sare guessed it was at the fact that someone who had never met them would defend them so readily.

“Yes. There’s a good chance you’ll hear it from here. They are very passionate about a lot of things. When that manifests itself as anger, which isn’t very often, their passion knows no bounds.”

“They sound cool,” Sare noted how Iola’s voice was a little softer, a yawn breaking free.

“They are.” Sare chuckled, brushing her fingers through Iola’s hair again. “I honestly don’t know what I’d do without them some days.”

“Would they…I mean, would they help me as well?”

“Absolutely. They would like to meet you, but there’s no rush. Whenever you are ready.”

Iola let out a little hum of acknowledgment before burrowing even further into Sare’s hold as if she were shielding herself against the onslaught of whatever she was thinking. Once again, Sare just let Iola sit with her thoughts, her own focusing on the way she felt in the moment. Although she had been frightened of revealing some of her past to Iola, both for her own sake and the girl’s, she had to admit that Av had been right when they said it might help. Finding someone who could relate to her own childhood was something she had been missing for years, even though she never knew it. Maybe having Iola here, using her own past to help the young girl, could be cathartic for both of them.

“I’m…I’m scared.” Iola broke the silence, and Sare’s attention was immediately drawn back to her. “Like all of a sudden, there’s all this new stuff I didn’t even know about myself.”

“I know, sweetheart.”

“When I was a kid, people would tell me I would find my forever home. And then, eventually, the more times I got sent back, the less they said it. They started blaming me instead. And I think after a while, I started to believe it. I thought the only person I could really rely on was myself. All I could think about was getting to the point when I was old enough to get out, so I didn’t have to hear it anymore.”

“You won’t hear that here. Not if I have anything to do with it.” Sare heard the change in her own tone, a wave of defensive anger rolling through her.

“But what if something goes wrong, or I hurt someone, or—”

“Shh.” Sare soothed Iola, running her fingers through her hair, stopping her spiral. “Everything will be okay, and no one is expecting you to handle it all perfectly. If you let us, we’ll help you.”

“I want to believe you, but—”

“Too many people have let you down in the past? I know, sweets.”

“Will you really help me?” Iola sounded younger in that one statement than she had done since she had arrived. The sheer dejection and fear in her tone broke Sare’s heart.

“Yes, sweets. I’ll do everything I can. I promise.”
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He walked into the dimly lit room, as it always was when they met, paying the group of ten men sitting around the long table minimal attention as he rounded them before taking his seat at the head of it, unbuttoning his tailored suit jacket. As he did so, the golden tie pin which all the men in the room sported glimmered in the low light, the capital D glinting. Reaching for the tumbler of dark liquid which was waiting for him, he took a sip, deliberately making his company wait as he savoured the taste, relishing the slight burn as it slipped down his throat.

“Where is she?” he finally said.

There was a tense silence around the table, nine faces turning to look at the one man they knew the question was directed to.

“We don’t know,” the blonde man answered, gaining a steely glare from the one who asked the question. “My men were following her through some woodland not far from the Northumberland coast, but they can’t tell me anymore.”

“How can they just lose her?”

“We believe she may have been found by someone else. Other…witches.” He sneered as if the word tasted bitter in his mouth. “My men reported that one minute they were advancing on her, and the next they all woke up on the ground. Six hours later.”

“How is that possible?” one of the other men asked.

“We don’t know what these witches are fully capable of,” the man who was clearly their leader replied. “But how did they know where the girl was?”

“If I may?” another man spoke up, this one older, his hair slightly grey around the temples, round glasses perched on his nose. “Our records have always indicated that there were witches who could predict the future…”

“A Soothsayer?” The man took a deep breath, followed by another sip of whiskey, his grip tight around the crystal glass. “It seems that these witches have more power than we thought possible. Maybe the stories our ancestors told were not as exaggerated as we first thought. But if anything, this just proves that they are more dangerous than we imagined as well.” He turned to the man who had first spoken. “Brother Robinson, make sure you find her,” he said, leaving no room for argument.

“Of course. But may I point out the advantage which they have just given us?”

“What is that? How can losing a dangerous witch have an advantage?” he asked, a quiet, danger rippling in his voice.

“B-Because,” Brother Robinson said, his nerves evident once again, “if she has indeed been rescued by those like her, then when we find her, we will find more. She could lead us straight to a whole group of witches.”

The man sat back, contemplating the words as a dangerous smile spread across his face. “Well, Brother, we better be prepared then.”
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“Hi,” Av greeted, nervously rocking on their heels. They’d been anxiously looking forward to meeting Iola but had held back for the first couple of days while Sare tried to get her used to all the new changes she was being exposed to. But their excitement was different to most; while many just wanted to see the much-talked-about hidden Mage, Av wanted to meet the young girl who had quickly found a place in Sare’s life.

Av had seen the effect Iola had on that very first night when Sare had returned. They had long been used to Sare talking about her students, and over the years, there had been those who had meant more than others, whom Sare had taken a liking to, even though she refused to admit she had favourites, but something about Iola was different. The care and concern Sare showed for her, the softness which overtook her whenever she spoke about her, was something special, and while Av loved seeing it on Sare, they were also desperate to meet the person responsible.

“Iola, I would like you to meet Av, my partner,” Sare said, making the introductions.

“Hi,” Iola answered, clearly just as nervous as Av.

“Hi,” Av returned with a smile. “Umm, Sare said you fancied getting out of the infirmary for a bit. If your ankle feels up to it, I thought we could take a walk through Judy Woods?”

“Judy Woods?”

“Oh, it’s a little local woodland not far from here. It’s fairly flat, so you should be okay, but if at any point you want to come back, you can just say it, and we’ll turn around.”

“Sure. My ankle feels good. Whatever magick Abe did seems to have worked.”

Av couldn’t help but chuckle at the way Iola said magick as if the word still felt foreign on her tongue.

“Yeah, he’s a bit of a whizz when it comes to stuff like that. Once, he fixed up my broken leg after I fell out of a tree.”

Sare laughed, and Iola looked around. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to that story?”

“Because what Av is failing to mention is they were twenty-five years old and high at the time.”

“That’s slander, Seraphine Emmot. No one can confirm that vicious rumour,” Av shot back comically.

“I can—I was with you.”

“Oh my god, are you serious? That’s so cool!” Iola said, a smile stretching across her face.

“It most certainly was not cool when they leapt out of a tree shouting ‘catch me’ with no prior warning,” Sare said with a roll of her eyes.

Iola snorted, barely concealing a laugh.

“What can I say? I had more faith in you that you would actually catch me.” Av winked at Iola, glad when they saw that she was more relaxed than a few minutes ago. “Come on. Let’s walk, and then I’ll treat us to cake.”
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“So how are you finding things?” Av asked gently. They’d been walking for a couple of hours, talking about nothing of great importance, but the conversation flowed freely once Iola had relaxed a little, Av quickly understanding what it was about the girl who had endeared Sare so much, before returning to the town for the promised cake once Av had noticed that Iola was starting to limp a little.

Iola shrugged. “Kind of weird.”

“Yeah, I imagine it is.”

“Like, I get that you’ve been brought up with this stuff, but don’t you ever just find yourself thinking what the fuck? Like I’ve got magickal powers. How did that fucking happen?”

“Honestly, yeah.”

Iola looked at them skeptically. “Sure you did.”

“No, really, I did. Not so much now, but when I was about your age and my power intensified, it was all a bit overwhelming.”

“How? I mean, you were literally born like this.”

“All Mages are born with power, but it’s weaker when we are younger. It’s only when we turn sixteen that we come into it fully.”

“Huh.”

“What?” Av frowned at the look on Iola’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“It was my sixteenth birthday a few months ago.”

“And things started getting weirder around then?” Av guessed.

“Yeah. Now I think back, they did.”

Av smiled. “That might explain it then.”

Iola seemed to contemplate what Av had just said for a moment. “Do I…I mean, will I get used to it? Or am I just going to freak out and set things on fire all the time?”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“Yeah, that’s what Sare said.” Av could tell Iola wasn’t convinced, and they couldn’t blame her.

“We all struggle at some point. Especially when we’re teenagers. Why the Goddess thought it was a good idea to heighten our powers at the same time as our hormones is beyond me.”

“It looks like everyone is fairly controlled,” Iola said, looking around. “It’s just me who’s not.”

“Give yourself a chance. Our kids lose it all the time. That’s why the Academy is so important. Not only is it a school for both Mage and Non-Mage education, but it’s also a safe place for the kids to learn their power. And for when they fail as well. I remember when I was about your age, I had an argument with my mother.” Av sighed at the thought of Prim, the way their disagreements had started so young. “I was so angry, I destroyed one of the walls in the courtyard. It just crumbled, like it was made of sand.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you get in trouble?”

“Not really. Our headteacher at the time sat me down and spoke to me about how to channel my emotions. Then made me rebuild the wall.” Iola laughed again, quickly quieting when she realised people were looking at them. Av leant in closer. “Manually. It took me two weeks to build something that only took seconds to destroy.”

Av smiled when Iola let out another bark of laughter, this time seeming less bothered about the people around them.

“What are you two laughing about?” Av looked up as Sare returned from ordering their food, a tray of drinks in hand.

“Av was telling me about how they destroyed a wall,” Iola quickly answered, their amusement still evident.

“The one in the courtyard? They didn’t do a good job of rebuilding it either. It’s all wonky.”

“Hey! It would have been straighter if they’d let me use magick!”

“And where would the lesson be in that?” Sare asked, her eyebrows quirking in that way that Av loved.

“Always the teacher,” Av said quietly, leaning in and giving Iola a wink.

Iola smiled, lasting a moment before her face turned more serious. She nervously picked at the napkin in front of her. “So, does everyone go to the Academy?”

“Yes, why?” Sare asked.

“Because I’m sixteen already. So how am I going to learn?”

Av looked at Sare, and Sare gave them a small nod, signalling that they should answer.

“Kids go to the Academy until they are eighteen, so you’ve got a couple of years still.”

“But they’ve had all that time—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Av interrupted, knowing exactly where Iola’s mind was going. “Up until they’re sixteen, most of what they learn is just history, alongside Non-Mage schooling. And we can help get you up to speed on that, along with any magick they have already learnt.”

“I’ve already spoken to some of the teachers, and we can give you extra lessons to help with what you’ve missed,” Sare said. Av smiled at the way in which Sare’s voice softened minutely, her concern for Iola clear.

“And Sare and I will help. Along with Abe and Mary and plenty of other people. You’re not alone in this.” Av leant forward, taking Iola’s hand in theirs to stop her nervous fidgeting. “You have a place here. A home. And I know that that’s a little overwhelming right now, especially on top of everything else, but we’re not going to let you just fail, okay?” Iola nodded, and Av could see the tears welling in her eyes. “I have an idea for this afternoon if you’re up for it? I know just the person who can cheer you up and help you forget it all for a couple of hours.”

Iola looked up anxiously, the worry about meeting another new face evident.

“Don’t worry,” Sare said. “If I’m right in thinking what Av’s thinking, you’re going to love this person.”

“And he’s going to love you too. Trust me,” Av said with a grin.
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Iola followed Av and Sare across the village, their pace unnaturally quick, and Iola suspected it was for her benefit. People had been stopping and staring all day, and Iola felt like an animal in a zoo. But Sare had gripped her hand as they left the cafe and had kept hold of it for the short journey, Iola grateful for the comfort and safety it provided.

They arrived at a small cottage, and Iola followed when Av wandered around the side and into a beautifully well-kept garden.

“Pops?” Av shouted. “Where are you?”

“In the greenhouse, Squirrel!” came a reply before a man appeared, wiping his hands on a soil-covered rag that hung from his trouser pocket. Iola studied him, instantly sensing that the giant of a man with the big, bushy beard had very strong fatherly vibes. “Hello, I wasn’t expecting to see you two today.”

“Hi, Pops,” Av said as they wrapped themself around the man, being hugged tightly back. When they drew apart, Iola noted he did the same to Sare before stopping when he met her eyes.

“Well, hello. And who is this beautiful young lady you have brought with you?”

“Pops, I’d like you to meet Iola. Iola,” Av said, turning to her, “This is my father, Atticus.”

“A pleasure,” Atticus said as he smiled at her. Iola, unsure what to do, held out her hand. “Oh no, we’re huggers in this house,” he said, holding out his arms, before softening his voice, “if that’s okay with you?”

Iola nodded. There was something about Atticus she imagined that all fathers should possess, an overwhelming instinct to protect and nurture, and for the first time in years, the idea of someone hugging her didn’t seem like something she should hide from. With a subtle encouraging nod from Sare, Iola stepped forward, immediately sinking into Atticus’ warm embrace. She could feel tears welling in her eyes as Atticus held her close before she heard him whisper in her ear. “It’s lovely to meet you, sweet girl.”

For some inexplicable reason, she wanted to stay in his arms, and she unashamedly turned her face into his chest, breathing in his earthy scent. As if sensing it, Atticus gripped her tighter. “How about we move inside? We can put the kettle on and get to know each other.”

Atticus led them inside, all the while keeping an arm around Iola’s shoulders. “Squirrel, put the kettle on for me?”

“Squirrel?” Iola sniggered, sniffing back her tears, earning a wide grin from Atticus.

“Yes. They’ve always been Squirrel because when they were younger, they spent hours climbing trees, much to their mother’s displeasure. Their mother would stand in the doorway, shouting for Av to come down, and Av would just grin and climb higher. I watched her one day; it was like watching a crazy woman screaming at the squirrels to get out of her garden. And it’s stuck ever since.”

Iola caught Av rolling her eyes fondly as she sat down at the table. Sare went to help Av while Atticus pulled out the chair opposite her.

“Now, Iola, I must say you have a very fitting name.”

“I…do?”

Atticus chuckled. “Yes. Iola means beautiful woman, if I’m not mistaken. Is that right, Fae?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Sare answered, turning to lean on the counter.

Iola noted the nickname for Sare, deciding to wait until later to ask about it, knowing there was likely a story there as well. “Does it?”

“Yes. Everyone’s name has a meaning. Some are more truthful than others, though. Av’s means earth, while Seraphine means burning one, or flaming.”

“That’s very literal considering…you know.”

“Hmm, indeed,” Sare said, grinning as Av leant beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist. Iola couldn’t remember when she had ever been in an environment filled with so much love and affection, and it warmed her in a way that was also new.

“So what does Atticus mean?”

“It means from Attica, which is the old name for Athens.”

“Are you Greek?”

“Not that I’m aware. Sometimes the names are not quite as on the nose,” he said with a chuckle. “But maybe it is because I am such a God!” He flexed his arm in a comical manner. Iola couldn’t help the snort she let out, immediately mortified and slapping her hand over her mouth.

“Oh no, don’t be sorry. Laugh at him all you want!” Av said through a laugh of their own.

“Everyone else does, so it seems!” Atticus said, sticking his tongue out at Av. “Now, are you three planning on staying for dinner?”

“Iola, what do you want to do?” Sare asked.

“I…” Iola startled, as though unsure when asked for her opinion.

“You are more than welcome. I would love it if you were to stay for a while. But likewise, I understand it has been a busy few days for you. I won’t be offended if you want to say no,” Atticus said.

“If…if you’re sure it’s okay?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t. Can you cook?”

“I’ve never really…” Iola broke off, looking down at her hands, ashamed to admit she had never been given the opportunity to learn.

“Well, there’s no time like the present to start. Would you like to help me?”

Iola answered with the widest grin she could ever remember having on her face, all her previous negativity washed away in an instant. “Yes, I’d love to.”
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“What’s this?”

Av looked up from their desk, smiling at the young girl who had so easily found a place in their heart. Iola had been in the Coven for a couple of weeks, slowly beginning to adjust to life with people around her who wanted her there. Av knew it must be a struggle for her at times after being abandoned for so long, but slowly, she seemed to be becoming more confident and settled in her new home. Sare had proposed that she have a few weeks to adjust before starting at the Academy, an idea which Av, the other Coven Elders, and the Academy agreed with.

On Monday, she would be starting her first lessons, but today, she was spending time in Av’s office, as she sometimes did when she found she had nothing else to do. Some time was spent with Sare, but with both of their responsibilities, it was sometimes difficult.

Instead of being alone, though, Iola spent most of her time with Atticus. Their relationship had blossomed since their first introduction, Atticus instantly taking on the fatherly role he relished in and Iola cherishing the time they spent together. Iola would come back every day with something new she had done or learnt; some days were spent in the garden, some in the house learning to cook. After that first dinner, Iola asked if she could come back and learn more, and Atticus practically jumped at the chance. Atticus kept Av and Sare up to date with what they had done as well, but always respectfully, in a way that enlightened them without informing them as if he was reporting back.

The weekend before, Atticus had turned up at Mary and Abe’s, where Iola was staying—now she no longer needed to be in the infirmary—his arms full of sketchbooks, pencils, and watercolours after discovering Iola had a talent for drawing. As soon as she had left the day before, Atticus had apparently rushed into the neighbouring town, buying a ridiculous amount of art supplies so she could explore it further. Iola, apparently, was so overwhelmed by the gesture, she started crying and didn’t stop for ten minutes.

This evening, Iola was having dinner with Sare and Av, and she had walked across to Av’s office early, dropping down on their sofa as she had become accustomed to doing, and pulling out one of those sketchbooks to draw as Av finished their work for the day.

“It’s The Wheel of the Year. It’s basically like our calendar. Pops painted it for me,” Av answered, looking at the wall hanging which Iola was pointing to.

“He did? He never told me he could paint.”

“You two have more in common than you think,” Av said with a smile.

“Obviously.” Av could practically hear the eye roll and knew for a fact Atticus was in for a grilling about his own artistic tendencies tomorrow. “So, you have a different calendar?” Iola asked, scrunching her nose up in a way Av had become fond of.

“Not really. We still use the regular Gregorian calendar; we just mark the passing of the year using solar events. Those, and the mid-points between them, are our Sabbats. The holy days which we celebrate throughout the year.”

“You have eight Sabbats?”

“Yes. Why do you sound so surprised?”

“It just seems like a lot. Aren’t you just over one before the next one starts?”

Av chuckled. “Kind of. But if you think about it, it’s not much different from Non-Mage celebrations, of any denomination. Some of them are longer holidays, some just a day. It’s the same for us.”

“Are some more important than others?” Iola asked, looking back at the picture.

“They’re all important. Some are more well celebrated than others, though,” Av answered as they stood and walked up behind Iola, where she was studying the large, hand-painted hanging on their office wall. “Each Sabbat marks a different point in the year. We follow a history where we believe that the Goddess grants us gifts, depending on when it is. Yule, for example, is just before Christmas and starts the day before the Winter Solstice. It lasts for three days and is a time for celebrating the end of the darker nights. In ancient times, when we didn’t have food and electricity at our disposal, winters would have been harsh. So Yule was seen as a celebration of the return of the sun after the longest night and, in turn, the easier months ahead. Beltane is what Non-Mages used to celebrate as May Day and the start of the summer, traditionally seen as celebrating fertility because it marks the summer crops. Mabon is our harvest thanksgiving festival. Samhain marks the beginning of the winter months and is also the time when we remember those who are not with us anymore. It falls on November first. They are probably the most celebrated.”

“So, if they are based on solar events, Yule is one of the main four? Because the Winter Solstice is the longest night, right?”

“Yeah. The other three are Ostara, Litha, and Mabon,” Av explained, pointing out the dates on the wheel.

“So Litha is the Summer Solstice? The longest day?”

“That’s right. See, we’ll make a Mage out of you yet,” Av said, nudging Iola’s shoulder with their own.

Iola chuckled. “So there’s four solar events, then Beltane and Samhain fall in between them…”

“Yep. They are what we call mid-points, or cross-quarter days.”

“So the other two?”

“Imbolc is February first. It marks the start of spring, And Lughnasadh is August first and celebrates the upcoming harvest.”

“Huh.” Av watched Iola study the calendar, clearly processing everything she’d just been told. “That kind of makes sense.”

“Well, I’m very pleased that our centuries-old calendar and rituals meet your approval,” Av responded with a smirk before returning to their desk. They stopped as they realised something. “When’s your birthday?”

“December twenty-first.”

“A Yule baby?”

“I guess. Why?”

“Firstly, I just wanted to know. But also Yule children, or any child born on a Sabbat, tend to be very powerful Mages.”

“Oh, right. No pressure then.” Iola sat down, slumping in her chair and fiddling with her fingers in the way Av was starting to recognise as a sign she felt overwhelmed.

“No, no pressure at all.” They smiled softly before going back to their work, leaving Iola to process whatever she was thinking about.

“Can I ask you a question?” Iola asked after a couple of minutes, and Av looked up, seeing Iola was still looking down at her hands nervously. Iola had been asking questions since she had arrived, and it’s not that Av minded; in fact, they loved the inquisitive, open nature of the girl who had initially appeared so guarded. It was just how she was asking this one.

“Sure.”

“So I get that you and Sare are, like, together. But what’s the deal with your mum? Does she just not like Sare?”

Av stiffened at the mention of Prim. She had been uncharacteristically quiet recently, their only interactions being in passing and usually when someone else was present, which meant Prim couldn’t get away from just ignoring them. They sighed, knowing that it was only fair to Iola that she knew the truth, considering she was becoming such a big part of their lives.

“What makes you say that?”

“Just, you don’t talk about her very often. And Pops said something the other day in passing that made me think that maybe she didn’t. Plus, I’ve not met her yet, and I seem to have met most people who are important to you and Sare.”

Av sighed. “No, it’s not just that. Although that is a big part of it.”

“But how can anyone not like Sare? She’s like one of the coolest people I’ve met.”

Av chuckled. “She will be ecstatic to hear that. No, it’s just that my mother and I have never really seen eye to eye. She didn’t want me going to university; she thought I should stay within the Coven and that it should be enough. And then, when I met Sare, she had someone else to blame for the things she thought I was doing wrong. She was deliriously happy when I told her I was coming back after I graduated, but then that soon changed when I informed her Sare would also be coming with me. And then I came out—”

“She doesn’t like you because you’re gay?”

“Oh no, that’s not it at all. I came out as gay when I was seventeen, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re really not bothered about things like that. No, what I meant was when I came out as non-binary.”

“Oh.”

“You didn’t know?”

“I mean, yeah. Sare kind of told me. Not that it’s a problem,” Iola quickly added, clearly worried she was on the verge of offending Av.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t think you thought it was. It was really hard for me to come out. The Mage world is built on a strong belief in the power of women. We believe in an almighty Goddess, and women are revered as something amazing, which they are. But to be brought up with that belief but not feel like you fit into it…it was hard. And my mother is very traditional when it comes to things like that. She believes in strong maternal bloodlines and the honour of being part of those. For her only daughter to tell her they didn’t feel like that was…it was like I’d thrown everything she had ever given me back in her face. Sare was the first person I told, and she helped me a lot with balancing how I felt as myself and my responsibilities as a Mage. But my mother, when I did come out, blamed Sare. She thought she had just been putting ideas in my head and encouraging my thinking.”

“Urgh, that’s stupid.”

“It is what it is. I’ve come to accept that’s who she is and how she thinks. Things were…tolerable for a while, despite the fact she just disregarded what I told her, but then she found out Sare and I were together—”

“Wait. She didn’t know you two were together?”

“Sare and I have only been in a relationship for the past year or so. It is a relatively new development in our otherwise very long friendship.”

“A year? But you two are like made for each other. It’s so obvious!”

“That’s what happens when you fall in love with your best friend. You spend nine years of your life convincing yourself the other person doesn’t feel the same, and it would be better to just ignore it for the sake of your friendship.”

Iola sat there for a moment, the shock evident on her face at the revelation, before her eyes snapped back up to Av’s face. “You two are idiots,” she said matter-of-factly, eliciting a loud laugh from Av.

“Yeah, you’re also not the first to tell us that. And you’ve definitely spent too much time with Pops.”
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“Mr Farrow, please come in and take a seat.”

For the first time in history, this was the only time that Sare had called Axel Farrow to her office without having to reprimand him or with knowledge of something he had done to annoy her. She wasn’t sure that this conversation was going to go down too well, but if he could be open to the idea, then it may be a way to redeem himself somewhat. That didn’t mean that Sare didn’t have her reservations about what she was about to propose.

“Miss Emmot, I’m not sure why I’m here, but—”

“Don’t worry, Axel. You haven’t done anything wrong this time.” She paused, looking up at him over the top of her glasses. “Have you?”

“No, Miss.”

“Good. And hopefully, the opportunity I’m about to give you will be something which will keep you out of trouble. You are aware that we have a new Mage within the Coven?”

“Yes, Miss Emmot. My mother says that she was hidden, is that true?”

“Yes. Until she arrived at the Coven, she had no knowledge of Mages and was unaware of her power. She will be starting at the Academy next week now she has settled, but due to her hidden nature, she obviously has no understanding of our history. The Academy staff, the headteacher, and I would appreciate it if you could spend some time with her teaching her this information.” Sare was trying her best to keep a professional mindset when it came to Iola and her place in the Academy. The last thing she wanted to do was make her feel even more singled out than she probably already did, but she must admit, hearing people like Axel Farrow speak about her as if she was some kind of anomaly made the protective streak in her rear its head.

“Me?”

“Yes. We feel it might give you an opportunity to focus your attention on something a little more worthy. And put all that knowledge you so readily share to good use.”

“Oh. Well, thank you. I mean, I’m sure I could help her.”

“I hope so. Please remember that she is very new to all this, and it’s all very overwhelming for her.”

“Yes, Miss.”

“The staff have prepared some guidance as to what they feel you could introduce her to. And while within Academy hours, please try to make her feel welcome.” Sare slid over a folder that contained the information she had pulled together. “Iola will be in your form, so you’ll be able to introduce yourself on Monday morning.”

“Thank you, Miss Emmot. I’ll make sure I say hi.”

“Thank you, Axel. That will be all.”

Sare waited until the boy left before leaning back in her chair. She was exhausted, her time over the past two weeks being split between the Academy and Iola. While at work, and most evenings, she had spent her time searching every database and government list she could find, looking for any and all traces of Iola. She had a friend who had helped, essentially erasing Iola’s former identity and granting her a new one, so any chance of the people who had been chasing her in the forest finding her was as slim as it could be. Sare had to smile to herself at the absurdity of it all—she had to use a Mage hidden in the government to help hide another Mage from the authorities.

She wondered what Iola was doing at the moment. She knew she had spent the day with Atticus; the two had become inseparable the past couple of weeks, and after, she was planning on going to see Av before coming round for dinner. Feeling a need to know what the two most important people in her life were doing, Sare thumbed the rune around her neck, whispering Av’s name.

“Hello, baby.” The sound of Av’s voice in her mind instantly soothed her.

“Hello, my love. I was just thinking about you and Iola and wanted to hear you. How are you?”

“We’re good. Iola is just reading up on The Wheel of the Year.”

“You gave her homework?”

“No,” Sare heard Av chuckle in her head. “She asked about it. Then asked for more reading. Wait…” Sare paused as Av went quiet for a moment. “She was wondering why I was sitting here smiling at myself like an idiot.”

“Tell her I say hello.”

“She says, who are you checking up on, me or her?”

Sare laughed. “I feel you two together are going to be trouble.”

“Would you have us any other way?”

“Absolutely not, my love.”

“Wait, Iola wants to ask something…” Av paused, and Sare guessed they were listening to whatever Iola was saying. “She says can you make that wild garlic pasta dish we had for dinner last week?”

Sare chuckled lightly. “Since she asked so nicely.”

Again, the conversation went quiet for a moment, Sare waiting patiently, assuming Av was relaying her response back. “I think you’ve made her day.” Av’s voice reappeared, a chuckle lacing their words. “She’s just fist-pumped the air, and when I told her we also needed to pop into the cafe to pick up the summer pudding I ordered for dessert, she practically started drooling.”

Sare’s own laugh trickled through the link. “I swear that girl thinks of food ninety percent of the time.”

“Are you nearly done for the day?”

“Another hour or so. I will meet you at home, Braveheart. I love you.”

“I love you too… Oh, stop it with the fake vomiting over there! You can’t even hear what I’m saying. I do not have a look!” Sare laughed again, louder this time at the mental image of Iola pretending to gag at Av’s expression. They very much had a look, and one which Sare was only usually privy to seeing, but it was sweet that Av felt comfortable enough in Iola’s presence to let their emotions show so freely. “Okay, I’m going now. See you soon.”

Sare relaxed as she felt the link fizzle out, warmed instead by the thought of an evening at home with Av and now Iola, a picture that was quickly beginning to resemble a family in her heart.


21


“Okay, so welcome to Magick for Beginners.” Iola looked at the young Mage who had swept into the common room with all the petulance of his sixteen years. She may have been new to this, may have been overwhelmed, was still overwhelmed by it all, but she was in no mood to be mocked. And at the boy’s arrogant entrance, she could feel her hackles rising. She had seen this type of kid before, the ones who thought they were superior to everyone else, and she really didn’t have the time for them. When she didn’t say anything, he continued. “I’m Axel.”

“I know. You told me yesterday when we met in class.”

“Oh, sure. So Miss Emmot asked me to talk through some Mage history with you.”

“Yeah.” Iola closed her notebook, instead now focussing on Axel. “I know literally nothing.”

“That’s fine. She gave me this list”—he looked over the folded piece of paper in his hand—“but to be honest, it’s kind of boring.”

“You would say that because you know it all already.”

“I mean, sure. But I can either go through the five different types of Mages and when we moved to Crow’s Nest, or we can talk about something more interesting.”

“Like what?” Iola asked skeptically. She really wanted to learn history, but she would give him the benefit of the doubt if he had something else to talk about that might be interesting. Maybe she had judged him too quickly…

“Like, how the fuck did you stay hidden?”

“What?”

“What’s it like to have everyone talking about you? You’re probably the most exciting thing to happen to this place in nearly a century.”

Iola looked at him, stunned. “That’s what you’re asking? Are you this much of a twat to everyone or is it just me?” she retaliated. Clearly, she hadn’t got him wrong at all.

“Depends who you ask. Teachers probably think I am, especially Miss Emmot.”

“I would have to agree with them at the moment.”

“Ah, you just have to let me work my charm. I’m one of those people who grow on you.” Axel shuffled closer to Iola.

“Doubtful,” Iola shot back, moving further away so the space between them was restored.

“That’s just because you’ve been stuck with Emmot for the past few weeks. Once you get friends of your own and aren’t being babysat by her, you’ll quickly learn who to hang out with.”

Iola was done. She had learnt long ago how to read people and their intentions and, in turn, how to respond to them. She’d met people like Axel many times—an over-inflated ego, a misplaced sense of importance. The idea that they were better than others. They were the type of people who had long dictated Iola and her life. She didn’t spare much time for them before, and she wasn’t about to start now. The only thing she could say for Axel was his ability to rise quickly to the top of her list of people she couldn’t care less about was impressive. And that’s before he had even started to try and bad-mouth Sare.

Rising from her place on the edge of the sofa, she collected her books and slid them into her bag before throwing it over her shoulder.

“Where are you going?” Axel asked, seemingly genuinely confused.

“Yeah, I don’t think this is going to work. And quite frankly, I don’t really like you or your attitude.”

“Fuck me. You say I’ve got attitude, but you’ve barely been here five minutes, and you’re already acting like a bitch to me.”

“I may not have been here long, but I’ve met plenty of people like you. I’ve not wasted my time on them before, and I’m not going to start now.”

“Emmot’s got to you already, huh? Well, shit. You two are welcome to each other.”

“Fuck you,” Iola retorted, walking out of the common room.
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“Can’t you teach me instead?” Iola huffed as she dropped unceremoniously down on the sofa that sat in the corner of Sare’s office.

Sare looked up from where she was sitting behind her desk, glasses perched on her nose, taking in the utterly defeated posture of the young girl. She’d had her own doubts about asking Axel to teach her some basic history, but she deferred to the decision to the other members of the Academy’s staff, unable to objectively weigh in on the discussion. Clearly, her doubts were somewhat justified. Sare sighed, pulling her glasses from her face before standing and rounding the desk. “What’s happened?” she asked, coming to sit beside Iola.

“He’s just so…” Iola made a face, and Sare couldn’t help but chuckle. She imagined it was the same face she would probably make if faced with an afternoon of Axel Farrow.

“So?” She pressed on regardless, wanting to know exactly what it was about Axel that meant that the usually eager and excited Mage was feeling so irritated. Her first couple of days at the Academy seemed to have gone well, Sare not having heard anything from Iola or any of the staff that there had been any issues.

“Arrogant,” Iola finished, her nose screwed up in distaste.

“Yes. Axel Farrow has that effect on some people.”

“Then why did you send him to me?” Iola stated, exasperated.

“Honestly, the staff thought that you might appreciate someone your own age talking to you.”

“Surely there was someone else? I mean, why him? He’s conceited, rude, entitled—”

“I get the picture,” Sare said, pausing Iola with a hand on her knee. “Axel has always been, in his worldly sixteen years, someone who had very strong views on how the Coven do things. His father was a very talented Mage who worked with Abe, and Axel has taken after him, but being a Juggler has always seemed beneath him for some reason. He has always wanted to be more. I always thought his attitude was solely directed to those in a position of authority; he usually seems to relish in trying to provoke me.”

“And you thought he was the best to teach me?”

“Well…” Sare paused. Why did they think that Axel Farrow was the best person to teach a young girl who had no prior knowledge of the Mage world about their heritage and legacy? She thought back to the meeting she sat in, the opinions of her colleagues voiced while Sare remained quiet. “He is very knowledgeable in the history of our Coven and in Mage history in general. He’s top of his class in that respect. The staff thought that maybe if he had a reason to teach that to someone else, it would give him an outlet other than being disruptive, as he has somewhat been recently. Granted, it now seems that we did not fully consider that his attitude would be equally as disruptive. Maybe it was the wrong choice.”

“So very wrong,” Iola muttered with an eye roll.

Sare shuffled closer and wrapped an arm around Iola. “I am sorry that our plan did not work out. I would be happy to find you another tutor who is better suited to the role.”

“Why not you?”

“Because, sweets, I have other responsibilities which I must attend to.” Sare paused, thinking for a moment. Those times when she had been able to teach Iola were some of her favourites. “I shall make you a compromise. Work with the new tutor we find, and I promise you that we will spend some time together in the evenings to talk and learn about whatever you wish.”

“Really?” Iola sat up, a sparkle and hope in her eye, which couldn’t help but soften Sare’s heart even further. She couldn’t help but admit to herself that she, too, found something comforting and exciting about spending time with Iola.

“Really. Do we have a deal?” Sare said, holding out her hand.

“Deal,” Iola replied, shaking the offered hand vigorously.
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“How was your day?” Av heard Sare ask as they walked into the kitchen to get themself a drink.

“Fine,” they answered, opening the fridge to pull out a bottle of cider. “Want one?”

“No, thank you,” Sare replied, pointing at her half-empty glass with the chopping knife she had been using a moment before. Av leant back to rest against the counter beside her, popping the cap off their bottle before taking a long gulp of the cool liquid. “Iola came to see me after school today. She and Axel did not have the greatest of starts to their sessions by the sounds of things.”

“Why? What’s he done now?” Av pondered the protective reaction that had startled them somewhat. While they weren’t a fan of Axel Farrow, they had very little interaction with him. More than anything, it was the way he riled Sare up they usually disliked so much. It usually didn’t make them feel quite so defensive. Maybe it was because, this time, it involved Iola, and it felt heightened.

“Nothing, really. I don’t think so anyway.”

“If he’s filling her head with his fucking bullshit—”

Av’s outburst was the thing to cease Sare’s actions, their girlfriend looking up at them with a soft smile.

“Calm down, my love.” Sare smiled. “Iola has a good head on her shoulders. And she can’t stand him. Apparently, she told him to fuck off pretty quickly, so I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

“Sorry,” Av muttered, feeling a little embarrassed by their reaction, especially to a teenage boy.

They sensed Sare coming to stand in front of them, seeing her throw the towel she had just wiped her hands on on the counter before sliding her hands around Av’s waist. Av tried not to flinch at the contact, holding their breath before releasing it slowly. “Don’t be. I love that you feel as strongly about her as I do. I’m just disappointed that it has not been as helpful for her as we had hoped.”

“Yeah, I guess. Maybe I can speak to Pops and see if he’ll talk through some stuff with her.”

“I think that she would find it more helpful than talking to Axel.” Sare cocked her head, studying Av for a moment, and Av shied away under the look of scrutiny.

“Are you okay today?” she asked.

“I’m fine. Why?” Av answered a little too quickly.

