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Chapter 1 --- The Grove Keeper

The scent of beeswax and dried lavender still clung to the air of Gran’s cottage, but the weight of the iron key in my palm was new. It felt cold, heavier than iron had any right to be. Outside the leaded window, dawn bled a grey suggestion behind the oaks that circled the stone circle at the heart of the grove. My grove, now. The thought settled like a stone in my gut.

I’d spent the week since the funeral sorting through her things—herbs in labeled jars, shelves of grimoires with her neat script in the margins, the heavy black robe she’d worn for Sabbats hanging in the wardrobe like a silent guest. The coven had given me space to grieve, but last night, a note had been slipped under the door, written on thick, cream-colored paper.

The Hawthorn calls. The Grove awaits its Keeper. The Rite requires its Heart. We gather at the stone at moonrise. — The Circle.

It wasn’t signed, but it didn’t need to be. The formality of it, the capital letters, echoed like a summoning from another century. My skepticism was familiar ground, but even I couldn’t ignore the pull of Beltane. It was two days away. And according to Gran’s own Book of Shadows, open on the pine table before me, the Great Rite—the sexual consecration of the sacred fire—required a willing Priestess and a willing Consort, chosen freely, joined freely.

“Freely” was the word that echoed. I traced it on the page. I’d spent my adult life in cities, in fluorescent-lit offices where the only magic was in closing a deal. This—the anointing oils, the invocations, the idea of sacred sex under the open sky—was a beautiful story Gran had told. A story I’d loved but never trusted was real.

A sharp rap at the cottage door startled me. I wasn’t expecting anyone.

I opened it to find Cael Bram standing on the worn step, the morning mist wreathing his boots like smoke. He held a basket of fresh-cut hawthorn branches, their white blooms a stark contrast against the dark green of his work shirt. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows, revealing forearms dusted with fine, dark hair and corded with muscle.

He was the coven’s grove-keeper, the drummer, the one who kept the rituals grounded. Literally. He’d been a quiet, steady presence at Gran’s funeral, his green eyes holding a depth of understanding that left me exposed.

“Rowan,” he said, his voice a low rasp, like stone over stone. “The Circle asked me to bring these. For the wreaths.”

He offered the basket. The scent of the hawthorn, sweet and faintly almond, unfurled in the space between us. “Thank you,” I said, taking it. Our fingers brushed, and a static spark leaped between our skin. His eyes tightened, a flicker of awareness.

“I was about to walk the grove,” I said, the words escaping before I could catch them. “To… see what needs doing. Before moonrise.”

He nodded, as if he’d expected this. “I’ll walk with you. If you’d like.

Some of the path needs clearing after the spring rains.”

It wasn’t an order, not even a suggestion. It was an offer. The first of many, I would learn. “Okay,” I said. “Let me get my coat.”

The grove was a half-mile from the cottage, a protected hollow of ancient oaks, ash, and hawthorn surrounding a perfect circle of moss-capped standing stones. It was Cael’s domain. As we walked the muddy track, he noted landmarks in a quiet, factual rhythm: where the early bluebells were pushing through, which oak had a new woodpecker hole, the patch of nettles he’d been cultivating for ritual cloth.

“It’s not just gardening,” I said, more to break the silence than anything.

He glanced at me. “No. It’s relationship. The grove gives to the coven—shelter, sacred space, tools for ritual. The coven gives back—care, respect, energy. It’s a balance.”

“And the Great Rite?” The question slipped out, blunt, raw as a wound.

“What does that give back?”

He stopped walking, turning to face me fully. Mist beaded on his dark lashes. His green eyes pinned mine, unwavering. “It’s the ultimate act of balance. The union of the divine feminine and masculine principles.

It consecrates the fire, which is the heart of Beltane. It’s an offering of pleasure and power to bless the land, the tribe, the turning of the wheel.” He paused. “It’s also just two people, choosing each other, in the most vulnerable and powerful way possible.”

“Choosing,” I echoed. “Freely.”

“Always.” The word was absolute. “Without that, it’s nothing. It’s worse than nothing.”

We reached the stone circle. The air changed here: quieter, thicker, charged. The central altar stone, a flat slab of granite, lay waiting. I pressed my palm to its cool, damp granite.

“The Circle thinks I should do it,” I said, not looking at him. “The Rite. That it’s my duty as High Priestess now.”

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I think I don’t believe in it.” I finally met his gaze. “I think it’s a lovely metaphor. But sex as magic? Sex as a sacred, world-changing act?

It’s like… putting a cosmic weight on something that should be simple.

Human.”

A smile ghosted his lips, not mocking, but deeply knowing, ancient.

“Nothing is more human than sex, Rowan. And nothing is more sacred than what humans create together with conscious intent. The metaphor is the reality. The energy is real. You’ll know it in your bones, when the time comes. If you choose to.”

“And if I choose not to?”

“Then we light the fire another way. The coven will understand. Your grandmother would have understood.”

His certainty stripped my defenses. There was no pressure, no agenda in his steady calm. It made belief seem possible, not foolish.

“The Consort,” I said, the title feeling strange on my tongue. “Who…

how is he chosen?”

“Traditionally, the Priestess chooses. From within the coven. Someone she trusts. Someone whose energy resonates with hers, who understands the purpose of the rite, who can hold the space.” He leaned against one of the standing stones, watching me. “It’s an act of service, but it’s also an act of mutual desire. The magic won’t kindle without that spark.”

The air between us thickened, honey-slow. The morning birdsong faded into the background. My heart drummed a slow, heavy rhythm against my ribs. “Has my grandmother ever… asked you?”

He held my gaze for a long moment. “No. She had her partner for many years, until he passed. My role has always been the Grove. The Drum.” He pushed off from the stone and took a step closer. The air crackled between us. “But I have always been willing. For the right Priestess.

For the right reasons.”

Something flickered behind his eyes as he said it—there and gone, quick as a fish beneath ice, though I would remember it later: not desire, not patience, but an old, quiet loneliness, quickly banked, the look of a man who has trained himself not to let hope show on his face.

The admission hung between us in the mist. It wasn’t a proposition. It was a statement of fact, clear and clean as hawthorn blooms. He was willing. And something in me, deep beneath the layers of skepticism and city-smart cynicism, stirred, a low heat answering his.

“I need to understand,” I heard myself say. “Not just the theory. The…

mechanics. The consent. How it actually works.”

“Do you want to see the script?” he asked. “The invocation?”

“No,” I said, the word surprising me as it left my lips. “I want you to tell me. What happens. Step by step. What’s expected. What’s said.”

He searched my face, reading the raw need there. “Alright,” he said softly. “Let’s sit.”

We sat on the damp, cool grass facing the altar stone. He began to speak, his voice taking on the cadence of ritual.

“Once the Priestess has chosen her Consort, and he has accepted, they prepare separately. Ritual bathing, anointing with sacred oils—sandalwood for grounding, rose for the heart, a drop of cinnamon for the fire. They dress in simple robes, or sometimes in nothing but a cloak. They meet at the edge of the sacred space, before the coven, if the rite is public, or alone if it’s private.”

“And if it’s private?” I asked, my throat dry.

“Then the words are just for them.” His eyes held mine, unblinking. “The Priestess asks: ‘Do you come here of your own free will, to join with me in the Great Rite?’”

“And the Consort answers?”

“He says: ‘I come of my own will and desire, to join with you as the land joins the sky.’ Then she asks: ‘Do you offer your body as the sacred vessel of the God, to kindle the sacred fire within me?’”

Heat flushed up my neck. The language, archaic and potent, vibrated in my bones. “And he says?”

“He says: ‘I offer my body, my strength, and my pleasure, to kindle and honor the Goddess in you.’ Then she invites him into the circle.”

“And then?” The word was a whisper.

“Then,” Cael said, his voice dropping, intimate as a secret, “they stand before the altar. She asks: ‘Will you anoint me with the sacred oil, that my senses may be opened to the divine?’”

“And he says?”

“‘I will.’ And he does. He pours the oil into his hands. His hands find her skin. Starting at her forehead, the third eye. Then her throat, her heart, her womb, the insides of her thighs. Each touch forms a question.

Every question requires an answer.”

My breath caught. I saw it. Felt it. The slick warmth of oil, the deliberate trail his hands would take. “What… what are the questions?”

He leaned forward slightly. His scent—fresh earth, clean sweat, something uniquely male—wound around me. “When his hand cups her breast, he asks: ‘Will you allow me to honor this sacred mound?’ She must say: ‘I will.’ When his fingers find her opening, he asks: ‘Will you allow me to enter this sacred grove?’ She must say: ‘I will.’ Each ‘I will’ turns a lock. Each one builds the charge. It’s not just permission, Rowan. It’s invocation itself. It’s calling the power up, from the earth, through his body, into hers.”

A pulse beat low in my belly. My skin prickled, oversensitive. This was no dry recitation. He was painting a picture so vivid I lived inside it.

The cold morning air vanished, replaced by imagined firelight heat, the slide of oil, the sound of our voices mingling.

“And then?” My voice was barely audible.

“Then, when she is ready, when the energy is a circuit between them, she asks the final question. ‘Will you join with me, flesh to flesh, spirit to spirit, to bring forth the sacred flame?’”

“And he says?”

“‘I will.’”

“And then they…”

“Yes.” The single word was heavy with promise, with heat. “Then they join. Slowly. Reverently. It’s not a frantic fuck. It’s a moving meditation. Every stroke is a prayer. Every breath is an offering. He worships her body as the altar of the Goddess. She receives him as the embodiment of the God. They look into each other’s eyes. They let the energy coil and build, until they climax together, offering that peak to the fire, to the land, to the turning of the wheel.”

Silence pooled, thick and resonant. I found myself clutching the fabric of my jeans over my thighs. My pulse hammered in my ears. I felt opened, laid bare, yet more powerful than I had in years. This was no metaphor.

In his telling, it was as real and technical and visceral as a chemistry experiment, and as holy as a sacrament.

“You make it sound…” I searched for the word. “Possible.”

“It is.” He reached out, his hand hovered near mine on the grass. Not touching, but the heat of it seared my skin. “It’s the most possible thing in the world. Because it starts with two people. And a choice.”

I looked at his hand, then back up at his face. The green of his eyes held the depth of the forest at twilight, a green that swallowed light and promised shadow. In them, I saw no pressure, only an open door to a truth I had spent my life fleeing.

“Tonight,” I said, the words shaping the decision even as it crystallized inside me. “At moonrise. The Circle will be expecting a decision from their new High Priestess about the Rite.”

He nodded, a silent statue of attention.

“I’m not ready to give one.” I drew air deep into my lungs, the scent of hawthorn and damp earth filling me. “But I would like… to rehearse. The anointing. The words. With you. To feel what it’s like. To understand the mechanics. Without the pressure of the full rite. Without an audience.”

His eyes darkened, the pupils expanding like night swallowing the last emerald gleam of day. He understood precisely what I asked: a private, preliminary ritual. A test of the energy that hummed between us, of my own fraying belief, of the spark that refused to be ignored. He did not smile, but a grave solemnity descended over his features, a weight of intention that changed the very air.

“You’re asking me to be your Consort for a rehearsal,” he stated.

“Yes.”

“And if, during that rehearsal, you decide the energy isn’t right, or you don’t believe, or you simply don’t want to continue?”

“Then we stop.” The words emerged solid, unyielding. My choice. My free will.

“And if you decide you do want to continue?” he asked, his voice a low thrum that resonated in the marrow of my bones.

“Then we continue.” I held his gaze, my voice steady by force of will alone. “One step at a time. One ‘I will’ at a time.”

He was silent for a long moment, the only sound the rustle of new leaves in the oaks above us, a sound like silk tearing. Finally, he gave a single, slow nod.

“Then I accept,” he said. “Of my own free will.”

The agreement hung between us, a new thread of fate spun tight and humming with potential. Practical concerns rushed in to fill the sacred quiet. “Where?” I asked. “When?”

“My cabin,” he said. “It’s at the far edge of the grove. Private. I have the oils. The sacred space is already prepared. Come after the Circle meeting. After moonrise. I’ll be waiting.”

He stood, extending a hand to help me up. I took it. His grip was warm, strong, the skin of his palm roughened by work. He pulled me to my feet, and I stumbled slightly, my body unsteady from the vertigo of the conversation, from the promise that now thickened the air. I ended up closer to him than I’d intended, the space between us reduced to the width of a shared breath.

I could see the gold flecks scattered in the green of his irises, the faint shadow of stubble along the strong line of his jaw. I could smell the hawthorn clinging to his clothes, and beneath it, the clean, warm scent of his skin.

“You should know,” he said softly, his hand still holding mine, “that for me, this isn’t a rehearsal. It’s a beginning. Every step with you, from this moment on, is sacred. Even the waiting.”

He released my hand, and the absence of his touch lingered like the phantom warmth of a recently extinguished candle. He turned and began walking back down the path toward the cottage, leaving me standing alone by the altar stone, the basket of hawthorn at my feet, the iron key cold in my pocket, and a new heat—equal parts terror and wild thrill—kindling low in my belly.

The choice was made. The path was clearing. Tonight, after moonrise, I would go to him. And we would begin.

The weight of his words, of the promise exchanged, stayed with me all day, a subterranean vibration beneath the surface of mundane tasks. I arranged the hawthorn branches on Gran’s worktable, their five-petaled white blooms a vivid shock against the dark, scarred wood. I met with the Circle at moonrise, a gathering of six solemn faces in the dim cottage. They spoke of the logistics of the Beltane fire, of the feast, of the songs to be sung. They asked, with gentle deference, if I had given thought to the Great Rite.

I told them I was considering it. I told them I needed time to prepare, to understand. They accepted this with nods, interpreting it as a sign of my seriousness, not my doubt. I did not mention Cael, or the private rehearsal. That was a secret I carried close, a live ember banked beneath my ribs.

After they left, the cottage felt vast and hollowed by silence. I lit a single beeswax candle, its flame the only movement in the still room. I performed the ritual bath as Cael had described, though he would never know it. I used Gran’s herbs—rosemary for purification, lavender for calm—scrubbing my skin with rough linen until it felt raw and new, until the last clinging scent of the city was scoured away. I did not anoint myself. That, I knew, was for him.

I dressed not in ritual robes but in simple, soft clothes: a dark linen tunic and trousers. I wanted no costume, no barrier between my skin and the night. My heart hammered against the cage of my ribs as I slipped out the back door, the iron key left behind on the table. I didn’t need it. I was going to him.

The path to his cabin was one I’d walked a hundred times as a child, chasing the drunken zigzag of fireflies. Tonight, it was a ribbon of shadow. The moon, a waxing crescent, cast just enough silver light to pick out the gnarled roots and moss-slick stones. The air was cool and carried the scent of damp earth and the night-blooming jasmine that grew near the stream. My senses were sharpened to a fine edge; every rustle in the underbrush scored a line on my nerves, every sigh of wind spoke directly to my skin.

His cabin came into view, a low, timber-framed structure with a steeply pitched roof, nestled against a backdrop of towering pines. Golden light spilled from its windows, a warm, liquid pool against the deep velvet blue of the night. Smoke curled from the chimney, carrying the crisp, clean scent of cedar. I paused at the edge of the clearing, my forward momentum draining away.

Before I could retreat, the door opened. He stood silhouetted in the light, not speaking, just waiting. He’d changed as well. His dark work shirt was gone, replaced by a simple, open-throated tunic of undyed linen. His feet were bare on the wooden porch. He looked both more real and more mythic, a woodsman rendered in the pigments of an illuminated manuscript.

I walked toward him, my steps silent on the thick moss. He didn’t move until I reached the bottom step, then he extended a hand. I took it, and he drew me up, into the circle of warmth and light that spilled from the doorway.

“You came,” he said, his voice a quiet rumble like distant thunder.

“I said I would.”

He nodded, releasing my hand to close the door. The cabin was one large room, dominated by a stone hearth where a fire crackled and whispered. The space was clean, masculine, and imbued with a quiet sanctity. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the crossbeams, a large hand-drum leaned against a wall, and the air was thick with the layered scents of woodsmoke, pine, and something sweet and resinous—sandalwood. A low, wide bed was covered in a woven blanket of deep forest greens and rich browns. In the center of the room, on a low table, sat a ceramic bowl, a vial of oil, and two simple clay cups.

“This is your sacred space,” I observed, my voice barely above the fire’s murmur.

“It is,” he said. “The grove is for the coven. This is for my own practice. For moments that require… utter focus.”

He turned to face me, the firelight carving the planes of his face in gold and plunging shadow. “We can stop at any moment, Rowan. A word. A gesture. You know this.”

“I know.” The reminder was necessary, but it also fed the heat coiling in my belly. The safety of the boundary made the territory within it seem infinitely more lawless, more ripe for exploration.

“Would you like a drink? Water? Wine?”

“Water, please.”

He poured a cup from an earthenware pitcher and handed it to me. Our fingers brushed again, and the same sharp awareness from the morning sparked across my skin. This time, I did not pull away. I drank, the cold water a bracing slash against the warmth of the room.

“You bathed,” he said, a statement of fact.

“I did.”

“Good.” He moved to the table, picking up the vial of oil. It was dark amber glass. “This is the blend. Sandalwood, rose, a touch of cinnamon. It’s warm. It will feel… profound on the skin.”

I set the cup down. “Tell me what to do.”

“First, we speak the words. The same words as for the full rite, but here, now, they are just for us. They create the container.”

He took a position before the fire, facing me. His posture shifted, becoming more formal, more rooted. I mirrored him, drawing my shoulders back, feeling the solid weight of my own body grounding me to the wooden floor.

“Rowan Ash,” he began, his voice taking on that ritual cadence I’d heard in the grove, but softer now, turned inward for my ears alone. “High Priestess of this Grove. Do you come here of your own free will, to join with me in this rehearsal of the Great Rite?”

The words, spoken here in this firelit room, carried a density they had lacked in the open air. They demanded truth, pried at the seams of my composure. I let out a slow, controlled breath. “I come of my own will and desire,” I said, the phrase tasting of ancient bark and new leaves on my tongue, “to join with you as the land joins the sky.”

His eyes glowed with a silent, fierce approval. He continued. “Do you offer your body as the sacred vessel of the Goddess, to receive and transform the sacred fire?”

A tremor, fine as a spider’s thread, ran the length of my spine. “I offer my body, my spirit, and my pleasure, to receive and honor the God in you.”

He nodded, a solemn dip of his head. “Then I, Cael Bram, Grove-Keeper and Consort, ask you: Will you allow me to enter this sacred space, to anoint you with the sacred oil, that your senses may be opened to the divine?”

This was it. The first gate. My throat constricted, but my will hardened to flint. “I will.”

He stepped closer. The space between us evaporated, filled now only with the dry heat of the fire and the warm, woodsy scent of him. He uncorked the vial and poured a small pool of oil into his palm. The fragrance unfurled between us—woody, floral, with a spicy kick of cinnamon. He rubbed his palms together, warming the oil.

“Close your eyes,” he whispered.

I obeyed. The world narrowed to the crackle of the fire, the scent of sandalwood and man, and the thrumming anticipation in my veins.

His oil-slick fingertips touched my forehead, right at the center. The pressure was firm, deliberate. A clockwise circle drawn on my skin. “I anoint your third eye,” he murmured, his voice like honey poured over dark stone. “That you may see the truth of this union.”

The oil was warm, and his touch ignited a line of sensation that raced down the ladder of my spine. My balance wavered; I tightened the muscles in my legs to hold steady.

His fingers traced a cool, slick path down to the hollow of my throat. A gentle, claiming stroke. “I anoint your throat. That you may speak your will and your truth.”

My breath caught, snagging in my chest. I wanted to answer, but language had dissolved into pure sensation.

His hand slid down, over the thin linen of my tunic, to rest flat against my chest, directly over my heart. The heat of his palm penetrated the fabric. “I anoint your heart. That it may be open to receive.”

I felt the wild thump of my heart against the press of his hand, a frantic percussion trying to syncopate with the slower, deeper rhythm of his own pulse.

He knelt before me. The shift in his height, in the dynamic of his power, made the muscles of my abdomen tighten. His hands went to my hips, then slid down the outside of my thighs, a firm, grounding stroke. “I anoint your limbs. That they may be strong to hold the power.”

Then his hands moved inward, up the inseam of my trousers, until the pads of his thumbs pressed into the soft flesh of my inner thighs, just below the join of my pelvis. The touch was a bolt of pure sensation, a telegraph wire running straight to my clit. The air rushed from my lungs in a sharp gasp.

“I anoint your sacred mound,” he said, his voice gone low and gravelled. “That it may be a wellspring of life and pleasure.” His thumbs stroked once, a slow, deliberate migration across the sensitive skin. “Will you allow me to honor this sacred place?”

The question hung in the fire-lit air. My body screamed yes—a pulsing, molten yes that pooled low in my belly. My mind clung to the ritual, to the power of the spoken word. “I will,” I breathed.

His hands retreated. At the sound of him standing, I opened my eyes. His face was a mask of focused intensity, his lips parted, his eyes burning into mine.

“The anointing is complete,” he said. “The gates are opening. Do you wish to continue?”

This was the next choice, another threshold, another ‘I will’ waiting on my tongue. I looked at him, at this man who tended the earth and spoke of sex as prayer. The oil cooled on my skin, each place his fingers had touched glowing with latent energy. Between my legs, a throb pulsed, urgent and undeniable.

“Yes,” I said. “I wish to continue.”

“Then you must ask,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “You are the Priestess. You lead.”

He was right. This was my rite, my choice. I swallowed, and when I found my voice, it emerged stronger than I expected. “Cael Bram. Will you anoint me further? Will you touch me… there? To prepare the sacred grove?”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. His control thickened the air between us, a live wire taut with restraint. “I will,” he vowed.

He didn’t move to undress me. Instead, he reached for the ties of my trousers. His eyes asked a final, silent permission. I gave a slight nod.

His fingers were deft and sure. He loosened the ties and pushed the linen down over my hips. The linen whispered over my hips, pooling at my feet. I stepped free, kicking the garment aside, and stood before him clad only in my tunic. Fire-warmed air brushed my bare legs, caressed my sex. Exposed, vulnerable—every nerve ending sang with life.

He guided me backward until my calves met the edge of the bed. “Sit,” he said softly.

I sat. The woven blanket scratched rough against my thighs. He knelt on the floor between my legs, a posture of supplication and power both, and poured more oil into his palm.

“Eyes on me,” he said, low, not quite a request.

I held his green, fire-lit gaze as his oiled fingers found my folds. The first touch was a shock of sensation—warm, slick, deliberate. I cried out, a short, sharp sound ripped from my throat.

“You are so ready,” he murmured, his voice full of awe. His fingers parted me, exploring with a reverence that unstitched me. He found my clit, already swollen and eager. A slow, circling stroke made my back arch. “Will you allow me to honor this sacred pearl? To awaken its fire?”

“I will,” I moaned, the words breaking on a wave of pleasure.

His touch became more purposeful, circling, pressing, learning the rhythm that made me gasp. One finger slid lower, testing my entrance, gathering the wetness that seeped from me. “Will you allow me to enter this sacred grove?” The question was a growl now, strained with his own need.

My hips rocked, seeking his touch. The words were a plea. “I will. I will.”

His finger pushed inside me, slowly, inexorably, filling me. It was an invasion and a homecoming. I clenched around him, a pulse of raw, clenching need. He added a second finger, stretching me, and began a slow, deep rhythm. His thumb kept working my clit, a counterpoint that sent sparks flying behind my eyes.

“The energy,” I gasped. “I can feel it.” It was a current building from where he touched me, spiraling up through my belly, into my heart, buzzing in my fingertips—a live wire of magic, of undeniable truth.

He leaned forward, his breath hot against my inner thigh. “It’s you,” he said, his fingers never stopping their devastating work. “It’s us. It’s the choice.” He pressed deeper, curling his fingers, and I saw stars. “Will you let it build, Rowan? Will you offer this pleasure to the flame?”

“Yes!” It was a sob of surrender. My hands fisted in the blanket. The coil inside me wound tighter, tighter, a spring of concentrated, sacred energy. His eyes locked on mine, holding me as surely as his hand held my body. I was laid bare, physically, spiritually. There was no more skepticism, no more city-girl armor. There was only this man, this touch, this rising tide.

“Come for me, Priestess,” he whispered, his voice a dark prayer. “Let me see the Goddess take you.”

His words were the final key. The coil snapped. Pleasure detonated through me, a silent, shattering wave that ripped a scream from my throat. I convulsed around his fingers, my vision bleaching white, my body bowing with the force. It was a climax, yes, but more—an offering, a release of every doubt I’d clutched, a burst of radiant light in the dark cabin.

He gentled his touch, working me through the aftershocks until I was a trembling, boneless heap on the bed. He withdrew his fingers slowly, bringing them to his lips. He tasted me, his eyes closing for a brief second in what looked like reverence.

I could only stare, my chest heaving, my body humming with spent power.

He stood, looking down at me. The front of his linen tunic was tented, the outline of his erection stark and undeniable. He made no move to hide it, no move to seek his own relief. His focus was entirely on me.

“That,” he said, his voice rough with restraint, “is the mechanics. That is the energy. That is the ‘I will.’”

Tears, unexpected and hot, pricked my eyes. Not tears of sadness, but of awe. Of understanding. He was right. It was real.

I pushed myself up on my elbows. My limbs felt heavy, liquid. “You didn’t…”

“This was for you,” he said simply. “For you to feel. To know.”

The selflessness of it, the sheer control, shattered another barrier inside me. Heat that had receded came flooding back, deeper, more insistent—no longer just about receiving, but joining.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood on shaky knees. I faced him, the firelight dancing on both our bodies. I reached for the hem of my tunic and pulled it over my head, letting it fall to the floor. I stood naked before him, my skin gleaming with oil and sweat, my breasts peaked and sensitive in the cool air.

His breath caught. His control wavered, a flicker of raw hunger crossing his face.

I stepped into his space. My hands went to the ties of his tunic. “My turn to ask,” I said, my voice husky with new power.