“I don’t know, there’s just something…” Sare stepped back a little, and Av felt her gaze as it swept up and down their body. They squirmed a little, trying to hide their discomfort unsuccessfully. “Give me a number.”

“Sare—”

“Give me a number, Braveheart.”

Av sighed. “Six. Maybe a five when I got up this morning.”

The number system was something Sare had introduced when Av had first come out, and the bad days still outnumbered the good. Sare would ask Av, on a scale of one to ten, how comfortable they felt with themself, and Av would give an answer. In the beginning, they would talk through what Av meant by the number given until, slowly, they both had a general idea of what each placement on the scale meant. After nearly two years of work, Sare could ask for a number and have a pretty good indication as to what that meant in relation to Av’s mood and mental state, but even then, neither took it for granted. Sare very often followed it up by encouraging Av to speak about whatever it was that elicited the emotion, whether it was a good or a bad day.

Sare once told them, when Av was feeling particularly low, that asking about why they felt a certain way wasn’t just for Av’s benefit but for her own. While Av may have felt that they were constantly complaining and offloading to Sare, for Sare, it was a privilege to learn and understand more about Av. Av still struggled with that concept, but they had to admit the ability to vocalise how they were feeling with something as simple as a number had helped them come to process their own overwhelming and conflicting thoughts.

“My love, why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I’m fine,” Av protested, even though it sounded weak to their own ears.

“A five is not fine.”

“It’s a six now,” Av pathetically argued.

“Still not a good number. Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

“I just…I just woke up feeling a little overwhelmed. So much has happened recently, and I haven’t really had a chance to take the time to process. Everything we are doing with Iola, and after everything that happened with my mother, I just woke up doubting myself. And that just spiralled into doubting other things.”

“Like who you are?”

“Yes.”

“My love, you should have said something.”

“It’s fine. It’s just a blip, an off day. I’m sure I’ll be fine tomorrow.”

“We both know that’s not how this works.”

“But it does, sometimes. I guess I just didn’t want to say anything if that’s all it was. I would have said something if it had carried on.”

Sare was quiet for a moment, and Av avoided the gaze they knew was trained on them before they felt the warm grasp of Sare’s hand around their own. “Come with me,” Sare said, leading them out of the kitchen until they had climbed the stairs and were in their bedroom, where Sare stood them in front of the full-length mirror. “Tell me what you don’t like about yourself today,” she asked quietly, her hands coming to rest delicately on Av’s shoulders.

Av sighed. This was the hardest bit of the process. No matter how many times they did this, vocalising their thoughts was always difficult. “I don’t know. I know under these,” Av tugged at their loose hoodie, the one they always wore on days like these because it hid their body well, “there’s a waist and hips which remind me this is a woman’s body.”

Sare hummed in acknowledgment. “Anything else?”

“These,” Av waved a hand in front of their chest, “feel really big today. Like even if I was to try and bind, they would still be really obvious, so what’s the point?”

Av looked down at their feet, not wanting to scrutinise their reflection anymore, their fingers fiddling anxiously with the hem of their hoodie. They felt, rather than saw, Sare nod behind them.

“Take this off?” Sare asked gently, tugging at the shoulder of their hoodie.

“Sare…”

“Please? I want to show you something.”

After a moment, Av relented with a small nod, and as they went to pull the hoodie over their head and kick their sweatpants off their legs, Sare moved from behind them, going to the drawers across the room. After a minute, she returned, placing what she had gathered on the bed before coming to stand in front of Av. “May I?” she asked, fingers already resting against the bottom of Av’s baggy t-shirt.

Av answered with only a nod, and the garment was carefully and slowly lifted off them before being thrown to the bed. Av instinctively wrapped their arms around their bare chest.

“Arms up,” Sare instructed, and Av complied as they felt the tight fabric of their binder being pulled over their head and being tugged into place with a reverent care that only Sare could produce. Sare quickly and quietly continued her task, following the binder with a loose white t-shirt and a soft, thin, claret-coloured cashmere sweater which Av recognised as one of their favourites, mainly because Sare had bought it for them at Yule, but also because Sare knew it was one Av felt comfortable and confident in. Once their top half was dressed, Sare knelt down, looking up at Av with love in her eyes, which almost had Av crying. “Do you…” she asked, holding out the soft packer in her hand so Av could understand what she was asking.

“No, you can,” Av replied, unsure if they had it in them to do it themself at that moment.

Sare delicately slid the packer into place in their boxers, adjusting it slightly so it sat correctly, before once again leaning over to the bed to grab a pair of black jeans. “Lift.” Av followed the instruction, repeating the action with the other leg once the first one was in. Sare pulled the jeans up, standing as she did so, buttoning them up before smoothing over the jumper so it sat right on their hips. Once she was done, she smoothed her fingers over Av’s hair before coming back around to stand behind them.

“Now look again.” Av hesitantly did as instructed, hearing Sare’s gentle voice behind them. “Do you know what I see? I see a handsome, strong person with a heart as big as the sky. I didn’t fall in love with these hips,” Sare’s hands rested there, “or this chest.” Her touch smoothed Av’s torso, now sculpted and flat where it was once rounded, stopping as they reached where Av’s heart was beating under their ribs. “I fell in love with this. I love all of you, on all of the days, whether good or bad. But this version of you. The one where you are strong and so fucking sexy in your confidence because you are expressing as who you feel, this version of you is my favourite.”

“Thank you,” Av said, their voice shaking with emotion. They inhaled deeply, trying to get their swirling emotions under control. Something inside of them was already settling, like the waves subsiding after a storm at sea, Sare’s words and actions soothing them. Sare, as always, had been the force to pull them back, the tether which kept them grounded. And where once it was a privilege solely reserved for Av, it was now something they shared with Iola as well. Av turned, wrapping their arms around Sare’s waist.

“You know, when we were talking about Iola, you said that she is strong, and she is, undoubtedly so. But you should give yourself a little credit for just how far she’s come. She’s unrecognisable from the scared, angry girl who arrived here a few weeks ago. And that’s down to you. To how much time, effort, and love you’ve given her.”

“Av…” Av sensed the rebuttal in Sare’s tone.

“No, Sare. I know you don’t think you’ve done a lot, but you have. You’ve probably shown that girl more care in the past weeks than she has ever had in her life. You didn’t have to do that. You could have just brought her back and let Abe and Mary take care of her. But you didn’t. Just like you didn’t with me.”

Av watched as Sare closed her eyes, and they knew she was holding back a flood of emotions. “I couldn’t. It wasn’t even a conscious choice. In either case.”

“I know, baby. I feel the same about her, too. But I want you to know that Iola feels it; I’m sure she does.” Av tucked a strand of hair behind Sare’s ear, running their fingers through it until the tips fell out of their grasp. “Because I feel it. And if it’s possible, it’s made me love you even more.”

Av’s own eyes fluttered shut as Sare tipped her head forward, resting their foreheads together. “Goddess, I love you so much.”

Av leant forward and pressed a kiss to Sare’s lips, hoping to convey all of their love and gratitude through the action. “She is lucky to have you. We both are.”
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“So, where do you want to start?” Sare asked, shuffling to get comfortable on the blanket that was spread on the floor beside the fireplace. She’d spent some time over the past couple of days going through her personal library, trying to find books she thought Iola would find interesting. She knew the girl wanted to learn as much as possible, and although the history of Mages and magick wasn’t pretty, she also knew there was no point hiding that fact. But she thought it best to let the conversation follow what Iola wanted to know rather than repeat and recite textbook after textbook to her.

“Tell me about the different kinds of Mages. There’s more than one, I know that, but what’s the difference?”

“Axel didn’t even tell you that?” Sare asked, scrunching her nose up in disbelief and disappointment.

“I kind of didn’t even give him the chance. He made some comment about you wanting to only teach me the boring bits and how he could show me the really exciting things, and by that point, I’d already had enough of him.”

Sare tried and failed to hide her grin. While she should most definitely try and keep some sort of professional edge regarding her feelings towards Axel, she couldn’t help but feel proud of Iola’s speedy dismissal of him.

“Okay, so there are essentially five types of Mage, each with their own unique power and abilities. Can you tell me any of them?”

“Oh, I do know this. Soothsayers, Divinators, Jugglers, Enchanters, and Elementals. Right?” Iola asked, checking each off her fingers as she listed them.

“Well done.” Sare reached across for one of the books on the pile beside them, flicking through it and laying it open in front of Iola on her chosen page. “Soothsayers are the knowers of truth. They can foresee the future. Their sight is not a passive action; they will often become consumed by the vision they are having, not knowing until it is over that they are no longer in the scene they are viewing in their mind. Divinators are those who will seek clues to actions that will happen. Unlike Soothsayers, they can never see the full picture but only glances, like signposts to events without the details, through the use of various aids such as tarot or runes. They’ll maybe foresee something happening. For example, a marriage or a pregnancy—”

“Or a death?” Iola interrupted.

“Yes, or a death,” Sare continued, “anything really, but there are no details or specifics. And unlike Soothsayers, their powers are more passive; they can look whenever they wish to, and sometimes they might not even see anything. Over time, they’ve learnt to use their powers in tandem with Soothsayers to try and gain a better understanding of what will happen. Both Soothsayers and Divinators are very rare. It’s thought a lot of the lineage were killed off during the witch hunts.”

Sare turned the page, pointing to a heading that hung over another medieval illustration. “Jugglers you kind of already know about; they’re the healers of the Mage world. They can use spells and charms to heal and cure those who are sick. They can scry for illness and injuries and separate the energies in order to try and heal them. Mage medicine is some of the most powerful in the world, especially when used in conjunction with non-magick remedies.”

Sare noted the look of shock on Iola’s face at the comment and couldn’t help but chuckle. “We’re Mages, we’re not archaic, Iola. There are a lot of things modern technology has given us which make our lives easier. Look around you; I have a TV, a computer, a phone. I have a very nice car parked outside. And don’t even get me started on the shows Av binge-watches every weekend. To any outsider, we’re a perfectly normal, non-magick community.”

“Yeah, I know. Guess I never thought about there being special Mage medicine, let alone using it with normal medicine.”

“Take your ankle, for example. Abe used magick to heal it, but you still needed to rest it and use ice packs to calm some of the swelling. Abe knew how to do this because, as well as a Juggler, he’s a fully trained doctor. If a Juggler wants to work in the infirmary, they have to have some sort of medical training. Part of that is so they can treat people accordingly, but the other part is to do with self-preservation of the Coven. Non-Mages can pass through at any point, and the last thing we want is for them to be treated by someone who is not medically trained.”

“That makes a lot of sense. Okay, so Soothsayers, Divinators, Jugglers… Enchanters?”

“Enchanters have the power to manipulate the energies of the people around them. They can bend the will of a person and make subtle suggestions to gain the desired effect. Again, there are not many Enchanters, and many choose not to use this part of their magick. It can be dangerous, and if an Enchanter is not of a kind temperament, they could be tempted to use their power for less than good means.”

“So they literally could force someone to do something they didn’t want to do?”

“Yes. There are laws in place to prevent that, though. Much of our dark history comes from Enchanters using their powers for their own gains. Anyone identified as an Enchanter must take an oath to not use their gift for personal gain, and if they are caught using their powers for disingenuous reasons, the consequences are very severe.”

“Wow.”

“Mmhmm. Another time, I will find some examples of historic Enchanters and what they did, if you are interested?”

“Really? Like, you can tell me that stuff?”

“Yes. There’s no laws on what you can and can’t know when it comes to our history. To begin with, if I didn’t tell you, you could easily find out another way. But more often, we learn and grow from our history and mistakes. Knowing people’s past transgressions can help us to become better Mages.”

“I’d like that. Maybe next time?”

“Of course. I will spend some time looking for some books for you. But if you hear or find anything which unsettles you, please let me know.” Sare softened her voice, leaning over to gently hold Iola’s hand. “Not many of us have had to go through what you have; witch-hunters are almost a thing of myth, although we know they still exist. I just don’t want you reading anything which would upset you.”

“I know, thank you. Maybe I can just let you know when I feel up to knowing more about that bit?”

“Absolutely,” Sare said, withdrawing from the comforting touch of Iola’s hand in hers.

“So that leaves Elementals, right?”

“Yes. The majority of Mages are Elementals, but just like every other class of Mage, their powers vary wildly. A Juggler can have an innate aptitude for ailments of the mind, for example. Or a Divinator for seeing clues in runes over anything else. Elementals will have a strength in one particular element, which they can call on and manipulate at their will.”

“You’re an Elemental, right?”

“Yes. Well, half. My mother was an Elemental, but my father was a Divinator. I imagine you can guess my given element fairly easily?”

“Well, you’re Fire. Even before you showed me in the infirmary, I’ve got this strange memory of you when you found me—you were surrounded in flames.” Iola continued to study Sare for a moment as if there would be further clues written on her face or hidden in her eyes. Sare guessed she wasn’t entirely wrong, but a Mage’s true magick was only visible when they were using their power.

“Yes, you are right. But you do realise those weren’t my flames, right?”

“What?”

Sare smiled softly. “Iola, when we found you, you managed to protect yourself within a ring of fire. Those flames you remember… They were from you.”

“Like at the infirmary?”

“Yes. I suspected you didn’t remember when you said you didn’t know how to tamp them down. But you’d already done it once, in the woods.”

“But…but how? I still don’t even know how I made them appear, let alone get rid of them.”

“Our power is tied to our emotions. When we are feeling particularly heightened in any way, they can be harder to control. Your instinct was to protect yourself, and your power did that.”

“So, that means I’m a Fire Elemental? Like you?”

“Yes. I did tell you we had a lot in common. Once you become more in tune with your magick we can explore it more, learn how to summon it and control it.”

“That explains so much,” Iola said, staring into nothing.

“How do you mean?”

“The reason I got moved so much was because they thought I had a tendency to, well, they thought I would set fire to things as a way of lashing out.”

“And let me guess, you just denied it, making them call you a liar as well?”

“Yeah. I mean, it was weird how things kept catching on fire, but I didn’t think it was me! And before…” Iola drifted off, and Sare knew she was thinking about the confrontation with the man at the home. “Before that, it was only small things, like a bin or some paper.”

“I think, unfortunately, it was you, although you weren’t aware you were doing it.” Something crossed Iola’s face, and her eyes dropped to her hands, which had begun to anxiously fiddle in her lap. “Iola, what is it?”

“So, they were right?”

“Who?”

“Everyone. Everyone who said I was a troublemaker, who thought I was causing problems. They were right.”

Oh. Sare had never imagined that this would be how Iola would react to the news of her power. Her heart ached for the young girl who was so used to being told it was her fault, that it was her default reaction to learning something new.

“Oh no, sweets. You can’t be blamed for something you had no knowledge of. It’s not your fault that you had no idea of your lineage or powers.”

“Never seemed to matter before.”

Sare shuffled forward, reaching a hand to tip Iola’s chin up so she could see her eyes. “It matters here. And I promise you that we will not abandon you or send you away if things get difficult. This is your home now.”

Sare smiled softly. She still thought about the day a little over a month ago when she found Iola huddled and scared in the woods, the sounds of the angry mob of men approaching her, ready to strike her down. And while the memory did usually fill her with rage, today, there was something about the memory that made her think that this was how it was meant to be. Iola, here in her home. Was this the reason that Jessie, of all people, had that vision? She cleared her throat, emotion lodging there at the thought.

“But the man at the home, he knew?”

“I think that is likely, considering what you have said. Like I said, there are still those out there who know we exist despite our best efforts.”

“Does that mean that me being here puts you in danger?”

“Hopefully not. Luckily, the fact you were in the care system makes it a little easier to lose you. When we discovered you and knew there would be no one looking, we made sure it was difficult to find you.”

“Probably the only time being a lost child no one wants has its advantages, huh?” Iola said sadly.

At that, Sare crawled across the floor to sit beside Iola, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her into her, just as she had in the infirmary when they first spoke. “Maybe. But know that you are wanted here. I meant it when I said you are part of this Coven now. You have quickly come to mean a lot to both Av and myself, and we will not let anything happen to you.”

“Thank you. I think, for the first time ever, I actually believe that.”

“Good.” Something lifted in Sare’s heart at Iola’s admission, how she had journeyed so far from the girl who wanted to believe a month ago to the one who did believe right now.

They sat there for a few minutes more, Sare still holding Iola tightly. For the first time since that day in the infirmary when Francine had confronted her, Iola was not the defensive, older-than-her-years young woman Sare had grown used to. Instead, she was nothing but a scared child, desperate for the affection she had been missing for all of her short life.

“So we’re both Fires. What about Av?” Iola broke the silence, her voice still raw with emotion and wavering.

“What do you think?” Sare asked, her head still resting on top of Iola’s, neither of them seeming to want to break the physical connection just yet.

“I don’t know. They are almost opposite to you in some ways. So maybe…water?” Iola sounded less sure about her choice this time.

“Not quite, no. But you are right in your observation that we are somewhat opposite. Av is an Earth Elemental. They have the power to control and manipulate the earth and nature. Some people, most if I’m honest, think Fire or Water Elementals are the most powerful because of their destructive properties, but personally, I think earth is an extraordinary element to be able to control.”

“Wouldn’t have anything to do with Av looking good while they do it?”

Sare pulled back and shot Iola a glare. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She smiled when Iola laughed, the sound a balm to her aching soul. Sare cleared her throat before continuing their lesson. “Whatever power you possess, all Mages can perform basic magick anyway; we use incantations to replicate any power. It’s just that it will be nowhere as strong or controlled as innate magick.”

“So I could heal someone or see into the future?”

“You could try. But it takes a lot of work. First, you’d be better off focusing on your innate magick. Being strong in that aids your strength in other areas. When you first arrived, Abe confirmed you were an Elemental, and with what I saw, we can deduce it’s Fire, so your first lessons will be in harnessing that power. I’ve already started devising some training for you, and I’ve been speaking to one of our trainers at the Academy.”

“How did Abe confirm what type of Mage I am?”

“All Mages have an aura. The colour of that aura depends on your power. Would you like to see?”

“You can show me?” Iola asked, excitement seeping through uncontrollably. It was a far cry from the terrified girl who had cried in her arms, but Sare relished the change.

“Even better than that, I can teach you how to do it yourself. Give me your hands.”

Sare shuffled back around, crossing her legs so she was sitting knee to knee with Iola before holding her hands out, palms up. She waited as Iola gently laid her own in them before curling her fingers around them.

“Now, close your eyes and find the centre of your magick. It feels different for everyone, but it may feel like a light or spark or sometimes a tether in your chest. Clear your mind and try to focus on yourself, and it will make itself known.” Sare waited for a moment as Iola did as she was told before a tell-tale tilt of her lips let her know that Iola had found it. “Now repeat after me. Cumhacht laistigh dom, cuir tú féin ar eolas. Taispeáin dom do dhath, treoraigh an bealach abhaile."

Iola opened her eyes, her mouth dropping open. “Are you shitting me?”

Sare couldn’t contain the laugh that bubbled from her. “Only partially. Traditionally, we say our incantations in Gaelic. I’m assuming you don’t speak it?” Sare asked with a quirk of her eyebrow.

“Funnily enough, no. I must have skipped that day at school.”

“Then the English will work just as well.”

Sare went to repeat herself, but Iola stopped her. “But maybe we could add it to our lessons?”

“Ask Atticus. He would love to teach you and is far more fluent than I am.” Iola’s beaming smile was enough of a reward to last Sare for days. “Now, repeat after me. Power within me, make yourself known. Show me your colour, lead the way home.” Sare waited as Iola closed her eyes once again and took a deep breath before speaking the words, Sare along with her. When she had finished, Sare opened her eyes, a proud smile stretching across her face. “Open your eyes, sweets.”

“Woah,” Iola whispered, eyes wide as she took in the swirling colours which surrounded them like a light mist. “It’s so beautiful.”

“It is indeed,” Sare had to agree, awe colouring her words. “You see how the aura around you is green? That’s the colour of Elemental magick.”

“Why is mine a different type of green to yours? Yours is kind of darker, like rich emerald, while mine is lighter.”

“Everyone’s aura is slightly different. It’s like a magickal fingerprint. Plus, since my father was a Divinator, it’s mixed a little. Their colour is purple, so it will have some of that added in.”

“Like DNA?”

“Yes, exactly. Your green might be so fresh and light because you are purely Elemental.”

Iola suddenly yawned, and the aura started to fade in front of them.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Sare said, closing the incantation and watching the mist dissipate entirely. Iola instantly looked disappointed, her shoulders slumping.

“That’s it? That’s all I can do?”

“Of course not,” Sare said with a soft laugh, squeezing Iola’s hands in reassurance. “This is powerful magick for someone so new and unaccustomed, and you’ve done well, but I think you’ve worn yourself out for today. Not to mention you’ve talked about a lot of stuff that would exhaust anyone.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Iola chewed on her lip, not meeting Sare’s gaze properly as if she was anxious about saying something else.

“Iola, what is it?”

“Do I…do I have to go yet? Back to Abe and Mary’s, I mean?”

“I thought you liked it there?”

“I do. It’s just… It doesn’t matter. I’ll just go, and I’ll see you tomorrow,” Iola rushed out as she stood up. Before she could, though, Sare gripped her hand, stopping her in her tracks.

“Av will be home soon. Why don’t you stay until they get back, and we can watch one of their ridiculous TV shows?”

The smile Iola gave her in reply was practically luminous, and she nodded eagerly. “Yeah, sounds good.”
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Av dropped their bag on the floor by the back door before kicking off their heavy boots and padding softly in their socks to find Sare. The house was oddly quiet; usually, when they returned from working late, they would be greeted by the sound of gentle music drifting through the house, finding Sare in the kitchen cooking a late dinner or in the living room curled up with a book. This evening, though, they were certain they could hear the soft murmur of the TV from the living room.

Pushing the door open, they were surprised to find Sare sat on the sofa, indeed with the TV on, and one very much asleep Iola laid out, her head on Sare’s lap. Sare still had her book, but it was propped open in one hand while the other absentmindedly stroked through Iola’s thick chestnut hair. Av leant against the wall, taking in the scene, a welcomed sense of warmth filling them with the sight. Sare must have felt their presence because, after another second, she looked up from her book and smiled softly.

Av pushed off the wall, coming round to lean behind Sare on the back of the sofa. “This is a very cosy-looking evening you two appear to be having,” they said quietly with a soft brush of a kiss to Sare’s cheek.

“Hmm. She came over for dinner and to talk about her magick but seemed reluctant to leave. I saw no harm in letting her stay until you got back, but then, twenty minutes later, she was passed out on my knee.”

“She’s had a hectic few weeks.”

“Mmhmm, not to mention she performed her first incantation tonight.”

“She did?” A sense of pride filled Av’s chest.

“Yes. I taught her how to summon her aura.”

“How did she do?” Av asked, rounding the sofa and dropping down beside Sare, being cautious not to disturb the sleeping girl.

“She did amazingly. Her aura is beautiful, one of the brightest greens I have ever seen. I suspect both her parents were Elementals; it was that clear and crisp.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I just have.”

“Oh, don’t give me that, Sare Emmot. You’re a poet. As if you haven’t been sitting here wondering how best to describe it.”

Sare gave her a soft smile before closing her book and swinging her arm around Av’s shoulders. “Close your eyes.”

Av did so, instantly feeling calm wash over them at the feel of Sare’s arm squeezing them closer before her fingertips brushed over their temple. Their mind was filled with the colour of Iola’s aura, the memory filtering through from Sare.

“It was like the first shoots of snowdrops and bluebells in the forest,” Sare spoke through their link. “Like fresh life coming through the baron ground after a hard winter, the first sign of a new spring starting.”

Av hummed in acknowledgment, basking simultaneously in the memory and the feeling of Sare wrapping around her mind before she retreated slowly.

“Are you sure you’re not an Enchantress, Seraphine Emmot?”

“Only with you, my love.” Av let out a breathy laugh before letting their head drop onto Sare’s shoulder.

Av looked back down at the sleeping form of Iola in Sare’s lap. “What are we doing about Sleeping Beauty?”

“Let her sleep. I’ve already told Abe that she can stay here tonight.”

Av hummed, regarding Iola. The feeling of warmth and belonging they had felt in their chest from the moment they walked in and saw Iola and Sare together on their sofa suddenly intensified, and they realised that, in this moment, they had never felt more complete.

“Is…is it just me, or does this feel really right? Like maybe she’s meant to be here with us.”

Av watched as the fingers on Sare’s other hand carded through Iola’s hair again.

“I know exactly what you mean. Ever since I brought her back here, I’ve felt a longing to protect and care for her like nothing else. And it’s a feeling that is different to you and me. It’s almost…”

“Parental?”

“Hmm. Indeed. I don’t think I realised the full extent of it until tonight, though. She talked more about her past. About how lonely and abandoned she felt, like no one wanted her. And I had the overwhelming feeling that I never wanted her to feel like that again. Like I personally wanted to make sure she never had those fears again. That she belongs here. And I think she feels the same. She had such a look of disappointment on her face when she thought she had to leave.”

“Maybe…maybe we should speak to Abe and Mary. See if Iola moving in here would be an option?”

“I think that is something which would make me very happy. If it is what you want as well.”

“I do. I feel the same, like she belongs with us.”

“Then let’s speak to Abe and Mary first, and if they agree, we should speak to Iola and see if it is something she would like.”

“Wow. Did we just become instant parents?”

Sare chuckled quietly, conscious to not disturb Iola. “Yes, I think we did. Now, as your first job as a parent, could you go find some spare pillows and blankets while I extricate myself from underneath her. Then we can go to bed as well.”
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Iola walked up the hallway towards Av’s office, smiling at Greta, who sat behind the desk.

“Good afternoon, Iola. How are you today?” the older woman greeted, giving one of her customary warm smiles.

“I’m good, thanks Greta. Here, I stopped by the cafe on my way here, and they still had some of those fruit tarts I know you have a soft spot for,” Iola replied, sliding the white cardboard cake box onto the desk.

“Oh, bless you, child. Thank you. Although if you keep bringing me these, my Peta will start complaining I’m putting on weight!”

“Never! You look great. Is Av in? They asked me to come over after school.”

“Yes, of course, dear. Go on through.”

Iola flashed Greta another smile before making her way towards Av’s office door. She stopped dead in her tracks when she was greeted by not just Av but also Sare standing beside them, and Abe and Mary sat on the opposite side of the desk.

“Oh, hey, Iola. Come on in,” Av greeted, smiling at her.

“Why do I feel like I’m in trouble and have been called to the headmaster’s office?” she said nervously.

“You’re not in any kind of trouble. Come and sit down.” Av pointed to the sofa that stretched across the far wall, and Iola followed, sitting down anxiously on the edge of the seat. Not even Sare coming round the desk to crouch low in front of her did anything to calm her nerves.

“Iola, we wanted to talk to you about something, but we want you to know that whatever you decide is fine with us. There’s no pressure to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“Okay…”

Iola felt the cushion dip beside her and looked to find Av sitting next to her, hearing Sare’s voice continue.

“As you are hopefully aware, Av and I both care about you a great deal. We love the time we spend with you, and honestly, we want more of it. So, we were wondering if you wanted to come and live with us?”

“W-with you?” Iola wasn’t sure she understood Sare correctly. There was no way that Sare and Av were asking her to move in with them. Why would they want that?

“Yes, sweets. Av and I were talking last night, and we feel like you belong with us. We want to take care of you, give you a home like you’ve not had before.”

“But what about Abe and Mary?” Iola asked quietly. “I don’t want them to think I don’t like it there. That I’m ungrateful.”

“Oh dear girl, don’t you worry about us. It’s been a pleasure to have you stay with us, but I think it’s time you found your home,” Mary said, standing and coming to Iola’s side. She squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “We’ll be going now and letting you three talk. But you can always come and visit us. You can’t get rid of us that easily.”

Iola watched as Mary headed towards the door, and Abe came over to give her a gentle pat on the shoulder and a wink. “Don’t worry, kid. I’m sure you’ll still be around enough to annoy us.”

“Y-yeah. Tell Jessie—”

“Don’t worry about Jessie. She’ll be happy you’ve found your home. I’m sure she’ll be around all the time.”

“She’s welcome any time,” Sare said.

Iola sat staring at the door as Abe left, still trying to comprehend what Sare and Av had just offered her. A home. And for the first time in years, she actually felt as excited as she was scared about the prospect.

“Iola?” Sare said, breaking her out of her spiral. “Are you okay, sweets?”

“I…yes. Why?”

“You’re crying.”

Iola only then realised tears were slowly tracing down her cheeks, and she wiped them away with the tips of her fingers, staring at them in disbelief.

“I… Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” Av answered. “We know how much this means to you. We wouldn’t mess you around with something like this.”

“B-but why?”

Iola felt Av shuffle closer, pulling her into their chest. She could hear the beat of their heart through their shirt, and something about its constant rhythm began to soothe her.

“Because, sweetheart, we love you. You very quickly and easily became a part of our lives, and we can’t think of anything we want more than to have you at home with us. Is it something that you would want? Could you be happy with us?”

“Y-yes. I mean, I never want to leave when I’m with you.”

“We feel exactly the same, sweetheart.”

“It just feels really scary.”

“Why, sweets? Talk to us,” Sare said, wiping another tear from her cheek with a gentleness Iola had never experienced before.

“Because…I guess I’ve been told I’ll be living in another house so many times, and they never felt right. Even before I got there, I just knew it wouldn’t last. And I’m scared because this time I do want it to work, so, so much, but I’m scared about what would happen if it didn’t.”

“Oh, sweets. It will work. We won’t give up on you.”

“Yeah,” Av said from beside her. “I mean, just look at us. Do we look like the kind of people who give up when things get tough?”

“Definitely not,” Iola said with a watery laugh.

“Exactly. So what do you say? Fancy coming and making a forever home with us?”

Iola sat up, pulling herself out of Av’s tight hold on her. “I’d love that.”

“Brilliant. But you’re going to have to stop crying. Sare’s literally a second away from being a blubbering mess right now.”

Iola looked back to Sare, seeing that she was indeed also crying. Without a second thought, she launched forward and wrapped her arms around Sare’s neck, toppling her onto the floor. “Thank you,” she mumbled into her hair, finally feeling like things might actually work out for her.
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“Here you are,” Sare said, leaning against the door frame to the spare room, once her office and quickly transforming into what would become Iola’s room. “Are you coming to bed?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute. I just want to make sure everything is ready for tomorrow.”

The past few days had been spent getting everything ready for Iola to move in. The evening when Av and Sare had asked Iola to move in with them was spent just the three of them curled up on the sofa, talking about what the move would mean, what Iola needed, physically and emotionally, for such a big change, and Sare and Av reassuring Iola that there was nothing she couldn’t ask for. Av had been amazing with Iola, not that Sare was surprised, gently suggesting things like a desk so she could do her studies in peace, reassuring her she could have a TV so she didn’t have to spend every evening downstairs with them, helping her pick out a Bluetooth speaker for the phone which Sare had promised to buy her. Slowly, Iola was becoming more confident in asking for what she wanted in her space, and while keen not to spoil her, they were also eager to give her the things every other sixteen-year-old had and which she had been missing so far. They may be material, but they hoped that it all helped her feel more at home.

While they waited for everything to be delivered, Atticus and Abe decorated the room in the colours which Iola had picked out, building the bigger furniture before Av spent the day at home fixing the smaller things so it was all ready when Iola officially moved in tomorrow. Despite Sare coming home early from work and helping, Av had still been hidden away in the room for the best part of the evening, fussing and fixing everything they could find.

“It looks amazing, Braveheart. Stop fussing and come to bed.”

Sare watched as Av took on her words before their shoulders slumped in resignation. “I just want everything to be perfect.”

“And it is. Come, it’s late, and I know you’ve not stopped all day.”

“Okay,” they said as they turned, and Sare held out her hand to guide Av to their bedroom. Once inside, Sare turned, looking over Av.

“You know, this is a very good look on you.”

Av chuckled as Sare took a step back to appreciate them further. Av was dressed in a pair of old, loose, paint-splattered, ripped blue jeans hanging low on their hips, their top half covered by a baggy sleeveless t-shirt that showed their toned arms. Hair scraped back off their face as it usually was, Sare’s eyes tracked their strong hands as they nervously ran one over the top of it, pushing back any loose strands from their eyes. Sare stepped into their space again, resting her hands on Av’s sculpted chest before leaning in to kiss them. “A very good look.”

“Never knew you had a thing for the rough and ready workman type. Might have to file that away for later,” Av said with a laugh.

“Mmm, only when that person is you, after spending the day building a home for our new family. Your skilled hands are nearly as sexy as your big, beautiful heart.”

“Skilled hands? I think you over-estimate my DIY skills.”

“I can think of something else they’re very skilled at,” Sare said, her voice dropping even lower as she appraised Av again. Sare sighed when Av leant in, pressing a kiss to the sensitive spot on her jaw below her ear.

“Oh, is that what you want? My hands?” Sare hummed as Av started to trail kisses down the column of her neck. “My fingers?”

Sare nodded, her head falling back to expose more skin for Av to kiss, a wave of arousal pulsing through her. “Yes.”

“You know, after tomorrow, this will change. I won’t be able to just fuck you whenever you want it. Maybe I should have taken you over your office desk one last time before we moved it. Maybe I should take you downstairs so I can make love to you in front of the fire, spread out on the floor. Push you against the door and make another mark in the wall.”

Sare whimpered at the memory Av was invoking. One night, they went out for dinner, nothing unusual, but it had been at the beginning of their relationship, and maintaining the illusion of being just friends had been a hard task. As soon as they got back to Sare’s, Av lifted her up, Sare’s legs wrapping around their waist as Av slammed her into the living room door, the door crashing into the wall behind them. The next morning, they found a dent in the wall where the door handle had broken the plaster. Every time Sare saw that mark, it filled her with an almost unbearable degree of arousal as she involuntarily recalled the way that Av had felt inside of them. Av was right—things would change—but Sare didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, it was for the better.

“We can send her to Jessie’s for the night. That’s what sleepovers are for,” Sare reasoned breathlessly.

Av chuckled. “I like your thinking, baby. But right now, I want to take you to bed and worship you like the Goddess intended.”

“Please.”

“Let’s get these off so I can see you properly,” Av whispered, their fingers playing with the waistband of Sare’s yoga pants before pushing them over her backside and down her legs, Sare’s skin peppering with goosebumps despite the warm summer air which still lingered in the early evening. Av gently pushed her backwards towards the bed, guiding her to sit down before kneeling in front of her and pulling everything off her feet.

“You are beautiful,” Av murmured, their hands smoothing up Sare’s legs, their fingers playing with the lace of her underwear. “May I?”

Sare answered with only a nod, her eyes fluttering closed at the feel of the lace brushing gently over her heated skin, followed by the soft caress of Av's lips moving up the inside of her knee. Sare’s hand smoothed over the top of Av’s head, coming to cup their cheek and guide them up, pulling them into a searing kiss. She fell back on the bed softly, Av following her, Sare humming as she felt the reassuring, grounding weight settle on top of her. She gasped as a hand snaked under her loose vest, a low growl sounding when Av clearly discovered she wasn't wearing a bra, their hand covering her breast and squeezing firmly. Sare arched into the touch, moaning when Av’s fingers dragged over her nipple, already taut and begging to be teased some more. They didn’t disappoint when they pushed her vest up, their warm mouth enveloping her nipple, tongue coming out to lick across it before they sucked on it, a moan rolling from Sare’s open mouth at the sensation.

“Oh, Av, that feels…” Sare felt Av smirk against her breast, knowing exactly what they were doing to her as they flicked their tongue over the hardened nipple. She pushed her body into Av’s, desperate to feel them close to her. She needed to feel their warm, sweat-slicked skin against hers as they continued, needed to feel their flesh underneath her fingernails as she held on.

“Can I take this off?” Sare asked, toying with the edge of Av’s t-shirt as Av’s mouth started to trail across her body, heading for her other breast. “Just this, so I can feel your skin against mine?” she clarified, so Av knew she wasn’t asking to remove their binder. Av quickly sat up, stripping off their top and throwing it over their shoulder into the room. Sare grinned as Av quickly followed the action by unbuckling their jeans, sliding them down their muscular legs along with their boxers, and kicking them to the side.

“Better?” Av asked before leaning back over Sare, bracing their hands on either side of Sare’s head.

“Much.” Sare smiled, her hands instantly sliding across their taut stomach muscles, feeling them contract as she drew her nails across them. “Fuck, you are so sexy.”

“I feel we could argue all night over who is the sexiest of us.” Av leant down, Sare opening her mouth, anticipating the kiss to come, surprised when instead she felt Av’s tongue lick across her lips fleetingly. Arching into the brief contact, desperate for more, she whimpered when Av pulled back.

“You’re such a tease, my love.”

“Hmm, but you love it,” Av responded, their fingers stroking up and down Sare’s thigh.

“I do, but it’s been far too long.”

“I know, I’ve been neglecting you, baby. We’ve both been busy, but tonight, I will make it up to you.” Sare gasped as she felt Av’s fingers slipped higher, teasing through her arousal. “You’re so wet already.”

“For you, my love.” Sare gasped and arched her back as Av’s fingers brushed over her clit. “But I’m certain you can do better than that.”

Av’s grin turned practically feral at the challenge. Sare knew how to drive them wild, just what words to say to get them to bring out that slightly animalistic side that she loved so much, to push them to the point when all they could do was drive their fingers deep inside of her. Discovering this side of Av’s personality was one of her favourite things about the change in their relationship, and with it came the privilege of knowing it was a side only Sare really got to see. Defensive, passionate Av was one of the hottest facets they had in Sare’s opinion, but when that passion was solely focused on her and her pleasure, it drove Sare wild with desire.

Gentle fingers circled her clit, making Sare writhe underneath them on the bed, the touch too soft to bring her any closer to the precipice, barely teasing and touching at all. She squirmed, rocking her hips up in order to reach where she needed Av the most, huffing when all Av did was move their fingers away and smirk at her before leaning down and pressing a soft kiss to the skin behind her ear. Their breath ghosted across her sensitive skin, sending a wave of goosebumps across her body. Sare was just about to open her mouth to playfully scold Av for teasing her even further when suddenly two fingers slammed into her. She screamed, body almost bending in two as she rose off the bed, nails digging into the soft skin of Av’s shoulders so hard that she was certain there would be marks left in the morning.

“Fuck!”

“Mmm, that’s the plan,” Av murmured into her ear, and Sare could practically feel the smirk against her neck where Av’s face was pressed. A guttural moan rolled off her tongue as Av crooked their fingers before dragging them back out, teasing around Sare’s clit again.

“Av…”

With her strangled pleas, Av pushed their fingers back in, thrusting in a firm rhythm that made Sare’s toes curl, and her fingers dig into the soft flesh of their shoulders. She bit her lip, stifling another moan which threatened to break free. While she wasn’t shy about being loud, the way Av’s fingertips were dragging against her with every pull-out made her want to moan and cry out constantly. Av lifted their face, kissing her firmly, her bottom lip slipping free and into their own mouth at the action.

“I want to hear you, baby,” Av whispered.

“Oh fuck…” Sare moaned as Av crooked their fingers and hit a spot deep inside them that sent her hurtling further towards her orgasm.

“Just like that. Goddess, it makes me so wet when I hear you moan for me like that.”

The thought of Av, wet and wanting her, caused another wave of arousal to pulse through Sare herself, hips bucking up into Av’s hand. Av pushed harder, their palm covering their clit and giving her that delicious pressure she knew would finish her.

“Av…Goddess, fuck, I’m close,” Sare stuttered as she rolled her hips again, grinding onto Av’s hand.

“Then go on. Come.”

With their order, Av held her hand still, urging Sare to thrust against it, as their fingers stayed buried deep inside her, curling against her.

“Oh…shit!” With a roar of sound which may or may not have been Av’s name, Sare wasn’t entirely sure, Sare came, her body shaking with the force of it. Av kept coaxing her throughout, wringing every last drop of pleasure from her body before her body went limp and she fell back onto the bed, arms losing their grip and flopping ungracefully to her sides. Her eyes remained closed, but she could feel the gentle press of kisses to her heated skin, down her neck, her collarbones, her chest, and then back up again before capturing her lips in a kiss that was slow and unhurried, as those skillful fingers slipped out of her. Despite the distraction, Sare shuddered but instantly soothed as Av nuzzled their nose to the side of her neck, trailing their lips across her stuttering, racing pulse.

“Av…”

“You okay, beautiful?”

“Yes, fuck, that was…”

“Yeah, it really was.” Sare felt Av shift on top of them, gasping when she felt their obvious arousal. “Fuck, Av…”

“What?”

“You’re fucking soaked.” Sare shifted, sliding her leg so it nestled in between Av’s, pushing her thigh up against the wet heat there.

“You’re a very compelling sight…oh fuck!” Av stuttered and shook as Sare interrupted them when she flexed the muscle in her thigh, pushing it further into their centre. Av rocked into it, groaning as they did so. “Sare.”

Sare’s hands came to grip around Av’s hips, feeling the hard press of their bone against the palms of her hands. “That’s it, Braveheart. Take it.”

With those two simple words, that one simple order, Av rocked harder, bracing themself above Sare’s body with hands on either side of her head. Sare’s eyes, tired and hooded as they were from her own climax, raked over every detail of Av’s body, from the muscular ripple of their tensed arms to the way the black binder fit flush against their chest, sculpting them into fluid lines, to their taut stomach muscles. The way their eyes had closed, the faint wrinkle of focus in the middle of their brow, the strand of hair that had fallen out of their bun and swung with each thrust of their body into her.

“Fuck, you look so good taking your pleasure from me.”

“Sare,” Av whispered in a breathy moan.

“Are you close, my love?”

“Y-yes.”

“What do you need?”

“Harder.”

With that, Sare thrust her own hips up into Av’s touch, grinding herself into their heat as she pulled them closer with her hands. She surged up, leaning into Av’s sweat-slicked neck as it strained in front of her face, trailing the tip of her tongue upwards, before nipping at the skin over her throat, feeling the harsh pant of their breathing as the air rushed out of their lungs.

“Fuck, fuck! I’m going to…oh!”

Sare felt the warm gush of liquid over her thigh, holding Av tight by her hips as they kept rocking and thrusting into them, their movements jerky and uncoordinated as their climax overtook them, Sare wanting them to carry on until she had wrung every last drop of their orgasm out of their body. She moaned as she felt more of Av’s arousal slick across her skin before their arms buckled. Knowing all of their strength had been wrung from them, Sare’s hands went from their hips to their back, urging them to settle their body on top of her, knowing that even in their hazy state, Av was trying to not collapse ungracefully on top of her. She breathed deeply when she felt the heavy, safe, warm press of Av’s body on top of hers, their face pressing into her neck.

“Goddess, you’re amazing,” Sare whispered, pressing a kiss to the side of Av’s head.

Av said nothing, just hummed softly in reply, their fingertips tracing lazy, nonsensical patterns across Sare’s skin. Sare’s own hands trailed up and down the strong muscles of Av’s back, feeling the rapid thud of Av’s heart against her own chest. Although Av was right, and their lives would change tomorrow, they would lose this privacy and the safe cocoon of isolation they had created for themselves within these four walls, Sare couldn’t mourn its loss too much. Not really. For while they were giving that up, they were gaining something much more precious. The chance to give Iola a happy life, safety, and security was something Sare would never pass up. Yes, their lives would look different, but different didn’t necessarily mean worse. In this case, it meant creating the family Sare had never known she was looking for.

Av shifted, the air cool against Sare’s skin where it was suddenly exposed, and she propped herself up on her elbows, watching as Av stood beside the bed.

“Where are you going?” Sare asked, curious as to where would be considered any better than the position they were in just a moment ago.

“To the bathroom.”

“Hmm.” Sare dropped back down, not yet fully recovered enough to contemplate moving anyway. “You should stay in bed.”

“I could,” Av retorted as they reached the door. “Or, you could join me and we could make use of the shower one last time before we lose privileges to the teenage girl moving in tomorrow.”

“I’m coming!” Sare said as she scrambled off the bed, following Av’s throaty chuckle down the hallway.
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“So I was thinking we could go shopping this weekend. I know you still don’t have a lot of your own stuff, and while I’m sure you’re grateful for the hand-me-downs Jessie gave you, I want you to feel comfortable,” Sare said as she and Iola walked through the village.

Iola had moved in quickly, one of the advantages of not having many of her own belongings. Sare had noticed that all her things fitted in a small bag, and she regularly had to wash her clothes because she had so few.

“Yeah, if you want,” Iola said with a shrug, which Sare was quickly recognising as her go-to response when she was unsure as to whether agreeing was the right thing.

“Iola, sweets. You can’t keep wearing the same t-shirt and jeans every other day. Besides, I have no one to go shopping with. Av is terrible at it and just moans. It would be nice to have the day with you if you would like it.”

“I…I don’t know. I mean, I’ve never really done it before.”

“Well, I would love to take you and see if it’s something you enjoy. We could drive across to Leeds and spend the day in the city?”

“Yeah, okay then. If you’re sure?”

“Absolutely.” Sare smiled, holding the door open for Iola now they had reached the cafe. “Why don’t you find a table, and I’ll go order?”

Sare stood at the counter waiting to be served, pondering which sweet treat Iola would like today. This had quickly become a ritual of theirs over the past week or so; after finishing her lessons, Iola would walk across to Sare’s office, where she would sit and do her homework for an hour while Sare worked. They would then walk into the village, grabbing a drink and something to eat, Sare asking about Iola’s day while they waited for Av to finish work.

Smiling at the server when it was her turn, Sare ordered Iola’s usual hot chocolate and decided on a slice of lemon and blueberry sponge for her, before adding her own herbal tea to the order. The server started to fulfill her order, and Sare turned back to find out where Iola was sitting when a violent wave of anger rose in her. Striding across the cafe, she stopped behind Iola, a protective hand immediately seeking her shoulder as she glared at the woman talking to her.

“What do you want, Prim?”

“Seraphine. I was just introducing myself to the newest member of our Coven.”

“Stay away from her.”

“Surely that’s not the attitude the Academy would want one of their staff to have when introducing a new Mage?”

“I’m not speaking as a member of the Academy. I’m speaking as her guardian.”

“Her guardian? And what does Avani think of this?”

“Who’s Avani? Oh, do you mean Av?” Iola asked.

“Yes, she does,” Sare replied through gritted teeth.

“Kind of shitty not to recognise their chosen name,” Iola muttered, loud enough for both Prim and Sare to hear. Sare struggled to hold back the grin of pride at the comment.

“I shall call my daughter whatever I see fit. Not that it is any business of yours. You are a child, one who does not know the relationship I have with Avani, and you will do well to not make a scene if you wish to stay here,” Prim said.

“She’s staying. And Av has no problem with my guardianship of Iola since they are also her guardian.”

“Excuse me?”

“And Iola is also aware and fully supportive of Av’s life, which is more than can be said for you.”

“You are both caring for this girl? I struggle to believe that the rest of the Elders think this is a good idea.”

“Why? We can offer her a stable environment, support her, and teach her what she needs to know.”

“You call your ill-advised relationship a stable environment? No, this is just something you’ve talked Avani into. I must go speak to her before she makes any more mistakes.”

Prim turned, clearly troubled by the news and determined that, once again, she would have some influence over Av.

“Feel free. I know you will anyway, so there’s really no point in me trying to stop you. But you won’t make a difference. This is what we both want.”

“Avani will be home soon,” Prim said to herself more than anyone else.

“No, they won’t. Well, not at the cottage anyway. They’ve moved in with me, along with Iola.”

Sare watched as Prim opened and closed her mouth in disbelief, clearly unsure of what to say. Sare felt a little bit of smug satisfaction rise in her that she had finally managed to render the great Primrose Moss speechless. With a final indignant huff, Prim strode out of the cafe, leaving a satisfied Sare staring after her in her wake.

“You enjoyed that far too much,” Iola said from beside her. Sare looked down to find a mischievous grin thrown in her direction.

“Yes. Maybe I did.”

“Is that what she’s like all the time?”

Sare sighed, noticing that the server had come over with their order. She smiled and thanked them before taking a seat. “Yes, unfortunately so.”

“Wow. Av had told me what she was like, but I don’t think I’d quite realised how awful she is. Does she just always ignore Av’s identity like that?”

“Yes,” Sare replied. She knew Av had spoken to Iola about their mother but was still cautious about overstepping their boundaries.

“How do they deal with that? I mean, I think they’re amazing anyway, but to deal with that shit your whole life and still be who they are today… They’re fucking awesome.”

Oh. Sare needn’t have worried after all. Of course Iola would see the positive in Av’s experience; it wasn’t that she was concerned about Iola’s reaction, just that she wanted to know more. But she’d forgotten for a moment that this was Iola she was talking to, the residual habit of needing to defend Av clouding her vision.

“You know, it means a lot to them that you’re so accepting.”

“It's not a big deal. I don’t get why people are so hung up on these things anyway. Surely, it’s just better to live your life as you want and be happy than trying to please everyone else. People, including Av’s mother, need to get over themselves.” Iola took a bite of her cake before looking back at Sare. “Can I ask a question, though?”

“Of course. Although I will tell you if it’s something I think you should ask Av rather than myself.”

“Sure. So, Av seems super happy as themself, but it must still bother them some days. Like, I can’t imagine getting up in the morning and seeing myself in a way that is different from how I feel. Do they, like, have ways of showing when they’re having one of those days?”

“I… Yes.” Sare was taken aback by the sheer level of consideration and thought Iola was showing. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m living in their house now. Well, your house. And I want to make sure I’m respectful of that. Plus, I don’t know, maybe if I can spot them, I can help.”

Sare leant forward and cupped Iola’s cheek in her palm. “You are the sweetest girl I’ve ever met.” She ignored the blush spreading across Iola’s face at the compliment. “But yes, you are right. If Av is having a particularly dysphoric day, they will tend to be a little quieter and withdrawn. But the biggest tell is the fact they will hide their body. They’ll tend to wear baggy clothes which mask their shape.”

“Okay.” Iola seemed to think about the information for a moment. “What can I do if that is the case?”

“You really want to know this? To help them this much?”

“Yes. Why wouldn’t I?” Iola sighed. “Both of you have treated me more like family than anyone I’ve ever known. I’ve never felt like you’ve looked at me like just someone who will be gone soon or an inconvenience that has been dumped on them. And it’s a strange feeling, but I guess I just want to show the same respect to you two.” Iola looked down, seemingly uncertain of herself all of a sudden. “I gave up on there being good people in this world a long time ago. You and Av have shown me I was wrong. I…I just want to make sure they’re happy.”

“Oh, sweets,” Sare said, leaning in and taking Iola’s hand in hers. How anyone could not want this sweet, loving girl in their lives was something Sare could not comprehend. For someone who had been let down so many times, she had such a big heart. Yes, it was closed off, and Sare could understand that, but the fact she had the capacity to care so deeply, even after everything, still amazed her. “You have no idea the happiness you’ve brought to both our lives. We honestly thought we had everything we wanted, but you bring us so much joy and love we never realised we were missing. Please, never doubt the difference you’ve made to our lives.” Iola nodded with tears in her eyes. “How about we finish up here, grab something for Av, and then make our way home? We can talk some more tonight if you want? I think some of this would be better coming from Av, but mainly, I think they would really love hearing how much you care about them.”

“Sure,” Iola replied. “Av said they had a craving for chocolate yesterday. Maybe some chocolate fudge cake would be good?”

“Sounds perfect, sweets.”
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“That kid is fucking amazing,” Av said, flopping down onto the bed with an exaggerated breath.

The evening had been spent discussing all manner of things, starting with Av explaining how they came to realise they were non-binary, how it made them feel, and how best Iola could help on the difficult days before moving on to what Av and Sare could do for Iola. It was a surprisingly easy conversation considering the weight of the topic, and Av was quickly coming to the conclusion that that was because of Iola; for someone who had been through so much hardship in her short life, she had a tremendous capacity for love and understanding. It was becoming clear that Iola had built up a hard exterior after being let down so many times, and Av could understand that, but now she was being shown respect and understanding, her natural tendency to care, once benign, was allowed to shine through.

“Funny, she said the same about you,” Sare replied, closing her book and rolling onto her side to watch them.

“Really? What have I done?”

“You mean apart from making her feel welcome, loved and wanted?”

Av scoffed. Those were things a lot of people in the Coven had done over the past few weeks to varying degrees. It didn’t answer why Av had been singled out.

“The reason we had the conversation about you at all today was because Prim tried to talk to Iola.”

“What?” Av felt an unprecedented wave of rage rise within them. What in Goddess’ name could their mother want to say to Iola?

“Calm down, Braveheart,” Sare said softly, her hand reassuringly squeezing their own. “She didn’t say anything to upset her. I made sure of that. But it turns out I wasn’t entirely needed to jump to her aid after all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Iola told your mother that she thought it was, and I quote, ‘kind of shitty’ not to recognise your chosen name.”

A wide grin spread across Av’s face, one they didn’t even try to hide. “She did not?”

“She did. And I’m fairly certain if Prim had carried on with any of her usual insults, Iola wouldn’t have hesitated to step up and defend you.”

“And that’s how you got onto talking about it? About me?”

“Yes.” Sare’s eyes met their own, those cerulean depths swirling with love they knew now was felt for Iola as well as Av. “She says it’s to be respectful, and I don’t doubt that that is part of it. But more so, it is because you have given her so much love that she feels it back for you.”

Av leant forward and kissed Sare’s forehead. “Thank you.”

“What are you thanking me for?” Sare mumbled into Av’s bare shoulder where she had pressed her face.

“For bringing her into our lives. I know I was hesitant about you going to find her, and that was only because I was worried for you. But if you hadn’t been so adamant it had to be you, then she wouldn’t be here with us now. She’s the greatest gift the Goddess could have blessed us with.”

“I know, my love.” Sare pressed a kiss into Av’s arm before looking up at them. “Unfortunately, though, it also means your mother knows that Iola is living with us. And that you are both living here.”

Av shrugged. “Let her know, I don’t care. If she has something to say, no doubt she will say it, but I honestly couldn’t care less.” Av cupped Sare’s cheek, pulling her in for a chaste kiss. “I have everything I need right here. No one can ruin that for me.”
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The knock on the door to the office broke him from his train of thought, looking up from the computer screen he had spent the best part of an hour staring at.

“Come in.”

He watched as the door opened, an older man entering the room. He could tell by the way the man shifted uncomfortably on his feet that he was not about to deliver the news he had been demanding for the past four weeks.

“Baldwin, tell me you have good news. Although I suspect from your cowardly and weak entrance, you do not.”

“Brother Hopkins, we are trying our best, but the girl seems to have vanished.”

“While these abhorrent violations against nature are powerful, I have yet to hear of one who can simply disappear. She must be somewhere. Do you have anything useful to tell me?”

“M-maybe.”

“Well?”

“We tried to search through her records again to see if there was anything which we may have missed which could have given us another lead, but…well…”

“Spit it out, for God’s sake, man!”

“There’s nothing.”

“Then how is that news?” he snarled.

“No, Brother. You misunderstand me. What I mean is, there are no records.”

Brother Hopkins froze, his eyes widening at the statement delivered with such finality. “Nothing? How is that possible?”

“A-as you know, we found her last time because there was a Brother who had contacts within the system who had heard rumours. Finding the girl was relatively quick after that, and we never looked any further into her previous records once we had located her. We thought it might be prudent to search again, except when we did, there were no records. It was as if she had simply been wiped from existence.”

He stood from his desk, the chair scraping across the hardwood floor. He caught Baldwin wincing at the sound; he was always a weak man, jumpy and unsure of himself. Baldwin was intelligent, yes, and he had impeccable skills in searching through information to find answers, but when it came to showing responsibility or confidence, he was severely lacking. But his aptitude for digging into the details and finding the secrets people best left buried made him an irritatingly necessary asset to his team. While his weak and timid nature disgusted Hopkins, he couldn’t deny that without him, they would never have gotten this close to catching the girl in the first place. Personality differences aside, though, Hopkins had much bigger problems to deal with, like a missing witch who had been stolen from right under his nose.

He walked over to the drinks trolley, which stood in the corner of the room, casually pouring himself a large measure of whiskey before turning back to Baldwin. “So what are you implying, Baldwin?”

“I…I..”

“Speak up, you insolent little man, and say what we both know to be true!”

“S-someone is hiding her,” Baldwin stuttered.

“We knew that much. But what this tells us is that someone has power in places which can literally erase her from history.” Hopkins sauntered over to Baldwin, so close he could practically feel the man tremble in front of him. The rush of power it sent through him was incomparable. While Baldwin was weak-willed, it really did something for his ego when he had him quivering like this. “Find her, Baldwin. And find whoever is hiding her.”

“Y-yes, Brother.”

Hopkins pushed Baldwin back with a finger to his chest, grinning when it knocked his already shaky centre of balance off, and the man stumbled backwards. He walked away, stopping at the window to take in the city skyline, which was just falling into silhouette as the early summer sun disappeared behind the tall buildings, breathing out a heavy sigh. While Baldwin was good, they were in unchartered waters. Not in decades had any of them experienced more than the one isolated witch in any single interaction, let alone a group of them. And because of that, they had always had the upper hand. The powers that be were breathing down his neck to find the girl and those that had taken her from under their noses. Failure of this magnitude was not looked upon lightly, and Hopkins knew one wrong move could spell the end of his so far rapid rise through the ranks.

Turning back around, he slid open the top drawer of his desk, pulling out the burner phone he kept there for calls like this one he was about to make. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and he was wise and duplicitous enough to keep a few secrets tucked in his back pocket for moments exactly like this. He took another sip of his whiskey as he waited for the call to connect.

“It’s Hopkins. I need a favour.”
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Iola sat under the willow tree in the courtyard of the Academy, sheltering from the early June sun, leaning back against the wall which Sare had informed her was the one Av had knocked down. Av had told her the full story a few nights ago about the fact Prim, angry that Av was considering leaving the Coven to go to university, had instigated another argument about it before Av had left for school. Furious, Av took out their frustrations during one of their classes, and when the teacher had asked Av to practice a simple earth tremor, their anger had taken over. Av, furious and frustrated, had ignored the pleas of their teacher to calm and centre themself, instead creating a mini earthquake. The tremors were stopped from reaching too far by the magickal barrier that surrounded the Academy, but the small wall along the far edge of the courtyard had been reduced to a pile of bricks. Iola found herself sitting by it most days; something about the fact it was so deeply connected with Av drawing her to it. It imbued her with a sense of calm, especially since she was still adjusting to being the new kid at the Academy. While people had been relatively friendly, there was still a sense of uncertainty around her. It wasn’t a feeling Iola was completely new to; she was used to being the strange kid who appeared from nowhere. Except this time, there was magick involved. And Iola really wasn’t planning on disappearing this time.

“Hey, Iola.”

Iola looked up, recognising the voice that greeted her. She was a little surprised; since their first encounter when Iola had told him to fuck off, Axel hadn’t really spent much time trying to get to know her. She wasn’t surprised because she hadn’t exactly endeared herself to him and his friends, but she also wasn’t going to take any of his attitude for the sake of one more person to speak to.

“What do you want?”

“Woah, I was just coming over to say hi. No need to bite my head off.”

“I’m busy, Axel. And I don’t really do bullshit, so I just want to get to the point.”

“Cool. I like that. You know, not taking any shit from people. It’s refreshing. Everyone here is so…”

“So what?” Iola asked, still looking unimpressed.

Axel dropped down to sit next to Iola. “Everyone here is a sheep. They just follow what Emmot and the other teachers say without using their own brains to decide what’s best for them.”

“Like you do?”

“Well, someone’s got to speak up, right?”

“Mmhmm, sure,” Iola muttered as she went back to looking at her book.

“So, we were wondering if you wanted to come hang out tonight?”

Iola didn’t even need to think about her answer. “No thanks.”

“Oh, come on. I know we kind of got off on the wrong foot—”

“Slight understatement.”

“But I thought we could start over.”

“That’s it?” Iola asked.

“That's what?” Axel replied, a frown on his face.

“The wrong foot you mentioned was basically you being an insensitive jerk. And you’re not going to mention it any further. No apology?”

“Isn’t that what I’m doing now?”

“Funny, I don’t remember hearing the words ‘I’m sorry’.” Iola shrugged. “Thanks for the invite, but no thanks.”

“What’s up, Emmot got you on a curfew? Wouldn’t surprise me. Does she have a stick up her ass at home as much as she does here?” Axel quipped as he stood up, looking down on her with a look that just oozed self-righteousness. Clearly, he wasn’t used to being told no, his manner going from blasé to defensive in a matter of seconds.

“Fuck off, Axel.” Iola had quickly turned from mildly irritated by his presence to a simmering rage. Not only was he a jerk who thought it was fair game to ask insensitive questions but also to insult the people Iola was close to.

“Can’t imagine it’s much fun living with her. But then again, I guess anything’s better than nothing,” Axel said, shoving his hands in his pockets and rocking back on his heels with an arrogance that made Iola feel sick.

“What’s that meant to mean?”

“Just that you must have had some shitty luck if living with Witch Bitch Emmot and her freak of a girlfriend is the best you can do.”

Iola threw her book to the ground and jumped to her feet, fists clenched in rage. “Shut your mouth!”

“Then again, maybe that’s the attraction. Bunch of freaks together," he said as he shrugged, casually taking a step backwards.

Iola took a step closer, that instinctive need to defend roaring to life inside of her. “Say that again, I dare you!”

“Gladly. I mean, everyone’s thinking it. Who else would take in the freak who doesn’t even know where she came from?”

Flames shot up in front of Iola, and Axel leapt back out of their path, hands coming up in a mocking placating manner. “Steady there. Don’t want to disappoint Mummy.”

“Fuck you, Farrow.”

Axel leant forward, his voice lowering slightly with a smirk. “Then again, no doubt you’ll get off with it. If any of us pulled that shit, we’d be hauled in front of the Head. But I bet you won’t.”

Iola felt another burst come from her, this time flaring out around her feet as if her magick was stomping in anger. At this outburst, Iola took a step back, putting some distance between her and Axel, the only way she could think of gaining any control. Bending down to scoop up her discarded book and bag, she was about to walk away when Axel spoke again.

“Good idea. Walk away. We wouldn’t want you to lose control and burn anything down again.”

Iola turned slowly, glaring at Axel. “What did you say?”

“Nothing. Just that rumour is the last time you were pissed, you burnt down a house and killed everyone in it. Is that true?”

Iola dropped her bag, lunging at Axel and knocking him to the ground. She could feel the heat in her body, fighting to break free, but something was holding it back this time, the tiny thought of Sare in the back of her mind preventing it from really being let loose. Instead, she raised her fist and brought it down in the direction of Axel’s face. Before it could connect, a hand gripped around her wrist, halting its trajectory.

“Iola!”

Iola balked at the sound of Sare’s voice behind her, and all she could hear was her own sharp breaths.

“Iola,” Sare said, a little softer this time, “leave him alone.”

Iola felt a gentle tug on her wrist, and after a second of tense resistance, her body relaxed, allowing Sare to pull her back. Iola dropped to her knees on the grass when Sare released her.

“All of you, back to class!” There was a quiet murmuring around them, and Iola hung her head in a feeble attempt to hide herself, breathing in deeply through her nose. “Now!” Sare shouted at a tone and volume Iola had never heard before. It made her flinch.

Long minutes passed, Iola still staring at the ground, hot tears pooling in her eyes. She could hear Sare talking to someone a few feet away before a long shadow passed over her.

“Iola…” Sare said quietly.

Iola sniffed, wiping the back of her hand across her face to try and hide the fact she had been crying, refusing to look in Sare’s direction. She heard a sigh before Sare crouched down in front of her.

“Iola, sweets. I’m sorry, but you need to go see the Head.”

“Yeah.” Iola pushed up off the ground, walking away from Sare to gather her things.

“Iola, wait—”

"It’s fine. I know how this goes.”

“No, you don’t. What you did was wrong, but…I have no doubt that Axel probably said something to provoke you.”

“They always do. Doesn’t make a difference—it’s still me who’s in the wrong. It’s still me who has to leave.”

“No one’s going to make you leave, Iola.”

“Sure, if you say so,” Iola said with a shrug before walking away, trying to ignore the gaping hole of guilt and shame opening in her chest.
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“She punched him?” Av said, shock and disbelief lacing their tone.

“No. She nearly did. I have no doubt if I was only a couple of seconds later, Axel Farrow would have an absolute killer black eye.”

“I don’t understand. What happened?”

“The Head spoke to some of the other students, and apparently, Axel had been provoking Iola. Iola lost control of her powers and sent a trail of fire towards him, but it didn’t stop him. In the end, she just threw herself at him and pinned him to the ground.”

“Fuck,” Av muttered. Sare took a long swig of the glass of wine she had poured, watching Av take in everything she had just told them. “What did the Head say?”

“Axel has been given a week’s suspension, considering his warning from the megaphone incident was still standing. Iola’s free periods are being revoked for the next week, and a week of Headteachers detentions.”

“How is she?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t come to my office after school like usual but came straight home instead and has been in her bedroom ever since.”

“You’ve not spoken to her about it?”

“No.” Sare sighed, running her fingers through her long, black hair. “To be honest, I’m at a loss. I want to reassure her everything is okay, but likewise, she can’t go around hitting people.”

“No, and I don’t think anyone is saying she should. I’m fairly sure the Head will have told her that. But Sare, the girl spent her whole life defending herself, waiting for the next thing to go wrong. She needs to know we don’t judge her for this."

Sare growled, angry at herself as she let her head fall into her hands. “You’re right.” She looked up at Av. “Of course you’re right. I’ll go speak to her.”

“Let’s do it together, show her that we’re still here for her, yeah?” Av said, holding out their hand.

Sare let Av lead her upstairs, the feel of their fingers in between her own giving her the calm she had been missing since her secretary had burst into her office to tell her Iola was fighting in the courtyard.

“Hey, Iola,” Av said, knocking gently before pushing open the door. “Can we come in?”

“Sure,” Iola said, her voice clearly full of tears even though she was obviously doing her hardest to sound unbothered.

Sare felt Av guide her forward, encouraging her to take the lead on the conversation. Sare knew why; it was her, after all, who had brought Iola to the Coven, her whom Iola had first connected with, and her, unfortunately, who had stopped Iola from punching Axel.

“Iola, sweets. I’m sorry I haven’t come and spoken to you earlier.”

“It’s fine. I get it. But you really don’t have to worry. I know how this goes.”

“H-how do you think this goes?” Sare asked.

“I’ve fucked up. It’s not the first time. And I know you don’t have somewhere to send me back to, but if you give me a couple of hours, I’ll be gone.”

“Iola…no.”

A gentle hand on Sare’s shoulder drew her attention, and she looked up at Av, who nodded towards the wardrobe door. There, sitting on the floor, was Iola’s rucksack, clearly packed with some of her clothes. Iola thought she was being kicked out. Sare’s heart cracked at the thought, and she looked up at Av, seeing her own hurt reflected in Av’s teary eyes.

“Iola, sweets…why is your bag packed?” Sare knew the answer, but she couldn’t comprehend it. She needed to hear it from Iola herself.

Iola played with the cuffs of her hoodie, pulling it over her hands nervously in a habit that reminded Sare so much of Av.

“I know I don’t have the right to ask anything, but I was hoping I could stay for a couple of hours. Just until the bus to Leeds is due, and then I can—”

“No.”

Iola looked up at Sare, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Oh. Okay. Then I’ll—”

Iola went to move off the bed, but Sare’s hand shot out, wrapping around her wrist. “No. You’re not going anywhere. Iola…” She sighed, closing her eyes for a moment, feeling her own tears falling down her face. “You don’t have to leave, sweets. We’re not asking you to leave.”

“Y-you’re not?”

“No, sweets.” Sare shuffled closer to Iola, slipping her hand from where it was still gripped around her wrist, instead wrapping around Iola’s fingers. She could feel her shaking in her grasp, and she ran her thumb over her knuckles in an attempt to soothe her. “Yes, you made a mistake. But that doesn’t mean we’re just giving up on you.”

“What? You don’t want me to leave?”

“No, of course not. Goddess, Iola, I’m sorry that you think that. That me not coming to you sooner made you think that you weren’t wanted. But you are.” Sare looked over her shoulder, silently asking for Av to help her. Av understood, coming to sit on the bed beside Iola and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Sare watched as Iola leant against them, some tension still evident as if she was expecting it to all be a misunderstanding. “I made a mistake, Iola. I was so busy trying to keep a balance between being your teacher and being your guardian that I forgot when I came home, I’m not the former anymore. I should have come to you as soon as I got home, not waited, worrying what to say to you.”

“You really don’t want me to go?”

“No, sweets. Absolutely not. This is new for all of us, and I’m sorry I made you believe that we wouldn’t want you here anymore.”

“It’s okay.” Iola sniffed. “I’m kind of used to it now.”

“It’s not okay, Iola,” Av then said. “I’m sorry that it’s happened to you so many times it’s become your default, but we’re not like that.”

“I really am sorry that I lost it with Axel. He was just saying some really cruel things—”

“We know. You made a mistake, and so did we. We’re all learning from this.”

Sare watched as Iola’s body fully folded into Av’s as if she was admitting defeat and accepting what Sare and Av were saying. Her eyes fluttered closed, and Sare could see just how tired she really was. Av ran their fingers through Iola’s hair, and she let out another long sigh.

Sare placed a hand on Iola’s knee, and exhausted eyes pulled themselves up to look at her. “Do you want to tell us what happened?”

“You don't know?”

“No. All I was told was that he was provoking you.”

“He…it was nothing. Not really.” Sare could see that Iola was worried about telling them the truth. But she didn’t want her to be. The last thing she wanted Iola to feel was that she had to keep secrets. Sare looked at Av, and Av raised their eyebrows, silently communicating that they had come to the same conclusion.

“Iola, babe, whatever he said, you can tell us,” Av said, trying to reassure her.

“He called you a freak,” Iola said quietly, burying her face into Av’s chest again. “And called Sare a bitch.”

“Sweetheart, that’s nothing we haven’t heard before. But I’m sorry he said it to you,” Av reassured Iola. Av was right; they’d both dealt with their fair share of abuse, usually from Prim, although it wasn’t so direct. A wave of anger rose within her at the fact that a child had said it, though, that Prim’s bigoted and outdated views were shared by one of her students. And that Iola had been subjected to hearing it.

“I tried to walk away, but then he said…” Iola’s voice drifted off, and she buried herself further into Av’s shoulder.

“Iola, babe, what did he say?” Av gently ran their fingers through Iola’s hair. Sare couldn’t help the small smile that the image of Av comforting the child before her evoked.

“He knew. About the home.”

Sare wasn’t expecting that. A swell of rage rose up inside her at the fact that the information had somehow become common knowledge. There were only a handful of people in the Coven who knew Iola’s past, and to find out that it had been spoken about, potentially gossiped about, made her furious. Iola was still a child, one who had a hard enough life up until this point as it was, even without her recent discovery about her lineage. Sare had promised her that the Coven was a safe place for her; to find out that someone had potentially taken that away, unwittingly broken the promise she had made to her—she felt herself tense at the emotion welling up inside her.

The subtle clearing of Av’s throat had her coming back into the room, finding Av’s sympathetic yet pleading gaze on her, communicating everything she needed to hear without words. Sare took a deep breath, knowing that she could vent her anger another time when Iola wasn’t around. Right now, Iola needed the stability and reassurance of herself and Av, not a knee-jerk reaction.

“What did he say about it?” Av continued once they were clearly satisfied that Sare was under control.

“Apparently, people think I set it on fire and killed everyone. But I didn’t, I promise! No one got hurt!”

“We know, sweets,” Sare reassured her, trying to stop her from spiralling any further. “I checked when you first arrived. There was no one hurt and no major damage, okay?”

“You did? You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. You know my friend I told you about? The one who was helping keep you safe? I had her check. I had a feeling you might need to know one day, and I wanted to be able to tell you the truth.”

Iola nodded, her body coiling in on itself as the last ounce of energy left her. “Okay. Thank you.”

“Anytime, sweets.” Sare pushed herself up and crawled up the bed, coming to sit on the other side of Iola, smiling softly when the young girl practically fell into her arms.

“I’m sorry.”

“I know you are. These things will happen. Just promise me you’ll try and remember we’re here for you and not going anywhere. And if anyone else says anything like that again, I want you to try and walk away and come tell Av or myself, okay?” She felt Iola nod against her, happy with the non-verbal response, knowing just how drained she must feel. “How about we order some food and spend the evening in front of the TV? I’ll even let you choose one of those Goddess-awful shows you and Av like so much.”

“They are not awful,” Av mumbled half-heartedly, and Sare chuckled softly at the comment, looking over to see Av snuggled tightly into Iola’s other side.

“Yeah, sounds good,” Iola replied wearily, although Sare imagined it wouldn’t be long before the events of the day caught up with her, and she’d be fast asleep.