I untied the laces and pushed the fabric from his shoulders. It fell away, revealing a torso carved from hard work—broad shoulders, a chest dusted with dark hair, the muscles of his abdomen tight and defined. My hands splayed over his chest, feeling the frantic beat of his heart.

“Cael Bram,” I said, looking up into his darkened eyes. “Will you join with me, flesh to flesh, spirit to spirit, to bring forth the sacred flame?”

A shudder ran through him. He cupped my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks. “I will,” he said, the words a vow that seemed to shake the very timbers of the cabin.

He led me back to the bed, laying me down on the woven blanket. He shed his own trousers, and I saw him fully for the first time. He was beautifully, powerfully made. His cock stood hard and thick against his belly, the head flushed and ready. He knelt over me, bracing himself on his arms.

He didn’t enter me immediately. He lowered his body, skin to skin, and the full-length contact was a shock of heat and perfection. He kissed me then, for the first time. His lips were soft but demanding, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, claiming me in a way his fingers already had. I tasted myself on him, sweet and musky, and the intimacy of it made me moan into his mouth.

He kissed my jaw, my throat, my breasts, taking a nipple into his mouth and sucking deeply until I cried out. All the while, the head of his cock pressed against my soaked entrance, a persistent, tantalizing promise.

“Now,” I pleaded, my hips lifting. “Please.”

He looked into my eyes, his own blazing with a green fire. “You’re sure?”

“I will,” I whispered, throwing his ritual phrase back at him, making it our own.

He positioned himself and pushed forward. The first breach was a slow, stretching, burning fullness that stole my breath. I was tight, and he was not small. He moved with infinite patience, letting my body adjust, inch by devastating inch, until he was fully seated inside me. The feeling overwhelmed—filled, connected, completed in a way I’d never known, as if a missing piece of my soul slid home.

“Oh, Goddess,” I breathed, my nails digging into his shoulders.

He began to move. It was the slow, reverent rhythm he had described—a moving meditation. Each withdrawal was an agony of loss; each deep, rolling thrust was a homecoming. He held my gaze, our breaths mingling, the world narrowing to the place where we were joined. The energy was back, but different now. It wasn’t just in me; it was a circuit, flowing from him into me and back again, building with every stroke.

“You feel that,” he gasped, his rhythm never faltering. “The power.”

“I feel it.” It was a cyclone centered in my womb, spinning out through my limbs. My second climax was building, a deeper, slower wave than the first. He felt it too. His thrusts became more urgent, his control fraying at the edges.

“Don’t close your eyes,” he demanded, his voice strained. “When you come. I want to see it.”

I was lost in the sensation, in the building pressure, in the divine rightness of his body moving in mine. The coil tightened again, a sweet, unbearable tension. His thumb found my clit, pressing in time with his thrusts.

“Now, Rowan,” he growled. “Offer it up. For the fire.”

His words tipped me over. My climax crashed through me with the force of a storm, a silent, searing explosion of light and pleasure that tore a wordless cry from my throat. I clenched around him, milking his length, and I felt his own control shatter. His whole body arched and broke over me, one long, shuddering thrust that emptied him completely, a hoarse shout swallowed against my hair, his heat flooding into me in time with the last waves of my own release.

He settled over me, heavy and warm, holding me against the mattress as if he could keep the moment from slipping away. We lay tangled, lungs heaving, sweat-slicked, as the fire crackled and the energy slowly dissipated from the air, settling into our bones like a gentle, humming peace.

A long time later, he shifted, rolling to his side and pulling me against him. He tucked the blanket around us. He said nothing, just held me, his heartbeat a steady drum against my back.

In the quiet, with the scent of our joining and the sacred oil mingling with woodsmoke, my skepticism didn’t just feel foolish. It felt like a ghost, finally laid to rest. I had felt the magic. I had spoken the words. I had chosen.

And as I drifted towards sleep in his arms, I knew with a certainty that was bone-deep: for the Beltane fire, for the Great Rite, my choice was already made. It was him.


Chapter 2 — The Anointing

I woke to woodsmoke and coffee and the warm, musky scent of man.

Cael’s arm lay heavy across my waist, a band of heat and weight, his face buried in the crook of my neck. His breath moved slow and deep against my skin. The fire had collapsed into grey ash and embers; a thin silver light bled through the cabin’s single window. Dawn, or just before.

The night returned. Not as a jumble, but touch by touch, whisper by whisper. Each question he’d asked, each answer I’d given, clear and dismantling. My body felt worked-over, a map of small, tender aches. My thighs stuck together with the dried mingling of our pleasure and the sweet, resinous ritual oil.

I chose.

The thought stood quiet and solid. Not a decision made in passion’s grip—though passion had been the forge—but a truth I’d circled for years, finally landing. Cael Bram, the grove-keeper, the quiet drummer who tended this land with a devotion I’d mistaken for hobbyism, was my partner for the Great Rite.

He stirred. His arm tightened around me for a heartbeat, then stilled. Awake. I felt the change in his breathing—a subtle catch, a deepening.

“Morning.” His voice was gravel and sleep. He didn’t pull away, just nuzzled closer, his lips pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder.

“Morning.” Mine was rough too. I shifted, turning in his arms until we faced each other on the blanket. His green eyes were sleepy, peaceful, the color of moss in this diluted light. Dark stubble dusted his jaw; a faint purplish mark bloomed above his collarbone—my doing. A thrill, sharp and possessive, cut through my belly.

He brushed a strand of hair from my cheek. “How do you feel?”

I let the question settle. “Sore. Grounded. Real.” A beat. “Terrified.”

A small smile touched his lips. “The terror’s normal. It’s the part that makes surrender mean something.”

“Is that what last night was? Surrender?”

“Part of it.” His thumb traced the line of my lower lip. “The part where you trusted me. The part where you trusted yourself. The rest…” He shrugged, the movement shifting the blanket around us. “The rest is practice.”

A laugh bubbled up, surprising us both. “Practice? That’s what you call it?”

“For the main event, yes.” His smile widened, but his eyes stayed serious. “The Great Rite isn’t just sex, Rowan. It’s a sacrament. A channeling. It requires alignment. Of body, yes. But of intention, breath, energy. What we did last night…” He leaned in, kissed me softly, letting it linger. When he pulled back, his gaze held mine. “That was us finding a tune we could both dance to. Today, we learn the steps.”

We lay a while longer, then rose in the grey hush. He pulled a woolen shirt over my bare skin—it smelled of him, pine and clean earth and the faint salt of sweat—and I stepped into my jeans while he banked the dying hearth. Then we walked out from the cabin, through the dew-wet grove to the stone circle. A thermos of coffee waited by his drum near the central altar stone. He poured, and we settled on a spread blanket, sharing the cup, watching the grove wake. Birdsong stitched through the morning silence. The air was cool, carrying the damp-green scent of spring and turned soil.

“We have a lot to do today.” His tone was businesslike, though his hand rested on my knee, a point of casual, concentrated heat. “The coven arrives late afternoon to set up for the evening vigil. We need to finish gathering hawthorn for the crowns and the bower. The ritual tools need cleansing. The anointing oils need preparing. And you” —he turned to me— “need to be anointed.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought that was part of the rite itself.”

“It is. But the priestess is anointed in private first, by her chosen partner. It’s a preparation. A dedication of the vessel.” He said it without lewdness, but the word vessel sent a flush straight to my core, a quick, deep heat. My body.

“When?” My voice had gone thin.

“This morning. Here. After we’ve cleared the space.”

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of purposeful motion. We worked in a comfortable, wordless sync, as if the night’s intimacy had woven a new understanding between us. I gathered the last flowering hawthorn branches, my fingers careful of the thorns, while he swept the stone circle and refreshed the offerings at the quarter points—a shell for water in the west, a feather for air in the east, a stone for earth in the north, a red candle for fire in the south.

He showed me the small stone shed at the grove’s edge where the coven kept its ritual supplies. It was neat, smelling of dried herbs and beeswax. Inside: bowls, chalices, drums, shelves of bottles. He selected a few—a small vial of golden oil, a larger bottle of clear base oil, a pouch of dried calendula petals, and a tiny, stoppered phial of something deep, smoky red.

“Frankincense oil for spirit.” He held up the gold one. “Olive oil base for earth. Calendula for the sun, for Beltane. And this—” He uncorked the red phial. A rich, spicy, utterly carnal scent filled the small space—patchouli, myrrh, the whisper of dark amber. “This is for the body. For desire.”

My mouth dried. He recorked it, his eyes on mine. “We’ll blend them at the central altar.”

Back in the stone circle, the sun stood higher, dappling the ground. He laid a clean white cloth on the central altar stone and arranged the oils, a small ceramic bowl, a whisk, a sprig of hawthorn. The process was ritual, quiet. He poured the clear olive oil into the bowl, then added the golden frankincense drop by drop, stirring clockwise with the hawthorn sprig.

“Earth and spirit,” he murmured, not to me, but to the mixture. He sprinkled in the dried calendula petals. “And the fire of the sun.” Finally, he added a single drop of the dark red oil. It swirled into the blend, turning it a warm, sunset hue. The scent that rose was complex—holy and grounded, sweet and deeply, undeniably sensual.

He set the bowl aside and turned to me. The air shifted, thickened. The busywork of preparation fell away. We were the only two people in the world.

“The anointing is a gate, Rowan.” His voice was low, clear. “It marks a threshold. Once you pass it, you are committed—not just to the rite, but to the path. To wielding the power that comes with it. It is also” —he took a step closer— “an act of intimate consecration. Between you and me. Do you understand?”

I nodded, my throat tight.

“Words, Priestess. Consent begins with words.”

“I understand,” I managed.

“And do you wish to cross this threshold? To be anointed by my hand, as preparation for the Great Rite we will perform together for the coven?”

This was it. The first official gate. The memory of last night’s whispered will you? and my gasped I will echoed, but this was different. Daylight. Ceremony. No firelight to hide in, only the clear, honest light of a spring morning.

I looked at him—at his steady green eyes, his capable hands stained with soil, at the serious set of his mouth. I thought of the power he’d shown last night, a power that was all giving, all holding space, all worship. I wanted that. I wanted him.

“I wish it,” I said, and my voice held.

A slow, beautiful smile broke across his face, transforming him from solemn grove-keeper to something fiercely bright. “Then disrobe, please. And lie here.” He gestured to the white cloth he’d spread beside the altar stone.

My heart thudded against my ribs. In daylight. In the open grove. I pulled his woolen shirt over my head, let it fall. The cool air pebbled my skin. I unfastened my jeans, pushed them and my underwear down my legs, stepped out. Naked before him, in the center of the sacred space, birds singing, sun on my skin. The vulnerability terrified. It also electrified, a live-wire hum under my skin.

I lay down on the cloth, linen rough against my back. Above me, hawthorn branches wove a lattice against the bright blue sky.

He knelt beside me, the bowl of oil in his hands. He warmed it between his palms, eyes closed, lips moving in silent invocation. Then he opened his eyes and looked at me, his gaze a physical touch.

“I anoint your feet” —he dipped his fingers into the oil— “that they may walk the sacred path with surety.” His touch was firm, warm. He smoothed the oil over the arch of my right foot, then my left. The scent wrapped around me.

“I anoint your knees, that you may bend in reverence and rise in power.” His oil-slick hands moved up my calves, over my kneecaps, his thumbs pressing into the hollows beside them. A shudder—clean, sharp—racked through me.

“I anoint your womb” —his fingers trailed up my thighs, leaving a warm, slick path, but he didn’t touch my center, not yet— “the cauldron of creation, that it may be blessed and ready.” His palms rested low on my belly, heating my skin. For a moment, I felt a strange, deep pulse there, as if something long dormant had stirred awake.

He moved up my body. “I anoint your heart, that it may remain open and courageous.” His oiled hands swept over my ribs, cupped the underside of my breasts, his thumbs brushing my nipples. They tightened instantly into hard, aching points. My breath caught.

“I anoint your lips.” He murmured it, dipping a single finger into the oil and tracing it over my mouth. The taste was exotic, spicy-sweet. “That they may speak only truth and receive only blessing.”

Finally, he placed his oil-slick palms on my temples. “I anoint your mind, that your will may be clear and your vision sharp.” He leaned down, his face inches from mine. His breath mingled with the heady perfume of the oils. “Rowan Ash, you are consecrated. Your body is a temple. Your desire is holy. Do you accept this?”

The oil warmed my skin, seeped into pores. His words were a spell, weaving around my bones. My body hummed, alive; every place he’d touched was a lit candlewick.

“I accept,” I whispered.

For a long moment, he just looked at me, his eyes dark with something more than desire—a kind of awe. Then he bent his head and kissed me.

It was a claiming kiss, deep and thorough, tasting of sacred oil and him. My hands slid up over his shoulders, smearing oil on his shirt. He groaned into my mouth, his body settling over mine, not crushing, but covering. I felt the hard ridge of his erection through his jeans against my thigh.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard. “The anointing is done.” His voice was ragged. “But the consecration… that requires a different kind of worship.”

My pulse kicked, a wild drumbeat in my ears. “What do you mean?”