“I’ll go order dinner,” Av said softly, extracting themself from the three-way embrace, Sare sending them a grateful smile.

Sare ran her fingers through Iola’s soft hair, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as she let the young girl rest. There was nothing more which needed to be said in this moment, both too emotionally fraught and exhausted from the events of the day, and Sare’s own guilt at her part in it lay heavy in her chest.

She knew bringing Iola into their lives wasn’t ever going to be easy, knew that it would be an adjustment for them all, but the relative smoothness of the past few weeks had allowed her to fall into a false sense of security. She needed to do better, for Iola and for the rest of her family, but Sare was at a loss as to how. Iola had undoubtedly heard the words which Axel had so senselessly thrown at her countless times, and while Sare and Av could reassure Iola that she was wanted, she knew that no matter the intention, or how many times it was said, the pain of being abandoned would have a vice-like grip around her heart for years to come. Acceptance that Iola was loved and cared about would only come when Iola was ready, her own past ringing in her ears reminding her of the fact. All Sare and Av could do was ensure they provided Iola with the environment which backed up their claims.

Sare distantly thought that maybe this was something which Av was innately better at than Sare, if this afternoon was anything to judge by. But then she reminded herself she needed to not be so harsh on herself; this was an adjustment to the roles which she had so long ago established for herself. She may be a caring teacher, always striving to be someone who was approachable and kind in their manner, but being a teacher wasn’t the same as being a parent. She needed to remember that where Iola was concerned, her love and responsibility to her came first, not the need to remain impartial or professional at the Academy.

If anything, she suddenly realised she had taken a step back, but in the wrong direction. No one was expecting her to be the best at either role, but if she had to choose which meant more to her, there was no question. Iola was a gift she never expected, and in the most precious form. And she would do everything, in her actions and her words, to ensure that she could show Iola that was the case.
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Iola made her way down the main street, heading towards Atticus’ house. Av and Sare were working later today, and so rather than sitting at home on her own stewing in her own thoughts, she had decided to visit Atticus in the hope that his ever-present civility would give her a much-needed pick-me-up. Ahead, she recognised a group of girls from the Academy, and she quickly ducked her head and crossed the road, avoiding the need to walk past them. She’d gotten used to the increase in stares and whispered words since the incident in the courtyard last week, but it was nothing she hadn’t been through before. She had grown up being the outsider, the black sheep, the one who was always gossiped about.

She had avoided most people since the fight, choosing to distance herself. It was for a number of reasons. Firstly, if she didn’t speak to anyone, she couldn’t get in trouble. But also, the sense of isolation and feeling of not fitting in had only grown in the past week. No one wanted to be friends with the kid who tried to set another kid on fire, even if it was by accident. So Iola kept to herself, more than happy with her own company. The only person remotely near her age who was interested in speaking to her was Jessie, who was nineteen and, therefore, no longer went to the Academy. But she still had more than she’d ever had before, even if her small circle only consisted of Av Sare, Atticus, and Jessie. It was more than enough for Iola.

Turning the corner, she was too busy trying to appear invisible that she didn’t see the person coming the other way until it was too late, instead colliding with them so hard it knocked her back a step.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she apologised, only then looking up to see who she had walked into, her own feelings of self-pity disappearing in a flash to be replaced with a simmering anger.

“No harm done, dear. Although maybe watch where you’re going in the future.”

“Yes…well, sorry again,” Iola muttered, stepping to the side to continue past Prim, wanting to be away from the woman as quickly as possible. Something about her made her feel uneasy, especially the stories she had heard about her treatment of Av and Sare. She was stopped when a hand wrapped around her wrist, and she tried not to flinch at the unwelcome contact.

“How are you settling in, dear?”

“Fine, thank you,” Iola answered, aware she shouldn’t appear rude.

“Oh, really? I heard you had some trouble with some of the other students.”

“It was nothing.”

“I would hardly call trying to set another student alight nothing.”

Iola spun around fully, jaw clenched at the fact that Prim was willing to judge her. “You weren’t there, so you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Prim took a step closer, a calculating look on her face hidden behind her sickly smile. “I would be careful how you talk to people, dear. Seraphine may have saved you this time, but there’s only so many second chances you’ll be awarded. And it wouldn't be seen as a good thing if it was reported that you’re being disrespectful to the more well-regarded members of this Coven.”

All thoughts of being civil for the ease of it disappeared at Prim’s words. “Well-regarded? You? You’re just a bigot and a bully.”

“Ah, ah. I’d think twice before you say anything. I mean, who would they believe? You, an unwanted, abandoned child who can’t control her magick and who could bring danger to the Coven? Or me, who has grown up here, lived here, given birth to one of the Coven Elders, and only wants what the Goddess deems fit for our Coven?”

Iola seethed at the thinly veiled threat Prim was throwing her way. Even though she knew that Prim didn’t really have that much sway within the Coven, she also knew that, between the two of them, there was a good chance she would be the one who would be punished. It had always been that way. The adults always won, and Iola and her opinions were disregarded. Her shoulders sank as she silently admitted defeat.

“That’s right. You know, if you were in any way respectful of this Coven and cared for Avani just as much as you claim, you would want to keep her safe. All of us safe. And you know the only way to do that, don’t you, dear?”

“I’m not leaving. Av wants me here,” Iola said, hearing the uncertainty even in her own voice. Even though Av and Sare had made their feelings clear, that tiny flicker of self-doubt didn’t need much fuel before it started shouting at her that she just wasn’t worth it.

“She says that now because she’s just too kindhearted and soft. But even she has her limits. And she has her duty to theCcoven.”

“They wouldn’t—”

“If you say so.” Prim took a step back, slipping back into her faux-cheerful persona and finally releasing Iola’s wrist. “Have a good evening, Iola.”
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“How was school?”

Av looked over at Iola as they asked the question, trying to gauge her reaction. She had been quiet ever since she had got home from spending time with Pops, and while she had been more subdued in the week since the fight, Av had seen a slight improvement in her mood as the days passed. They thought that spending a couple of hours with Atticus would at least sustain the improvement, but if anything, Iola seemed worse. This evening, Iola seemed withdrawn, more akin to the girl who first arrived nearly six weeks ago rather than the one Av had witnessed flourishing.

“Fine.” Iola shrugged, not looking up from her plate.

“You sure? You seem a bit lost in your own head tonight.”

“Yeah, just tired, you know.”

“No one’s giving you trouble at school, are they? Axel’s friends?” Av was aware that even though Axel was suspended, and he was most definitely the ringleader, his friends wouldn’t necessarily leave Iola alone.

“No. Unsurprisingly, they aren’t as tough when he’s not around.”

Av huffed a laugh out. “That’s good. How are your lessons going?”

“Good. Although maths is even more boring than before.”

“You don’t like maths?”

Iola shrugged. “It’s okay, but it’s not my strongest subject. And who wants to learn about algebra when you’ve got Basic Scrying right after it?”

Av smiled. “You enjoy scrying class?” Av was surprised; most young Mages found scrying to be frustrating unless they were naturally gifted at Divination.

“Yeah. I mean, it’s hard. But still, I think it’s cool. Yesterday, Miss Gargrave taught us how to use a mirror to scry. I couldn’t see anything, but neither could anyone else. I think I just like it because it’s different, you know. Something new. And in those classes, I’m learning new things at the same time as the other students.” Iola paused. “You were right; the other kids aren’t way ahead of me with their magick. It’s nice to feel like I’m on an even footing for once. Even if it is just failing to see an image in a mirror.”

“See, I told you. And it’s good that you’re not getting disheartened about it. Some adults can’t scry for shit. Just ask Sare.”

“Sare can’t scry?” Iola asked, and Av couldn’t help but laugh at the shocked look on her face.

“It’s never been one of her strengths, no. And I think some days she gets even more annoyed about it because her father was a Divinator. She definitely inherited more of her mother’s magick.” A sadness passed over Av at the thought of Sare and her history with her parents. Snapping themself out of it, Av plastered on a smile. “But there’s no need for everyone to be good at everything. It’s just like everything else in the world, each person has their strengths, and it’s the joining of them together that makes us a strong Coven.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Iola said thoughtfully.

Av went back to eating their dinner, sensing that Iola was done talking for the time being. They were just about to push another forkful of food into their mouth when they heard Iola speak up again, quieter than before. “Thanks, Av.”

Av put down their fork, looking back up at Iola. “For what, babe?”

“Just…for everything.” Av sensed there was far more behind what Iola wanted to say than just those few short words. But knowing how difficult it must be for her to open up, Av just smiled, taking what little piece of gratitude and love they had been given and letting it warm their heart.

“Finish your dinner,” Av said, not dwelling on what Iola had said so as not to make her uncomfortable. “And then, if you want, I’ll get my scry out and you can have a go?”

The resulting smile was one Av had missed sorely over the past week. “Awesome!”
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Hopkins sat at the bar, the room’s dim lighting and dark wood casting shadows around him as he wallowed in his persistent bad mood. Baldwin and the rest of his team had still come up with nothing which gave them any indication as to where the girl had disappeared to and the silence from the powers that be was telling. The only thing worse than being scolded and dragged in front of the higher echelons of the organisation was being shut out completely. No good ever came of their silence. It was usually an indication that the discussions were going somewhere that would not end well, especially for someone such as himself.

“Hopkins,” the man greeted him with a nod. “How are you?”

“Daniels,” he greeted back. “I’ve been better.”

“Hmm, I imagine you have. What are you drinking?” Daniels picked up and sniffed the drink in front of Hopkins, grimacing as he did so. “God, we can do better than that. Two measures of Pappy Van Winkle Family Reserve.”

“Pappy Van Winkle? I thought that was the stuff of legend.”

“It basically is—especially this 23-year reserve. They have a couple of bottles stashed here. I like to indulge myself once in a while.”

“Glad to see taxpayers hard-earned money being put to good use.”

“Exactly.” He smirked before raising his glass to tap at Hopkins’ before taking a sip. “So, you want to tell me how you lost a sixteen-year-old witch who was on their own in the middle of a remote woodland?”

Hopkins bristled. He knew that the incident was common knowledge between those in the know, but hearing his failure described so flippantly grated on his final, shredded nerve.

“She had help.”

“Yes. I’ve read your report.”

“Then you know what happened.”

“I do. But I also know that there must be more to it.” Daniels turned around so he was facing the room, leaning back on the bar. “You’re one of the fastest climbing Brothers in decades. You’ve managed to assemble the best of the best for your team. And yet, a sixteen-year-old gets the better of you. And now, you’re calling in favours from me. While I know your pride must have taken a hit with what happened, there must be something else.”

“They,” he looked around him. While there were more than a few fellow Brothers who frequented this social circle, not everyone was privy to them. “I think there was a Soothsayer.”

The man spluttered out a laugh. “Oh, please. You can’t be serious?”

“How else do you explain it? We’ve never had this problem before. As far as we know, they’re not out there randomly looking for their own kind. No one knew where the girl was; she’d had no visitors at the home before me in months, and then suddenly, they show up at the moment we’re about to capture her? The only way they could have known was if they had someone with foresight.”

He turned back around to the bar, leaning on his elbows as he studied Hopkins’ face closely. “You are serious?” Hopkins nodded. “Your report says they knocked your men out cold?”

“For six hours. And not one of them came any closer than twenty feet. How do you explain that, apart from the fact that they are even more powerful and dangerous than we gave them credit for?”

“This is…I mean, this is the stuff our forefathers spoke of.”

“I know. I’ve been looking through some of the old texts, and what my men described was shockingly similar to what was written in them. People who have the power to control others.”

“I honestly didn’t fully believe it when I read it.”

“I must admit, even I found it fanciful. But maybe we have underestimated them. We knew their bloodlines must still exist, but with the lack of reports of any real display of power for centuries, maybe we wrongly assumed they were weaker. When, in fact, I fear they’ve been just as clever as we have at hiding. This is the first time in decades, maybe even longer, we’ve ever had anything with more than one of them. A whole group of witches. And if I find her, I find them.”

“I think calling them clever is an understatement, considering your request. It took some digging to find what you were asking.”

Hopkins looked up, surprise pulling at his features. Even though he knew that his associate was the best person to find something, he was still doubtful as to whether he would. “But you did find something?”

Daniels pulled an envelope out of the inside breast pocket of his suit, sliding it across the bar. As Hopkins went to take it, he pushed hard against the wood of the bar, trapping the envelope in place.

“I need your assurance that this is a debt paid.”

Hopkins leant forward, whispering menacingly. “Your dirty little secret about what you did to that witch in Camden ten years ago will never be uttered.”

“Very well. Here. It’s probably longer than you anticipated, but I’m sure your man can filter through it fairly quickly.”

“Baldwin may be a weasel, but he’s good at what he does.”

“You really think someone has erased her old identity and given her a new one?”

“How else would you explain the sudden void of information which used to be present?”

The man nodded slowly, thoughtful in his consideration of what they were discussing. “If that is the case—”

“I know. That means they must have someone with the knowledge and access to be able to do it. And I intend to find out who. After I find the girl.”

“Very well. Until then, I shouldn’t need to remind you to tread carefully. There are a lot of eyes on you at the moment. People aren’t happy with what’s happened.”

“I’m aware,” Hopkins growled. “But I’m not going to let one small, insignificant girl ruin all my—our—hard work.”

“Good.” He threw back the last mouthful of his whiskey before turning to Hopkins again, holding out his hand. “It was good to see you again. Hopefully, next time, we will have something more positive to celebrate. Until then, Brother Hopkins.”

Hopkins clasped his hand and shook it firmly. “Until then, Brother Daniels. Oh, and congratulations on the promotion. Secretary of State for Justice suits you.”
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“Good morning, my sweet girls!” Av greeted as they waltzed into the kitchen, leaning down to press a kiss to Iola’s cheek before heading over to Sare.

“Urgh, it’s too early for this level of cheeriness,” Iola grumbled, shovelling another spoonful of cereal into her mouth. “How are you this happy, this early?” she asked, watching as Av leant in to give a kiss to Sare. Except this time, Sare turned around, and Av captured her lips in a lingering kiss. “Eww, please, I’m trying to eat my breakfast.”

Sare chuckled, turning to see the look of faux disgust on her face. “It’s the Summer Solstice. Av always gets ridiculously happy on it," she explained, passing a cup of coffee to Av before they sat down beside Iola.

“Why? I thought Beltane was your favourite because you get to fuck like rabbits and call it a celebration?”

Av spat their coffee out, choking at Iola’s words. Sare barked a laugh, both at Iola and at Av’s reaction, and how their face had turned a blissful shade of crimson.

“Are you okay there, my love?” she asked, chuckling, only feeling more joyful as she looked towards Iola and saw her grinning with pride and satisfaction at how she had made Av lose all composure.

“Yep. Yeah, fine,” Av wheezed.

“Clean up your mess,” Sare said, throwing a towel and hitting Av in the face with it, only to be met with another snort of laughter from Iola.

“Remind me next Beltane to keep this one on a short leash! She’s going to be trouble!” Av retorted, mopping up the coffee which had been sprayed across the dining table.

“Remind me why I’m up at the arse-crack of dawn today?” Iola asked.

Sare smiled, happy once again that Iola was taking such a keen interest in the activities of the Coven. Yesterday, they had spent the day with Atticus, Abe, Mary, and Jessie, setting up the handfasting circle ready for anyone who was planning to attend, the group sharing stories of previous Lithas, explaining to Iola in a relaxed way what today would entail. Mary and Abe told the story of their own handfasting. It was an open tradition that those who wanted to could be joined together on Litha, but unlike times gone by, it wasn’t the only time when it could happen. Sare remembered the snort of laughter from Atticus when Abe had reminded him of his own handfasting to Prim and how he had found Atticus hiding behind one of the sheds, swigging from a bottle of cider twenty minutes beforehand because his betrothed had turned into the Mage version of Bridezilla.

“It’s tradition for the Coven to welcome the Summer Solstice by watching the sunrise.”

“And then we watch the weddings…or handfastings or whatever they are?”

“Yes. No one is obliged to stay for the handfastings, but most people do since they are there anyway. I’ll be staying because Av is proceeding over them, but you don’t have to if you don’t want.”

“Oh no, I want to. And like you said, you’ve already dragged me out of bed, so what else am I going to do at five in the morning?”

“Once they’re over, the rest of the day will be free to spend however you want. Even if that’s going back to bed for a bit,” Sare said with a smile before looking over at Av, who raised their eyebrows at her in a silent prompt. “Listen, sweets. Today could get really overwhelming. It’s all new for you—”

“I know, and my magick could get stronger today, just like it did on Beltane. But you said that Litha isn’t usually a time when people get any real boost, and my powers also only really have flared up when I get super emotional. I’m really not worried too much because there’s going to be no drama today.”

“I know, but if you do feel overwhelmed or unsteady at any point—”

“Find you, Av, Abe, or Mary, I know. Honestly, I think Jessie and I might just be spending most of the day hanging out at hers once we’ve seen the handfastings. I think she’s kind of wanting to stay away from the crowds.”

Sare couldn’t help the melancholy smile which graced her face. She knew how much the last Sabbat had changed all their lives, but she was grateful that Iola and Jessie had struck up such a solid friendship. Jessie had always been a quieter person, with not many friends of her own, and Sare suspected it was partly because of her own power and the implications it could have. To know that Iola had found a kindred spirit in Jessie warmed her heart.

“Okay, I will stop lecturing you.”

“No, you won’t. But it’s fine. I get why you do it, and I appreciate it,” Iola said as she got up from the table, taking her breakfast bowl to the sink. Once her hands were empty, Av watched fondly as she threw one of them over Sare’s shoulder, bringing her in for a one-armed embrace before pressing a kiss to her cheek. “I’m going to get ready. I said I’d be around Jessie's in an hour.”

“You’re blushing,” Av said with a smirk once Iola had left the room.

“You spat your coffee all over the kitchen.”

“That kid’s going to keep us on our toes, isn’t she?”

“Yes. Yes, I think she is.”
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Av smiled as they said their goodbyes to the couple that had just handfasted, shoving their hands in their pockets as they strolled over the field towards where Sare, Iola, and Atticus were standing waiting. Today had gone without a hitch, and while that was expected, Av couldn’t deny that they had a moment of nervousness this morning when they had first woken. They had attended numerous handfastings over the years; it was one of their favourite things to be witness to, revelling in the joy of two people committing to each other, sharing and declaring their love in front of the Coven. But knowing that they were about to officiate one of them; it had left them feeling slightly nauseous. But then they had heard the gentle chatter and laughter drift from downstairs, despite the early start they had all had, the sound of Sare and Iola starting their day becoming so normal recently, and all those doubts had disappeared. Sare had always been a balm to their nerves, but now Iola was in their life as well, it was like nothing could touch them. What was the point in letting these things consume their thoughts when they had two wonderful people who supported and cared for them so resolutely? Even Prim seemed to have gotten the message lately; there hadn’t even been any retaliation from discovering Sare and Av were living together and with Iola. Life was starting to feel good, and Av wasn’t about to let anything ruin that. And while Sare had put their good mood down to it being the Solstice and wasn’t entirely wrong, it was most definitely more to do with the two people who greeted them when they entered the kitchen this morning.

“Congrats, Squirrel, you did an amazing job,” Atticus said as he greeted them, throwing an arm over their shoulder.

“Thanks, Pops. What did you think of your first handfasting, Io?”

“It was really lovely. I mean, I don’t have any experience of what it’s like compared to a normal wedding…” Iola screwed her face up, earning a chuckle from all of them. “That’s not what I meant.”

“It’s okay, babe. I know what you meant.”

“I’m off to find Abe, but I’ll see you tomorrow, beautiful girl?” Atticus asked in Iola’s direction.

“Yes!” Iola responded quickly.

“Where are you two off to tomorrow anyway?” Av asked curiously. They knew Iola and Atticus had plans; Iola was still unsure about making her own arrangements, asking Av and Sare’s permission for almost everything.

“We're off to Cayton. Iola’s never been to the coast, so I thought we’d go while we’re having such good weather. Now you’re too old to come to the seaside for an ice cream with your old man,” Atticus said with a teasing lilt in his voice before turning back to Iola. “I’ll pick you up at nine?”

“Sure! I can’t wait,” Iola said excitedly, leaning up and giving Atticus a kiss on the cheek before he left. “Okay, I’m going to find Jessie.”

“Okay, sweets. Be careful,” Sare said.

“Will do! You two should go have some fun!” Iola said as she backed away. “Although, don’t do anything I wouldn’t!”

Av chuckled before turning to Sare and holding out their hand in a silent invitation. Without hesitation, Sare linked her fingers with Av’s, sliding in close as they started to walk back towards the main group of people who were still gathered on the field. Av sighed, relishing in the few quiet moments they had together. While they wouldn’t change their life for anything, it had been undoubtedly hectic of late, and these silent moments between themself and Sare were a rarity now.

“Do you remember my first Litha here?” Sare asked quietly, breaking the silence.

“I…do.”

Av didn’t understand why Sare was asking. Her first Litha at Crow’s Nest wasn’t a happy memory for either of them. Sare had been tense for the entire visit, culminating on the day itself, as she stood ramrod straight throughout the handfasting ceremonies. The last blessing was barely uttered before she excused herself, leaving Av standing alone. Forty minutes later, and after searching every conceivable place where they thought Sare could be, they finally found her in the woods at the back of the Academy. Sare had looked up from where she was sitting against a tree as she heard Av approach, face stained with tears, and Av could remember the ache that tore through their heart at the sight.

Instead of pushing for an answer, Av merely sat down beside Sare and patiently waited until she was ready to explain. As it was, it didn’t take long, Sare apologising profusely for ruining Av’s day before telling them about how seeing so many happy couples handfasting had only served to remind her of her own parents. They had handfasted at Litha, and once their relationship had broken down past the point of repair, Litha had become a day of darkness in her home growing up. When Av asked why she had agreed to come, Sare said she had hoped that the happiness of a Litha in a different coven would lift some of the heaviness she associated with the celebration, while in fact, all it had caused was her to feel more sadness.

Av had felt guilty for asking Sare to attend at all, worried that they had pressured her into doing something she wasn’t comfortable with. Sare felt guilty that they had ruined Av’s celebration, worried they would never ask them to another. They sat there for hours, under that tree, sometimes speaking, more often not, until the early morning air had warmed with the sun climbing higher in the sky, until finally, Av stood up, reaching out a hand to Sare, leading her to Atticus’ house where they curled up together, Sare soon falling asleep from the exhaustion of it all.

“Don’t worry, Braveheart,” Sare said, bumping her shoulder gently against them, clearly knowing where Av’s mind had just wandered to. “We’ve come a long way since then, have we not?”

Av smiled at the smirk that Sare was throwing their way. “Yes, we have. Although I know Litha can still be hard for you.”

“It can. It is. But nowhere near as hard as it used to be. Each passing year has gotten easier, and that is down to time, but also to your unwavering patience with me at this time of year. Although this year, I’ve hardly thought about the things that used to scare me so much.”

“Well, it has been a busy few weeks.”

Sare laughed, deep and throaty in a way that made Av’s skin tingle. “I feel that may be an understatement.”

“Why did you ask if I remembered your first Litha here?”

“I just wondered…well, it is tradition that a couple who makes their union official on Beltane would handfast the next Litha.”

Av couldn’t help but laugh. “And when have I ever been traditional?”

“Indeed, a fair point. But is this a tradition you have ever considered?”

Av’s brain took a few moments to catch up with their ears, but when it did, they stumbled, turning to look at Sare.

“Sare—”

“No, wait. I’m not asking outright. So much has happened recently; our lives have changed so much, and while I wouldn’t change any of it for the world, I think throwing a handfasting into the mix would be too much, even for us.” Sare came to cup Av’s cheek, and Av couldn’t help but instinctively lean into the warm touch. “But I just wanted to know what your feelings were on it. It’s never been something we’ve talked about.”

“I would handfast you tomorrow,” Av said without hesitation. “Busy lives or not.” The wide beaming smile Sare gave in response was answer enough to Av’s unspoken question. They had no need to ask what Sare’s opinion was on the matter, her happiness was radiating from her, but Av nonetheless wanted to ask. “What about you? Would you handfast with me?”

“I would handfast you tomorrow,” Sare whispered, just as quickly as Av had replied.

Av leant forward, pressing a soft kiss to Sare’s lips, their mouths languidly moving against one another as they shared all their love and happiness in the gentle act. Av could feel their heart pounding beneath their ribs, joy pulsing from them at the thought that Sare would marry them. Av broke the kiss, resting their forehead against Sare’s as they breathed in everything about this moment and this woman they considered themself so lucky to have the affection of. A loud cheer from the handfasting party broke the moment, and Av looked across at seeing the three couples who had just married take to the dancefloor.

“Maybe tomorrow is a bit too quick,” they said, turning back to Sare. “But there's a whole year until next Litha. I may just surprise you between now and then since I am now aware you are so in favour of the idea.”

“You would tease me in such a cruel way?” Sare asked with a smirk.

“Well, a lot can happen in a year,” Av said, shrugging their shoulders in an act of faux nonchalance. “But be sure I’m going to call you my wife one day, Seraphine Emmot.”
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Iola lay on the cool grass under one of the large trees which bordered the field, looking up at the clouds which drifted across the sky. She wondered for a moment if this is what childhood should have felt like; if she had parents who had kept her, friends she had grown up with, a life where play and childish, frivolous things were not something of fantasy but rather a reality. She mused a little further, squinting as she studied the fluffy white shape that was currently hovering in her sight.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Jessie’s soft voice from above her. “You look like you’re contemplating one of life’s big mysteries.”

Iola scrunched her nose up, staring further at the cloud, before pointing to it. “Does that look like a dinosaur to you?”

Iola watched from her position, where her head lay on Jessie’s lap as she tilted her head upwards.

“I guess. Or a camel.”

Iola snorted. “What the fuck kind of camels have you seen?”

Jessie joined in with her laughter, her own softer and more gentle than Iola’s but nonetheless just as carefree and joyful. “I don’t know. That bit kind of looks like his hump.”

Their laughter carried on for a moment before petering out, Iola catching her breath. “I always thought this was something that people only did in books, you know? Sitting watching the clouds, making up silly shapes from them.”

“I did it all the time when I was a kid. But then Mum always said I was a bit of a dreamer.”

“Did you have a lot of friends growing up?”

“Not really. I was always the quiet kid, a little quirky, and I kept to myself. And then that only became more so once I had my first vision.”

Iola sat up, spinning to face Jessie. “How old were you?”

“Sixteen. But my power has always been strong. I started seeing flashes or having strange feelings when I was younger. But the first time I had a fully-fledged vision where I could see something, and remember it was just after my sixteenth birthday.”

“Was it scary?”

“A little. But I think that was because I’d scared myself so much. The vision itself wasn’t too bad; I’d just worked myself up so much about having it that I was already a nervous wreck before it even happened.”

“Does it get easier?” Iola asked. They’d spoken about Jessie’s visions briefly, but Iola was always wary of saying too much.

“It depends. The feeling of one coming does, I guess. I get a tingle, like pins and needles in my brain. But it depends on the vision. Usually, the comedown afterward is worse.”

Iola thought about the fact that it was one of Jessie’s visions that had brought her to Crow’s Nest. She wasn’t sure that if she had had a vision of what Iola had gone through, she would be strong enough to deal with it, let alone befriend the person who was in it. Knowing that Jessie had experienced some of that made her stomach churn. “I’m sorry,” she said sheepishly.

“What are you sorry for?” Jessie asked with a tilt of her head.

“Well, you saw what was happening to me. That must have been horrible.”

Jessie sighed, a great big, heaving breath that seemed to deflate her whole body. “I’m not going to lie to you, Iola. It was horrible. Seeing you being chased…but even though it terrified me, I knew we had to find you. The feeling of knowing you were out there and alone was much worse than anything else that vision could have made me feel. And afterward, it took me a while to feel okay again, even once we started talking. But I knew you’d be feeling even worse than me, so it felt like a small thing to get over if it meant you were okay.” A small smile graced Iola’s face, and for a second, even though it was a purely selfish thought, Iola was grateful that Jessie didn’t have masses of friends if it meant that she was Iola’s closest one. “Plus, if it helps you feel any better, I nearly puked all over Sare’s shoes on the way back from finding you.”

At that, Iola let out a loud burst of laughter. “Oh, shit! That would have been so funny if you had!”

“I know. But I also know that Sare would have killed me. Here, all done.”

Iola looked at the delicate flower crown Jessie had been weaving while they had sat and talked, the daisies expertly woven between thicker, studier grass reeds to make a perfect circle.

“It’s beautiful. Could you teach me?”

“Sure. It’s better when you have stronger grass and twigs and a better choice of flowers to weave into it. I have some at home if you want to go back and give it a go?”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Iola said excitedly, going to stand.

“Wait.” Jessie stopped her, leaning forward to place the ring of flowers on the top of her head, adjusting a couple of the hairpins that already held back her hair to fix it in place. “There. Perfect.”

“Hey!”

The shout broke their peaceful solitude, and Iola’s head whipped around at the familiar voice. “What the fuck does Axel want?”

“Come on. Ignore him, and let’s just go,” Jessie encouraged, standing and pulling Iola up with her.

“What’s wrong? Not feeling quite as brave now you’re on your own without Emmot to come running to your aid?”

“Just keep walking, Iola,” Jessie said quietly, gripping her arm and steering them towards the edge of the field, not that Iola needed any encouragement; if she didn’t see Axel Farrow and his pathetic sidekicks again, it would be a day too soon.

“Hey! Don’t fucking walk away from me!” Axel shouted, coming up behind her and yanking her around by her free arm to face him.

“What do you want, Axel?” Iola screamed back, pulling her arm away from his grasp.

“I want you to fuck off. Ever since you got here, you’ve been nothing but a fucking nightmare. First, that dumb idea to get me to mentor you, then that shit you pulled in the courtyard…”

“That was your fault!”

“How’s it my fault that you can’t keep your magick under control? You should be bound if you can’t handle it.”

“That’s enough, Axel,” Jessie spoke up. It was timid, in no way enough to make Axel stop, but Iola couldn’t help but feel pride and love at the way Jessie had dared to say anything.

“You can stay out of this. It’s your fault she's here in the first place,” Axel sneered, pointing to Jessie.

“Leave her alone!” Iola snapped back, slapping his hand away.

“Or what? You’ll set me on fire again? Stomp out those pathetic little flames like last time? Go on, I dare you. I can’t decide if you’re pathetic or dangerous, but either way, you need to fuck off!”

“That’s not true. Iola, don’t listen to him,” Jessie said, her tone harder and more determined this time she spoke.

“I told you to stay out of it!”

With one swift step forward, Iola watched as Axel’s hand shot forward again, this time connecting with Jessie’s shoulder and physically pushing her backwards. Jessie stumbled, regaining her footing and remaining upright, but Iola couldn’t check that she was fine. Instead, all she could see was his hand touching Jessie, and a wave of white-hot rage swelled in her.

“Don’t fucking touch her!” she screamed, shoving him backwards and sending him to the ground once again. As she stepped back, a shot of heat pulsed through her arms towards the ground, and the dry, summer-scorched grass lit up like a tinderbox. Axel scrabbled backwards, fear in his eyes, bumping into the legs of his friends behind him. Iola felt nothing but sharp, ragged breaths, the way her chest heaved with each one, and the sight of flames catching and spreading did nothing to halt her actions. She took another step forward, her vision tunnelling on the young boy on the ground, his eyes wide. The touch of something behind her, the hand on her wrist, felt oppressive and made her skin crawl, and she swung around, her fingertips tingling with raw power.

A cry snapped her back into reality, and she watched as flames licked and singed their way across Jessie’s arm, Jessie frantically waving at it with her hand as she tried to douse the fire. The fire Iola had caused and set upon her only friend.

Bile rose in her throat, threatening to spill out, and that untempered power she had felt a moment ago fizzled out, replaced with a gaping, cavernous void of guilt and fear. She looked behind her again to Axel, still on the ground as he watched Jessie struggle, before whipping back around to Jessie herself, the full extent of the situation she had created settling like a lead weight around her chest.

Like a primal voice within her head calling to her, she felt her defenses kick in. And then the only thing she could do was run.
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Sare relaxed further into Av’s embrace, resting her cheek against the side of their face as they slowly swayed from side to side. After spending some time with the newly handfasted couples, Av had led her to a quieter, secluded corner of the dancefloor, wrapping her in their arms and leading her into a dance. The day had been perfect, the best Litha she could remember having, even since they had moved to Crow’s Nest, and her memories of the celebration had been slowly replaced with newer, more joyful ones. Her chest felt full, and her stomach fluttered with the thought that next year, this dance could be her and Av’s first as a handfasted couple. When she had brought up the subject, it was merely a way to gauge Av’s feelings on the matter. She had always been certain that if she was to ever handfast, it would be to Av, but to hear that they wanted the same and were so resolute and sure in their response, it stunned Sare in the best possible way.

A blood-curdling cry from the trees that backed onto the field tore Sare’s attention away, and as she looked in the direction it came from, she could see a telltale wispy rise of smoke appear through the leaves. A dart of ice-cold fear shot down her spine as she instantly knew the source.

“Sare…” muttered Av beside her, and, in that moment, she knew they shared her panic and fear.

Without another moment of hesitation, Sare set off across the field, sprinting towards the direction of the disruption. She could sense Av right behind her as they pushed their way past the ever-growing crowd congregating at the treeline. Everyone who had been at the handfasting, and probably those who hadn’t, had heard the scream, not to mention the small fire that seemed to have been started on the other side of the trees. Pushing past the final few people, Sare was just about to set off into the trees when a cry caught her attention.

“Sare!”

“Jessie?” Sare made her way over to the young woman, grasping her firmly by the shoulders. “Where’s Iola?”

“T-they were teasing her. He was s-saying all sorts of cruel things…” Jessie stammered out, tears clouding her words. “I tried, b-but she was s-so scared and…” Jessie broke down, heaving sobs wracking her slight frame. It was then that Sare noticed how Jessie was cradling her arm against her chest, the angry red of a fresh burn creeping up from the charred sleeve of her shirt. Av must have spotted it as well, as somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered their voice calling for Abe. Rage and panic rolled through Sare, knowing that if Iola had hurt Jessie, she would most definitely spiral into somewhere dark.

“Jessie, where is Iola?”

“S-she ran.”
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Av burst through the front door, yelling Iola’s name. When they were met with silence, they pounded up the stairs, taking two at a time. They could distantly hear Sare calling for Iola as she no doubt looked through the rooms downstairs. Swinging open Iola’s bedroom door, they were greeted with exactly how she had left it this morning—bed meticulously made, desk perfectly organised with her school books, laptop still there, Av’s slightly worn copy of A Brief History of Magick left open with the bookmark in the crease of the spine. But no Iola. Spinning on their heel, they flung open the door to the wardrobe, sighing in slight relief when they saw clothes still hanging there.

“Her clothes are still here,” they said to Sare, who was only seconds behind them. Sare looked over Av’s shoulder before stepping closer, pushing the items frantically to one side. “No, this is everything I bought her last week. She’s taken what she came with and left everything else,” Sare clarified through the tears which were now falling freely.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Her hoodie has gone, maybe a couple of pairs of jeans and her rucksack.” Av watched as Sare rushed across the room to her desk. “She’s left everything we bought her, including her phone!” Sare’s shoulder slumped. “We promised her she was safe here, and we let her down, Av. We didn’t keep her safe.”

“Hey, hey, calm down. We’ll find her,” Av said, coming to stand in front of her, their hands wrapping around her cheeks, their thumbs brushing away her tears, only to be replaced by fresh ones immediately.

“How? She could be anywhere, and we have no way of contacting her!”

“I…I’ll scry for her. I can follow her aura, find out where she went, and I’ll go get her. You stay here and see if you can find anything that might help,” Av said hurriedly, trying to think through the panic rising in their chest.

Sprinting out of the room, Av bounded down the stairs to be met by Atticus and Mary coming through the front door.

“Squirrel?”

“She’s gone,” Av said, not even stopping as they headed through to the living room. “She’s taken a few clothes, but her phone, her laptop, her books, everything else is still here.” They yanked open the drawer to the desk, which sat in the corner, rooting through it until they found what they were looking for. Their hands shook as they held the slate of smooth black obsidian in a tight grip, emotions spilling over in a tidal wave of grief and panic. They startled slightly as they felt the warm, comforting presence of Atticus behind them, his hands squeezing their shoulders in an attempt to calm their shaking.

“What do you need me to do?” Av felt gratitude rise within them at Atticus’ practical thinking, knowing that any platitudes or reassurance right now would be lost amongst the panic. Av needed to be the level-headed one right now; they would have enough time to process how they felt once they had found Iola and this nightmare was over.

“Go check on Sare? She’s looking through Iola’s room to see if there’s anything that could help us.”

“Of course.” He pulled them round by the shoulders, holding them firm. “We will find her, Squirrel.”

Av watched, slightly detached, as Atticus left the room, the silence of the house deafening. Over the past few weeks, it had been filled with laughter and joy, which Av hadn’t realised were missing before it appeared. Even through the hard times, the times when Iola felt awkward and out of place, which were rare, the house seemed to exude a warmth that Av never expected. And now, even though it had only been minutes, it no longer felt like their home. Iola had firmly made their mark on their life, and with her not in it, even for these few fleeting moments, Av’s heart ached with her loss.

“Av?” Mary asked, breaking Av out of their reverie.

“Mary?…Jessie! Oh Goddess, Jessie—”

“Is fine. Abe healed her no problem, just a few minor scalds.”

“I’m so sorry—”

“There’s nothing to apologise for. It wasn’t your fault, and it certainly wasn’t Iola’s. Jessie said that Axel was saying some pretty awful things, that his friends had surrounded them both. She was scared, Av, they both were, and Iola’s magick reacted to that.”

“Iola will feel horrible for hurting Jessie…”

“She didn’t, not really. The flames caught her clothes, and Iola never actually touched Jessie.” Av nodded, the words not fully processing yet still doing something to ease the fear inside them, before Mary spoke again. “You’re going to scry for her?” she asked, nodding towards the slate that Av held in a death grip.

Av nodded, then let out a watery, self-deprecating chuckle. “Not that I’ll be much good in this state.”

This would never work if they couldn’t settle themself. They needed to be in a complete state of meditative calm to be able to successfully scry. While Av was better at the practice than Sare, it was still not their given power, and they feared that they were never going to be able to focus enough to find Iola.

A warm hand stilled their own as it wrapped around it, loosening their grasp on the slate and taking it from their hands. Av looked up to see Mary beside them, eyes deep and warm, filled with sympathy.

“Then let me.” With a shaky nod, Av relinquished their hold on the tablet, Mary taking it fully and sitting at the table in front of them. She motioned for Av to stand behind her. “Link with me while I look. It might give us a boost.”

Av took a deep breath before placing their fingers on Mary’s temples. They instantly felt a wave of calm wash over them, no doubt pushed across from Mary, before they heard the quiet whispered sounds of Mary’s meditative incantation. Av felt the air around them shift as they were pulled into Mary’s trance. Linking during an incantation was infinitely more vivid and intense than linking to see a memory or emotion, and there was very rarely a need to do it. Av’s consciousness tilted on its axis like they were standing on the deck of a ship in a stormy sea, and they willed themself to not fight against it, instead centring themself so they could get carried along on Mary’s power.

“Give me something to follow,” Mary’s voice sounded in their head.

Av responded with a slew of memories, their emotionally fraught state providing a jumbled plethora of moments that they had shared with Iola and Sare over the past few weeks.

Sare and Iola sat in the garden together, laughing about something just between them.

Watching as Atticus taught Iola how to bake.

The look of pride on Iola’s face as she presented the finished cake to themself and Sare.

Iola and themself sat at the kitchen table, Av explaining something for her homework.

The bright and vibrant spring green that surrounded Iola whenever Av secretly muttered the incantation to see her aura.

Mary hummed softly at the flow of images and then looked down at the stone in front of her, her hands placed palm down on the edge of the reflective surface. Av watched over her shoulder, willing anything to appear in front of them that may give them a clue as to where Iola was. For long minutes, nothing appeared, just the shining black of the obsidian.

And then a flicker. A misty image, barely there, as if being cast onto the surface of the stone. A reflection of a reflection. Water. Rocks. Pebbles. Sunlight. Av willed the image to get stronger, to give them something more definitive. And then, as if the Goddess was hearing their plea, there it was. A boulder sat in the middle of a stream, flat and solid. To anyone else, it would have given them no further clue. But to Av, who had watched and laughed the weekend before as Iola waded out ankle-deep into that very stream and stood atop that very boulder, face upturned to the sun with her arms stretched wide, it was the clearest answer they could have got.

Av gasped, pulling back and breaking the link with Mary, tears pooling in their eyes at the memory which the scry had evoked within them as Sare’s voice appeared behind them.

“Av?”

“She’s in Judy Woods.”


ACT THREE
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Iola trudged through the woodland, hoisting her rucksack further onto her shoulders as she made her way down the dusty dirt track, dry from the summer heat.

How could she be so stupid? Life was never going to work out for her. She’d always known it, but for a moment, just a small moment in time, she’d allowed herself to believe that maybe it could. She’d allowed herself to hope for something better and then fucked it up like she always did. And worse—this time, she’d hurt someone she cared about.

An image of Jessie screaming as Iola swung round, the flames licking from her fingers and catching her shirt alight, flashed into her mind, her stomach lurching with the memory. She leant against a nearby tree, trying to curb her body’s impulse to wretch. Axel was right; she was dangerous and pathetic, and everyone back at Crow’s Nest was better off without her.

Iola thought of Av and Sare. They’d no doubt know what had happened by now. Iola had heard the sounds of the crowd coming to see what was going on as she ran down the path and away from the scene of her crime. Would they be looking for her? Probably, they had both always been adamant that nothing she did would cause them to give up on her, but maybe this was a step too far. Either way, she needed to keep moving. If they were looking, she needed to be far enough away that they wouldn’t find her. She could be anywhere, it wasn’t like she really knew the area well enough to have somewhere where she regularly went, but that wouldn’t deter Av and Sare. And if they weren’t looking… Well, Iola needed to find somewhere half decent and far enough away to stop for the night.

Pushing herself back up on shaky legs, she started walking again, the summer heat starting to have an effect on her already tired body. She wished she’d grabbed some water and food before she left the cottage, but she was in such a blind panic that she’d literally grabbed what she had arrived with before bolting out the door just as the next bus arrived. She’d then jumped off when she recognised the woods she and Av had gone to the weekend before, the same woods Av had taken her to on their first meeting, wondering if it would be easier to lose anyone who may be looking for her if she went off the main road into the city.

She’d run the first section of the trail, trying to get as deep into the woodland as she could as quickly as possible, and now, as her throat ached with thirst, she was starting to regret that idea. Veering off the path a little bit, she made her way towards the stream she knew twisted through the trees; it never seemed far away when she’d walked here before, and she figured she would find it sooner or later. When she did, she would stop and have a drink. She had no idea if the water was safe for her to do so, but it always seemed clear enough, and right now, she didn’t care very much.

She walked for a few more minutes, now desperately aware of the tiredness which seeped into her bones. It was nearly midday; the sun was at its highest and blazing on her shoulders, even through the shelter of the tree canopy, and she’d been up since four a.m. She had planned to have a nap this afternoon, knowing that she would be tired and that she was meant to be up early tomorrow for her trip to the coast with Atticus.

The thought of him brought a fresh wave of tears to her eyes; she had been looking forward to their trip so much, one she never really thought she would get to make any time soon, and she was sure that Atticus had plenty planned. He always had a way of knowing what it was she had missed out on in life so far and never made her feel foolish for experiencing it, even though it was happening later in her life than others.

Guilt rose up inside her again at the way she had just left without any word of what had happened or what she was planning to do, but she told herself if she had stayed any longer, that she would only be subjecting herself to the inevitable anyway. She would much rather leave under her own doing, walk away while it was still her choice, than be cast out by those who had put their trust and faith in her. She was strong, she had built up her walls and defences, but recently she had allowed them to fall around her at her feet, and she wasn’t sure she was strong enough anymore to face the looks of disappointment which were undoubtedly going to be thrown her way by those in her Coven.

No, Iola thought, not my Coven. Because if she allowed herself to think that way, it would eat her up and destroy her.

The sound of the gentle trickle of water drew Iola’s attention away from her darkening thoughts, pulling her focus to the stream that was flowing a few feet away from her. Dropping down onto her knees, she ignored the way pebbles pushed into her flesh uncomfortably, dipping her hands into the cool water and bringing it up to her lips. With the first cold touch of it down her throat, she moaned before greedily repeating the action. The way the water quenched her dry, scratchy throat felt amazing, and she savoured it, humming slightly as she swallowed the next handful she brought to her lips.

She was so lost in the euphoria of a cold drink that she didn’t hear the crack of a branch or sense the figures who were slowly surrounding her.
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Av headed down the path which cut through the centre of the trees, heading towards the part of the stream where the boulder sat. They knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as Iola being actually where Mary’s image had directed them, but it was enough of a start for Av to have hope.

They stopped, catching their breath from the fast pace they had been travelling at, looking around them for any signs of Iola. They wiped at the back of their neck, sweat pooling from the midday sun. Even with the shade of the trees, it was sweltering, and Av wondered if Iola was suffering as much as they were. They hoped she had stuck to the shelter of the more shaded areas, but in turn, that would mean she had left the worn trail, and tracking her down would be harder.

A noise through the trees captured Av’s attention. It wasn’t loud, it wasn’t even clear, but Av was willing to follow anything in order to help in their search. They took a moment to listen closer, trying to figure out which direction the noise was coming from, turning slowly on the spot until they had a better idea of where to head. As confident as they could be, they set off down the path, heading towards where they knew the slope down to the stream was a little less steep, before carefully making their way down.

Once their feet were on flat ground again, they set off a little faster, the sounds getting louder, confirming that they were heading in the right direction. They stopped dead, however, when the muffled noise suddenly broke into a piercing scream. Av raced towards the source, heart pounding furiously as they closed in, hoping in equal measure that the horrendous cry both did and didn’t belong to Iola. If it was, Av would rip whoever was hurting her in two.

Av stared at the three figures surrounding Iola, their blood pulsing. “Leave her the fuck alone!”

The three bodies all turned to look at Av. Each had their faces hidden; the one who was currently forcing Iola onto the ground had a black bandana wrapped around their lower face. By her head, another crouched low, pushing her face into the dirt, a balaclava obscuring all his features. Standing just to the side was another, a red patterned scarf hiding their identity. They could clearly overpower Iola physically, but Av knew they wouldn’t stand a chance against their magick. They were going to get Iola home, just as they had promised Sare.

A shout from Balaclava jolted Red Scarf into action, and they ran towards Av. Without another thought, Av summoned their power, feeling it tingle in their fingertips, before pointing in the direction of where they stood.

“Crith.”

The ground shook, knocking them off their feet and distracting Black Bandana, who was still grappling with Iola, enough to break their concentration. Balaclava also fell to the ground. Av saw Iola take her chance, kicking Black Bandana in the back of the knee to send them falling with a splash into the stream before scrambling away. Iola was just about to break free of the water, when Black Bandana lunged for her ankle, scrabbling across the pebbles to drag her backwards.

“Sreang,” Av commanded with a twist of their fingers, and the lush green vines that trailed across the rocks and earth near the bank of the stream twisted and turned, wrapping around the arms of Iola’s attacker, holding them steadfast as they thrashed and fought against their natural bonds.

“Run!” they shouted to Iola, but before she could get far, Balaclava was back on their feet, chasing her. Av set off after them but was brought down to the ground as Red Scarf lunged for them, grabbing around their legs. They twisted around, kicking out until their grip loosened, pounding their boot into their face a final time with a sickening crunch. Blood streamed from their nose as they grabbed their face and groaned in pain, but Av had no time or space to worry about the damage they may have caused. Lifting to their knees, they frantically looked around for Iola, seeing her a few feet away, still being rounded on by Balaclava. Glancing back over their shoulder to ensure they weren’t about to be tackled again, they were bolstered by the sight of Red Scarf still rolling around clutching their nose, while Black Bandana was still bound by their magickally enhanced vines. Now all they had to do was distract Balaclava and get Iola out of here.

A flash of light in their peripheral vision demanded their attention, and Av turned to see Iola as she summoned her flame with a cry that reeked of self-preservation. She drove back Balaclava who, moments ago, had been advancing on her. A flicker of pride bolted through them at the sight, but any chance to bask in it was cut short as out of the corner of their eye, they saw Red Scarf stumble up behind her. Where the fuck did he come from? In the chaos of Iola’s show of magick, Av must have missed the sound of them getting to their feet.

Before they could even shout in warning, Iola had seen them. She picked up a fallen branch and swung it, hitting them squarely in the chest and knocking them back with a sickening wheeze. They were down, but Av didn’t want to risk being complacent. One was bleeding and barely able to breathe, one was tied to the ground, and the other…

Av watched in slow motion as Balaclava rose from the ground, stamping out the flames licking up his trousers before dusting himself down and drawing something from his belt. Av’s heart stopped as they saw the tell-tale glint of the blade of his knife reflected in the sun. He took slow, measured steps towards Iola, spinning the knife in the palm of his hand. Even though they couldn’t see his face, they could sense the menacing intent with every movement of his body.

“Hey!”

At their shout, he turned, his head cocking in a strange manner, before suddenly sprinting straight towards Av. As he lifted the dagger above his head, he screamed, but Av didn’t register what he said. Instead, Av dropped to their knee, fist slamming into the ground, sending a shock wave rippling through the forest floor, before feeling the rough ground underneath their back, their skull thudding on something hard underneath them, a dull crack ringing in their ears. Searing pain burned through their shoulder, but they ignored it, instead focusing on the dead weight that now lay on top of them. With a grunt, and another flash of pain, Av shoved at the body, toppling it onto the forest floor before scrambling to their feet. They had no thought of seeing who their attackers were, just the overriding need to get Iola as far away as possible. Grabbing Iola’s hand, which hung limp at her side as she stood staring at the scene in front of her, they didn’t stop as they pulled her away, instead picking up their pace.

“Run!”
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Av tried to ignore the throbbing pain in their shoulder, instead channeling all their focus into putting one foot in front of the other. A few minutes after they had started to run, they had dared to look where the pain originated from, already knowing what they were going to find once they did. The sight of blood staining their once crisp white shirt was no surprise, but the sheer volume of it as the crimson spread further made their stomach churn. Despite quickly averting their gaze, they were too slow, and they felt their vision tilt, their legs wavering as they stumbled. Landing with a thud on their knees, they heard the soft grunt of Iola beside them as they dragged her to the ground with the hand they were still holding tightly onto. Their mind was telling them they needed to get back up and keep moving, but the message was slow in transmitting to their limbs, which were starting to resemble lead weights.

“Av?” Iola asked, and Av could hear the concern lacing her voice.

“I’m fine. We just need to keep moving,” Av replied, although even Av could hear the slow cadence of their own words.

“You’re not,” Iola stated simply, crouching down beside where Av was kneeling. Her gasp confirmed that she had seen the state of Av’s shoulder. “You’re hurt.”

“It’s fine. We need to keep going.”

“But—”

“Honestly, Iola, I’m fine. We need to keep moving.”

They heard Iola sigh before she replied, “Okay, but let me help.”

Iola swung one of Av’s arms over her shoulder before they could argue, and they couldn’t deny they needed the help in getting to their feet. Everything felt heavy all of a sudden; even the smallest movements were taking so much effort, and there was a strange feeling in their chest which they couldn’t explain. It felt like there was a cavernous void opening up, an emptiness slowly seeping into the rest of their body.

“Come on. Just a little further, and then we will stop for a bit.”

Av didn’t say anything, merely grunting in reply as Iola started to walk. They were grateful Iola tried to measure their pace, quick enough to feel like they were actually moving towards safety but not so quick that Av would be in danger of falling again any time soon. It took all of Av’s concentration to remember how to walk, to lift and place one foot in front of the other before having to repeat it all over again. They really wished they could have rested, but they reminded themself that they needed to get home. They needed to get Iola home where Sare would be waiting for them.

Powering through by sheer determination didn’t last long, however; they only managed a few more minutes before they wobbled on their feet again. Iola pulled them closer, keeping them upright and steering them towards the nearest tree. Iola tried to lower them to ground, but Av’s weight was getting heavy, and combined with their weakening state, they landed ungracefully with a thud and a wince.

“Fuck,” Av exclaimed, exhausted and breathing heavily just from walking that last short stretch.

“You’re an idiot,” Iola scolded lightly as she knelt in front of them.

“Had to get you out of there.” Av would bear Iola’s wrath if it meant keeping her safe.

“And that’s fine, but I tried to get you to rest, and you said no.”

“I know. Just wanted to get you home.” Av screwed their face up as Iola pressed down on where they were injured. “Call Sare and Abe.”

“Where’s your phone?”

“In my pocket.”

As Iola felt around the outside of Av’s trousers with one of her hands, keeping the other pressed on their shoulder, Av closed their eyes and dropped their head back to the hard bark of the tree behind them. Swallowing thickly, they forced back the bile climbing up their throat, trying to ignore the way Iola’s actions were jostling their already aching body.

“I can’t find it! It’s not here!” Iola cried.

Av’s eyes flickered open at Iola’s exclamation, but their vision swam. “Fuck, it must have fallen out during the fight,” Av groaned, face contorting with pain. “There may be another way, but I’ve never tried it from this distance before.”

“Your rune?”

“Yes. But—” Av hissed as another wave of pain rippled through their body, cutting them short.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t think my magick is strong enough.” Av had been trying to ignore the empty feeling that had slowly been creeping its way through their body, hoping that it was just the effects of the still bleeding wound. But in reality, Av could feel the power seep from their body.

“I thought the rune had the power.”

“It does, but reaching Sare relies on me being able to link with her. I can feel it getting weaker.” Av grimaced as if their body was agreeing with them.

“Can I help? There must be something I can do!”

“Maybe. But it would mean you’d have to link with me.”

“I’ll do it. I know I’m new to this but please, you have to let me try.”

Av smiled, weak but genuine. “I have no doubt about your ability. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

“What do I do?”

“Place your fingers to my temple. I’ll guide you through, but essentially all you need to do is think of Sare.”

Av went to move so they could look in Iola’s eyes, but the change in position had their world tilting, and they slumped against Iola’s shoulder, nausea rolling through them. They felt Iola’s cool hands clasp gently around their shoulders before they were being eased down gently, and when they felt stable enough to open their eyes without the fear of vomiting, they were greeted with Iola’s tear-filled eyes looking down on them. They could feel the damp fabric of Iola’s jeans underneath their cheek from where their head rested in her lap, and a strange sense of comfort washed over them at the reversal of care.

“Hey,” they said with a weak smile.

Iola let out a weak chuckle. “Hey back to you. Is this okay? I didn’t want you passing out on me.”

“It’s perfect,” Av said slowly, their head feeling foggy and thick.

“Tell me what I need to do.”

“Rest your fingertips against my temples. Clear your mind, and you should see a door. When you see the door open, imagine your power is like a wave, and push it forward while thinking of Sare.”

“O-okay. I can do that.”

Av reached under the collar of their shirt, pulling at the leather braid which hung there as they held the pendant in their clasped fist.

“I might not be strong enough to control the link. There might be things that slip through…”

“Don't worry, I’ll keep your embarrassing secrets,” Iola joked weakly. Av appreciated the young girl trying to lighten the situation, giving her a weak smile in return. “Okay.” Iola took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

Av felt the cold press of Iola’s fingertips against their temple, and they closed their eyes. In their mind, they imagined the door, and they mentally opened it, inviting Iola in. Almost immediately, they could feel the warm wash of power coming over them, and they hummed a soft sound of encouragement through the link to Iola. The reassurance caused the power to pulse and intensify, filling Av’s mind with a bright, searing green light. Av allowed themself to bask in it a moment, feeling it boost them momentarily, subconsciously clutching the pendant in their hand tighter and directing the power which swirled around them to it, towards Sare, seeking her out with a soft whisper of her name.
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Iola didn’t know what she was seeing or what she was meant to do. Her mind was filled with a swirling cacophony of colours, the bright green of her own power mingling with the rich, earthy sage of Av’s. She took a deep breath, trying to centre herself, and thought of Sare. She thought of that first day in the infirmary when Sare invited her to breakfast with a tentative smile. Of Sare’s calming voice when she was pinned against the wall by her own flames. Of falling asleep against Sare’s shoulder, curled up on the sofa after they’d performed her first incantation together. A torrent of emotions flooded Iola’s chest at the memories: warmth, safety, happiness. Love. She loved Av and Sare with all her heart and had found her home with them. Now, it was all potentially ruined because of her as well.

Feeling the familiar shadow of self-loathing creep in the edges of her thoughts, she pushed it to one side, focussing on the happier memories she had of the three of them. As she did, she started to see memories she didn’t recognise mingle with them—a soft, gentle look directed towards her, the phantom feel of fingertips tracing across her cheeks, a warmth filling her chest. She realised these were Av’s feelings, their memories. She sucked in a breath and screwed her already closed eyes tighter as a shiver went down her spine. If anyone could see her now, she would be sure she would be blushing. Ew, it’s like walking in on your parents having sex, she thought to herself, resolutely ignoring that particular sensation.

And then, there was something else there. A pulsing, warm light, starting off in the distance and getting closer. As it did, it got brighter, more intense, and Iola felt warmth seep through her. There was no doubt this was Sare. She recognised the stormy green tinged with dark purple she saw when she first called upon her aura with Sare all those weeks back. With its presence, it was almost as if Iola could smell the lavender scent of their garden mixed with the woody, earthy aroma of their home—a scent she had so intrinsically come to associate with safety and love.

“Av?” Sare’s voice cut through the mist in her mind, and Iola practically sobbed at the sound.

“Sare?”

“Iola? Where are you?”

“Oh Goddess, please, Sare, we need you!”

“What’s happened? Are you hurt?”

“No, but Av is. They said they didn’t know if they were strong enough to reach you, and so I linked with them, and I thought I might hear them talk to you, but they didn’t say anything, and I don’t know what to do…” Panic was truly setting in now she had heard Sare’s voice. “Please, Sare, please.”

“Okay, sweets, I need you to calm down, okay? Just tell me where you are. Are you still in the woods?”

“Yes! Av found me, but there was someone else. I think they must have been hunters.”

“Where were you? Can you remember?”

“No,” Iola cried out, angry that she couldn’t give Sare any information that could help her find them. “We were near the stream at one point, but then we ran and I—”

“Okay, listen to me, Iola. I need you to show me what you can remember, okay? I want you to think about where you are right now. Were there any memorable features, somewhere you recognise from when we’ve been before?”

“Won’t that break the link? I don’t want to think of something else and lose you!”

“You won’t, sweets. You can do this. Think.”

“O-okay, umm.” Iola thought back to when they were running away just a few minutes ago. She hadn’t paid much attention to their surroundings, just the sight of Av in front of her dragging her through the forest, the way they slowed down when they ran up the steep banking…

“Iola, did you pass the old mine?” Sare asked.

“Y-yes? Yeah, I think we did…” Iola’s memory continued to play in her head, her own confidence growing a little at the sign that Sare was seeing what she was recalling as well. They were running, and even though Av was slowing down, they kept moving until they tripped over, their foot stumbling on the uneven ground.

“Iola, do you remember seeing the burnt oak? That massive one Av told you fell during last summer’s thunderstorms?”

“Yes, we’re near there!” Iola was certain of that; she remembered seeing it once Av had managed to stagger to their feet, and they stumbled a little further before Av’s legs gave out again. How far they had managed to walk and in which direction, she had no idea, her entire focus on keeping Av upright and ignoring the blood slowly drenching Av’s shirt from the wound to their shoulder.

“Okay, sweets, I know where you are. I’m going to come get you now, but I need you to do something for me. I need you to close the link.”

“What? No!” Panic coursed through Iola at the thought of being disconnected from Sare and essentially being left alone with an unconscious Av.

“Listen, Iola. I know you’re scared, but the power it’s taking to hold open the link is draining both you and Av. Trust me. I’m on my way now, and I will find you. But I need you to close the link for both of your sakes.”

“O-okay…but please, hurry.”

“Iola?”

“Y-yeah?”

"I love you, and I promise I will find you.”

“I love you too.”

Iola felt the warmth of Sare’s aura disappear from the link before she started to withdraw herself, her motion clumsy and sudden, jarring her from inside the connection. The final thing she remembered was suddenly feeling colder than she was before, as if a bucket of ice water had been thrown over her, as her environment came crashing back to her, and the slack, pale face of Av before unconsciousness took her.
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Sare felt the hard ground pound underneath her boots as she sprinted through the woodland that followed the stream. They had to be nearby; she was convinced she recognised the trees from Iola’s viewpoint and that she was coming up to the burnt oak soon.

When she had gifted Av that pendant just a few months ago, she never thought it would be used in this way. Av was strong, one of the strongest Mages she knew, but since gifting the rune, she always felt better knowing it was available if either of them needed it. When that sage aura had filled her vision, her heart constricted, only to be overtaken with absolute panic when she heard Iola’s voice, and it flooded with the spring green of her signature. The two people who meant most to her in the world were alone and hurt, and she needed to find them.

Sare stumbled as she rounded the beaten track, taking a moment to compose herself and look around her surroundings. She must be close, the view she currently had achingly similar to that which she had seen through Iola’s sight not too long ago, and she could see the burnt oak just up ahead. She scoured the landscape, but the only thing she could hear was the sharp intake of her own breath and the crunching footsteps of Abe and the others who had come with her.

“Anything?” Abe asked, catching his breath as he came up behind her. He was fit for a man of sixty, but even he would admit that running through the forest trying to keep up with Sare was pushing his limits a bit.

“No, but we must be close. I’m sure I recognise this part of the forest.”

“Sare, we’re surrounded by forest. Every tree must look the same.” Sare knew Abe was only trying to be logical, but she was certain that Av and Iola were nearby. There was just something in her gut which was telling them that they were close.

“Cumhacht laistigh dom, cuir tú féin ar eolas. Taispeáin dom do dhath, treoraigh an bealach abhaile,” Sare said, hoping that she was right and that she was close enough for this to work.

“You’re hoping to see their auras?” Abe asked at the sound of the incantation. “If we’re not close and we have to scour the entire wood, you could burn yourself out if you keep it up for too long.”

“I just know they’re near, Abe. Don’t ask me how—I just know,” Sare replied, her eyes scanning the surroundings for the faintest sign of anything that could give them something to follow.

“Both Av and Iola’s auras are green. It’s like looking for a needle in a hayst—Sare!”

But Sare wasn’t listening. Setting off at a sprint, which she didn’t know she had the energy for, Sare ran through the scrub and bushes, following the faint, flickering intertwined strand of sage and bright green, which twisted through the trees until she stopped dead.

I’ve found them.

Iola was slouched uncomfortably against a tree, her face slack and pale, with Av lying on the ground, their head in Iola’s lap. Dropping to her knees in front of the pair, Sare wrapped her hand around Iola’s shoulders, shaking her vigorously in an attempt to rouse her. She watched as it started to work, the young girl’s head lolling to the side and her incoherent mumbling breaking the silence.

“Iola? Iola, I need you to open your eyes for me, sweets.” Iola grumbled again before muttering a sound Sare could just make out as her name. “Yes, yes, sweets, it’s me. Open your eyes for me.”

Weary eyes fluttered open, a confused look crossing the girl’s face as she tried to orient herself until those chestnut eyes focused on Sare’s face.

“Mum?” Sare's heart screamed with the name that fell from Iola’s lips, but she didn’t have time to swim in it, her focus sharply pulled back to the situation.

“Yes. Yes, sweets, it’s me.”

Behind her, Sare could make out the sounds of Abe and the other Mages shouting for her.

“Here! They’re here!” she called back before returning her focus to Iola and Av. “Iola, are you hurt?”

“No. Av…”

Sare looked down at Av, grey and unmoving in Iola's lap, brushing the hair from where it had been slicked with sweat to their face, noticing the slow trickle of blood still seeping from their shoulder and between Iola’s fingertips where she was holding down on the wound. Leaning down to press a kiss to their forehead, she lingered there, not wanting to break the contact between them, trying to ignore just how cold they felt underneath her lips. Iola was safe and unharmed, and while the same couldn’t be said for Av at this moment, she had to believe that everything would be okay. She covered Iola’s hand with her own, linking their fingers in a silent act of reassurance while helping her apply more pressure before looking back up.

“Don’t worry, Abe is with me; he’ll fix them up in no time,” she tried to reassure Iola, but even she knew the words sounded weak and wavering.

As if hearing his name, Abe appeared in the next second, kneeling down beside them. “Hello, Iola.”

“She says she’s not hurt, but Av—”

“I’ve got them, but I’m going to get someone else to check you out as well, okay?” Abe said to Iola.

“Okay.” Sare watched as Iola’s eyes fluttered closed again wearily. “So tired.”

Sare reluctantly moved her hand when she felt Abe nudge her gently, telling her silently it was okay to let go of Av and instead focus on Iola. Crawling around to sit beside her, Sare did the only thing she was capable of in that moment and pulled the young girl into her side. “Stay with me, sweets.”

“Just want to sleep.”

“I know, but I need you to stay awake while they make sure you’re okay.” Sare pressed a kiss to Iola’s forehead, her skin cold even under the heat of the early afternoon sun. “You did so well. It took a lot to do that link. I’m so proud of you.”

“I’m sorry I ran—”

“Shh. It doesn’t matter now.” Sare ached to just let her sleep, but she continued to talk in an attempt to keep her awake. “We can go home now. It’s all over. And when we do, I’ll make you your favourite dinner, and we can just curl up and forget about today, yeah?”

“I really am sorry…” Iola said, her words slurring, and Sare could feel her slump tiredly towards her, tightening her grip so she didn’t fall over.

“I know, but all that I care about is that you’re safe and getting you home, okay?” A nod from the Juggler in front of them gave Sare the silent news that there was nothing wrong with Iola, and she let out a deep exhale of relief at the confirmation. “You can rest now. I’ve got you.”

“Okay,” Iola said with a sigh. “Love you.”

Sare couldn’t hold back the tears the exhausted declaration evoked in her, instead pressing another kiss to the top of Iola’s head and pulling her in tighter. “Love you too, sweets.”
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Iola opened her eyes, but the harsh sunlight creeping through the half-closed blinds was too bright for her eyes. She huffed, rolling her head away, only for the action to cause every muscle in her body to scream out in an agonising ache of protest. She honestly could say she had never felt as bad as she did right now, and that was saying something, considering she slept in some pretty horrific places in the times she’d run away. But apart from the too-bright light, she was acutely aware of the soft sheets that covered her and the comfy bed underneath her, and there was the familiar scent of lavender wafting through the air. It reminded her of…

She scrunched her eyes and tried to blink away the fog clouding her brain. She was in the infirmary, which meant the vague, washed-out memory of Sare finding her must be true. At the thought of Sare, she glanced down, finding the woman who had saved her, yet again, slumped uncomfortably on the edge of the bed, raven hair scraped back into a messy bun, wisps falling out and splayed in stark contrast to the sterile white of the sheets. She instinctively lifted her fingers to touch it, unsure if she was dreaming of Sare by her side, a gasp leaving her lips when she felt its softness underneath her fingertips. The action jolted what must have been a lightly sleeping Sare, as no sooner had her fingers twitched with the confirmation that she was there did Sare’s head jerk up, and Iola was met with her red-rimmed stare.

“Iola?”

Her bottom lip trembled at the sound of her name, her already fragile emotions teetering on the edge. “Sare?”

“Oh, sweets, it’s okay. You’re okay now,” Sare said, instantly climbing onto the bed next to her and wrapping her in her arms.

Iola sobbed uncontrollably, huge wracking cries which shook them both with their ferocity, as the emotional avalanche of everything that had happened came sliding through her chest.

“I’m so sorry. I-I never meant—” Iola said.

“I know, I know you didn’t.”

“I just k-keep messing up…”

“No. No, you don’t.” Iola’s face was tipped up with warm hands on her cheeks, forcing her gaze to look at Sare. “You are not to blame for any of it.”

Unable to find the energy to argue one way or another, Iola simply nodded, a weary sigh escaping from her lips. It wasn’t that she was easily convinced, far from it, but her mind was so full of everything that had happened over the past day, she could barely remember her name.

“How do you feel?”

“Tired and really achey. Everything hurts.”

“Hmm, Abe said you were dehydrated, and your magick was depleted, so I’m not surprised. After some rest, you should be okay, but I can go see if they have anything to help if it’s too uncomfortable,” Sare explained, brushing a piece of hair behind Iola’s ear.

“Maybe in a bit…wait, where’s Av?” Iola asked, pushing back away from Sare as they frantically searched the room. Av was never far away, not from Sare and not from her. Memories of Av finding her in the forest flooded her mind, and she started crying, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. Av…had been hurt. There was blood, and they were weak, and everything felt too much. She looked at Sare, how her face had fallen, the tears in her eyes. “No. No, they can’t. They’re not—”

“No, no, sweets. They’re not…they’re still here.” Sare closed her eyes, and Iola waited anxiously as she inhaled deeply. “They were stabbed in the shoulder. Abe managed to fix it, but they’d lost a lot of blood. Their magick seems to be weak, and so they’re taking longer to heal.”

“What does that mean? What do you mean, longer to heal?”

“It means we’re still waiting for them to wake up.”

“But they will, right? I mean, they will wake up? Once their magick starts to get stronger?”

“We hope so. It’s only been a few hours, and Abe had to surgically repair some of the damage as well as magickally. All we can do is wait and see what happens.”

Iola tried to process what Sare was telling her, but all she could focus on was the ache in her chest and the feeling that something was missing. “Can I see them?”
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Sare wheeled Iola into Av’s room, pushing the wheelchair up close to the bed. Iola had tried to walk, but the minute her feet had hit the ground, she stumbled, Sare catching her before she could crumple to a heap on the floor. Once she was close enough, Iola reached out her hand, wrapping it around Av’s in an act of such gentle kindness, it broke Sare’s heart.

“Can they hear me?” Iola asked.

“Maybe,” Abe answered. “It certainly won’t hurt if you talk to them.”

“You’re an idiot,” Iola started, and Sare couldn’t help the wet chuckle it invoked. Iola was always telling Av they were an idiot; it had quickly become a term of endearment from the young girl. “I told you we should have rested sooner. But you were too fucking stubborn.” Sare watched as Iola took a breath, clearly trying to hold back her tears, although failing miserably. Sare couldn’t blame her; she really hoped that Iola wouldn’t retreat into herself, that she would continue to open up about how she was feeling.

Sare stepped forward tentatively as Iola pushed up from the wheelchair, leaning over Av, bracing herself on the bed. “You need to wake up. Please, wake up. We need you.” Sare’s heart cracked when Iola let out an anguished sob. “I need you. You didn’t even tell me you’d been hurt. Not until I saw it. Why didn’t you say something?” Iola shouted, her tone switching from pleading to furious in a breath. “You promised me! You promised you would be here, and now you’re not! You need to wake up!”

“Iola…” Sare took a step towards her, cautious that even in her depleted state, her anger could flare up her magick. “Okay, sweets, you need to calm down for me.”

“Why? Why didn’t they say anything? I could have done something—” Iola cried.

“Iola. Iola, you need to calm down…”

Iola pushed back at Sare, and even though it was weak, the action still took her by surprise, causing her to rock back on her heels.

“No! They promised! And now they’re lying there, not fucking waking up!” Iola turned back to Av, screaming at their prone form. “Wake up!”

“Iola, you’re still very weak,” Abe tried to tell her, but Iola wasn’t listening to him or Sare.

Sare tried to bring Iola into her arms, but the girl struggled and flailed, her desperation making her stronger than her weakened body should be.

“No! Get off me! This is all my fault! They need to wake up!”

“Sare, try and hold her still,” Abe instructed, coming round to place his hands on Iola’s cheeks, holding her face in place. “Cadel,” Abe muttered, and with the single word, Sare watched as Iola’s eyes rolled back into her skull and her legs buckled. Between them, Abe and Sare managed to catch Iola before she hit the ground. Sare lowered her down, coming to kneel on the floor with Iola cradled in her arms.

“She’ll be fine, Sare. We’ll wake her up in a couple of hours if she hasn’t woken by herself already.”

“And then what? She was just starting to heal from everything that had happened, and then this. She’ll blame herself, and I’m not sure if she can fight another battle with her guilt.”

“She can and she will because she has you and Av.”

“But she doesn’t, does she? Av is lying there, and none of us know what it will be like when they wake. If they wake.”

“You have to believe they will. Av is strong; they will fight it. They will fight to come back to you.”

“And in the meantime? It’s been so long since I’ve had to survive without Av to ground me. And Iola… Goddess, they were the same for Iola. I know people thought it was me who made this decision, but Av is everything to Iola. To me. Without them, we’re nothing.”