He sat back on his heels, his gaze burning down the length of my oiled, naked body. “Last night was joining. Fire meeting fire. This… this is devotion. My devotion to you. To this.” His hand hovered over my belly, not touching. “Do you want that, Rowan? Do you want me to worship you?”

The question was another gate. Another choice laid bare. The word ‘worship’ hung in the air between us, a thing that should have felt absurd, pretentious. Instead, it settled over my skin like a truth I’d always known. In his eyes, I saw the intent: he would take his time. He would use his mouth, his hands. He would explore every inch of my oiled skin. He would bring me to the edge with nothing but his devotion.

Heat unspooled in my belly, a deep, liquid pull. My clit pulsed, a frantic echo of my heartbeat.

“Yes,” I breathed. “I want that.”

A slow, predatory smile curved his lips. “Then be still. Receive.”

He began at my ankles again, but this time with his mouth. He kissed the oil into my skin, his tongue trailing the path his fingers had blazed. He took his time, laving the sensitive hollows behind my knees, grazing the soft skin of my inner thighs with his teeth. By the time his breath whispered over my mound, I was arching off the cloth, a taut bowstring of need.

“So eager,” he murmured, his voice a vibration against my wet flesh. “A consecrated altar, begging for prayer.”

He denied me what I craved. Not yet. He buried his face in my curls, inhaling deeply. “Gods, you smell like the grove now. Like earth and sun and something purely, perfectly you.” He licked a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit, and my body jerked as if struck.

“Cael,” I moaned, my hands fisting in the cloth beneath me.

“I’m here,” he said, and then his mouth was on me in earnest.

Where last night had been a frantic, shared climb, this was a leisurely, meticulous unraveling. He used his tongue like an artist: circling my clit, flicking it, drawing it gently into the heat of his mouth. He speared his tongue inside me, drinking from me; his groans vibrated through my core. He licked and teased, building the pressure with an agonizing, exquisite patience. True to his word, he worshipped.

The world narrowed to the feeling of his mouth, the scent of the oil and my own arousal, the sound of his greedy, wet kisses. My hips took up a rhythm of their own, rocking against his face, seeking more friction, more depth.

“Please,” I begged, my voice unrecognizable.

He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me cry out. His mouth never left my clit. The dual sensation overwhelmed me. The coil in my belly, wound tight by his attentions, snapped.

The climax tore through me silently at first, a white-hot wave of sensation that stole the air from my lungs. Then the sounds came—a sharp, broken cry, a sob of his name. I clenched around his fingers, my back bowing off the ground, my vision splintering into stars.

He gentled me through it, his tongue softening to feather-light licks, his fingers still moving inside me, prolonging the pulses of pleasure until I lay a trembling, boneless heap on the cloth.

Before I could draw a full breath, he was moving up my body, kissing the oil from my skin—my belly, the valley between my breasts, my throat. He was still fully dressed, his jeans rough against my sensitized thighs. The bulge of his cock pressed, hard and insistent, against my hip.

He found my mouth again, kissing me deeply, letting me taste myself on his lips. It was primal, filthy, and utterly sacred all at once.

“My turn,” I gasped against his mouth, my hands going to his belt buckle.

He caught my wrists, stilling them. His eyes were wild, his lips swollen and shiny with my essence. “No.”

I blinked, confusion swimming through the aftershocks. “What?”

“This was for you,” he said, his voice thick. “My devotion. My offering.” He kissed my forehead, a strangely chaste gesture. “The balance comes later. When we’re both ready for the next gate.”

He pulled away, standing up, leaving me sprawled and glistening on the white cloth, ravished yet unsatisfied in one crucial way. I watched, dazed, as he adjusted himself with a wince, his own need painfully obvious.

He offered me a hand. “Come on. We have a bower to build before the coven gets here.”

I stared at his outstretched hand, then up at his face, a mask of strained control. A laugh, half-hysterical, half-admiring, burst from my lips. He was leaving me here, a quivering, consecrated mess, while he walked away to do gardening?

“You’re a cruel god,” I muttered, letting him pull me up.

He tugged me into his arms, holding me tight against his fully-clothed, painfully aroused body. “No,” he whispered into my hair, his voice rough with unslaked hunger. “I’m a patient one. And the waiting… the wanting… it makes the feast so much sweeter.”

He released me, turned, and walked toward the pile of hawthorn branches, leaving me standing naked, anointed, throbbing with a need that had become a living, breathing thing between us. The threshold was crossed. The vessel was prepared.

And the real waiting had just begun.

He was right about the wanting.

The ache between my legs was a constant, low thrum as we worked through the afternoon, a visceral reminder of his mouth, his fingers, his deliberate denial. Every time I glanced at him—bending to lift a stone, his muscles corded under his shirt; reaching for a branch, the fabric pulling taut across his back—the thrum sharpened into a sweet, insistent pang. He moved with a focused, easy grace, but I caught the looks he threw my way when he thought I wasn’t looking. They were hot, hungry, and full of a promise that tightened my belly.

We built the bower in a secluded corner of the grove, near the western altar stone. It was a simple, arched structure of woven hawthorn branches, thick with white blossoms. The thorns were vicious, and we both bore nicks and scratches on our hands by the end, little crimson beads we licked away without comment. The physical labor was a blessing and a curse. It grounded me, forced my mind into the simple mechanics of tying and weaving, but it also kept my blood humming, my skin sensitized.

We spoke little, but the silence wasn’t empty. It was charged, thick with the memory of the morning and the anticipation of what was to come. The air between us felt like a plucked string, vibrating.

“The coven will see this,” I said finally, tying off the last length of twine on the bower’s frame. My voice sounded too loud in the quiet grove.

Cael stepped back, surveying our work. “They’ll see a sacred space prepared for the rite. A place of privacy and power.” He wiped his hands on his jeans, leaving smears of green sap. “They won’t see what happened here this morning. That’s ours.”

“And tonight?” I asked, the question hanging between us. “The private anointing… that’s done. What’s next? More… practice?”

He turned to me, his green eyes catching the dappled sunlight. “Tonight, after the coven gathers for the evening vigil, after the initial prayers and the lighting of the watch-fire… you and I will slip away. We’ll come here. To the bower.”

“For what?”

“For the invocation,” he said, walking toward me. He stopped an arm’s length away. The scent of crushed grass and hawthorn bloom clung to him. “For the formal, spoken commitment. The words that bind us as partners for the Great Rite. It’s the final gate before Beltane Eve.”

“And after the words?” My heart was pounding again.

A slow smile spread across his face. “After the words, Rowan, if we both will it… we consecrate the space. And each other.”

“Consecrate,” I repeated, the word heavy with implication.

“With our bodies. With our pleasure. It’s a… a charging of the space. An alignment of our energies for the main ritual. It’s not the Great Rite itself. That’s public, at the fire. This is private. Deeper, in some ways. Because it’s just us. No one to perform for. No one to channel for but ourselves and the land.”

The idea sent a thrill through me, part terror, part fierce desire. “And the coven? They’ll know we’re… gone?”

“They’ll know their priestess and her chosen are preparing. They’ll hold the vigil. They’ll keep the fire. They’ll wait.” He reached out, his thumb brushing a stray fleck of bark from my cheek. “This path, Rowan… it’s a series of choices. You’ve chosen to be anointed. You’ll choose to speak the invocation. And then you’ll choose, again, to let me love you here, in this bower we built with our own hands. Every step is yours.”

I leaned into his touch, turning my face to kiss his palm. The taste of his skin, salt and earth, was familiar now. “I choose,” I whispered against his hand.

He let out a long, shaky breath, as if he’d been holding it. “Good.”

The first members of the coven arrived just as the sun began to sink, staining the sky peach and lavender. I’d changed into a simple, long dress of dark green linen—priestess attire, practical yet symbolic. Cael had changed too, into clean dark pants and a loose white shirt. We met them at the edge of the grove, the transition from our private world to my public role jarring but necessary.

Mara, a woman with kind eyes and silver-streaked hair, hugged me fiercely. “Welcome home, Rowan. Your grandmother would be so proud.”

Others followed: Leo, the herbalist, with his baskets of dried sage and mugwort; twins Anya and Ben, who handled the drums and music; a handful of others whose names I remembered from childhood summers. They greeted Cael with warm respect and me with a new, solemn deference that made my stomach flutter. I was no longer just Rowan, the granddaughter. I was Rowan Ash, High Priestess.

We worked together to prepare the main fire pit in the center of the stone circle, laying the logs in the traditional sun-wheel pattern. We lit lanterns and hung them from the trees. We set out cushions and blankets for the vigil. The mood was cheerful, purposeful, threaded with an undercurrent of excitement for the festival to come. I moved among them, directing, answering questions, trying to project a calm I didn’t entirely feel. All the while, I was acutely aware of Cael, moving on the periphery, always within my sight. Our eyes would meet, hold for a charged second, and then we’d look away, the secret of the morning and the promise of the night a live wire between us.

As the last of the twilight faded into a deep, velvety blue, we gathered around the unlit fire pit. The coven formed a loose circle. I took my place in the north, the place of earth and the priestess. Cael stood across from me in the south, the place of fire and the consort. My mouth went dry.

I raised my hands, the way my grandmother had taught me. “We gather on the eve of the turning,” I began, my voice gaining strength as I spoke the familiar words. “To honor the fire, to welcome the sun, to tend the space between the worlds. We keep watch tonight. We hold the space.”

A soft murmur of agreement rippled through the circle. Leo stepped forward with a lit torch. He handed it to me. The weight of it, the hiss of the flame, felt suddenly immense. I carried it to the fire pit and touched it to the kindling. With a whoosh, the Beltane watch-fire leapt to life, orange and gold and hungry.

The group settled onto the cushions, some pulling out drums, others beginning a low, harmonious chant. The vigil had begun. It would last until dawn, with people taking turns to tend the fire, to drum, to meditate.

Cael caught my eye across the flames. He gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. Now.

My heart hammered against my ribs. I drew a deep breath, filling my lungs with woodsmoke and the sweet, heady perfume of blooming hawthorn. I nodded to Mara; she understood. She would hold the circle in my absence.

Then I turned and walked away from the firelight, into the deeper shadows of the grove. A moment later, I heard the soft crush of his footsteps behind me.

We didn’t speak as we made our way to the bower. Moonlight filtered through the trees, splintering into shards of silver and pools of ink. The grove hummed with night sounds: the scritch-scratch of some small creature in the leaf litter, the distant, questioning hoot of an owl, the endless sigh of wind through branches. The bower, when we reached it, was a cave of deeper shadow, its air thick with the scent of crushed flowers and damp, living earth.

He’d prepared it while I was with the coven. Inside, on the mossy ground, he’d spread a thick, soft fur. A single fat beeswax candle in a clay holder sat at the head, unlit. Beside it rested a small bowl of water and a folded cloth. The simplicity of it struck me—no ornament, no pretense. It was perfect.

We stood facing each other just outside the arched entrance. The distant drumming and chanting were a faint, rhythmic pulse against the quiet.

“This is the last threshold,” Cael said, his voice soft. Moonlight carved his face into planes and hollows. “The invocation. Once we speak these words, there is no turning back without breaking the magic. We will be bound, for the purpose of the rite. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Do you wish to cross?”

“I wish to cross.”

He took my hands in his. His palms were warm, the skin slightly rough from work. “Then we begin.”

He led me inside the bower. It was just tall enough to stand upright in the center. The canopy of blossoms above us formed a private, starred sky. He lit the candle with a match from his pocket. A warm, golden light pushed back the shadows, flickering over the fur, over the sharp angles of his face, over my own waiting skin.

He knelt, pulling me down to kneel facing him. Our knees touched. He took the bowl of water and the cloth. He dipped the cloth, wrung it out. “For purity of intent,” he murmured, and gently wiped my face, my hands. The water was cool, a shock against my heated skin. He did the same for himself, then set the bowl aside.

The ritual space was now defined—just us, the candle, the fur, the scent of flowers and earth.

“Breathe with me,” he said. We inhaled together, a long, slow breath, held it, exhaled. Again. And again. The drumming from the main circle seemed to sync with our breathing, with the frantic beat of my heart. The world narrowed to this circle of light, to his eyes holding mine.

“I, Cael Bram, son of the earth, keeper of this grove,” he began, his voice low and resonant, “call upon the powers of the watchful north, the inspirited east, the passionate south, and the flowing west.” He paused, his grip on my hands tightening. “I stand before you, Rowan Ash, and before all that is sacred, and I declare my will. I choose you as my partner in the Great Rite. I offer my body as a vessel for the divine, my strength as a pillar for the sacred fire, my desire as an offering to the joining. I vow to honor you, to cherish you, to hold your consent as the highest law. With my body and spirit, I will strive to meet you, to balance you, to raise the power with you. This is my will. Do you accept it?”

The words were formal, archaic, but they struck my chest with the weight of a stone dropped into deep water. This wasn’t a proposal of marriage. It was a proposal of sacred, temporary union. A partnership of magic. It was everything I hadn’t known I needed.

Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I swallowed. “I, Rowan Ash, daughter of the flame, priestess of this coven,” my voice was clear, stronger than I felt, “call upon the powers of the watchful north, the inspirited east, the passionate south, and the flowing west. I stand before you, Cael Bram, and before all that is sacred, and I declare my will. I choose you as my partner in the Great Rite. I offer my body as a vessel for the divine, my will as a channel for the sacred fire, my desire as an offering to the joining. I vow to honor you, to trust you, to hold our mutual consent as the highest law. With my body and spirit, I will strive to meet you, to balance you, to raise the power with you. This is my will. Do you accept it?”

For a long moment, he just looked at me, his eyes shimmering in the candlelight. Then he brought my hands to his lips and kissed my knuckles, a gesture of such profound reverence it stopped the air in my lungs. “I accept,” he whispered.

“I accept,” I echoed.

The words hung in the air between us, a spell now cast. The bond was forged. The final gate was open.

The formality of the ritual dissolved, leaving only the raw, electric current of two people who had just pledged themselves to each other in the oldest way possible. The air in the bower grew dense, ionized. The distant drumming pulsed inside my veins.

Cael reached for me, his hands coming up to cradle my face. “Rowan,” he breathed, my name a prayer on his tongue.

Then his mouth was on mine.

This kiss was different from all the others. It was a claiming, yes, but also a sealing. It was hungry and deep, layered with a reverence that edged into desperation. I kissed him back with everything I had, my hands knotting in the fabric of his shirt, hauling him closer. The taste of him—woodsmoke, night air, and the singular salt-sweetness of his skin—drowned out every other thought.

He broke the kiss, his breath sawing in and out. “Now,” he said, his voice a rough scrape. “Now we consecrate.”

His fingers went to the ties at the front of my dress. He didn’t rush. He undid each knot with deliberate slowness, the backs of his knuckles grazing my skin, leaving behind streaks of sensation like lit fuses. The linen loosened, and he pushed it from my shoulders. It pooled around my waist as I knelt. The cool night air brushed my bare breasts, and my nipples drew into tight, aching points.

A low, gutted sound escaped him—part awe, part pure, unvarnished want. “Gods, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. He leaned forward and took one taut nipple into his mouth.

I cried out, my head falling back. The heat of his mouth, the rough, swirling pass of his tongue, sent sharp, bright shocks straight to my core. He worshipped my breasts with his mouth and hands, lavishing attention on one, then the other, until I was gasping, my fingers twisted in the dark silk of his hair.

He pulled back, his own shirt now discarded, his chest bare and carved in the candlelight. The shift of muscle and shadow, the dusting of dark hair, the clean, male scent of him—it flooded my senses. He helped me out of the rest of my dress, until I was naked before him on the fur. Then he stood, just for a moment, and stripped off his pants and underwear.

My breath hitched. He was fully erect, his cock thick and heavy, the head already slick. In the flickering light, he looked like something ancient—all power and stark intention. He knelt again, settling between my legs, his knees pressing mine apart.

“Look at me,” he commanded, and I did. His eyes were black, depthless. “This space, this bower, is ours now. We charge it with our pleasure. We make it holy with our joining. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I gasped.

“Do you want me? Here? Now?”

“Yes.” The word was a moan.

“How do you want me, Rowan?” His voice was a velvet-wrapped blade. “Tell me.”

The direct command, the demand for my words, sent a fresh, hot rush of wetness between my thighs. “I want you inside me,” I managed, my voice trembling. “I want to feel you fill me. I want to watch you lose control.”

A fierce, triumphant smile cut across his face. “Your will is my command, Priestess.”

He didn’t enter me immediately. First, he leaned down and kissed me, deep and consuming. Then his mouth traveled down my body—my throat, the valley between my breasts, the dip of my navel—each kiss a deliberate brand. He nudged my thighs wider with his shoulders and buried his face between my legs.

His tongue was a live wire. He licked into me with focused, relentless intensity, circling my clit, spearing inside me, drinking me down as if I were a sacrament. He brought me to the trembling edge of release with his mouth alone, his hands gripping my hips, holding me still for his devotion. I was arching against him, sobbing his name, when he pulled away.

“Not yet,” he growled, his lips glistening. “Not until I’m inside you.”

He rose up over me, his body a welcome, solid weight. He positioned himself, the broad head of his cock nudging against my soaked entrance. He paused, his arms corded with the strain of holding back. “Last gate,” he whispered, his forehead touching mine. “Will you take me into you? Will you let us become one in this sacred space?”

“I will,” I cried, arching my hips up to meet him. “I will, Cael, please—”

He pushed forward.

The stretch was exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. He sheathed himself inside me in one long, slow, relentless stroke until he was buried to the hilt, our bodies joined completely. We both froze, suspended in the sensation. I could feel every inch of him, the hot, hard length of him stretching me, filling a hollow I hadn’t known was empty. He was buried deep, irrevocably deep.

“Oh, gods,” he groaned, the words torn from his throat.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back. “Move,” I begged. “Please, move.”

He began to move, pulling almost all the way out before driving back in. The pace was slow, deliberate, a deep, rolling rhythm that matched the distant drums. Each thrust was a prayer, each slide a sacrament. He held my gaze, his eyes locked on mine, as if he were pouring his very soul into me with every push.

The tension inside me, wound to a snapping point by his earlier denial and his skilled mouth, began to coil again, tighter and faster now, fed by the raw intimacy of his gaze and the relentless, perfect drag of his cock stroking my inner walls.

“You feel…” he rasped, his rhythm beginning to stutter, to grow more urgent. “You feel like a truth I’ve been walking toward my whole life. Like this. Like you.”

His words cracked me open. A sob built in my chest, not of pain, but of a terrifying, overwhelming rightness. My hands scuffed over his back, feeling the powerful muscles working beneath sweat-slicked skin.

“Cael, I’m… I’m going to—”

“Don’t look away,” he demanded, his thrusts coming harder, faster. “Watch me when you come. Offer it. For us. For this.”

I held his burning gaze as the orgasm broke over me. It wasn’t a sharp explosion but a deep, rolling wave that began in my core and radiated outward, shaking me to the marrow. My vision whited out at the edges, my cries muffled by his mouth as he crushed his lips to mine. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking his length, and with a guttural shout, he followed me over.

I felt him pulse inside me, a hot, rhythmic flood as his release surged through him. One last, grinding roll of his hips and he let go completely, prolonging the waves of my climax until they tangled with his, until we were nothing but shudders and gasps, a heap of loose limbs on the fur. The fur beneath us was rough and warm, smelling of earth and ritual.

For a long time, the only sounds were our ragged breathing and the crackle of the single candle. The drumming from the main circle had faded into the background hum of the night. He was heavy on top of me, but I didn’t want him to move. I wanted to drown in his weight, in the musky smell of sex, the salt of sweat, the sweet scent of sacred oil that clung to us.

Slowly, he softened inside me and slipped out. Then he rolled to his side, pulling me with him, tucking me against his chest. His lips brushed my hair, my temple, the curve of my shoulder.

We lay in silence, wrapped in the fur, wrapped in each other. The candle flame danced, casting our entwined shadows on the walls of the bower, stretching and merging like a second embrace.

“The space is consecrated,” he murmured finally, his voice a low rumble thick with sleep and satisfaction.

I tilted my head back to look at him. “Is that what that was?”

He smiled, a lazy, sated, beautiful smile. “That,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose, “was the foundation. Tomorrow night, at the fire, with the whole coven watching… that will be the temple we build on it.”

Tomorrow night. The Great Rite. Performed before everyone. The thought should have electrified me with panic. Instead, curled against him, feeling his heart beat against my back, feeling the gentle, throbbing ache between my legs where he’d been, I felt only a calm that resonated deep in my bones. And a flicker of anticipation.

The fear was gone. In its place was a steady, humming certainty.

He was my partner. This was my path. And tomorrow, we would raise the power together.

Outside the bower, in the distant circle, the Beltane watch-fire still burned, a beacon in the night, waiting for us.


Chapter 3 — The Blessing

The dawn chorus pulled me from a sleep so deep it felt like sinking into warm earth. For a disoriented moment, I didn’t know where I was. Then I felt him: Cael’s arm slung heavily over my waist, his breath a steady rhythm against the nape of my neck. My back pressed against the solid wall of his chest, our legs tangled under the soft fur. The scent of him—woodsmoke, pine, and the musk of our shared skin—was everywhere.

Memory returned, vivid as last night’s candle-flame. The anointing oil, his hands moving over me, my voice trembling as I consented. The heat of his mouth, the stretch of him inside me, the wild release that shuddered through my bones—less an ending than a key turning in a lock.

Carefully, I shifted to face him. In the grey pre-dawn light filtering through the woven hawthorn, he looked younger, peaceful. Sleep had softened the sharp planes of his face. A faint purple bruise from my mouth marked the skin just above his collarbone. Possession thrilled through me, sharp enough to taste.

His eyes opened, green as the forest in spring, and fixed on me instantly, as if he’d been awake and waiting. A slow smile spread across his face.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” My own voice was a whisper.

He leaned in and kissed me, a slow, tender press of lips that tasted of shared night and promise. A good-morning kiss, a this-is-real kiss. When he pulled back, his expression grew serious.

“How do you feel?”

I considered. My body ached deliciously in places I’d forgotten could be used. My mind was clear, quieter than it had been in years. The usual frantic, skeptical monologue had gone silent.

“Consecrated,” I said, surprising myself with the word.

His smile deepened, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Good.” He brushed a strand of hair from my cheek. “The coven will be stirring soon. The watch-fire shifts change at sunrise.”

A pang of something like loss went through me. The privacy of the bower, the secret world we’d built under fur and candlelight, was about to end. “So we have to… rejoin the world.”

“For now.” He kissed my forehead and sat up, the fur falling to his waist. The sight of his bare torso, the play of muscle as he stretched, sent a fresh pulse of heat low in my belly. He caught my look and raised an eyebrow. “Later,” he promised, his voice dropping. “All day, we prepare. Tonight… the Rite.”

He stood and pulled on his linen trousers from the night before, then handed me my own discarded dress. Dressing in the cold, quiet air felt strangely intimate—a reverse striptease. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. The silence between us was a living thing, thick with what we’d done and what was to come.

We emerged from the bower into a world washed in silver and gold. The Beltane watch-fire still burned in the central stone circle, tended by a cloaked figure I recognized as Maeve, one of the elder crones. She saw us, a knowing glint in her eye, and gave a slow, solemn nod. No words. No questions. The coven understood the privacy of the preparatory night.

Cael took my hand, his fingers lacing through mine, and we walked through the dew-drenched meadow towards the main hall. The air was crisp and smelled of green things and distant smoke. My mind began to tick over with the day’s tasks: finalizing the ritual choreography, blessing the Maypole ribbons, overseeing the feast preparations. The weight of being High Priestess settled back onto my shoulders, but it felt different now. Lighter. More like a mantle I was meant to wear, not a burden I’d been handed.

“After breakfast,” Cael said, as if reading my thoughts, “we should walk the perimeter of the ritual grove. Check the wards. Feel the space together, before everyone arrives to decorate.”

“Yes,” I agreed. Feeling the space together. The words thrummed with double meaning.

The main hall was a hive of quiet, purposeful activity. The scent of baking bread and simmering porridge filled the air. As we entered, the gentle buzz of conversation didn’t stop, but I felt eyes on us—not staring, but noticing. Noticing our linked hands, the shared calm in our posture, the subtle shift in energy between us. A young woman named Elara, who was weaving oat stalks into a crown, smiled warmly at me. It wasn’t gossipy or leering. It was an acknowledgment. A blessing.

We ate at a long wooden table with others, Cael’s thigh pressed firmly against mine beneath the planks. Every point of contact was a live wire, a reminder. I found myself watching his hands as he broke his bread, remembering where those calloused fingers had been hours before. A flush crept up my neck.

After breakfast, we set out. The ritual grove was a cleared circle of land at the edge of the woods, a short walk from the standing stones where the watch-fire still burned, ringed by ancient oaks. The Beltane bonfire pit stood empty at its center, a waiting maw. The Maypole, a tall ash stripped of its branches and sanded smooth, lay on the grass nearby, a basket of brightly coloured ribbons beside it.

Cael stopped at the eastern point of the circle, where a small hawthorn marked the entrance. He placed his palm flat against its trunk, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. I followed his lead, standing beside him and placing my hand on the rough bark. I expected to feel nothing but cool, damp wood.

Instead, a vibration, faint but distinct, hummed up through my palm. A sense of watchful, patient energy. The land was awake. It was waiting.

“Feel it?” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“It remembers last night,” he said, opening his eyes and looking at me. “The energy we raised here, in the bower, it… echoes. It primes the space.”

We walked the circle slowly, clockwise, pausing at each quarter. At the south, we lit a small charcoal brazier and sprinkled dried rosemary over the coals, the sharp, cleansing scent purifying the air. At the west, we sprinkled water from a sacred spring, speaking words of blessing. At the north, we placed a small, dark stone for grounding.

By the time we completed the circle, standing back at the eastern hawthorn, the grove felt different. Charged. Alive. It was no longer just a patch of ground. It was a vessel.