With no words, Sare sensed Abe step away, clearly knowing there was no point in arguing anything different at this moment. Sare pulled Iola closer, her own tears rolling down her cheeks at the devastating situation they had found themselves in. Av was the heart of their family, the solid beat that kept them all together. And with the threat of them missing from it, Sare couldn’t comprehend a life ahead for her and Iola. The pain was too great, tearing through her chest at the mere suggestion of it. She needed Av more than she needed anything else.

Come back to us, my love.
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Iola sat by the bed, legs curled underneath her. It had been five days, and nothing had changed. Iola had spent most of the first day after they had returned sleeping, most of it through her own body’s choice after Abe had woken her from his incantation. Sare had been there, just like the first time she had woken, and again, they both cried until Iola had fallen asleep wrapped in her arms.

The next day, Iola was feeling a little stronger, enough that she could walk a little way, but too much easily depleted her energy reserves quickly. Apart from her exhaustion, there was no reason to remain in the infirmary, and Abe had discharged her. Despite being able to go home, she spent most of the day sitting by Av’s bedside until Sare practically dragged her home. Even though she had spent the day not doing a lot but dozing in the chair where she was sitting now, she felt better being next to Av. The tears still came, sometimes when Sare was there, sometimes when she was alone, but she had managed to not descend into hysterics that Abe had needed to send her to sleep again.

Mary had been dropping by, making sure both Sare and Iola had plenty to eat, pushing Sare and Iola to go home and freshen up. Sometimes, Sare was called away, usually by Francine, most likely to talk about Av, or Iola, or the people who attacked them, she guessed. In those moments, Mary or Atticus came to sit with her. Iola insisted that she didn’t need anyone to stay with her, but she was secretly grateful for the silent company Mary granted her and the fact Atticus would bring a deck of cards and try to teach her poker. Sometimes, she just sat in silence on her own, grateful for the space to process her own thoughts and emotions.

That was where she found herself today—sitting by Av’s bed, trying desperately hard to concentrate on the book on her lap, eyes darting up to watch Av’s peaceful prone form every few words. Mary had left a moment ago, saying something about getting tea, but Iola hadn’t really registered the details. She heard the door click open and lifted her head, expecting to see Mary returning. But instead, she was greeted with the timid smile of someone who had also filled her thoughts over the past few days.

“Jessie?”

“Hi, Iola.”

“W-what are you doing here?”

“Mum said it was okay if I popped in to see you now you’re feeling a little better. I hope that’s okay?”

“I…yeah, I guess.”

“I can go if you don’t want—”

“No. It’s not that. I guess…I just didn’t think you’d want to see me.”

Jessie walked further into the room, and Iola saw she was carrying a large box, which she placed on the table before taking the seat beside her. “Of course I would want to see you.”

“But after what happened at Litha—”

Goddess, Litha seemed a distant memory now.

“What happened wasn’t your fault. Axel said some pretty horrible things. He was trying to get a reaction out of you.”

“But you were hurt.”

“Barely. Dad had me fixed within minutes.”

“I’m so sorry, Jess.”

“It’s fine. He…He came to see me. Well, his mother brought him, but he apologised, and I honestly think he was genuine. I know he wants to talk to you when you’re feeling up to it. Besides, after…” Jessie’s eyes drifted to Av. “I think everyone’s perspective has changed a little.”

“Is everyone mad because I got caught by hunters again?”

“No. There’s definitely been more activity and talk in the Coven; people are strengthening their protective incantations, and we have lookouts for anything suspicious. I think some people went out into the woods once you were brought back, but there was no sign of whoever it was who attacked you and Av. They’re happy you’re back and safe but cautious about the fact someone got so close to the Coven.”

“They’re happy Av is back. I’m not so sure about me.”

“No, Iola. They’re worried about you, too. Here,” Jessie turned to the box on the table, passing it to Iola. “People have been dropping stuff off at the Elder Office’s for you.”

Iola stared dumbfounded at the box in her hands as Jessie pulled closer beside her, patiently waiting for her to open it. When she did, Iola instantly felt tears spring to her eyes as she took in the crammed contents. She swallowed them back as she lifted the first item out: a large glass jar full of the sour raspberry sweets from the corner shop, which she had discovered she loved when first introduced to them by Av and would buy every time she went in, a paper label tied around the neck with a message from the shopkeepers, wishing to see her soon. She methodically went through the rest of the items, placing each to the side as she further investigated: a box of blueberry muffins from the cafe, a new sketch pad and pencils from some of her classmates, a book from Francine, a beautifully crocheted blanket from Greta. She ran her fingers over the soft wool before dropping it and screwing her eyes shut.

“Everyone cares about you, Iola. We just want you and Av better and back with us.”

Iola nodded, unable to form any words. The love and kindness this one box of items made her feel was unlike anything she had experienced before, and she was unsure how she could verbalise it. Instead, she felt Jessie’s warm hand curl round her own and give it a gentle squeeze.

“I brought something as well. Do you want to see it?”

“Yes,” Iola said with a wet chuckle, knowing a present from her best friend would either make her insanely happy or cry even further.

Jessie dug in the pocket of her jeans, pulling out a small drawstring bag and placing it in Iola’s hand. Iola eyed her friend skeptically as she pulled it open, tipping the contents into her palm.

“Oh, it’s gorgeous,” Iola said as she studied the intricately woven leather and fabric braid. “Did you make it?”

“Yes. I picked your favourite colours for the cotton,” she answered shyly as Iola ran her finger over the tiny plaited purple and yellow strands which wound around the dark brown leather. “And I carved the runic symbol for it.”

“You did?” Iola asked, shocked, as she took a closer look at the small wooden disc in the centre and the crude but no less beautiful shape, similar to an angular uppercase letter P, which was imprinted there.

“Yes, it really wasn’t very hard since it’s so small, and the rune is fairly simple.”

Iola gave Jessie a look that clearly said don’t undersell yourself, pleased when its meaning was clearly understood as Jessie blushed. Not wanting to embarrass her friend any further, Iola continued. “What does it mean? The symbol?”

“Oh, it’s the wunjo rune. It means ‘joy’. Because, well, being your friend brings me joy. And I kind of hoped that maybe it would remind you of that when you find yourself struggling.”

Iola felt the all too familiar feel of tears sliding down her cheeks at Jessie’s quiet explanation.

“I love it, thank you.”

“I know it’s not much—”

“Shut up,” Iola cut off Jessie with a wet laugh. “No one’s ever made me a gift before, so it’s doubly special. Will you help me put it on?”

“Of course,” Jessie said, her smile wider and more genuine than Iola could ever remember seeing. Iola held out her wrist, passing the bracelet to Jessie, who tied it in place before she pulled her arm back to take another look.

“Perfect. Fancy staying for a bit longer and cracking into these sweets?”
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“Explain in detail the religious, social, and economic justifications James the First used to incite the country into the persecution of Mages and the counterarguments for why these reasons were unjust. Goddess, were the essay titles they gave you as wordy as this?”

Iola looked up from the laptop that was nestled on her knee to the peaceful form of Av lying in the bed. Jessie had left a couple of hours ago, promising to come back tomorrow with lunch for them both, leaving Iola alone with Av. Iola had spent the first few minutes quietly crying, the overwhelming gratitude and care of the Coven still grasping around her heart like a fist, her fingers gently running over the bracelet Jessie had given her, which she never planned to take off. She’d cried when Jessie was still here, but she had held back, not trusting her emotions to take over completely if she didn’t.

The silence of the room once she left afforded Iola the luxury of truly feeling everything Jessie’s visit and gift had reared inside of her. She curled her legs up, pushed her face into her knees, and sobbed until her throat was hoarse. For the first time since she and Av had been found, she felt some semblance of relief.

After calming herself and washing the sticky tear tracks from her face, she settled down, opening her laptop and pulling up the essay she had been assigned a few weeks ago. For the first time since before Litha, she felt as though she could finally tackle something normal, finally think about settling back into life at the Coven. And her first task, she decided, was to finish her studies. The end of term was fast approaching, and although she knew that no one would bat an eyelid at her not turning in this essay, Iola wanted to. For herself. For Av.

Iola sighed when she predictably got no response, but it didn’t deter her from continuing the one-sided conversation.

“I mean, I’m guessing they want more than just because he was a total moron with a small dick who needed to feel important? As if being King wasn’t important enough. King James instigating the witch trials was the seventeenth-century equivalent of buying a Ferrari.” She sighed dramatically. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t think that would go down well either.”

Iola settled her laptop on the small table beside her, leaning back and stretching out her legs. “Sare should be back soon. She said she was making lasagne for dinner. Personally, I think she’s just cooking to keep herself busy. You should see the freezer. Between her and Mary, we’ve got enough food in there to survive into next year.”

She paused, chewing her bottom lip as she anxiously pulled the cuffs of Av’s borrowed hoodie down over her hands. “So, I’ve been looking at, like, gender-neutral terms for parents. And I think I’ve found one which we—you—would like. So when you wake up, I’ll let you know what it is. But you have to wake up. Otherwise, I’m not telling.” Iola smiled before leaning forward and delicately brushing a piece of Av’s hair back off their face. She let her fingers drag across the shorter hair across the side of their head. “You need a haircut. I’ll get Sare to bring the clippers in tomorrow, and I’ll do it for you.”

“We can pack them when we get home tonight so we don’t forget.” Sare’s voice from behind her made Iola startle, jumping a little in her chair.

“You scared the shit out of me!”

“Sorry, sweets,” Sare said, throwing Iola an apologetic smile before walking further into the room, bending to place a soft kiss on Iola’s forehead.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Only a couple of minutes. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but you were deep in conversation with this one.”

Iola watched as Sare leant over Av, her fingers delicately brushing over their cheek as she pressed a gentle kiss to their forehead as well. “Hello, my love.”

When Iola first arrived at Crow’s Nest, she was overwhelmed with the easy and natural way that Av and Sare would show affection in front of her. Quickly, she became accustomed to it, especially since they were just as affectionate towards her. Sometimes, she would find herself walking in on quiet moments of stolen intimacy, nothing too risky, but whispered words and stolen touches when they thought she wasn’t around.

She understood; they had opened up their home and lives to her, and it was an adjustment to them all. But there wasn’t a day that went by when she couldn’t see or feel the love contained within those four walls—towards each other and towards her. It was all-encompassing, like a wave washing over her whenever she walked through the front door, the warm embrace which constantly shrouded her. She’d never felt anything like it. But it was nothing compared to the love she felt when she linked with Av, rushing through her like a drug, heady and disorientating yet grounding at the same time.

She’d often thought about it over the past few days, that sensation of comfort paired with a fierceness and passion, and rather than upsetting her, it was the one thing that kept her going. Knowing just how much Av loved them both and what it felt like gave her a reason to keep fighting for them all.

“Iola’s right, you do need a haircut.” Sare’s voice drew her out of her reverie, and she watched as Sare’s fingers trailed over the side of their head before she turned to Iola. “I brought dinner. Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” Iola answered with a vigorous nod of her head. Ever since returning, Iola’s appetite had been more ferocious than before. Abe had explained it was her body replenishing itself, just like it would after any other illness. Whatever the reason, Iola was just grateful for the constant supply of food that seemed to be around at the moment.

They both settled in the chairs beside the bed again, Iola shifting her laptop so the table was clear to lay out their dinner before starting to eat. Iola moaned at the first taste of lasagne that passed her lips, earning a satisfied and playful smirk from Sare.

“Good?”

“So good,” Iola replied before scooping another mouthful in.

“What have you been up to tonight?”

“Trying to finish my essay for History. Well, start it, really.”

Sare sighed. “Iola, you know no ones expecting you to finish the term.”

“I know.”

“I spoke to the Head a couple of days ago, and considering that you didn’t even start at the Academy until six weeks ago, nothing you do this year is going to undergo any sort of grading. There’s really no need for you to feel under pressure—”

“I don’t feel under pressure,” Iola interrupted her. “It gives me something to think about and stops me going crazy. Honestly, it’s not like I’m pulling an all-nighter worrying about my grades. I just want to keep busy.”

“Okay, if you say so,” Sare acquiesced.

“Besides, I’ve not been working on it long because Jessie came by earlier. She brought me some stuff which the Coven have been dropping off for us.” Iola nodded to the box, which now sat on the floor at the end of the bed.

“Mary said she was thinking of coming by. Did you have a nice time?”

“Yeah, it was good.” Iola shrugged. “No offence, but it was nice to see someone other than you, Mary, or Pops.”

Sare chuckled. “None taken. I can’t imagine seeing our faces all day every day is much fun.”

Silence settled over them again, the only sounds in the room being the gentle scrape of the forks on the plastic of their food containers as they ate for a few minutes before Iola spoke up again.

“So, umm, I was kind of talking to Av earlier about, well, umm…” Iola tripped over her words, unsure how to bring up the subject with someone who, this time, could have an opinion on it. She let out an exasperated sigh at her own inability to articulate what she wanted to say. Even though she knew that Sare considered her family and loved her unconditionally, somehow asking what she wanted to ask was eluding her, as a sudden bout of nervous energy washed through her. “Fuck, this is so much easier when people can’t answer back.”

Sare chuckled before glancing at Iola softly. “If it helps, I think I overheard that part of the conversation.”

“You did?”

“Yes.”

“And…well what do you think of…I mean…”

Sare smiled again, and Iola watched as she placed her food down on the table before shifting her chair around to face her completely. She took Iola’s own dinner out of her hands, instead replacing them with her own. “I think that if it feels right for you, neither myself nor Av would have any objections to it.”

“Really?”

“Really. I,” Iola watched as Sare took a moment to consider her words, a strange sight for the usually so eloquent woman she had come to know, but allowed her nerves not to take over, thanks to the last statement still ringing in her ears, and the repetitive soothing swipe of Sare’s thumb across her knuckles. “When you were in the forest, when I found you, I had you in my arms, and I was so grateful that you were there. Alive and breathing and just…I didn’t think I could feel anything but relief in that moment. And I don’t think you remember this, but when you came to, you called me Mum, and it was as if my heart burst.”

“I did?” Sare nodded. “I don’t remember, I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologise for, sweets. I didn’t want to say anything in case it wasn’t what you really wanted, in case it was just the emotions of the moment, but you have to know that to me, to us, you are family. You are ours, and you are so, so loved. And if this is truly what you want, if you honestly feel as though you want to honour me with such a title, then I would be proud to have you call me your Mum. And I know that Av would as well.”

Iola let out a tear-filled laugh. “Av is so not a Mum.”

“Maybe not,” Sare said, also chuckling through her own tears. “But whatever title you give them, I know they would feel equally as honoured to have it.”

Iola nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Iola nodded again, leaning into Sare’s palm when it cupped her cheek, and a thumb gently wiped away her tears. She closed her eyes, basking in the sensation of feeling so completely wanted and safe and loved by these people who had taken her in and accepted her as their own. “I love you, sweets.”

“I love you too, Mum.”
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“How are they?”

Iola bit back the retort on her tongue before turning around to see Axel standing over her. Despite the conversation a few days previously with Sare, Iola had decided to try to attend some of her classes, as well as complete her already set assignments. Academy life was a suitable distraction during the day, and then in the evening, she would sit by Av’s bed and do her homework, talking through what she was doing like Av could hear her and would answer. Just as they used to do before. Before Iola let her doubts cloud her judgement again, before she had run away, before Av had gotten injured when they came to find her. But she couldn’t deny it was tiring, trying to ignore the pointed looks and comments, and even though the majority of the students were kind, the tiredness meant she couldn’t be bothered to argue with Axel.

“They’re fine. Thank you for asking.”

Iola went back to her book, resolutely trying to ignore the young man who was standing beside her.

“I know that I’ve not always agreed with them,” Iola scoffed at the understatement. “But I would never wish for something like this to happen. To you or Av. How is Miss Emmot?”

Iola sighed and looked up, surprised when she saw Axel standing with his hands shoved in his pockets, looking uncharacteristically timid and repentant.

“She’s okay. I’ll let her know that you were asking. I think your fan club is waiting for you." Iola pointed to the two teenage boys who were waiting for Axel, watching the interaction between them with poorly concealed interest.

“Yeah,” Axel looked over his shoulder where Iola was looking. “Listen, I know we got off on the wrong foot, but maybe we can start over? What do you think?”

“I think that depends on if you’re going to carry on being a pain in my parents’ backsides.”

Axel let out a small laugh. “I think I might tone it down. If anything, hearing about what happened to you has made me realise just how dangerous it can be out there. Witch-hunters seemed like a myth from the past, you know. I never thought they would be so near or so…”

“Ruthless? Cruel? Murderous?”

“All of the above?” Axel stood for a moment, clearly waiting for an answer Iola wasn’t going to give, anxiously shuffling in another show of nerves. “Well, I’ll see you around.”

Iola watched as Axel started to walk away, thinking about Sare and Av. Before coming to Crow’s Nest, she wouldn’t have cared less about Axel walking away. Everyone let her down at some point; she was just happier on her own. But this was her home now, and if the past few weeks had taught her anything, it was that this Coven supported each other. And that she was part of that Coven now.

“Axel!” The boy turned around, surprise evident on his face. “Maybe we could grab a coffee sometime? I could do with some help catching up on this term’s history coursework…if you’d help me?”

“They’re still making you do it? That’s a bit harsh,” he said, taking a step closer again.

“They gave me a pass on it, but I kind of want to do it. For Av.”

“Oh. Yeah, yeah, of course. Maybe Saturday morning? I can meet you at the cafe at ten?”

“Yeah, sure. Thanks.”

“No worries. I’ve got to go. I’ve got Elemental basics in five minutes, and I feel like I need to up my game these days. For Goddess and for glory, right?” Axel smiled as he made his way back over to his friends.

But Iola couldn’t focus on Axel leaving or the chatter from his friends as he rejoined them because she only had one thing playing through her mind. Her blood ran cold as she repeated it again in her head. The words that were shouted as she watched the figure of a stranger rushing toward Av, unleashing the unforeseen avalanche of pain which she had lived through for the past week.

For Goddess and for glory.
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Sare startled as the door to her office flew open, slamming against the wall behind it. The reprimand was on the tip of her tongue until she saw Iola standing there. Her face was pale, almost grey, and for a moment, she was transported back to that forest, remembering seeing Av and Iola collapsed against a tree. She was on her feet and in front of Iola in seconds, hands gently cupped around her face to ground her.

“Iola, sweets? What is it?”

“I…I…”

“Breathe for me, sweets. Nice and slow. It’s okay,” Sare tried to encourage, seeing that Iola was on the point of hyperventilating with whatever had panicked her. She could feel her shaking underneath her touch, and worried that she was about to collapse, Sare quickly crouched low, sweeping Iola up in her arms and carrying her over to the sofa in the corner of her office. She felt Iola wrap her arms around her neck, sobbing into her shoulder, squeezing her tight. Goddess, she loved this girl; she would protect her to the end of the world. Seeing her so broken and distraught tore at her own heart.

“It’s okay, sweets. I’ve got you,” Sare whispered against her hair, sitting down gently, Iola only shuffling further into her as she sat on her lap. “Take your time, and when you’re ready, we’ll talk.”

“Mum,” Iola muttered into her chest, and once again, her heart skipped a beat at hearing the title fall from Iola’s lip.

“I’m here. Just try to calm down for me.”

“H-he said something.”

“Who, sweets?”

“The man who hurt Av. He said something.”

“Okay, and you’ve just remembered?” Iola nodded into Sare’s chest. “It’s okay to still be upset. What you and Av went through—”

“I heard it again.”

“What do you mean?”

“I heard it. He said it, and I just knew that it was him.”

“Iola, sweets. I need you to be totally sure of what you’re saying to me. You’re saying that the person who hurt you and Av is here? In the Coven?”

“Yes. I’m sure it was him.”

“And can you tell me who it was? Do you know their name?”

Sare felt Iola squeeze her again, clearly struggling with the knowledge she was about to share. Sare tried her best to prepare herself, knowing that the number of people Iola knew seriously narrowed down the pool of people it could be. She felt Iola take a deep breath, fighting back another tremble as tears threatened to overtake her again, and Sare rubbed her hand up and down her back, trying to imbue some strength into her. However, nothing either of them did could prepare Sare for what Iola said next.

“It was Axel Farrow.”
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Sare felt sick. Never before could she recall feeling so utterly nauseous in her life, and considering everything she had experienced, that was a bold statement. But now, as she looked at the items laid out in front of her, she honestly feared she was close to vomiting.

When Iola had sobbed that name into her chest, she admitted there was a moment where she thought Iola must be wrong. In fact, throughout every agonising minute since, there was a constant voice in her head which had told her that Iola must have been wrong. Because for all his faults, for all his irritating obnoxious beliefs and self-satisfying smugness, there was no way that Axel Farrow was capable of doing something so utterly cruel and horrendous. Even as that voice became quieter with each person they told, as she listened to Iola quietly tell Francine and the Mage Council representative who was investigating the attack what she had remembered, as Sare herself relayed the story to Atticus when she passed a shaking Iola over into his embrace, her heart aching at the thought of leaving her so soon, that sliver of hope that this must have been a case of mistaken identity remained. Until now.

“This was found in his house?” Francine’s voice sounded from somewhere in the room. It sounded distant, echoing as if she was speaking down a tunnel, and Sare had to push everything she had into trying to focus on the words.

“Yes.” Jericho Delany was the Mage Council officer who had been called in to help when Av and Iola were first attacked. Sare was quietly grateful for his ability to change his face and voice so easily; to Iola, he had been nothing but kind and forgiving, but Sare had seen the quiet fury that simmered underneath the surface, a dogged determination to catch whoever was responsible. But now, even he displayed an element of shock at their recent discovery. “Quite frankly, I have never seen anything like this before. Not in this context. Of course, historically speaking, there are a plethora of weapons used against Mages, but by someone so young and in these times? It’s practically unheard of.”

“And used by another Mage?” Francine questioned.

“Unfortunately. we are not immune to violence and hatred within our own kind. This is not the first Mage-on-Mage attack I have investigated, although granted, it is the first time we have changed our opinion so thoroughly and quickly. Usually, it is quite clear cut from the beginning, a disagreement which has escalated beyond what is justified.” Jericho turned to Sare. “Miss Emmot, I know we asked both you and Iola this earlier, but is there any reason you can think of why Mr Farrow would want to harm her or your partner?”

“No.” Sare sighed, rubbing a hand across her forehead to try and ease the insistent throbbing behind her eyes. “He’s brash and entitled, argumentative, and likes to question my authority at every turn, but he’s never been violent. He hated the fact that he was suspended recently, and he and Iola didn’t see eye to eye but I thought that was just because of her association with me and the fact she didn’t waver to his arrogance.”

“Even after the altercation at the Litha festival?”

“Even then. He was angry, and Iola was an easier target than me. I hated that she bore the brunt of the consequences for my actions within the Academy. But it never crossed my mind that he could be responsible. But then, I never considered anyone inside the Coven could be responsible before Iola came to me.”

“What happens next?” Francine asked.

“The boy will be questioned further, although I suspect he will continue to deny any involvement if his initial protestations are anything to go by. But the evidence is fairly damning, along with the information you provided us about his earlier confrontation with the girl.”

“Iola’s account said there were three attackers. Any ideas on the others?”

“We are also searching the homes of two of Mr Farrow’s known associates—a Mr Brook Dreyfus and Mr Seth Lake.” Sare closed her eyes, taking in the news. She had her suspicions when Axel’s name was first mentioned; Axel, Brook, and Seth were inseparable, and usually where Axel was concerned, the other two weren’t far behind. It was Brook and Seth who were with Axel when he confronted Iola and Jessie on the field at Litha. But despite that, Sare would never have imagined in a million years that the three of them were capable of such things as this. Sare shook her head, struggling to process everything that had happened the last few hours.

“Miss Emmot? You seem hesitant about this information?” Jericho asked.

“I’m just… This just seems so out of character for them. Axel is angry, yes, but his arguments were never about violence. They were always about how he thought Mages could do more. He was frustrated at the secrecy we had to maintain. To try and kill someone, anyone, just seems so…extreme. And Seth and Brook—they hung on his every word, but they weren’t bullies either. Seth especially; he always seemed hesitant to follow Axel when things got too heated. I always thought he was more afraid of being alone than believing in what Axel believed in.”

Sare looked over the items on the table again; a black balaclava, a red scarf soaked with the recognisable crimson stain, a black bandana…and a dagger streaked with Av’s blood. It was a small, unassuming thing, the blade no longer than six inches, sweeping slightly as it neared the point, the handle designed in a Celtic knot with a pentagram in the centre, all forged from metal. Blades were not unusual in a Mages possessions; many had familial pieces handed down from generation to generation, ceremonial in nature which, in the modern world, represented the bloodline’s history more than having any real purpose. But this one…this one felt different.

Sare tilted her head, studying it more closely, taking a step closer and hovering her fingers over the hilt. A tiny voice of revelation sounded in the far recesses of her mind. Maybe the reason she had felt so completely unsettled since entering the room was less to do with the fact that the dagger was in front of her and more to do with the fact the dagger itself was showing her more.

“Sare?” Francine asked, clearly noticing the way her whole body had tensed.

“I think we need to get Mary,” Sare muttered quietly, her eyes never leaving the table.
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“So, Mary could see the magick surrounding the dagger?” Iola asked, looking confused. Sare could understand that while Iola had seen her own aura, Divination wasn’t something they had fully explored past her scrying lessons at the Academy.

“Yes,” Sare answered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “My own Divination instincts are somewhat weaker due to my Elemental magick taking precedence, but the magick was so strong even I could sense there was something wrong with the dagger. It just took me a while to piece it all together.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Mary said, placing a hand on Sare’s shoulder. “There were three powerful Mages in that room, not to mention a few more who had searched the house and found the weapon. None of them picked up on the magick. It was carefully concealed with an illusion incantation as well.”

“But what does that mean? That it wasn’t Axel who attacked us?”

“It was, but we suspect that it was done under the influence of magick,” Jericho answered. “And while this evidence is strong, there is another way to ensure we have all the details before we make any more enquiries.”

“What? What is it?”

Jericho sat down in front of Iola, his forearms resting on his knees as he looked at her in the eyes. “Iola, if we could see the attack through your eyes, we may be able to discover valuable evidence that could lead us to the real person responsible.”

Sare watched Iola carefully for her reaction. The past twenty-four hours had been a tsunami of emotions for her, on top of an already emotional week, and Sare was anxious about how Iola would react. Despite Jericho’s calm and reassuring nature, she wasn’t sure how Iola would take the suggestion he was about to make.

“You mean, you want to link with me?”

Jericho smiled. “You’re a bright girl, Iola. For someone who is so new to this, you seem extremely knowledgeable.”

“Av told me about it. And then when we were in the woods, trying to reach Sare…” Iola’s voice petered off, the rest being spoken without words. “Why didn’t we try it before? If it could help with finding who did this?”

“Because we thought it was witch-hunters.” Sare sighed. “And honestly, when Jericho first suggested it, I refused. I didn’t want you to do it. You’d been through enough, and I didn’t want to put you through something that could be traumatic for you for no reason.”

Iola stood from her seat, coming up to Sare and wrapping her arms tightly around her waist. Sare was taken aback by the sudden embrace, her mind taking a second to process before she looped her own arms around Iola’s back.

“I love that you want to protect me so much. But if this can help catch the people who did this…”

“But it might also prove painful for you. And I just…” Her voice wavered, and she swallowed back the tears she could feel forming behind her eyelids.

“I know. But it might help.”

“I want you to know this is your choice,” Sare whispered. “We can do this without having to make you relive it all again.”

“I want to do it. For Av,” Iola muttered into where her face was pressed into Sare’s chest.

“If it helps,” Jericho interrupted, “it’s possible to do a three-way link. Iola, you can link with Sare if you’re more comfortable, and I can then link with Sare to see the memory.”

“A bit like having an appropriate adult present?” Iola asked, continuing when Jericho looked puzzled at the comparison. “It’s a Non-Mage term. Like when I was being interviewed or spoken to, I would always have to have a responsible adult present to make sure I was okay.”

“Ah, I see. Then yes, yes, it’s a bit like that. Would that be a better way for you?”

“Yeah, I think so. If that’s okay?” Iola turned to Sare. “Is that okay with you?”

Sare cupped Iola’s face, giving her a small smile. “Of course, sweets. Whatever you feel most comfortable with.”

“But,” Iola’s voice lowered, “it would mean you would have to see—”

“If it means that this is easier for you, then I am more than willing to see it.” Sare held Iola’s gaze, hoping her sincerity won over her hesitation. Of all the things she could think of having to witness, watching the two people she loved the most being attacked and injured was not one she had wished to see. But if it meant supporting Iola and potentially helping Av, then it was something she was willing to put herself through. With a small nod, Iola appeared to accept what she was saying, and she guided the both of them back over to the sofa where Iola had been sitting previously.

“Okay, Iola. Sare will guide you through it. Sare, I will be behind you and link with you just after you link with Iola.”

“Ready?” Sare asked, and with another, this time firmer nod and a deep exhale, Iola agreed.

“Ready.”

“Okay then. Close your eyes.” Sare watched as Iola followed the gentle order before placing her fingers on Iola’s temple, the other coming to cup her cheek, just as she would with Av. Behind her, she felt Jericho’s fingers gently rest on her temples, ready to link with her. “I want you to think of the memory of being back in the woods. Contain that memory like it’s in a room and imagine a door. When you’re ready, just open it to let me in.”

The speed and velocity at which Sare was thrown into Iola’s memory were jarring, and distantly, Sare wondered how many times Iola had played it over in her mind for it to be such a violently fast link. But the thought was soon discarded when she took in the scene in front of her.

She was pinned to the ground, her face pushed into the dry dirt beneath her cheek, struggling against someone who was holding her in place. The ground shook with Av’s magick, and one of her attackers fell down before the other was pinned in place by vines that crept from the ground. Av shouted at her, at Iola, to run, but as she moved, one of the men darted towards her. She stopped before turning and letting out a roar, flames running along the floor and pushing back her attacker, knocking them off their feet.

She felt something behind her and then the tell-tale crack of a twig breaking, and without any further thought, she picked up the branch by her feet and swung, knocking down who had tried to creep up on her. She turned as the figure wearing a black balaclava got back to their feet, stepping towards her, a knife in his hand. Something flickered in his eyes, black to white, before misting over black again. Suddenly, she heard Av shout, distracting them both, before he changed his direction and ran with the knife held high.

“For Goddess and for glory!” he screamed as Av suddenly dropped to the ground, their fingers digging in the dirt, shaking it beneath them. The man stumbled, tumbling over and landing on a heap on top of Av, who pushed him off, kicking him to the side before running over to Iola.

“Run!” they said, breathless as they dragged Iola along.

Sare was thrown out of the link as violently as she was pulled into it, her breath coming in sharp pants and her eyes welling with tears. When she looked up, she saw the same reaction reflected back at her from Iola. She lifted a shaky hand to stroke at her cheek, brushing away a tear with her thumb.

“Oh, Iola,” she whispered softly, her voice raw with the pain at what she had just witnessed and the knowledge of what Iola had been through. Her heart ached for the fact that Iola had been attacked like that, had to fight like that, that someone had hurt her in that way. And for the fact that she had just seen Av defending Iola and being hurt in the process. Her emotions felt raw, like every nerve was on fire and burning, like she wanted to run into the forest and raze it to the ground with the anger she felt. Her fingertips tingled with unfettered, primal magick in a way she had not felt for years—not since that fateful day when her aunt had sat her down and told her her parents were dead.

Extracting her hand from the warmth of Iola’s face, she clenched her fist and inhaled deeply, pushing down the magick that sparked in her body. Instead of reverting back to her younger ways of letting her magick control her, she knew that the best and only way to deal with the emotions the link had caused in both herself and Iola was to face them together. She had the overwhelming urge to wrap Iola up and whisk her home, lock the door and everyone in the world out, and just curl up and cry with the young girl in her arms.

“Did you see anything?” Mary asked, breaking the silence.

Sare swallowed, trying to find her voice. “Yes.” Sare turned to Mary. “He was Enchanted.”
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Sare paused as she reached the doors to the Elder Office’s, the mid-morning heat already too much for her tired and aching body. With one hand placed against the cool stonework of the building, she sighed; everything felt sore and depleted, from her body to her mind. After the link with Iola last night, Jericho had kindly and quickly ushered them both home, stating there was no further need for them to be there, with Mary and even Francine ordering them both to go home and rest. Once through the front door, Iola had predictably crashed, practically crumpling on the floor no sooner than she had crossed the threshold. Sare had once again scooped her up in her arms and carried her to the sofa, where they both curled up and cried until Iola exhausted herself and fell asleep, her head buried in Sare’s chest.

Sare didn’t remember when she fell asleep, but the lack of memories indicated it wasn’t much later. She found herself woken by the sun coming through the open curtains, Iola still sprawled out on top of her, an arm wound around her waist. Loathed to move for fear of waking her, Sare spent the next hour awake, staring at the ceiling, trying to make sense of everything that had transpired. In a little over thirty-six hours, they had gone from having no idea of who had attacked Av and Iola to having three prime suspects to discovering they had been Enchanted. It was a scenario she’d never thought she would experience, not in her worst nightmare.

Sare had practically pleaded with Iola not to go to either the Academy or the infirmary this morning, knowing the young girl was too emotionally raw for either place. While she suspected Iola wouldn’t want to go anywhere near the Academy for a while, she did know her well enough that she would more than likely spend her time sitting next to Av. News of Axel’s detainment had quickly spread, and even Sare could feel the staring eyes directed towards her on the short walk here.

Iola did not want to put herself in that situation, but Sare didn’t want her hiding away in the four walls of Av’s room either. Instead, she had convinced her to spend some time with Atticus. They needed some time together, and it would do them both good to do it somewhere other than the infirmary. Atticus had agreed without hesitation, Iola had grumbled something about not wanting to wallow, and for a split second, Sare panicked at the potential that Atticus would suggest taking Iola out of the Coven for the day. But as if he already knew the fear that thought produced within Sare’s chest, he just said that they could spend the day in the garden, and he would teach Iola more about the herbs and plants he grew to aid in his magick.

She still couldn’t help the pang of unbridled fear that shot through her as she walked away, though; with the true culprit still unknown and the knowledge that it was most likely someone inside the Coven, having Iola anywhere but by her side made her feel sick.

But the conversation she was about to have was one she didn’t want to put Iola through. She’d already suffered enough, and there was no need for her to be here, so she begrudgingly left her with Atticus, even though each step tore at her already fragile heart.

Walking through the hallway of the Elder Office’s, she pointedly avoided looking at the closed door of Av’s office, untouched and undisturbed since that fateful Litha morning nearly two weeks ago. Instead, she willed herself to make her way up the large, ornate wooden staircase that led to the central Council Room, her soft knock echoing through the nearly empty building before she let herself in.

“Miss Emmot, good morning,” Jericho greeted her as she nodded tersely. The formal greeting grated on her like it had never done before, reminding her of her status as a teacher at the Academy and, in turn, the three students who were currently being held somewhere else in the building.

“How’s Iola this morning?” Mary asked as she settled a cup of chamomile tea on the table in front of the empty chair, gesturing kindly for Sare to take a seat.

“She is…as you would expect, I suppose,” Sare answered, dropping down into the chair wearily. “I have left her with Atticus for the day.”

“I’m sure it is what they both need right now,” Mary replied with a gentle squeeze of her shoulder.

“Now Miss Emmot has arrived, I need to discuss with you all the next steps in the investigation, with what came to light yesterday. I understand that yesterday’s revelations were a lot, but if there is an Enchanter at work, potentially within the Coven, who is using their magick to harm other Mages… Well, I don’t need to impress you on the seriousness of the situation.”

“Because it wasn’t serious enough before?” Sare snapped, her frayed patience and exhaustion getting the better of her. “I apologise. That is not what I meant. I appreciate everything you have done so far, Jericho.”

“I understand, and no offence was taken.”

“If I may?” Mary asked the group. “I was speaking about these developments with Abe last night, and while it may not directly lead to a suspect, he has come up with a theory.”

“You have?” Francine asked.

“Yes, but it is only a theory at the moment.” Abe sat forward in his chair, clasping his hands in front of him. “Something has never sat right with me with Av and Iola’s attack from the moment it happened. We assumed it was hunters because of Iola’s previous experience with them, but, something just seemed off. Their faces were covered, like last time, but there was none of the show of burning torches and chanting. And why send only three, especially when they were so much closer to the Coven than before? How did they even get this close to the Coven? There were just so many things which didn’t seem to add up.”

“So the inconsistencies were due to the fact it wasn’t witch-hunters who attacked them, we are aware of that now, but that doesn’t get us any further,” Francine replied, as the conversation continued between the two of them, the other participants merely listening.

“No, maybe not in terms of who attacked them, but it may, in terms of what they were attacked with.”

“I don’t understand. We have the weapon. And even though Axel was Enchanted, it doesn’t explain why Av isn’t healing.”

“No. But before, I was treating it as a purely non-magick injury, based on the fact we thought it was a non-magick attack. If a Mage is involved, then it could indicate more is at work here.”

Sare’s head whipped around to Abe at his words, the implication clear but the details missing.

“Can you find out?” Jericho asked.

“Yes. Now I know I’m looking for some kind of magickal element, I should be able to. I would need to examine the dagger, and we would potentially need to search the boys’ homes again if my theory appears to have any weight.” Abe leant down beside him, lifting a heavy and ancient-looking book onto the table. “If we run with the theory that whoever attacked them wanted it to look like it was not magickal, then my guess is the work which could be involved would be very powerful and very old.”

“That’s…” Sare honestly didn’t know how to comprehend what Abe was implying. For a Mage to attack another Mage was not unheard of but was rare. To do so in a way that was so calculating and duplicitous to mask it behind a non-magick attack…she felt sick. She looked around the table, seeing her disbelief mirrored in Jericho’s and Francine’s faces.

“When I first started thinking about this possibility, I asked Mary if I could access some of the older texts held here at the offices.” He opened the book in front of him, where it was marked with a leather braid, pushing it to Francine first and pointing to a place on the open page.

“A cursed weapon?” Francine said, disbelief lacing every word. “You really think…”

“I think right now, it is our best and only theory. It would mask the use of magick in the attack and would fall in line with what we know already about the boys being Enchanted. And it could also explain why Av is not recovering as we expected.”

“This is very old and powerful magick,” Jericho said, reading the passage next.

“So old and almost forgotten that I didn’t even think about it to begin with. With the restrictions placed on Enchanters, and with the rarity of dark magick such as this, it’s practically unheard of these days.”

Sare pulled the book over to herself, eyes taking in what was written before her. The entry was handwritten, elegant, swooping calligraphy detailing the semantics across the yellowed pages.

The most severe form of dark magick is the creation and use of a cursed weapon.

The first cursed weapon was believed to have been created and used by Magdelene Diarmaid circa 1502. In revenge for her husband and sister having an affair, Diarmaid, who was already known to be a powerful Mage, especially in the art of magickal herbs and potions, crafted a spear carved from the core of the rowan tree. She then waited until her husband was intoxicated before driving the spear through his heart with his own blacksmith’s hammer. Despite the placement of the injury, death was slow to come, and witnesses who were alerted of the crime also recount tales that he was seen to be writhing on the floor, screaming in agony, as his magickal core was poisoned and drained.

Injuries caused by a cursed weapon will not heal, no matter how powerful the healing magick is. The only way to heal the injury is to remove the poison from the body, which will allow the wound to heal. However, Mages poisoned with rowan may experience a number of unpleasant side effects, even if they are fortunate enough to be cleared of its immediate poisonous effects. Over time, the practice of creating a cursed weapon has changed, and more commonly, it has been developed into anointing a weapon with pure rowan extract in order to administer the poison.

“If your theory is correct, what do we do next?” Francine asked.

“As I said, I would need to examine the dagger.”

“Of course,” Jericho agreed without hesitation.

“Once I have, I should be able to confirm or deny my theory easily enough, from the presence of the toxin left on the dagger.”

“And Av?” Sare asked quietly.

“I actually already took the liberty of asking my colleagues to make the antidote. The success of it will depend on the level of poison in their system.” Abe paused, tilting his head to catch Sare’s gaze. “But Sare, you know that even if we manage to fight the poison and revive them, there’s a possibility…”

“I know.” Sare closed her eyes, willing the tears which were threatening to retreat.

“I’m not saying there’s not a chance, Sare. I’m just warning you, there’s still a long road ahead. But you know I’ll do everything I can. The fact that Av is still here fighting implies that there wasn’t enough of the toxin in their blood to damage them too much, otherwise….” Abe didn’t need to finish the sentence. Sare knew what he was implying. If it was rowan, then any great quantity would have killed Av already. But rowan did more than just kill the Mage. It could irreconcilably damage the Mage’s magick.

“Sare?” Mary’s voice sounded from behind them.

“Yes,” Sare answered, her voice rough with emotion.

“Why don’t you go and be with Atticus and Iola while Abe figures this out.”

“I think that sounds like a good idea,” Jericho said, Francine agreeing with a soft nod.

“Yes. Maybe you’re right,” Sare acquiesced, her voice sounding hollow and distant even to herself.

Almost on autopilot, Sare stood, pushing the chair back as she did so, and walked out of the door. The information she had just learnt was still swimming around in her head, none of it making sense, and lingering over it all was the fact that at some point, she would have to return to Atticus and Iola and tell them another devastating update. Just for one day, she wished she could tell them both something positive.

Suddenly, she felt all the strength leave her body, her legs giving out from under her, and she slumped down on the stairs. Unbridled, huge, wracking sobs escaped from her body, her chest heaving with each one. It wasn’t like she hadn’t cried over the past two weeks. She had cried with Iola. She had cried with Atticus. Every night when she went to bed alone, the space beside her where Av usually resided empty and cold, she would silently weep until her throat was raw and her eyes stung. But then morning would come, and she would wake from another night’s fitful sleep, and she plastered on the face of someone who was coping, who was holding it all together, and was strong for her family around her.

But over the past couple of days, that mask had started to crack and crumble with each new revelation, each new piece of information she had learned. She had foolishly thought that discovering the truth would give her some form of resolution and hope, but then she had never expected the truth to be so mind-numbingly, life-alteringly savage and cruel.

She tried to suck in a breath, the tickle of it getting caught in the back of her sore throat, and it choked her, spluttering it back out like it was some rank, foreign taste which had invaded her mouth. She screwed her eyes closed, trying to force the floating black dots which had begun to appear away, but with each blink, they only reappeared and multiplied. In the deepest recesses of her shattered consciousness, she thought she heard a voice call to her, but in all honesty, she wasn’t entirely sure what was real and what was just a byproduct of the lack of oxygen she still couldn’t seem to get into her lungs. A touch to her shoulder made her flinch, and even through her clothing, it felt hot and scratchy and all too much and…

“Sare. Sare, you need to breathe.”

“I…wh-wha…”

“Sare, look at me.” Sare made out the bleary image of Mary knelt in front of her. The touch of her warm hands on her knees made her skin crawl and itch, and she tried to pull away, but Mary didn’t let her, instead, grasping her hands and squeezing them tightly.

“Do-don’t…I n-need…” Sare stammered out, still weakly attempting to pull away from Mary’s grip.

“You’re having a panic attack. I know it’s scary, but I need you to listen to me. I want you to do as I say. I want you to breathe in and count to four, hold it, then breathe out for eight. Ready? And in…” Sare pulled in a ragged breath. “One, two—”

Mary’s count was disturbed by Sare spluttering and heaving as the air caught and burned in her lungs, expelling in a wretched choke.

“Okay, and again. One, two…”

Long minutes dragged by, each one punctuated by the sound of Sare’s hiccupped, stammering breaths and Mary’s gentle count until, eventually, Sare began to breathe easier. The counts became longer; she held it in before releasing it slowly, each time bringing Sare a little closer to regaining control over her body.

“There you go. You’re okay,” Mary soothed with a soft smile and another squeeze of her hands.

“How did you know?” Sare asked, confused as to how Mary had so efficiently and calmly understood what was happening to her when she barely knew herself.

“Jessie. When she was younger especially, her visions would cause her to panic.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“She didn’t want anyone to know.” Sare thought back to that night when she had opened the door, the way Jessie’s face was pale and drawn, the slight tremble in her body. At the time, she had just put it down to what she had seen, but now, knowing and experiencing what she had just been through, the way her body felt even weaker and more drained than it had before…now she understood.

“Thank you.”

Mary nodded. “You’ve been through a lot, more than any of us could imagine or understand. It’s perfectly understandable that sooner or later, something would crack. You’ve been holding it together for Iola, but that doesn’t mean you have an infinite reserve of energy or strength, Sare.”

“I know. I just…” Sare closed her eyes, taking another deep breath and remembering Mary’s calming instructions from earlier, holding it before she released it again through her mouth. “How do I tell them?”

“Maybe it’s time to let one of us carry some of this?”

“I can’t—”

“You can, and you will. Let me come with you to Atticus’s house, and we can tell them together.”

The sound of a door opening behind them diverted Mary’s attention, and her gaze shifted to over Mary’s shoulder. Sare looked over, seeing Abe walk across the hallway above them.

“I should be with them,” Sare said, trying to stand.

“No.” Sare’s head whipped around at Mary’s statement, the action making it throb. “Abe said the procedure can be very…difficult. He thinks it’s best if you’re not there.”

“But—”

“Sare, trying to purge the body of rowan extract is a painful process. The accounts Abe has read of when this has been attempted before have reported that the patient may suffer from a range of symptoms—a high level of pain, fever, bleeding, seizures. And there’s a strong possibility that Av’s magick will react by becoming erratic and dangerous. He doesn’t want you to see that, and I think he’s right.” Sare looked down at her hands, which were still cradled in Mary’s. It all made sense, but she couldn’t help the feeling that she should be with Av if it was going to be such a traumatic and painful experience. “Please, Sare, let us help with this. We can go talk with Atticus and Iola, and Abe will take care of Av.”

Unable to formulate any words and unable to argue back against the sound logic being presented to her, all Sare could do was nod and pray to the Goddess that this was the start of their road back to normality.
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Av’s eyes felt sticky behind their lids, and with more effort than ever before, they pulled them open with a groan. Goddess, why did blinking hurt so much? Screwing their eyes shut again, they willed their focus to clear before trying again, this time greeted by the fuzzy shape of what they thought was a person standing over them.

“Av? Av, can you hear me?”

“Abe?” Av choked out, their throat scratching like it was lined with sandpaper at the attempt.

“Yeah, it’s me. Just hold still for a second.”

“Wha—” They got no further before a harsh cough crawled up their throat, wracking their body, a searing pain shooting through their left arm at the jolt.

“Take it easy, Av. You’ve been out for a while. Let me just check you over.”

A bright white light appeared in their vision, and they attempted to screw their eyes closed at the intrusion, confused when they couldn’t before realising it was because Abe was gently holding them open.

“Your reactions are good, pulse steady. I’m assuming from your undignified yelp a moment ago, there’s some pain. What about this? Can you feel it?” Av felt a soft press on each of the fingers of their left hand, and they nodded, realising that speaking would be difficult until they got something to quench their dry throat. “Good. First impressions seem to show no lasting physical damage, but once you’ve come round a bit, I’ll do some more tests.”

“Water?”

Abe nodded and turned before reappearing with a glass, holding it up to Av’s mouth so they could drink. The liquid was cold on their throat but instantly refreshing, soothing some of the gravelly pain that sat there. When they finished, they slumped back down with a sigh.

“Sare?”

“On her way. I called Mary when you showed signs of starting to come around a while ago.”

The calm Av momentarily felt at knowing Sare would be here soon barely had time to register as a spike of panic lanced through their chest. “Iola?”

“She’s safe,” Abe reassured them with a comforting hand on their shoulder.

“What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” Abe asked, subtly lifting their wrist and taking their pulse again.

“I remember Iola running away. And then I was in the woods…”

“You found her, but you were both attacked. Iola wasn’t hurt, but you were stabbed in the shoulder. Iola managed to contact Sare and led us to you both.”

Av felt a grin of pride split across their face at the information that Iola had done such a thing.

“She’s fucking amazing,” Av said, feeling slightly woozy. Abe must have given them some pretty strong pain medication, and now the grogginess was wearing off slightly, they just felt a little floaty and lightheaded.

“More so than I think you realise,” Abe said. “It was her who gave us the missing details as to why you weren’t waking. I’d tried everything until she remembered something about your attack, and then she linked with Sare to share the memory. I honestly don’t think we’d have figured it out if it wasn’t for her.”

“What do you mean?”

The sound of the door reverberating off the wall as it flung open broke their conversation. Av tiredly rolled their head to see Sare, wide-eyed and panting, staring at them from the threshold.

“Did you run here?” Av asked, chuckling weakly until it was choked by another coughing fit.

“Braveheart?” Sare asked as if she was unbelieving of what she was seeing.

“Hey—” But Av got no further before Sare flung herself at them, face buried in their shoulder and arms awkwardly thrown around their body. Av held back the wince they felt at the action, just grateful for feeling Sare in their arms.

“Oh, Goddess, I thought I’d lost you.”

“Takes more than that to get rid of me, baby.” Av opened their eyes, seeing Iola standing awkwardly in the doorway. She looked more terrified and reluctant than she had all those weeks ago when she first came to the Coven, her hands shoved into the pocket of a hoodie Av recognised as their own. “You coming to get in on this cuddle session? I give really good hugs, even if they are one-handed.” They heard the slightly wet chuckle come from Sare, their eyes not leaving the young girl standing in the doorway.

They watched as Iola took a hesitant step forward before stopping, only encouraged further when Av managed to hold up their weakened left hand and beckon to her. Iola then made her way over with fast steps, crawling onto the edge of the bed to reach Av, where Sare had moved to make space for her. Av felt Iola’s head drop onto their stomach, and with much effort, they managed to move their injured arm so it rested over Iola’s back. “I'm so happy to see you, babe.”
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Iola sat in the old, worn armchair where she had taken up residence the past two weeks, knees tucked up underneath her. Resting on her knee was her laptop, her textbook balancing on the arm of the chair, the rhythmic clicking of the keys the only sound in the room as Iola typed. She was on a roll with this section of her essay, and she was determined to get as much done as she could while she had the focus, knowing sooner or later, her mind would drift, and she’d be caught up in another spiral of what-ifs and self-blame.

Even though Av had woken and they had spent the afternoon with just the three of them, it hadn’t settled Iola’s fears or guilt as she thought it might. The voice that this was all her fault was quietly playing on repeat in the back of her head, only becoming louder since Sare had left an hour ago, once Av had fallen back asleep, to go get some clean clothes for them from the house.

“You’ve stolen my hoodie,” Av’s croaky voice said, breaking her train of thought. Iola looked up, tears instantly welling in her eyes again at the soft look directed towards her from Av.

“I… Mine got ruined. After the woods, it was covered in—” Iola felt another wave of pain rise up in her chest at the memory of the blood soaked into her clothes. Av’s blood. Once she had been cleared from the infirmary on that first night and Sare had taken her home, Iola stripped and stood in the scalding hot shower until the hot water had run out, desperately trying to wash the imaginary blood off her, scrubbing until her skin was raw. She remembered Sare’s soft voice outside the bathroom door, urging her to open it, and upon doing so, the warm arms that immediately encased her and held her as she cried until, exhausted and aching, Sare carried her to her bed.

The next morning, she found her clothes washed, dried, and no longer physically stained, but she could still see where the blood and dirt had marked them, and unable to look at them any longer, she went into the garden and burnt them. Again, she had been found sobbing, this time by Atticus, who just held her as they watched the fire consume the physical representation of the worst moment of her life.

When they had finally gone inside, Iola was shivering despite the warm summer sun and the fire that had burnt in front of them, and Atticus had come downstairs holding one of Av’s hoodies. When she argued, he reassured her that Av would be fine with her wearing it, and she’d eventually let him put it over her head before casually pulling the hood over her eyes and smiling, even though it was missing his usual spark. Ever since that moment, she had rarely been without it, even going so far as to sneak into Av’s bedroom and spray it with their aftershave when their scent started to fade.

“Mine got ruined,” she finished simply.

“It’s okay. It looks good on you,” Av said, clearly recognising the struggle Iola was having. “Shouldn’t you be at home?”

“Oh, I was just doing my homework. I… Well, I’ve been coming here to do it.”

“You have?” Av said, pushing themself up tentatively so they were more upright. Iola quickly uncurled herself from the chair, standing to adjust Av’s pillows.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. I guess we just always used to sit down and talk about my homework in the evenings,” Iola said with a shrug. “Kind of felt right to keep doing it. I kind of… Well, I kind of just talk it through like we used to.”

“Did I give you any good answers?” Av asked with a tired smile.

“No, you were even more shit than usual,” Iola said, returning the gesture. But it was short-lived as that ever-present feeling of guilt rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. Iola averted her eyes, instead staring down at the thin cotton sheet covering Av, fingers anxiously fiddling with the creases and folds.

“Iola,” Av’s soft voice called to her, waiting until Iola had found the courage to look at them. “Thank you.”

Iola snorted. “For what? For not believing you? For running away? For almost getting you killed?”

Iola pushed back from the bed furiously, pacing the room. Clenching and unclenching her fists, she tried to remember what Sare had been telling her over the past fortnight. Her emotions, and therefore her magick, had been erratic since returning that day, fear, anger, and frustration all combining into one large melting pot of confusion. Only yesterday, over breakfast, she’d seen Av’s favourite mug sitting untouched by the coffee machine, and the swell of pain it elicited caused her to accidentally scorch the counter where her hands had been gripping.

One time, she had been lucky enough to sense the rise within herself, directing her flames towards the fireplace. Sare had praised her for her control, but that only made Iola angrier because Av wasn’t there to share it with her. Her flames climbed higher, licking up the chimney and threatening to set it alight. Once more, she collapsed to the floor in tears, and Sare wrapped her up from behind in a strong embrace and talked her down.

This time, it was Av’s gentle voice that broke her out of her spiral.

“For saving me. Abe told me what happened, what you did. Both in the woods and later when he couldn’t work out what was going on.”

“Seems a bit fucking hypocritical since it was my fault in the first place.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Io.”

“No?” Iola whirled round on her heels, staring down at Av. “It was my stupid magick that got me in trouble the first time so you had to come find me. My stupid magick that caused the scene at the Summer Solstice. My fault you were even in those woods to begin with—”

“And what would have happened if I wasn’t there? Do you think Axel and whoever was behind it would have stopped? Do you think they’d let you be? You could have been hurt.”

“Maybe it would have been for the best. All I do is get other people hurt! At least if I was gone—”

“Don’t you fucking dare!” Iola froze, shocked at the low growl of their voice. She watched as Av sighed, deflating into the pillows behind them, pinching the bridge of their nose with their good hand. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry at you, Iola. I just want you to recognise that you’re not nothing to us. If anything had happened to you, we never would have forgiven ourselves.”

“Everyone I get close to just gets hurt,” Iola said quietly, her own voice losing all its rage-filled edge. “I just can’t help thinking that she was right…”

“Who?” Iola stayed silent, the tornado of emotions threatening to drown her now joined by the regret of saying too much in her exhausted state. “Who, Iola? Who said what to you?”

“P-Prim,” Iola whispered, knowing that now it was half out there, there was no chance of her dragging it back in. Av and Sare wouldn’t let it go until they knew the truth, their protective nature over her as frustrating as it was endearing.

“What did she say?” Iola couldn’t miss the way that Av’s tone had changed, now clipped and barely restrained.

“She knew about the thing with Axel at school, said I’d tried to set another student on fire. And that if I cared for you, I would do the right thing and leave.”

“When was this?”

“A couple of weeks ago, before the Summer Solstice.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because she said that no one would believe me over her. That I was just a kid no one wanted, so why would they?” Iola let out a deep breath, not releasing how much tension she had been holding at keeping this a secret. “I tried to remember what you and Sare said about the fact you did want me here, but then when I lost control at the Solstice…”

“Babe, come here. Please,” Av pleaded, and Iola took a shaky step forward, sliding her hand into Av’s outstretched one, which lay upright on the bed. When their fingers wrapped around hers and gave a weak squeeze, Iola felt her heart settle. “I’m sorry she said that to you. And I know that it’s hard for you to believe because of everything you’ve been through, but I hope these past weeks and everything we’ve been through have shown you that we do want you here, with us.”

Iola nodded, her free hand coming up to wipe away the tears that slid down her cheeks.

“You know what I’m missing right now? Snuggles on the sofa, watching crap TV with you. This bed’s not the biggest or comfiest, but you think we can manage it?”

Iola couldn’t help the beaming smile that spread across her face at the offer. She’d also missed the times when she and Av would curl up together in the evenings, talking about nonsense, Sare sat at the other end of the sofa, rolling her eyes in mock exasperation as the two of them descended into fits of giggles over the smallest, silliest of things. Rounding the bed so she was on Av’s good side, she slid under the sheet when Av shuffled over and lifted it up, immediately finding the comfy spot on Av’s shoulder, relaxing when she felt Av’s arm come round her and squeeze her tightly. Av didn’t say anything or push Iola to say anything more either; neither of them really needed to in this moment, both content with the comfort that the simple embrace was giving them both. Iola took a minute to listen to the steady, strong thrumming of Av’s heart in their chest.

“I called Sare Mum,” Iola quietly admitted into the room. She felt the tell-tale movement of Av’s cheek as they smiled against her hair.

“You did? How did it feel?”

“Good. Natural. Like it was meant to be.”

“I know she felt the same.”

Iola looked up at Av. “She told you?”

“No. But I know her, and I know that’s how she feels about you. We both do. We love you, and you’re ours. Nothing could change that now.”

“I know you’re not ‘Mum’; that doesn’t feel right. But I was looking at something on the internet the other day about gender-neutral options. I think…I like Ren. It’s short for parent. What do you think? I know it’s maybe not as—”

“I love it,” Av said, cutting her off before she rambled too much.

“You do?”

“Yeah. If it feels right for you, nothing else matters. It’s less the word itself and the meaning behind it for both Sare and me.” Iola felt Av press a kiss to her forehead. “Thank you for looking for something different for me, though. It means a lot. I love you.”

“Love you too, Ren,” Iola mumbled as she felt herself relax fully for the first time in weeks, sleep quickly approaching now she was finally warm and safe in Av’s arms.
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“Morning, you’re looking much brighter today. Did you sleep okay?” Mary asked, breezing into Av’s room.

Av shuffled in the bed, stiff and sore from not moving from it for so long. It hadn’t helped that they and Iola had shared the small bed all night, but once Iola had fallen asleep, Av followed not long behind her. Even though they had woken in the night, they refused to disturb Iola, the feeling of having their daughter cuddled up close and safe in their arms something they weren’t willing to give up until absolutely necessary.

“Yes. But I swear to the Goddess, I’m about ten minutes away from developing bed sores if I don’t move soon.”

“Av Moss, stop being so dramatic.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“How was Iola this morning? You two looked very content when I popped my head in last night.”

“Good. Better, I think. She certainly seemed less tense than yesterday.” Av paused, thinking through what they were about to ask. “Mary, I need you to do me a favour. I wouldn’t usually ask, but—”

“Av, you should know by now that nothing is too much trouble.”

“I know. It’s just this is something I should do, but I’m stuck in here, and I doubt she will visit me. Apparently, she hasn’t been once.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes,” Av said with a sigh.

“Hmm, yes. I must admit I thought this might be the thing to get her head out of that bigoted ass of hers—”

“Mary!” Av was stunned. They’d never heard Mary say anything so crude before. She could be passionate, but it was usually conveyed with a sense of eloquence. Av was shocked by the sheer crass nature of her words.

“I’m sorry, Av, but she had long slipped down my list of favourite people. You know that. And her absence while you have been here has been noted by more than one person.”

“No. No, it’s not that. I’m just surprised at your language.”

“Oh, you have no idea. I can have quite the vibrant vocabulary when it is called for! Now, what is it you need?”

“Iola said something when she was here last night. About… Well, Prim apparently said some things to her before she ran away.” Av looked at Mary. “We all know what she can be like. I’ve lived long enough with her disapproval. But Iola, she’s young and vulnerable. She can’t handle Prim’s disrespect. I don’t want her exposed to it.”

“Enough said. I’ll speak to Prim, tell her to stay away from Iola. She doesn’t even need to know it came from you. I can tell her Iola told me she had said something to Jessie.”

“Thank you. I wouldn’t usually ask, but—”

Mary stopped them with a hand on their arm. “You don’t need to worry. You, Sare, and Iola are our family. We look after our own. And what your family needs right now is for you to rest and recover. Speaking to Prim is a small ask and one I will take great pleasure in.”

Av grinned. “You’ve just been waiting for this opportunity, haven’t you?”

“Oh, you have no idea.”
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Sare was tired. So very, very tired. Despite Av having woken up, and physically seeming fine, Sare still couldn’t relax. Not with the knowledge that whoever was still responsible for hurting them was still out there, and within her own Coven. Axel, Seth and Blake had been released from custody once it had been discovered that they had been Enchanted, while the Mage Council decided what was to happen; technically they were not the ones to commit the attack, yet Enchantment had so rarely been used in this way for so long, there was hardly a precedent for what was considered a suitable course of action. Even Sare had to admit she didn’t want to see the boys punished; they were as much victims of whoever had masterminded the whole scenario as Av and Iola. And while the events of the past few days had happened so quickly that it had afforded Sare very little time to be angry at the boys, that anger still remained; undirected and unresolved just simmering in her chest ready to explode. Jericho and Francine were doing their best, but with very little to go on, it was becoming frustrating for them all. With each revelation the Coven was becoming more and more anxious, suspicious glances being thrown, whispered conversation, hushed accusations. If they didn’t find the culprit soon, Sare imagined it could descend into some kind of vigilante chaos. She shuddered at the thought; a Coven brought to its knees by a faceless, unnamed Mage within their midst.

She let out a deep breath as she dropped down onto the sofa, her head falling back into the cushions. Av had woken yesterday, and despite the fact she had spent the night awkwardly sleeping in the chair next to their bed, more than content to let Iola continue resting where she had found her curled up against Av’s chest, she still couldn’t rest. She had cleaned the house ready for Av’s return home, although she knew that wouldn’t be for a few days, Abe wanting to keep a close eye on the next stage of their recovery, both physically and magickally. Yet still she couldn’t just sit and do nothing; Iola was spending time at Jessie’s, a much needed respite from the confines of the infirmary, Atticus visiting Av instead. There was no work for her to do, the Academy delegating all her tasks for the foreseeable future while her life was so chaotic and uncertain, not that Sare fancied spending time in her office anyway. And, as she discovered yesterday, there was physically no more room in the freezer for any more food, putting a halt to her near-obsessive distraction technique of cooking. She mentally ran through a list of things she could do, finding herself struggling when she realised she had cleaned nearly every room. She growled in frustration, deciding the only thing left to do was check Iola’s room for any dirty laundry when frantic knock sounded at the door. Frowning, she wondered who it could be since most of her family were accounted for in their whereabouts, a spike of panic shooting through her that something else had happened to one of them. Hurrying to the door, she threw it open, only to be greeted by Mary, looking more furious than she had ever seen her before. Mary rarely did angry, her usual demeanour one of quiet calm and reassurance, so to see the rage which was so obviously bubbling underneath the surface was unsettling to Sare.

“Mary?”

“That fucking woman!” Mary exclaimed, and Sare was taken aback by the profanity.

“Who?”

“Primrose Moss! Did you know that Av had asked me to go see her? She had apparently spoken to Iola before she ran away, made her think she wasn’t welcome here.”

The revelation of this information knocked Sare backwards. She knew Prim didn’t like the fact that Av and Sare were caring for Iola, her distaste palpable that day weeks ago in the cafe when Sare had caught her trying to talk to Iola, but she had no idea that Prim had spoken to her again, or that she had said such things. To know that Prim had managed to say something to Iola, to play off her fears of being unwanted and unloved, to the extent Iola no longer felt welcomed here; Sare’s stomach churned at the thought.

“Well, I went to see her,” Mary continued. “She was completely unrepentant, not that I expected anything else from her. She didn’t even care that Av was in the infirmary, saying that Av wanted nothing more to do with her like that was a justifiable excuse. As if now was the time she had decided to respect their wishes.

“And that house, Goddess it was suffocating. The sheer amount of hatred and disdain, it was making it impossible to see straight the magick was so thick in the air. I should have known, just like I should have known in the infirmary. And she just stood there with that look on her face, that fucking smug, holier-than-the Goddess arrogance she has.”

“Mary,” Sare said, trying to calm the raging woman who was looking close to exploding in front of her, “We all know that Prim—”

“No, Sare, that’s the problem,” Mary said, coming to stand in front of Sare, her eyes wide with something that Sare now recognised as fear. “I don’t think anyone really knows who Prim is. I don’t think any of us really know what she’s capable of.”
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“Tell us what happened,” Jericho said.

Prim sat across from Jericho, looking as put together as she always did, the only difference being the stony grey change in colour of her eyes, the outward sign of a Mage whose powers had been bound. It made her look even colder than usual, and as they regarded Sare standing in the corner of the room, she felt a shiver run down her spine. Here, opposite the mastermind of Av and Iola’s nightmare, Sare thought she would feel relief. Instead, a mix of anger, fear, and horror filled her. Prim didn’t acknowledge Jericho, instead just holding Sare with her icy stare.

“This is your fault, you know.”

Sare clenched her jaw, resisting the urge to say anything back, knowing Prim was trying to provoke a reaction from her.

“Why did you do it, Prim?” Francine asked, something softer, like disappointment, lacing her words. Sare prickled at the tone; the woman didn’t deserve anything so kind.

“Really, Francine? Pity? Do you think that is going to work?” Prim said with a cock of her head.

“It’s not pity. I just want to understand what happened.”

“She happened. And if you think I’m going to give her the satisfaction of telling her anything, you’re all more deluded than I thought.”

Silence settled over the room again. That one statement was the most Prim had said in nearly three hours of being here. Jericho had tried everything, every single piece of evidence, from the circumstantial to the damning, laid out in front of Prim, and still, not a word had been uttered from her about what she had done. No confirmation. No denial. Nothing. Just that icy cold stare almost continually directed at Sare, intended entirely to unnerve her.

“Very well,” Jericho said with a sigh. “Primrose Moss, I hereby inform you that by the power invested in me by the Mage Council, I have been authorised to perform the lapis lazuli incantation on you.”

Sare choked back a gasp. The lapis lazuli incantation was rarely used, a work so steeped in history and legend that it was almost mythological in its understanding. She watched as Jericho pulled a small case from beside his chair, opened it up on the table in front of him, and methodically placed its contents in front of him: a white pillar candle, around six inches in height, and a small cloth pouch, from which he slipped the lapis lazuli stone out.

“This is your final opportunity to inform us of anything you wish to freely and under your own direction. Is there anything you wish to say?”

Prim remained as silent as ever, defiant to the end.

Cradling the stone in his hands, he nodded to Francine to light the candle, briefly closing his eyes. Sare knew the theory of the procedure; Jericho was meditating, drawing and infusing the light of the candle into the stone, before he would push it out and into Prim. After a few tense moments, the stone began to shine, almost glowing with ethereal light, its deep, rich royal blue intensifying, pulsing in a hypnotic manner as it syphoned the energy from the flame until it illuminated Jericho’s features.

Sare could just make out the quiet incantation that he muttered before, with a gentle exhale of breath, he sent the light towards Prim. She could see the tendril of cobalt stretch and twist, meandering its way towards Prim, until with a jolt, it struck into her chest. As if she was being pulled and drawn back by an invisible wire, Prim’s spine straightened, her shoulders squared, and her eyes, steely and grey a moment ago, misted over until they matched the shade of the stone in Jericho’s palm.

“Why did you hurt Av, Prim?” Jericho asked again.

“It was simple, really. She had lost her way. She needed to either be gone or be broken enough to listen to me,” Prim replied matter of factly.

“Tell us what you did.”

Sare watched as Prim sighed, almost as if she was irritated by the questioning, even in her trance. “I already knew of the poison which was needed. But getting close enough to administer it was more difficult this time. I had to be a little more inventive.”

“This time? You’ve done this before?” Francine asked, shocked.

“Oh, yes. And it worked better than I could have imagined. Darius was a fit man; there was no reason for him to drop down dead like that, really. But that’s the wonder of the human body—lots of hidden secrets; anything can happen. And with no cause to look for any interference, you all just went along assuming that it was a tragic incident. Like I said, though, that time was easy. I made up some excuse about needing to speak to Atticus, popped around the house, and just slipped the rowan extract into his whiskey.”

“You killed Darius?” Sare heard Francine repeat, her mind whirring with the revelation Prim had just so casually made.

“Yes. I was really quite tired of them parading around for all those years so happy and in love, without a single care for how it would reflect on me.”

“No one cared, Prim. No one judged you for Darius and Atticus being together. And they tried so hard to be respectful,” Mary said.

“Respectful? You call fawning over each other at every opportunity, every Beltane, respectful? It was cruel. They brought shame on my lineage. Everything I had done to keep his name strong, and they destroyed it all with their sickening behaviour. Darius was just as much to blame as Atticus; our line was strong even before I handfasted Atticus. He should have respected our history more. And then, just to make things more humiliating, Avani would be there,” Prim practically sneered, “playing happy family like it was them she had to owe for everything.”

“What about Av? You talk about family and respect, but then you try to kill your child, an Elder. Why?” Jericho asked.

“It was never my original intention to have Avani injured or killed. I just needed her broken enough that she would be open to hearing me. I’d already been thinking how after that despicable show at Beltane you two put on. And then the girl showed up.” Prim sighed, and Sare tensed with the casual way in which Prim spoke, as if Iola was an inconvenience. “It made things a little harder. She was so taken with her and clearly cared for her. But if anything, it just proved to me that my actions were justified. She could be such an exceptional Mage if she only had the right people around her. Avani allowing her to stay was another action that showed that she was too easily swayed by the wrong influence.”

“The decision to offer Iola refuge at Crow’s Nest was one we all agreed upon, Prim,” Francine said coolly. “Av does not and will never have an overriding say on the matters of the Coven. That is why there are three of us, not only to reach an agreement and lead in unity, but also to share the burden of that responsibility. In fact, of the three of us, Av is the one who struggles with that burden the most.”

“Exactly. She has so much potential but is weak and easily led.”

“No. Because they have one of the purest hearts I have ever seen. Their love is something to aspire to. It is anything but a weakness.”

Sare was surprised at Francine’s defence of Av. It wasn’t passionate, but it was the most forthright she had ever seen Francine speak about anything.

“She would be stronger if she could focus that love on the Coven, not on some misguided relationship and fake family.”

Sare’s blood boiled. Mary must have known the reaction such a comment would incite within her, as she glanced over her shoulder, giving her a look which was intended to calm her, silently holding her back from leaping across the table and throttling Prim.

“Tell us about what happened. Why did you decide to harm Av?” Jericho continued.

“It was never meant to be Avani.” And for a moment, it seemed as though her voice had softened with something akin to empathy. But then, no sooner had it surfaced did it disappear when Prim’s gaze snapped to Sare. “It was meant to be her. The girl was easy, really. A few well-placed comments to sow the seed of doubt with her poor, painful history of being unwanted…it took hardly anything to break into that. And considering she went after her last time, I assumed she would again. With them both gone, Avani would be lost enough that she would be open to my support. I could help her heal and find her true direction. Either way, the fact the girl had been hunted before was practically a gift. I could get rid of you both and make it look as though you’d been killed by those witch-hunters.

“But obviously, I couldn’t do it myself. The Farrow boy and his little harem were the perfect opportunity. He was already on his little crusade; it was almost laughable how easy it was to work him. A few choice words in his ear, and he was the perfect puppet.”

“You Enchanted him?”

“When I found out it was Avani who’d gone to find her, I panicked for a moment. But then I realised if she was willing to abandon her Coven for a stranger, she was further gone than I anticipated. A little change to his command, and it made no difference. But then he failed. When I found out they had both come back… Well, disappointment is an understatement. Obviously, he was meant to do more damage with that knife, and it would have been over quickly. And I underestimated the power the girl has. Otherwise, neither of them would have come back alive.”

Sare was at a loss for words. Prim spoke as if the fact that she had plotted to kill her child and a young girl was nothing.

“But they are your child?” Sare asked, unbelieving of what she was hearing.

“No.” Prim slammed her hand down on the table in between them, and Sare saw how her fingers twitched before grinding into the wood, anger flaring in Prim’s eyes when she realised her magick was truly gone. “My daughter disappeared the day you arrived. Filling her head with all sorts of nonsense about what to do and who she was.”

“Av is happy. We are happy.” Sare could feel the hot, angry tears collecting in her eyes, but she wouldn’t cry in front of Prim. She wouldn’t allow her the satisfaction of seeing her so broken by her actions.