Cael turned to me. The morning sun was higher now, painting his skin in gold. “The Great Rite,” he began, his voice taking on the formal, instructive tone of the Grove-Keeper, “isn’t just sex in front of people. It’s a channel. The coven raises energy through drumming, chanting, dancing around the fire. They build it, higher and higher. We, at the peak, in the center… we become the conduit. We focus that wild, raw power into the land, into the fire, into the community’s intentions for the coming season. We give it form and direction through our union.”

I’d read the theory in my grandmother’s books. Hearing it from him, standing in the space where it would happen, made it terrifying and thrilling in equal measure.

“And everyone… watches?” The old flutter of stage fright tried to resurrect itself.

“They witness,” he corrected gently. “There’s a difference. They aren’t spectators at a show. They’re participants in a ritual. Their energy feeds ours. Our union completes the circuit. It’s… symbiotic.” He stepped closer, his gaze intense. “But Rowan, the consent gates are even more crucial. Publicly spoken. Every step. The invocation, the disrobing, the anointing, the… joining. The coven must hear your ‘I will’ as clearly as I do.”

I swallowed. The idea of speaking such intimate consent aloud, in front of twenty people, should have been paralyzing. Yet the memory of last night—the power that had flowed through me when I’d said those words to him in the dark—made something else rise in its place. Daring. Certainty.

“I understand,” I said.

He searched my face, then nodded, satisfied. “Good. Now, we should—”

“Cael.” I cut him off. The pulse at the base of my throat hammered. The charged air of the grove, his proximity, the memory of his body on mine—it all coalesced into a need so sharp it stole my breath. “The coven is busy. We’re here. The space is consecrated, like you said.” I took a step into his space, my chest almost brushing his. “I need… I need a rehearsal.”

His eyes darkened. “A rehearsal.”

“A private one. No drums, no fire, no eyes. Just… the words. The gates. To make sure I know them. To make sure I can say them when it matters.” It was a flimsy pretext, and we both knew it. I was trembling, but I held his gaze.

A slow, hot smile touched his lips. He understood. This was hunger, plain and simple. Hunger forged in last night’s fire and stoked by the sacred weight of the day.

“Where?” he asked, his voice a low rumble.

“Here. Now. The ground is soft.” I gestured to a patch of sun-dappled grass near the western edge, sheltered by the low-hanging branches of a willow.

He didn’t hesitate. He took my hand and led me to the spot. The grass was cool and slightly damp beneath my knees as I knelt. He knelt facing me, so close our knees touched.

“The first gate,” he said, his voice shifting into that ritual cadence, though it was just for us. “The invocation of the sacred within each other. Rowan Ash, do you will to see and honor the divine in me?”

The formality, here in the daylight, was its own kind of aphrodisiac. “I will,” I said, my voice clear and sure.

“And I in you,” he responded. Then, his tone dropping back to its normal register, he asked, “The second gate. The sacred disrobing. Will you allow my hands to remove your clothing, as a symbol of shedding the mundane?”

My breath caught. “I will.”

He reached for the hem of my simple cotton tunic. His movements were deliberate, slow. He lifted it over my head, and the cool morning air kissed my skin, pebbling my nipples. My breasts felt heavy, sensitive. He laid the tunic aside, his eyes drinking me in. Then his fingers went to the button of my trousers, popping it open, sliding the zipper down with a soft hiss. He helped me shimmy out of them, until I knelt before him, naked in the dappled light.

“The third gate,” he said, his gaze a physical caress. “The anointing with sacred oil. Will you receive my touch, my consecration?”

“I will.”

He produced a small vial from his pocket—the same oil from last night, infused with vervain and bergamot. He poured a slick into his palm, warming it between his hands. Then he began. His oil-slick palms slid over my shoulders, down my arms, worshipful and slow. He painted my collarbones, the swell of my breasts, circling my nipples until they tightened into aching peaks. He worked down my stomach, his thumbs tracing the sensitive dip of my navel. Every stroke was a prayer. Every touch was a claim.

I was breathing hard by the time his hands glided over my hips, down the outsides of my thighs. He guided me to lie back on the grass. The world was a blur of green leaves and blue sky above the willow’s curtain.

“Open for me,” he murmured, not a command, but a request.

I let my knees fall apart, exposing myself utterly to the sky and to his gaze. His breath caught. He poured more oil, and then his fingers were there, sliding through my folds, already slick with my own desire. He circled my clit, once, twice, a teasing, perfect pressure that made me arch off the ground.

“Cael,” I gasped.

“The fourth gate,” he said, his voice frayed now with his own need.

“The joining of flesh as a sacred act. Rowan, will you receive me? Will you take my cock into your body, and with it, the force of life and the blessing of the land?”

His explicit words, spoken in that reverent tone, sent a shockwave of lust through me, a liquid heat that pooled low and urgent. “Yes,” I breathed.

“I will. I will.”

He didn’t need more. He unfastened his trousers, freeing himself. His cock stood fully erect, thick and flushed dark with blood. He used the last of the oil to slick himself, his hand stroking once, twice—the sound soft and wet. The sight seized the air from my lungs.

He moved over me, bracing himself on his arms. The head of his cock nudged against my entrance, a hot, insistent pressure. He held there, his eyes locked on mine, green fire.

“Now?” he asked, one final, whispered gate.

“Now,” I commanded.

He pushed inside.

The fullness was even more intense than I remembered, a stretching, claiming presence that seemed to fill more than just my body. I cried out, a short, sharp sound swallowed by the trees. He sheathed himself to the hilt in one slow, relentless stroke, burying himself deep inside me until our bodies were flush. We both stilled, trembling with the shock of connection.

Then he began to move.

This was different from last night’s slow, exploratory pace. This was purposeful, potent. His thrusts were deep and measured, each one a deliberate claiming of the space between us, of the sacred ground beneath us. I wrapped my legs around his hips, meeting him stroke for stroke. The friction was a bright, specific agony, building a coil of tension low in my belly, tightening with each deliberate drive.

“Eyes open,” he grunted, his rhythm never faltering.

I forced my eyes open. His face was a mask of fierce concentration, of ecstatic reverence. Sweat beaded on his temple. I reached up, tracing the line of his jaw, and he turned his head to press a hot, open-mouthed kiss to my palm.

The sounds we made were raw, unfiltered: skin slapping against skin, our ragged breaths, my soft, desperate whimpers every time he hit a spot that made my vision blur. The smell of crushed grass, of sacred oil, of our sex, filled the air.

“You feel… like power,” he growled into my ear, his pace increasing.

“Like a storm building. Let it go, Rowan. Let me feel it.”

His words were the trigger. The coil snapped. Pleasure erupted through me, a white-hot wave that clenched around him, milking his cock in deep, rhythmic pulses. I screamed his name, my back bowing off the grass as the world dissolved into splinters of light and raw sensation.

He followed instantly, driven over the edge by my climax. With a guttural shout that startled a bird from the willow above us, he gave one final, punishing snap of his hips and stilled, hot and pulsing deep inside me. He came down against my chest, both of us shaking through the aftershocks, his heart hammering against mine, wild and unashamed.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of our breathing slowing, and the distant call of a crow. The sun was warm on my skin where it pierced the willow canopy.

Slowly, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, pulling me with him, cradling me against his sweat-slick chest. His heart thundered against my ear.

“Rehearsal,” he panted, a laugh in his voice. “Right.”

I couldn’t speak. I could only nod, my face buried against him, utterly spent, utterly re-consecrated.

We lay there until our breathing evened out. The reality of the day began to seep back in. The sounds of the coven preparing for the festival grew louder in the distance—laughter, the chop of vegetables, the first experimental beats of a drum.

Cael sat up first. “We should get back,” he said, but his hand stroked my hair, reluctant.

I sat up, feeling the cool air on my skin, feeling the evidence of what we’d done trickling down my thigh. A new, fierce pride bloomed in my chest. This was my body. This was my power. This was my choice.

We dressed in silence again, a quieter, more sated silence than the morning’s. As I pulled my tunic over my head, I saw him watching me, a deep, satisfied warmth in his eyes.

We emerged from the willow’s shelter just as a group of coven members—Elara and two others—came into the grove carrying armfuls of wildflowers and ribbons for the Maypole. They stopped short, taking in our disheveled hair, the grass stains on our clothes, the unmistakable, shared glow.

Elara’s eyes met mine. She didn’t smirk. She didn’t look away. She simply bowed her head, a slight, respectful dip of her chin, and then continued on her way, her companions following suit.

No shame. No scandal. Just acknowledgment.

Cael’s hand found mine, his fingers threading through mine, his grip firm. “Ready?” he murmured, for my ears only.

I nodded, squeezing back. “Ready.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur of sacred busyness. We blessed the Maypole ribbons with whispered intentions for fertility and joy. We helped string garlands of hawthorn and ivy between the oaks. We oversaw the arrangement of the feast tables at the edge of the grove. Everywhere we went, we moved in tandem, a wordless communication flowing between us. A touch to the small of my back as I passed him a hammer. A brush of his shoulder as we lifted the heavy cauldron for the cleansing brew.

Each contact was a spark, a silent reminder of what we’d shared that morning in the grass.

By late afternoon, the grove was transformed. It was a temple of greenery and flowers, the air thick with the scent of lilac and baking honey cakes. The empty bonfire pit yawned at the center, a promise of the night to come. The coven’s energy was high, humming with anticipation—a focused, reverent vibration. This was their sacred celebration, and I was its heart.

As the sun began its descent, streaking the sky with tangerine and violet, Cael pulled me aside near the woods’ edge. “It’s time,” he said.

“For us to prepare separately.”

A jolt went through me. “Separately?”

“Tradition,” he said, his thumb stroking the back of my hand. “The High Priestess and her chosen consort prepare in solitude, to center themselves, to become vessels. We meet again at the fire, when the moon rises.” He lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles. “It’s not a separation. It’s a gathering of power.”

I understood. I hated it, but I understood. I nodded.

My grandmother’s cottage, where I was staying, was quiet. I lit the candles in her old copper bath and sank into the steaming, herb-infused water. I washed myself slowly, deliberately, not as a cleaning but as a purification. I scrubbed away the day’s dust and sweat, but I left the memory of Cael’s hands, his mouth, his body, etched into my skin.

After the bath, I anointed myself with a light oil—jasmine and clary sage—rubbing it into my wrists, my throat, the pulse points behind my knees. I brushed my hair until it shone. Then, I put on the ritual gown.

It had been my grandmother’s. A simple shift of undyed linen, so finely woven it was almost sheer. It fell from my shoulders to my ankles, leaving my arms bare. It clung to the damp curves of my body, leaving little to the imagination. I looked at myself in the old, spotted mirror. A stranger looked back—a priestess, eyes dark with purpose, skin glowing in the candlelight. For three days I had told myself the calm in that reflection went all the way to the bone. Alone now, with hours still to fill before the fire, I watched a thin crack open in it, the way frost splits a stone from the inside.

I sat on the edge of Gran’s bed, my hands folded in my lap to keep them from shaking. It wasn’t Cael I doubted anymore—I had felt the magic, undeniable, in the bower and beneath the willow, a current too specific and too strange to have invented. What I doubted was myself, standing in front of everyone who had watched me grow up, who had loved my grandmother for sixty years, and taking off my clothes for them. Not for Cael. For them. Mara. Leo. The twins. Old Tomas, who still called me “little Ro” though I was thirty-three years old. They would see everything—every private, gasping thing that had passed between Cael and me in the dark—turned into a public sacrament performed under their gaze. And if it went wrong, if my voice cracked or my nerve failed or the current simply didn’t come with an audience watching, I would have failed them in front of the one thing I could never explain away: my grandmother’s empty seat, where she should have been sitting, watching her granddaughter carry on the thing she had loved most in the world.

I pressed the heels of my hands against my closed eyes and made myself breathe, in for four counts, out for four, the trick Gran had taught me for stage fright before a school recital, decades before either of us knew I’d need it for something like this.

A soft knock came at the door just as the first star appeared in the indigo sky outside the window. Maeve stood there, her wrinkled face serene. In her hands, she held the crown of Beltane: woven hawthorn, ivy, and early-blooming roses.

“For you, my dear,” she said, her voice like rustling leaves. “The land offers its blessing.”

I bent my head, and she placed the crown upon it. The weight was surprising, solid. A living thing.

“He is a good man,” Maeve said softly, adjusting a rose. “A strong conduit. The land sings for him. And for you, tonight.” She stepped back, her eyes misty, and then they sharpened, taking in what I hadn’t said aloud. “You’re frightened,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

I opened my mouth to deny it, then didn’t. “Terrified.”

“Good.” Maeve squeezed my hand, hard, once. “Fright means you understand what you’re about to do. It’s the ones who feel nothing beforehand who worry me.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them back. “Thank you, Maeve.”

She smiled, patted my cheek, and vanished back into the twilight.

Left alone, I did not feel calmer. I felt worse—Maeve’s words a fresh log thrown on a fire that was already, quietly, threatening to consume me whole. My hands found the edge of the crown, ready to lift it from my head, to sit down on the floor of my grandmother’s cottage and simply not go. Let the coven light the fire another way, the way he’d promised me they could, that first morning by the altar stone. Let them find a priestess with less to prove and fewer ghosts standing at her shoulder.