“Happiness does not matter when it stands in the way of the greater journey! The Coven should and must always come first! For Goddess and for glory!”

“Not like this, Prim.” Francine shook her head sadly. “A strong Coven is led by strong Mages. Av is stronger with Sare and Iola by their side. You let your own prejudices cloud your judgement.”

Sensing the finality within Francine’s statement, Jericho spoke again. “Primrose Moss, based upon the evidence gathered and your statement made to us here under the lapis lazuli incantation, I formally charge you with exercising Enchantment magick with the intent of ill-will, as well as the murder of Darius Moss and the attempted murder of Iola Falkirk and Avani Moss. Your magick will remain bound, and tomorrow, you will be handed over to the Council where you will formally be tried and sentenced.”
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Sare walked down the short corridor of the infirmary towards the room she had spent far too much time in over the past few months. Be it Iola or Av, the infirmary had almost become a second home to her of late, and she prayed to the Goddess that once this latest stint was over, she wouldn’t see these four walls for years to come.

The journey to the room where Av and Iola were seemed impossibly long and agonisingly short all at once, Sare arriving at the slightly ajar door before her mind could even start to comprehend how she was about to say what she knew. The nausea that had settled in her stomach from the moment that Mary had voiced her suspicions had only grown throughout the afternoon, culminating in the moment she had stood in front of the cold, grey eyes of Prim. She paused when she heard laughter drifting from inside the room, smiling slightly as the sound soothed her momentarily before she realised that what she was about to say would shatter the happiness her surprising yet perfect family had only just grappled back into their hold. The only thought she could find that gave her any strength was that, hopefully, this would signal the beginning of the end of all their troubles. She was determined from this moment forward, she would devote her life to making sure no one and nothing harmed her partner and her daughter ever again.

Pushing the door slightly further open, her heart melted at the sight she was greeted with: Av and Iola, lounging back in the hospital bed together, wide smiles on their faces as they laughed about something. Sare felt the tickle of a warm tear slide down her cheek, hastily wiping it away. She had wanted to appear strong and put together, to not appear as emotionally battered as she felt in front of Av and Iola, but it was a futile attempt. She should have known she would never have been able to keep the facade with the two people who held her heart so tightly.

“Sare?” Sare looked up at the utterance of her name, chest clenching as Av’s face fell once they had noted her tears. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

With the question came Iola’s equally as concerned gaze, and Sare wondered if she had the strength to do this. Both Mary and Francine had offered to tell Av and Iola that their nightmare was over but simultaneously reveal the devastating truth, but Sare had insisted she wanted to do it. Now, she was questioning if that was the right decision.

“I… We…” she stammered, unsure how she would even start this conversation. But as always, her understanding, loving Av knew immediately what she was trying to say.

“Who?”

“I’m sorry, my love,” she whispered, unsure why she was apologising. But in reality, she knew Prim had long burnt her bridges with them, not that that made saying this any easier.

“Who, Sare?”

“She’s just finished telling us everything.”

“Sare…”

Sare finally looked up, Av’s stare capturing her and preventing her from being able to hide her eyes as she whispered, “Your mother.”

Sare watched as Av’s face cycled through a tumultuous scope of emotions, each one not even lasting a second before moving on to the next, before settling on a stony, cold glare that made Sare shiver.

“How?”

Av’s voice was quiet, but in the silence that had engulfed the room in the moments since Sare’s announcement, it was deafening.

“H-how what?” Sare asked, hearing the tremble in her own voice.

“How did you find out?”

Sare sighed, her fingers scraping back through her hair and pulling it from her face, before she made her way over to the chair beside the bed. Dropping down into it, she finally registered just how tired her body was, the past week draining her of all energy.

“Mary visited her earlier. She said you’d asked her to speak to Prim about staying away from Iola.” She heard the small gasp from Iola, and when she looked up, Sare saw she was sobbing quietly. “When she was in the house, she said she could feel something was wrong, like the air was thick with magick. She said nothing seemed out of place, but as she was leaving, she noticed a picture hanging on the wall. An embroidery. It said—”

“For Goddess and for glory,” Av finished for her.

Sare looked over at Iola again, knowing just how violently she reacted the last time she heard those words spoken. Sare could see the tension in her body, shoulders stiff, her hand gripping the bed sheet so tightly her knuckles were turning white.

“Sweets, if you want to go—” Sare said gently, the hand she placed on her knee making her jump even with the soft touch.

“N-no. No,” Iola repeated.

“I’m not going to hide anything from you. Just if you want me to tell you later…”

“And make you say it again? I don’t fucking think so.”

Sare leant forward, bringing her hand to cup Iola’s face in a silent thank you before clearing her throat, in no way ready to continue but knowing she had to.

“Mary went to Francine and Jericho with her suspicions; it had to be someone powerful with access to old texts to create the poison and anoint the knife, someone who knew how to perform Enchantment work strong enough to render the victim with no memories, someone who was physically close enough to the boys to be able to wield that power over them…everything seemed to just fall into place.”

“Wait…Prim is an Enchanter? I thought she was an Elemental like Ren?” Iola asked, wide-eyed.

“She's both,” murmured Av as they stared ahead of them, eerily calm considering recent revelations.

When Av offered no further explanation, clearly overwhelmed by the information they were learning, Sare continued.

“Jericho instructed the Mage Council to search the house. There was a hidden panel behind the bookcase, where they found an old book on vengeance magick and curses, with the page detailing how to create a cursed weapon earmarked, an illegal quantity of distilled rowan extract and what we think are your great-great-grandmother’s diaries.” Sare shivered; there were other things in the hidden space: another two daggers, Prim’s own diaries with notes on her attempts at making the poison, pages upon pages of hateful, spiteful rhetoric against Sare, Av and, more recently, Iola.

“What’s rowan extract?” Iola asked, looking between the two of them. Sare had forgotten for a moment that Iola was still new to this life.

“It’s a tree which is dangerous to Mages. Small quantities will just make a Mage ill. Large quantities, especially distilled to a purer form, can be lethal,” Sare explained.

“So this was all Prim?” Iola asked, the disbelief that Sare felt evident in her voice.

“It seems as though she was under the impression that if she could take away what meant most to Av, she could use it to her advantage. That she could try and break you,” Sare said, shuddering as she recalled Prim’s words, “then reshape you into something which she believed was more fitting.”

“But she nearly killed Av! How is that reshaping them into anything?”

Sare looked up at Iola’s question, seeing Av’s tired and defeated eyes staring back at her.

“Because it was never meant to be me, right?”

“I’m so sorry, my love.” Sare could hear the fresh wave of emotion in her words.

“I’m right, aren’t I? She wasn’t planning on killing me. She was planning on it being you.”

Sare nodded, unable to form the words. She took a deep breath, swallowing back another wave of tears. “She believed that driving Iola away would cause me to follow.”

“And then she Enchanted Axel to follow you and kill you?”

“Yes.”

A beat of silence passed before Av slid from the bed, both Sare and Iola quickly following them as they stumbled on weak, shaky legs, only to be waved off.

“I just…I need…”

At Av’s mumbled request, Sare wrapped a hand around Iola’s wrist, gently holding her back while Av began to pace up and down the room, knowing that Av needed some space but understanding Iola’s desire to approach them. Sare was desperate to reach out and take Av in her arms to comfort them but was aware of the rage radiating off them. It had been a long time since she had seen Av this incandescent towards Prim, and it hurt to see them back here again. She only hoped that this time, the presence of herself and Iola was enough to keep them from sinking too far into the abyss.

“Av, my love…”

“Hasn’t she ruined my life enough? To then drive Iola away and try and take you as well?” Av growled, and Sare realised that while their face was hidden, they were crying.

“I know, Braveheart, I know…”

“The fucking—” With a rage that Sare didn’t know Av possessed, their fist collided with the wall in front of them, the sound of a crack as it impacted, causing her to wince in sympathetic pain, although Av didn’t seem to notice. Sare watched helpless and confused as Av slumped against the wall, their forehead pushing into it, as angry tears tracked down their cheeks, a gut-wrenching, heart-breaking cry sounding from them.

“Ren?”

Iola’s tearful plea broke the tension, and Sare watched as Av slowly turned around, seeing the young girl in front of them. With one quick stride, they moved, clasping Iola’s face in their bloodied hand and pushing their foreheads together.

“I’m so sorry, Io. I never thought she would do this. I never thought she would drag you into her hatred of me. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Ren.”

“But she hurt you. After everything I promised you—”

“It’s not your fault. You…you have done everything you could do…everything I ever imagined a parent to do…” Sare watched as Av’s grasp on Iola loosened at her words before their hands slid down to her shoulders, Av’s body shaking with sobs, a fresh wave bursting through as Iola took the chance to throw herself at Av, wrapping her arms tightly around their middle. “I love you, Ren.”

“I love you so much,” Av said through broken breaths. “I promise she will never breathe near you again, or I will kill her myself.”
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“How much lasagne do three people need?” Av exclaimed to themself as they opened the freezer, their grip on the door firmer than usual due to their still shaky legs.

Av had returned home earlier that day. A week after waking from their coma and six days since the revelation that it was their own mother who had been responsible for the attack on both themself and Iola, Av couldn’t wait to be out of the infirmary and within the comfort of their own four walls. They’d asked Abe every day to go home, practically begged him after the third day of his refusal, but Abe and Sare were adamant that they were to remain until they were strong enough.

The fact that they had to have another round of treatment after fracturing three of their fingers after punching the wall didn’t help their case, but in that moment, they were so blinded by rage that they honestly didn’t care. They’d never felt so lost, so consumed with anger as they had then. The anger was still there, simmering, boiling underneath the surface, but after seeing Iola’s tear-stained face, after hearing her heartbroken plea in the call of her new title bestowed upon them by the young girl, Av fell back to Earth with a soul-crunching thud. That night, while cradling Iola against their chest as she slept, they vowed to never let that anger they felt towards Prim endanger their relationship with Iola. No matter how incandescent they felt, Iola would never see it again.

Besides not wanting to subject her to seeing it again, the thought that they had to do better as a role model for Iola rang in their mind. How could they expect Iola to learn to control their anger and emotions if they were unable to do the same? The phantom ache of the newly healed bones in their hand where they gripped the freezer door reminded them of that night, the memory never far from the surface, no matter how much they tried to push it down.

A laugh from behind them startled them, breaking them from the threat of another spiral into their dark thoughts, and Av looked over their shoulder to see Iola walking up to them.

“Mum went a little crazy with the cooking to keep herself busy. Not to mention Mary popping by every other day with food.”

The darkness receded further with the sound of Iola calling Sare mum, and Av felt as though they could breathe a little easier. “Yeah, so I see.”

“You hungry?”

“A little. I was hoping to find something quick and in no way nutritious, but it seems my options are limited.”

“And there’s no chance Mum is bringing back anything fitting that description from town.”

“No chance. She was talking about putting me on some Goddess-awful eating plan to build my strength back up as she was leaving.”

“Urgh, it’s veggies for you for the foreseeable future,” Iola said with a grimace, quickly followed by a grin, as she made her way across the kitchen, reaching into a cupboard.

“Don’t think it’s just me. If I’m being put through this hell, so are you.”

Av chuckled as Iola’s face dropped, realising that Av was right before smirking. “Yeah, but I can always escape to Jessie’s for pizza.”

Av squinted in a faux-menacing manner. “Well played, kid. Well played.”

“You’re in luck though, because I have some cookies left from Jessie’s care package.” Iola slid the tin over to Av, Av plucking one out as soon as they were in reach.

Silence fell over the pair of them as Av quietly bit into their cookie, watching as Iola suddenly seemed to become fidgety and nervous around them. It was unusual; even in the infirmary, Iola didn’t seem this uncomfortable. Sensing there was clearly something on her mind, Av popped the last bite of biscuit into their mouth and brushed off the crumbs from their fingers.

“What is it?”

“Huh?” Iola said, looking up at Av as if they hadn’t even realised their mind had obviously gone somewhere else.

“You went all distant and thoughtful just then. Where did you go?”

“Oh, nowhere. It’s nothing. I’m just tired, you know—”

“Io, you really are crap at lying. What’s wrong?”

“I…it doesn’t matter.”

“I know I’m not much good for anything right now, but my ears still work perfectly fine. You can talk to me if you need to, you know.”

“I know. It’s just…I don’t know if I can or should talk about this with you. I really don’t want to upset you and—”

“It’s about Prim, then?” Av knew that if there was one thing Iola would be nervous about asking, it would be to do with her. They could understand why; they would be feeling the same in Iola’s position, especially since she didn’t have the luxury of knowing about some of Av’s family history.

“You…you said she was an Elemental and an Enchanter?”

Av sighed, knowing that Iola deserved answers but not feeling like it was something they had the energy to talk about. Prim’s betrayal felt raw and pulsing underneath their skin, twisting around their gut like a chain that only tightened with each breath. Av thought that they couldn’t be any angrier at the woman who was supposed to be their mother, but then, once Av and Iola had calmed, Sare told them about Darius.

To know that Prim had done this before, right under their nose, and for something as pathetic as a delusional perception of jealousy and envy made Av’s blood boil. They were numb and in pain, all at the same time, and hours spent that night trying to silently order their thoughts, with the comforting weight of Iola pressing into their body, had not led to any resolution. Av wasn’t expecting that any time soon. But maybe they did need to say something, to compartmentalise everything they were feeling. And Iola deserved the truth.

“Yes. Just like Sare has Elemental and Divinator blood, my mother came from a line of Elementals and Enchanters. Her Enchanter lineage was something that was rarely spoken about because of what my great-great-grandmother did.”

“What did she do? Sare said something about her diaries…”

“She was a very powerful Enchanter. She and her husband lived here in Crow’s Nest; they were one of the first founding families of the Coven. But…” Av sighed, a deep exhale from within their bones. “She had her magick bound and was exiled from the Coven when she tried to Enchant another Mage into throwing themselves off a bridge. Don’t worry, she wasn’t successful. Someone spotted him and stopped him before he could jump.”

“But…why?”

“Depends who you ask.” Av shrugged. “But the story most believe is that my great-great-grandmother, Meredith, and the wife of the man who she Enchanted were in a relationship. They were both already married and had families, and when the woman told Meredith she was ending things and going back to her husband, she saw red. She wanted to get rid of the husband, so she Enchanted his mind into thinking that he should take his own life. But, as I said, someone spotted him and stopped him, and when he was questioned about why he was going to jump, he had no recollection.

“Back then, Enchanters and their powers weren’t as controlled, and there were far more of them around, so people were instantly suspicious. The woman apparently reported Meredith, and she was arrested. She started to try and place the blame on the husband, but her anger got the better of her, and she tried to Enchant more Mages in a poor attempt to get her own way.”

“Fuck,” Iola muttered.

“Yeah. It was a dark stain on our otherwise proud lineage, one I honestly thought Prim was happy to ignore, considering all her talk of honour and duty. Clearly, I was wrong. We all were.”

Av watched as Iola sat there, clearly trying to process everything they had just told her. There was no need to say anything further, no space anymore for apologies or promises to keep her safe; they had gone over it a hundred times in the days since they had discovered it was Prim who was the architect of their ordeal. Instead, Av just let Iola think in silence until her head snapped up, and she looked Av directly in the eye.

“Well, it’s a wonder you’re as well-rounded as you are then. And that’s really saying something because you’re a fucking idiot.”

Av couldn’t help the laugh that escaped from deep within their chest.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
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Av sat on the grass in their garden, the cool early morning chill rising through the blanket they had thrown on the ground to protect themself, their eyes closed as they listened to sounds around them. It had been weeks since they had been able to be outside like this, surrounded by the calmness that their small garden afforded them, and after three days being practically being kept under house arrest by Sare, they needed some space. They knew why Sare had done it—a combination of recovery and just the sheer terror of not having them in her sight—but it was becoming claustrophobic.

Av had never been very good at being indoors, their Elemental magick always calling them to be in the fresh air and surrounded by the elements, whatever the season. When they were a child, being outdoors involved climbing trees and swimming in the stream, chasing through the woods with their friends, and building dens in the undergrowth. As they grew up, their appreciation and time changed slowly; they started to appreciate the solitude and silence nature brought them as they learnt to connect and channel its innate power.

Av thought back to those early lessons Pops had given them now. How he taught them to breathe with the rhythm of the earth surrounding them, shut out the external forces apart from the innate strands of living that weaved through every atom and molecule of the universe. To allow those threads that bound the cosmos together to surround them, feel how they anchored them to the ground, deeper and deeper, until they couldn’t tell where they ended and the ageless, infinite power of the earth began.

Here, now, older and wiser and weaker than they had ever felt, Av had never felt farther from the beating heart of the earth they had so readily once been at one with. It felt distant, like a sound carried on a wave, ebbing further and further away from them with every breath they exhaled. They could feel the grass underneath their fingertips, wet and dewy from the overnight coolness, the breeze that fluttered over their skin. They could hear the sound of the early morning lark that frequented the large, timeless oak that stood just outside the borders of their home. They could taste the freshness in the air on the tip of their tongue, crisp from a summer shower that fell overnight. Before they closed their eyes, they could see the bright, cascading crest of sunlight as it filtered and trickled through the trees. Everything was tangible, there in touch and taste and sight and sound. But the primal, almost carnal connection they once had to it all was missing. Snubbed out like a candle, the only trace of it being the lingering smoke from its extinguished wick.

With a grunt of frustration into the calm of the morning, Av kicked out their legs from where they had been crossed under them, hands coming down in fists onto the blanket-covered ground.

“Fuck.”

“You’re trying too hard, Squirrel.”

Av’s head whipped around at the sound of their father’s voice, spying him leaning on the garden wall, hands clasped in front of him and a slightly amused smile on his face.

“How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to watch you huff and puff in a way like I haven’t seen since you were a teenager.”

Av narrowed their eyes, arms poised to cross in frustration before they realised the action would only prove Atticus right. Instead, they let them fall to their lap, drawing their knees back up into a meditative cross-legged position. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you don’t,” Atticus said with a chuckle, pushing up off the wall and walking through the gate towards them.

“What are you doing here anyway? Bit early for you, isn’t it? I thought old men like you needed your rest.”

“Oh, a comedian this morning, I see.” Atticus sat down beside Av, groaning as he did to a smug smirk from them. “Actually, your lovely partner called me.”

“Sare?”

“You only have the one, no? Or have you decided to take a leaf from Maya’s book?”

“Clearly, my comedy skills came from you,” Av deadpanned.

“I think you panicked her when she woke and found you gone from bed.”

Guilt rose in Av. When they had woken, chest tight and skin itchy from the oppressive feel of being caged within the house yet again, they hadn’t given it a second thought when they got up and made their way outside. They hadn’t even bothered to dress properly, knowing their garden provided them privacy from anyone who might be out this time of day. But in their need to breathe, to feel anything but the lead weight in their chest, they had forgotten that their absence may have caused Sare hurt.

Their guilt clearly showed on their face, and Atticus rested a hand on their forearm, bringing their attention back to them. “Don’t worry, Squirrel. She soon found you, and all is well again. She’s worried about you. We all are.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be. I’m fine.”

Atticus nodded slowly, turning his face to the early morning sun. “And that’s why you’re sitting in the garden at six thirty in the morning, meditating until you’re about to pop a blood vessel, unable to conjure even the smallest spark of magick, is it?”

Av’s mouth opened with a retort, except there was nothing there. They snapped it closed with a clack of teeth.

“It’s only been a few days since you woke up—”

“It’s been over a week,” Av corrected.

“Yes, over a week since you woke from nearly three weeks of being in a coma. Of being slowly poisoned, silently and without anyone’s knowledge. And now you’ve only been back here, home for a few days, readjusting to life.”

“Well, there’ll be a whole lot of readjusting by the looks of things,” Av grumbled.

“Squirrel, you know that our magick is impacted by any number of things. And yours was severely depleted. It could just take a while—”

“Or she’s ripped it from me. Taken away the absolute core of who I am!” Av spat back, rage burning white and hot in their blood.

“Do you believe that?” Atticus asked softly.

“Well, it seems quite obvious, doesn’t it? I can’t even get a flower to bloom or a leaf to curl. I can’t feel the earth singing to me like it once did. Instead of feeling it pulse through my veins, there’s just this heavy, sluggish feeling instead, like tar, weighing me down with every moment.”

“That’s not what I meant, Squirrel.”

Av looked at Atticus then, brushing away the furious tears that had slid down their cheeks. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you really think that your magick, whether gone or not, is truly the core of who you are?”

“Of course it is! I’m a Mage! I was born with it, I have lived with it, grown with it. It is our birthright, my birthright, my heritage. Without it, I am nothing! I am an Elder. How can I lead Mages without having magick myself?”

“I can’t answer about what will happen with the Elders. But what I can say is that you didn’t become an Elder just because of your magickal ability. You were given that position because of your kind, generous heart, your compassion, and the strength of your convictions. Because you push and fight for everyone to be heard, everyone to be felt and seen within this Coven. And if you don’t believe that to be the core of who you are, then I have failed as your father.”

Av reeled back, dumbstruck by what Atticus had just said. “No. No, Pops—”

“But haven’t I? If that is what you truly think, I have not done my job, my duty, as your parent. If this was Iola, if you were having this conversation with her, what would you say? Would you define her by her magick or lack of it? Or by the numerous other traits which make her such a wonderful person?”

“I…”

Atticus leant over, cradling Av’s face in his hands. “Squirrel, there are many people in this Coven who see their magick as their strongest feature. But you have never been one of them. You have never relied solely on its presence to see you through this life, have never let it be your only defining feature. Don’t start now.”

“But I don’t know how to be that person,” Av sobbed. “I may have never let it rule me, but it has always been there. And without it, it’s like this void in my chest, this huge gaping hole I can’t fill.”

“I know. But it’s not empty, Squirrel.” Av felt Atticus’ thumb swipe across one cheek, wiping away the tears. “Abe can still see your aura. It may be fainter than it was, but it’s still there. We can all see it.”

“You can?”

“Yes. Sare, myself, and even Iola have all called upon it at some point since you woke. It’s there, small and timid but alive. Pulsing through you like it always has. I can’t promise you that it will ever be as strong as it was before, I can’t tell you how long it will take until it starts to return, but I can tell you that even if it never comes back the way it was before, you will still be you. Sare, Iola, myself, and this Coven will still love you and respect you because of that fact. She has already taken so much from you. From us, don’t let her take away your spirit as well. Otherwise, she has still won.”

Av thought of everything they had been through these past months. The revelations of the past week. How they had cried and screamed over the news that Prim had killed Darius and then remained in their lives with none of them knowing any better. They knew it was information that Atticus was struggling with, was still processing and learning over and over again. They didn’t know how he could still be sitting here, offering them words of support with that knowledge eating at them inside. It was a thought that festered in their own mind, replaying and reliving every moment of the week afterward. They hadn’t been in the Coven when Darius had passed, but over the past few days, they had laid that blame firmly at their own door as well. Maybe if they had made different choices, not left and insisted on pursuing an education and life outside of the Coven for those short few years, he would still be here, living his life until old age with Atticus as he was meant to do.

“Darius...” they choked out.

“I know, Squirrel. My only comfort is knowing he did not have to go through what you are doing. It was quick, and he is with the Goddess now. But if he was still here, he would be so proud of you. And he would love Iola. Can you imagine the way he would spoil her?” Atticus laughed, a wet sound that still warmed Av’s heart. “Oh, he would dote on her so much.”

Av laughed as well, sniffling through the tears. “He really would.”

“And he would have loved that you and Sare were together. I know he never met her, but I remember every time you would call home and talk non-stop about her, afterward he would just give me a look and say, ‘that kid is so in love, I want to vomit’.”

“He did not!”

“Oh, he did. Saw it before I did, and I figured it out pretty quickly.” Atticus sighed and wiped another wet streak of tears from Av’s face. “I miss him every day, and recently, I think about him constantly, but I am still grateful that I got the time I did with him, even if it was cut short.”

“Yeah, me too, Pops.”

“You will get through this, Squirrel. And you won’t be doing it alone. Everything has its time and place, and you will find yours again.”


48


“Ididn’t think I’d be seeing you,” Prim spoke into the quiet of the room. “I honestly thought you didn’t have it in you to face your mistakes. Maybe I underestimated you after all.”

Av walked forward the few steps to the table in the middle of the room, pulling the chair out, the metal screeching into the silence. Sitting down, they took in the woman who had raised them. Taught them. Preached to them. And ultimately betrayed them.

“Do you have anything to say? Or are you just here to disappoint me a final time?”

“Why did you do it?” Av asked. They had heard Sare’s account of what their mother had confessed to, but after weeks of feeling broken and destroyed, Sare had suggested that Av should face their mother themself.

“Surely your precious Seraphine told you everything?”

“I want to hear it from you,” Av ground out, their jaw clenching around the words.

“What are you expecting? Some tale of regret and sorrow? For me to plead with you for repentance? That now, after facing the consequences of my actions, I have realised the error of my ways?”

Was that what Av wanted? Maybe, deep down, a piece of them wanted to hear that with everything they had done, their mother had finally realised they had gone too far. But in reality, they knew they weren’t going to get that. They hated the part of them that still craved their mother’s acceptance. Even after all the years of disappointment and vitriol that had been directed towards them, even after their latest and most deceitful betrayal, literally attempting to destroy their family, there was something visceral within them that wanted her approval.

Prim cocked her head, studying Av. “Oh. You really do want to hear that.”

“What I want,” Av started, choking past the lump in their throat, “is for you to accept me and my family.”

Prim laughed, a hollow bark that echoed in the room. “A family? Is that what you’re really calling that manipulative bitch of a woman and freak of a child?” She leant over the table that separated them, looking directly into Av’s eye. Av had always found her mother’s eyes disconcerting; maybe it was because it was the only part of Prim that she couldn’t truly school into the face of polite acceptance she was so used to displaying for the Coven. But now, with them exuding nothing but the steely cold grey brought on by her lack of magick, they were even more horrifying. “The Goddess gifts us with a family. We do not pick up waifs and strays and call them our own.”

“The Goddess gifted me with Sare and Iola,” Av said. “They may not be given in the conventional sense nor meet your lofty, outdated views on what it should look like, but they are my family.”

“You are welcome to them. And they to you. You’re no daughter of mine.”

Av pushed back, knocking the chair to the ground, before leaning over into Prim’s face. Their hands gripped the table, their knuckles white with the barely concealed rage they felt coursing through their body. But despite their raw emotions, there was barely any show of magick, and this time, Av couldn’t put it down to years of carefully trained control. That thought itself made more anger rise within them, a hideous cycle of loathing swirling through them. But then, they thought ruefully, this was also Prim’s doing. And everything Prim had done only showed Av what she was really like.

“You’re right. I am no daughter of yours. Maybe if you’d come to accept that, you wouldn’t be here now.”

“I’d rather rot out my days in this hellhole than succumb to your twisted ideas of who you think you are.”

Av stood tall, squaring back their shoulders, the residual twinge in their left one a constant reminder of what they had been through. “Then enjoy your time here, Mother.”

[image: image-placeholder]

“What are those two up to?” Av asked, nodding to where Iola and Atticus were busy, their backs to Av and Sare, hiding whatever they were doing. After their visit to Prim this morning, Av returned home to find Sare, Iola, and Atticus waiting for them. It felt a lot like they were walking into an interrogation, but rather than the thousand questions they were expecting, they were greeted by Iola jumping up and declaring they were going out for the rest of the day. Av, despite feeling tired from the visit to Prim, agreed, seeing Sare give them a reassuring nod that this was indeed best for them all.

And sitting here now, the summer sun warming their face and the sensation of Sare’s body pushed against their own, they had to agree. It wasn’t as though they had spent the past three weeks locked inside the house, they had all been out, but today, what they needed was fresh air and to be surrounded by the peace of the outdoors. However, while Av and Sare were content to just sit and bask in the sun, it appeared Iola and Atticus had other ideas.

“It’s a training exercise for Iola. Atticus has been trying to teach her how to send an earth tremor.”

“That’s…ambitious.” Even for an Earth Elemental like Av, earth tremors were powerful to create. For a Fire like Iola, they were near on impossible.

“Mmmhmm. Abe mentioned she might have mixed Elemental powers one time, and she’s convinced to try and find out if that is the case. She does seem to have an aptitude for the Elements. Atticus said she’s a natural when it comes to some of the things he’s been showing her in the garden.”

“Pops has been teaching her Earth magick?” Av asked.

“Yes. He said she had shown some strength with flourishing incantations he had taught her. We always thought she was purely Elemental; I just never considered it might be more than one Element, with her Fire being so prevalent.” Sare hummed quietly. “But apparently, she saw someone else do an earth tremor, thought it was, and I quote, ‘cool as fuck’, and has been begging to learn it for the past week.” Sare gave Av a knowing look, and Av couldn’t help but laugh. However, it soon petered out into something more melancholy, the memory of sending that tremor towards Axel to protect Iola flitting into their mind. As always, Sare seemed to know where Av’s mind had wandered to. “She also said that maybe you could try and show her it.”

“Me? What would be the point of that? I can barely make a daisy sprout.”

“Maybe. But maybe some of your issues are coming from the fact that you are holding so much resentment.”

“Sare…I’m really not in the mood for psychoanalysis this afternoon,” Av groaned. They were really looking forward to an afternoon of relaxing with some of their favourite people and resolutely ignoring the confrontation with their mother they had put themself through this morning.

Sare, it seemed, had different ideas. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“What’s there to say? Unsurprisingly, she didn’t beg for forgiveness or even show any remorse.”

“And how did that make you feel?” Sare moved behind Av, her legs coming around Av’s hips in a bracketing, comforting hold before her fingers started needling into the knots that lay across their shoulder blades.

“I’m fairly sure I said I didn’t want to talk about it. And trapping me here with your magick fingers, trying to massage it out of me, is cheating.”

“I have no idea what you’re referring to,” Sare said, as her fingertips found a particularly tight piece of muscle, and she pressed down firmly.

“I’m angry. Of course I’m angry about it. But maybe…I don’t know, maybe it has done something. I feel considerably less rage-filled than when I left her.”

“Mmmhmm.”

“I really do just want to forget it all and move on. And I know I’ve been saying that for weeks, but I actually feel like I can now. Or at least, make a start.”

“Good. I’m glad.”

Av looked back over their shoulder. “I thought you might be decidedly more smug that your idea worked.”

“Why would I be smug? I didn’t want you to ever see her again, but I knew you were holding onto something that could only be resolved by doing so. And I suspected it had worked to a certain degree.”

“Why?” Av sighed, leaning their head back on Sare’s shoulder and closing their eyes.

“You just seem…different. A little more like your old self this afternoon.” Sare pressed a kiss to Av’s cheek before whispering in their ear. “Besides, look around.”

Av opened their eyes, landing on where the grass lined the riverbank, watching as it slowly swayed backwards and forwards softly. Looking to their left, they could still see Iola and Atticus, now clearly stacking branches and logs into a crude pile, laughing and joking as they did so. To their right, there was nothing but the twist of the stream as it curved into the woodland.

“What am I meant to see?”

“Look at the grass again. There’s no breeze today, Braveheart.”

Av focussed again on the bright, lush strands of grass that stood in front of them both, the rhythm of its movement strangely comforting in the way it moved back and forth. After a second, a moment of realisation, Av took a deep inhale, watching as the blades bent and bowed in time with it before contorting in the opposite direction as they exhaled.

“Oh.”

“Oh, indeed. You seem to forget that as intrinsically linked our magick to our emotions is, that doesn’t always mean an outburst of power. Sometimes, it can mean we subconsciously block it from working altogether.”

Av rolled their eyes. “Okay, thank you for the lesson, Miss Emmot.”

“You’re most welcome, Elder Moss.” Sare’s arms wrapped around the front of Av’s body, holding them close. “Your strength does not lie in your magick alone, my love. In fact, it was your heart which first attracted me to you. Your love which won over that young girl over there. And it is our love that will get you through this next stage.”

“I might need a lot of it.”

“That’s okay. There’s no limit on it.”

Av leant back further in Sare’s embrace, pressing a kiss to her cheek before turning and looking again at Iola and Atticus. Stepping back, they could see the pyramid-like structure that Atticus had built from branches, held together at the top with a thin rope, standing securely on the ground, remembering how deceptively sturdy it was from their own lessons as a teenager.

They watched as Atticus held onto Iola’s shoulders, the two of them repeating something between them, and Av could just make out the muted sounds of Gaelic incantations being traded backwards and forwards. With a firm nod, Atticus pointed to the pyramid ahead of them, then back to Iola, before stepping back. It reminded Av so much of when they were young, Atticus taking them into these very woods and teaching them exactly the same incantations as their power started to grow and manifest itself. Iola cracked her neck to the side and rolled her shoulders, and the action of steely determination elicited a chuckle from Sare behind them. With a final shake of her arms, Iola straightened up to her full height, and then, as if a switch had flicked in her brain, she went ramrod straight before dropping down to the ground, pounding her fist into the dirt with a cry.

“Crith!”

Av took in the defeated slump of Iola’s shoulders when nothing happened, even with all the show and grandeur of her display. But then, just as they were about to offer some encouragement to her, they watched as branches started to slide and shift before crumpling into themselves, and the pyramid was reduced to a haphazard pile on the ground, like a tower block imploding upon demolition. Iola turned, mouth hanging open, and Av imagined they looked very much the same, stunned at what they had just witnessed.

“Did she just…” Av heard Sare mutter in their ear.

“Yep. Yeah, I think she did.”

Before they could say or do anything, they were knocked back by the force of Iola pouncing on them both, arms wrapping tightly around their neck, bundling them together in an awkward three-way embrace.

“Did you see that? Did you fucking see that?”

“Yeah, babe. Turns out your Mum was right after all. You might have some Earth magick in you as well,” Av said, rolling Iola off them as they came to sit back up. Sare pushed herself back up behind them.

“Oh, that was so cool!” Iola jumped back up, running towards Atticus. “Pops, that was amazing!”

Atticus easily scooped Iola up, swinging her around before placing her back on her feet. “You were amazing, sweet girl!”

“Oh, I’m going to have so much fun with this! Come on, I want to try it again!”

With that, Iola dragged Atticus back to the log pile, picking up an armful of branches and re-balancing them on their ends as she excitedly chattered away with him. Av leant back into Sare’s arms, a warm feeling spreading through their chest at being surrounded by their family, the emotions of the past few weeks ebbing away with each joyous laugh that echoed through the forest, and the steadying, ever-present thump of Sare’s heart reverberating against their back.

The Goddess had truly blessed them.


Epilogue


Primrose Moss sat in a cold, hard chair, staring at the blank wall in front of her. She knew people thought she should be repentant, should feel some remorse, but all she felt was a cool, detached sense of frustration.

She had risked everything to enhance and protect the Coven, and all they had done was thrown her to the wolves. Bind her powers and leave her to rot in this hell of a Non-Mage institution. If she dared to utter a word about the true nature of herself or her crusade, she would be labelled as insane, medicated and sedated and transferred to a hospital for the rest of her days. The irony was outstanding; in her efforts to protect Mages from the influence of those outside, she had now been forced to become one of them, powerless and unblessed, unable to speak the truth of her lineage.

The door to the room opened, breaking Prim out of her internal tirade about the injustice of it all. She cocked her head as she studied the man who was walking towards her. Tall, willowy almost, with a thin face and dark eyes, Prim cursed the fact she could no longer sense the work in the air around her. He dressed smartly in a dark navy suit, cream shirt, and mustard tie, which made his complexion in the murky, artificial lights of the room seem even more sallow. As he pulled out the chair and sat down, she noticed the tie pin that glimmered, a small golden D shape catching the light.

“Good afternoon, Mrs Moss.” He smiled at Prim, and she didn’t need magick to know that he wanted something, the look in his eye charismatic but devious.

“And who are you?”

He smiled again, crossing his legs as he reclined back in the chair. “Straight to business. I like that, Mrs Moss.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“My name is Dr James Hopkins. I’m a psychologist.”

“I don’t need a psychologist,” she stated calmly, even though inside she was raging. Even with her silence, they thought she was mad, thought she needed help.

“Oh no, I’m not here about you, Mrs Moss.” He leant down to the briefcase he had placed by his feet when he sat, pulling out a manilla folder. “I’m looking for someone, and I believe you may know of their whereabouts.”

Prim leant forward as he slid a photograph across the table, her eyes widening slightly before looking back up to him.

“How may I help you, Dr Hopkins?”

“Tell me everything you know about Iola Falkirk.”
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