I was still standing there, one hand tangled in hawthorn and rose, the other braced against the mirror, when the door opened without a knock.

“Cael.”

He stood in the doorway in his ritual dress, his chest already painted with the ash sigils, his crown of oak leaves catching the day’s last light through the window. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Tradition said we prepared apart and met only at the fire. He crossed the threshold anyway.

“You broke the rule,” I said, my voice unsteady.

“I know.” He didn’t look sorry. “Maeve came and found me at the grove and said nothing at all, except that I should come here instead of waiting there. So I came.”

A laugh cracked out of me, closer to a sob than I liked. “She played us both.”

“Maybe.” He crossed the room, stopping an arm’s length away, close enough that I could smell the crushed hawthorn and woodsmoke already clinging to his skin. His eyes moved over my face, reading it the way he’d read it that first morning by the altar stone. “What is it.”

I told him. All of it—Mara and Leo and the twins and old Tomas, sixty years of the coven’s history with my grandmother pressing down on this one night, my terror that the current wouldn’t come with all those eyes on me, that I would stand there naked and empty in front of everyone and prove I really was the skeptic they still half suspected lived on under the crown.

He listened without interrupting, his jaw tight, his hands loosely fisted at his sides as if it cost him something not to reach for me before I’d finished.

“Can I tell you something,” he said when I was done, “that I have never told anyone in this coven?”

“Yes.”

“I drummed at the edge of this fire for years while your grandmother and the man she loved consecrated it, and I told myself the grove was enough, the drum was enough. When he passed, and there was no Great Rite for a season, some ugly, hopeful part of me thought—maybe now. Maybe I’ll finally be more than useful to somebody. Then you came home grieving, needing a Grove-Keeper and nothing else, and I told that part of myself to be quiet and wait, because being wanted for the right reasons was worth more than being wanted right now, however long the waiting took.”

The confession startled me out of my own fear, if only for a moment.

“Cael—”

“I’m telling you this,” he said, “so you understand that what I say next isn’t Consort talk. It’s mine.” He took my hand and pressed it flat against the ash sigils on his chest, over the frantic drum of his own heart. “If you walked out that door right now and told the whole coven you’d changed your mind, that the rite wasn’t yours to give tonight—I would be disappointed. I would also still choose you tomorrow, and the day after, and every May Eve until one of us is in the ground. Because I didn’t fall for the Priestess, Rowan. I fell for you. The fire is only the excuse we were given to finally say so out loud.”

Tears I’d been holding back all evening spilled over, hot tracks down my cheeks. “And if I go out there and it doesn’t work? If the whole coven watches me fail?”

“Then we will have failed together, honestly, in front of people who loved your grandmother and will love you regardless. That’s the whole of the risk.” He brushed the tears away with his thumb, achingly gentle.

“But Rowan—I don’t think it will fail. Not because the magic is guaranteed. Because I’ve felt what happens when you stop performing and start choosing, and you’ve felt it too, three times now. The fear doesn’t mean it’s a lie. It means you understand the size of what you’re about to do. Maeve was right about that much, at least.”

I let out a breath I felt I’d been holding since the grove that first morning. “Say the thing about tomorrow again.”

“I would choose you tomorrow,” he said, “with or without a fire.”

I kissed him then—not the ritual’s kiss, not a gate to be opened, just my mouth against his, plain and human and shaking. He held my face in both hands as though I might come apart, and for a moment neither of us was Priestess or Consort, only two people who had told each other the truth.

When I finally pulled back, the crack in my chest had not closed. But something had grown up around it, steadier than calm—a decision, made with the fear still fully intact and standing anyway.

“Go,” I whispered. “Get back before someone notices the Consort is missing. I’ll follow.”

He kissed my forehead once, hard, and was gone, out into the deepening blue of the evening, leaving the door standing open behind him.

I stood alone a moment longer in Gran’s cottage, borrowing courage from every version of myself that had ever gotten through something impossible, and reached up to steady the crown on my head with both hands. Then I blew out the candles, one by one, until only moonlight lit the room.

It was time.

I walked the path to the grove alone, barefoot, feeling the cool earth beneath my feet. The sounds reached me first: the deep, rhythmic throb of many drums, a heartbeat calling me home. Then the glow of the fire, a towering blaze that sent sparks swirling up to meet the emerging stars.

The grove was full. The entire coven stood in a wide circle around the bonfire, drumming, chanting, moving in a slow, swaying dance. They were silhouettes against the roaring flames, a living wheel of energy.

And there, standing between me and the fire, was Cael.

He was shirtless, wearing only loose linen trousers. His chest was painted with intricate spirals and sigils in dark ash paste. His own crown of oak leaves and acorns sat upon his brow. He looked like a god of the wood, primal and powerful. His eyes found mine across the space, and the connection was a physical pull.

The drumming shifted, the rhythm becoming more insistent, a pulsing call. The circle parted for me. I walked through, feeling the weight of their gazes, but it wasn’t judgment I felt. It was support. It was energy, flowing from them, into the circle, towards us.

I stopped before Cael. The heat from the fire washed over us. Up close, I could see the rapid rise and fall of his chest, the dilation of his pupils. He was as affected as I was.

The drumming didn’t stop, but a space opened within it. This was our moment.

He raised his hands, palms facing me, and his voice rang out, clear and strong over the crackle of the fire and the beat of the drums.

“The circle is cast! The fire is lit! The Old Ones are witness!” He lowered his hands, his gaze piercing me. “Rowan Ash, High Priestess, do you come of your own free will to this sacred rite?”

My voice, when it came, was steady and carried on the hot air. “I do.”

“Do you will to join with me, Cael Bram, as consort and conduit, to raise the power of life and land this Beltane night?”

“I do.”

He took a step closer. The drumbeat quickened. “Then let the gates be opened, and the rite begin.” He extended a hand. “The first gate. The invocation of the sacred. Rowan Ash, do you will to see and honor the divine in me?”

The familiar words, spoken here before the fire and the watching coven, thrummed with a new, terrifying potency. “I will!”

“And I in you!” he declared, his voice a roar. The coven echoed it, a shout that shook the leaves. “The second gate. The sacred disrobing.

Will you allow my hands to remove this veil of the mundane, that the sacred form beneath may be revealed?”

My skin tingled. “I will.”

His hands came to the shoulders of my gown. His touch was sure, reverent. He pushed the soft fabric down, letting it pool at my feet.

The night air, hot from the fire and cool from the dark, rushed over my bare skin. I stood naked before him, before the fire, before the coven.

I felt no shame. Only power. Only rightness.

A collective sigh, like a breeze, went through the circle.

Cael’s eyes scorched across my skin. “The third gate. The anointing.” From a low altar beside him, he lifted a shallow bowl of sacred oil that shimmered, liquid gold in the firelight. He dipped two fingers deep. “Will you receive my touch? My consecration?”

“I will.”

His slick fingertips met my forehead first, tracing a sigil that burned with a cool, herbal fire. “For clarity of sight.” Down the bridge of my nose, a slow, deliberate stripe. “For clarity of breath.” They glided over my lips, painting them with slick promise. “For sacred speech.” My throat, my collarbones—each stroke a line of kindling flame. His palms cupped my breasts, thumbs circling my nipples until they peaked, hard and aching under his touch. “For nourishment. For life.” His hands slid down my ribs, over the flat plane of my stomach, leaving a glistening trail. “For the hearth. The center.” He knelt before me.

My breath hitched, sharp. He dipped his fingers again, and then his oily touch was between my legs, sliding through my folds with a firm, deliberate stroke that made my knees buckle. “For the sacred gate,” he said, his voice gravel. “The source of all becoming.” He looked up, firelight carving his face into something fierce and ancient. “Will you open?”

I trembled, widening my stance. His finger—slick, warm—circled my clit once, a teasing promise, then dipped lower, pressing just inside my entrance. A moan ripped from my throat, swallowed by the relentless drumming.

He stood, his trousers straining visibly. His gaze pinned me. “The fourth gate. The joining of flesh as a sacred act. Rowan, High Priestess, will you receive me? Will you take my cock into your body, and with it, the force of life and the blessing of the land?”

The words struck like flint on tinder. My whole body clenched, a knot of pure need. “Yes!” The cry tore from me, raw and loud enough to ride the drums. “I will! I will!”

He didn’t undress. He simply loosened the tie and let his trousers fall. His cock sprang free—thick, erect, a proud column of flesh. Firelight caught the oil he smoothed over himself, turning him molten. The sight was raw, elemental, a beauty that stopped my breath.

He guided me down onto the thick bed of cloaks and furs before the fire. Heat licked one side of me; the cool night air whispered against the other. He lay over me, his weight braced on his elbows, his painted chest hovering inches above mine.

“The final gate,” he whispered, his breath a hot brand against my ear. “The union. The channeling. Do you will to join with me, body and spirit, to become one conduit for the power of this night?”

I wrapped my legs around his hips, felt the hard length of him press against my dripping wetness. “I do. Now, Cael. Please.”

He positioned himself. The broad head of his cock nudged at my entrance. The drums were a frenzy now, a throbbing pulse that echoed the frantic beat between my legs.

He pushed inside.

Bliss, sharp and consuming. A claiming that stretched me, filled some hollow I hadn’t named. He sheathed himself completely, stretching me, completing me. A ragged cry tore from my throat. The coven’s chanting rose around us, wordless and wild, a wave of sound that lifted us both.

He began to move.

This was nothing like the morning, or the night before. This was primal, ritualized—deep, pounding strokes driven by the drumbeat, by the chanting, by the raw energy of the circle. He was a piston, and I was his willing vessel. I met him thrust for thrust, my hips arching off the furs, my nails carving half-moons into the muscles of his back.

The world narrowed to points of connection: where he entered me, a searing, stretching pleasure; where our skin slid together, slick with sweat and sacred oil; where our eyes locked, a current of something more than lust arcing between us.

“You are the fire,” he groaned, his rhythm relentless. “You are the land. Take it. Take all of it.”

I could feel it—the energy from the circling, drumming coven. It wasn’t just sound. It was a tangible force, a crackling electricity in the air that poured into me through his body, through his cock moving inside me. It built in my core, a pressure so intense my bones seemed to hum.

“Cael!” I screamed, my vision blurring at the edges, filled with firelight and his face.

“Let it go!” he commanded, his own control fraying. “For the land! For the fire! For the people!”

His words were the spell. The pressure shattered. My climax ripped through me, a convulsive, earth-shaking wave of pleasure that clenched around him, milking his cock with violent, rhythmic pulses. I was blind, deaf, a raw nerve of ecstasy.

He threw his head back and shouted something wordless into the smoke-thick air, loud enough to override even the drums, and gave himself over completely, spilling deep inside me in one long, shuddering pulse after another. I felt the hot rush of it flood through me like an offering poured straight onto an altar, and a second, smaller climax broke loose in its wake, rippling through me until I could no longer tell where his release ended and mine began.

He collapsed on top of me, his body heavy and spent. The drums slowed, becoming a steady, soothing pulse. The chanting softened into a hum. The energy in the circle shifted, from wild raising to gentle, grateful grounding.

We lay there, tangled together, breathing in ragged gasps. His sweat dripped onto my chest. The fire crackled nearby. Slowly, gently, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, pulling me with him, wrapping us both in a fur. We were shielded from view, a private nest within the public rite.

He kissed my temple, my cheek, my swollen lips. “Well done,” he murmured, his voice hoarse. “My priestess. Well done.”

I couldn’t speak. I could only burrow into him, feeling the aftershocks tremble through my limbs, feeling his seed trickle between my thighs. A profound, peaceful exhaustion settled over me, heavy as the furs. The coven began a soft, harmonious song, a lullaby for the land.

We lay there for a long time, listening, as the fire burned down to embers and the moon climbed high. The rite was complete. The power had been raised, channeled, given.

Eventually, he helped me to my feet. Someone handed me a soft robe. We were guided, arm in arm, to a place of honor by the warm coals. Mead was pressed into our hands. The feast began—laughter, music, the clatter of plates. The sacred had bled into the celebratory.

I sat beside Cael, my body humming, my spirit quiet. He held my hand under the table, his thumb stroking my palm.

Across the fire, Elara caught my eye and raised her cup in a silent toast. I raised mine back.

Later, when the moon was a bright coin in the sky and the revelry had mellowed, Cael leaned close. “Come with me,” he whispered.

He led me away from the dying fire, away from the singers, into the deeper shadows of the oak grove. We didn’t go far. Just enough for privacy.

He pressed me against the broad trunk of an ancient tree, his body hard against mine. His kiss was hungry, possessive, different from the ritual’s fervor. This was personal. This was Cael and Rowan.

“I need you again,” he growled against my mouth, his hands already pushing the robe from my shoulders. “Not for the land. Not for the rite. For me.”

I fumbled with the tie of his trousers, my own need roaring back to life, swift and fierce. “Then take me,” I breathed.

He lifted me, my back against the rough bark, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He entered me in one smooth, deep stroke, and I cried out, muffling the sound against his shoulder. This was fast, desperate, a reclaiming. He fucked me against the tree with a wild, driving rhythm, our bodies slapping together in the dark. It was over quickly, a fierce, mutual climax that left us both gasping.

He held me there, my legs still locked around him, his forehead resting against mine. Our breathing slowed together.

“I have to ask,” he said softly, his voice thick with emotion. “When dawn comes… what happens then, Rowan?”

The question hung in the cool night air. The rite was over. The festival would end. The real world waited.

I didn’t have an answer. Not yet. All I had was this moment, his body still joined with mine, the smell of us and the forest and the distant smoke in my nostrils.

I kissed him, slow and deep. “Dawn isn’t here yet,” I whispered.

He carried me back to the bower, the one we’d consecrated the night before. We fell onto the furs in a tangle of limbs and quiet laughter. There, in the dark, with the distant sounds of the fading festival as our lullaby, he made love to me a third time. Slowly. Tenderly. As if memorizing the feel of me.

After, as we lay spent and sticky in each other’s arms, on the brink of sleep, I finally answered his question, my voice a sleepy murmur against his chest.

“I’m not leaving,” I said.

His arms tightened around me. He didn’t say anything. He just held me closer, and in the stillness, I felt his answer in the steady, grateful beat of his heart.


Chapter 4 — The Fire

Dawn did come, pale and cool, seeping through the woven hawthorn walls of the bower. I woke to the warmth of Cael’s hand resting on my hip, his breathing deep and even against my back. The space between waking and remembering was a heartbeat. The night. The tree. The promise whispered into the dark.

I’m not leaving.

The words were still there, solid in my chest. I hadn’t dreamed them.

Carefully, I turned within the circle of his arms. His face in the grey light was softer, the lines of concentration sleep had smoothed. I studied him—the faint scar through his eyebrow, the dark stubble dusting his jaw, the full curve of his lower lip. My woodsman. My partner. The man who had asked for nothing and offered everything.

His eyes opened, green and clear and instantly sharp. A slow smile spread across his face, a sunrise of its own.

“Morning,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

He lifted a hand and brushed a strand of hair from my cheek. “Did you mean it?”

No pretense. No circling. I nodded. “Yes.”

The smile deepened, transforming his whole face. He pulled me closer, and I went willingly, settling my head against his chest. We lay like that as the light grew, listening to the grove wake up—the first birds, the distant rush of the creek, the sigh of the wind in the pines. The festival was over. The coven would be dispersing today, heading back to their ordinary lives. But for us, something else was beginning.

“The fire’s still burning,” he murmured after a while, his chin resting on the top of my head. “The Beltaine fire. It’s tradition to keep it tended until noon, then let it die down naturally.”

“Who tends it?”

“The high priestess,” he said. “And her chosen.”

I propped myself up on an elbow. “So we have a job to do.”

“We do.”

We rose together, moving around the small space in a quiet, familiar dance. We washed at the basin, the water cold from the spring. We pulled on our clothes from the day before—my simple linen dress, his t-shirt and worn jeans. They smelled of woodsmoke and us. We shared the last of the bread and cheese from his pack, sitting cross-legged on the furs.

The silence wasn’t empty. It brimmed with the memory of his hands on me, with the promise in his eyes, with a future that had suddenly unfurled before me, vast and terrifying and beautiful.

“What happens now?” I asked finally, voicing the question that had hovered between us. “With the coven. With… this.” I gestured between us.

He finished his bread, dusting the crumbs from his fingers. “The formal work of the coven is done until the next festival. The grove needs keeping. The land needs tending. Life goes on.” He looked at me. “You’re the high priestess, Rowan. You decide what that means. If you want to hold circles, teach, lead rituals… that’s your path to walk. As for this…” He reached over, his fingers lacing with mine. “This is ours. We walk it together.”

It was so simple. So free of pressure. The coven wasn’t a cage. It was a community I could shape. And he wasn’t a duty. He was a choice, renewed with every sunrise.

We left the bower as the sun climbed higher, its light dappling the forest floor. The main ritual circle looked different in the flat light of day—the altar bare, the fairy lights off, the ashes of the watch-fire a cold grey mound in the center. A few members of the coven were already there, packing up drums and folding blankets. They greeted us with warm, knowing smiles, but no one intruded. There was a respect in their glances, a recognition of something private and profound.

Mara, my grandmother’s oldest friend, approached as we stood by the cold fire pit. She took both my hands in hers, her eyes bright.

“You did beautifully, child,” she said. “Your grandmother would be so proud. The rite… it felt true.”

“Thank you, Mara.”

She glanced at Cael, then back at me, a twinkle in her eye. “And I see the grove-keeper has finally been claimed. Good. The land approves.” She patted my hand and wandered off, leaving me slightly flushed.

Cael’s shoulder brushed mine. “Told you,” he murmured, a smirk in his voice.

We set to work. The physical labor was a relief—dismantling the temporary altar, gathering forgotten cups and ribbons, hauling benches back to the storage shed. We worked side-by-side, our movements falling into a natural rhythm. Sometimes our hands would brush. Sometimes I’d catch him watching me, a smoldering, possessive heat in his gaze that made my stomach flutter.

By late morning, the circle was cleared. Only the main Beltane bonfire remained, a massive construction of oak and ash in a stone-ringed pit at the very heart of the grove. It had been lit at sunset yesterday and now was a mound of glowing, living embers, a deep core of heat beneath a blanket of white ash.

“Our turn,” Cael said, handing me a long, iron-shod staff.

We took up positions on opposite sides of the fire pit. The heat was immense, a physical force pushing against my skin. At Cael’s nod, we began to work, using the staves to carefully turn the embers, to bring the dying inner fire to the surface where the air could feed it. It was meditative, hypnotic work. The embers broke apart in showers of sparks that rose into the midday sky like orange stars. The heat painted my face, dried the sweat on my neck.

I looked across the undulating waves of heat at Cael. His shirt was damp, sticking to the planes of his chest. His forearms corded as he pushed and turned the heavy logs. He was a creature of earth and fire, utterly in his element. My breath caught, my skin prickling with a sudden, fierce want. It wasn’t just the memory of last night. It was the sight of him now, powerful and focused, tending a sacred flame with me.

He must have felt my gaze. He looked up, his eyes finding mine through the heat-haze. He didn’t smile. His expression was stark, hungry. The staff in his hands stilled.

The world narrowed to the space between us, to the fire that roared silently between our bodies. The coven members had all drifted away, back to their cars and their lives. We were alone. Truly alone for the first time since the festival began.

He drove his staff into the ground and walked around the fire pit towards me. I stood my ground, the heat at my back, him approaching from the front. He stopped an arm’s length away. His face was sheened with sweat and ash.

“Rowan,” he said, my name a low vibration in the air.

“Cael.”

He reached out, his thumb swiping through a smudge of ash on my cheekbone. “You’re glowing.”

“It’s the fire.”

“It’s you.”

His hand slid to the back of my neck, pulling me in. The kiss was not tender. It was a claiming, a conflagration. It tasted of smoke and salt and him. I dropped my staff, my hands coming up to fist in his damp shirt. The heat from the fire was nothing compared to the heat that ignited in my core.

He broke the kiss, his breath harsh against my lips. “I need you,” he growled. “Now. Here.”

The raw demand sent a shock of pure lust straight to my pussy. I could feel my own wetness, a dull ache between my legs.

“The fire…”

“The fire is witness,” he said, his voice dropping into the ritual tone I remembered from the anointing. But this was different. This was stripped bare, primal. “This is our grove. Our rite. Our choice.” He framed my face with his hands, his gaze burning into me. “Do you will it, Rowan? Here, with the sun high and the fire burning? With nothing between us and the sky?”

There was no one to see. No one to judge. It was just us, and the ancient trees, and the sacred fire. And my answer was a truth as basic as breathing.

“I will.”

A sound like a sob of relief escaped him. He kissed me again, hard, before dropping to his knees in the soft, dusty earth before me. His hands slid up my thighs, pushing the skirt of my dress up around my waist. The cool air on my bare skin was a shock, followed by the greater shock of his mouth, hot and seeking, through the thin cotton of my panties.

I cried out, my hands flying to his hair. He nuzzled me, inhaling deeply, before hooking his fingers in the waistband and pulling them down my legs. I stepped out of them, kicking them aside. I was exposed, open to the day, to the firelight, to him.

He looked up at me, his eyes dark. “So beautiful,” he murmured, his thumbs spreading me open. “All of you. Consecrated.”

Then his mouth was on me, and I saw stars.

His tongue was a brand, licking a hot, wet stripe from my entrance to my clit. He circled the swollen bud, once, twice, then sucked it into his mouth. I bucked against him, a broken moan torn from my throat. Sensation overwhelmed me—the rough texture of his beard against my tender inner thighs, the slick, relentless pull of his mouth, the dizzying awareness of being outdoors, on display for the elements.

He fucked me with his tongue, deep and slow, then fastened his lips around my clit again, applying a perfect, devastating pressure. One of his hands came up to cup my ass, holding me to him, while the other slid between my legs, two fingers sliding into my wetness with effortless ease.

“Cael… oh, gods…” I was babbling, my knees trembling. He crooned against me, the vibration making me shatter. The orgasm ripped through me, sudden and violent, a white-hot burst of pleasure that had me screaming his name to the canopy.

He gentled his mouth, lapping softly as I convulsed, his fingers still working inside me, drawing out the waves. When the last tremor subsided, he kissed my inner thigh and got to his feet. His face was wet with my release. He looked utterly wild, utterly mine.

“My turn,” he said, his voice gravel.

He unbuttoned his jeans, shoving them and his boxers down just enough to free his cock. It was thick and hard, jutting from his body, the head flushed and gleaming. He fisted it once, a slow stroke that made my mouth water.

“Will you?” he asked, the ritual words grounding us even in this frenzy.

“I will.”

He lifted me then, my legs wrapping around his waist as if we’d done it a thousand times. My back met the rough bark of a great oak at the edge of the clearing. He braced me there, one hand under my ass, the other guiding himself to my entrance.

He pushed in. And stopped.

The stretch was exquisite, a full, burning ache. We were both breathing raggedly, foreheads pressed together. The fire crackled and popped behind him.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I opened my eyes. His were blazing, pupils blown wide.

“This is ours,” he ground out. “Every time. Everywhere. This is the rite that never ends.”

Then he began to move.

It was nothing like the frantic coupling against the tree the night before. This was deliberate, deep, a piston-like rhythm that drove the breath from my lungs with every thrust. The bark scraped my back through the thin dress, a sharp counterpoint to the blissful friction where we were joined. He hit a spot inside me that made my vision blur.

I clung to him, my fingers digging into the hard muscles of his shoulders. I could feel every ridge of his cock, every pulse of his heartbeat within me. The air smelled of sex and smoke and crushed grass.

“Touch yourself,” he rasped against my ear. “I want to feel you come around me while you do it.”

My hand slipped between our sweat-slick bodies without hesitation, finding my clit, swollen and sensitive. The direct touch, combined with his relentless, deep strokes, sent me spiraling again almost immediately.

“That’s it,” he groaned, his pace faltering as he felt my inner muscles start to clamp down. “Come for me, priestess. Feed the fire.”

His words were the final trigger. The second orgasm detonated, deeper than the first, a rolling wave that ripped a raw, continuous scream from my throat. I shook in his arms, my head thrown back against the tree.

My climax pushed him over the edge. He gave a guttural shout and one last, urgent grind against me before going rigid inside me, flooding me with the hot rush of his release, his cock throbbing out the last of it. He buried his face in my neck, his whole body shuddering against mine.

We stayed like that, joined, panting, as the world slowly seeped back in. The whisper of the trees. The sigh of the fire. The distant call of a hawk.

Slowly, he softened and slipped out of me. He gentled my legs down until my feet touched the earth, but held me close, his arms a steady band around me. I was boneless, spent, my body humming with a profound, sated peace.

He nuzzled my hair. “Alright?”

I nodded against his chest, unable to form words.

We rearranged our clothes in a quiet, intimate silence. He fetched a waterskin from his pack and we drank, the water cold and clean. We settled on a sun-warmed rock near the fire pit, side by side, his arm around my shoulders.

The fire had burned even lower, just a bed of deep-red coals now, radiating a soothing warmth. The afternoon was slipping towards evening. A new day was almost gone. A new life was just beginning.

Cael’s fingers traced idle patterns on my arm. “The house,” he said after a long while. “Your grandmother’s cottage. It’s yours, you know. The coven held it in trust. It’s been waiting for you.”

I looked at him. “Is that an invitation?”

“It’s a fact,” he said, his green eyes serious. “But my invitation is for me to be there with you. To wake up with you in that bed. To make coffee in that kitchen. To tend the garden with you. To argue over which herbs go where.” A smile touched his lips. “To make love to you in every room, until the walls remember us.”

My heart felt too big for my chest. “That sounds like a lot of invitations.”

“It’s one invitation,” he said softly. “The only one that matters. Stay. With me.”

I looked past him, at the grove we had consecrated together, at the fire we had tended, at the path that led through the trees to a cottage I’d loved as a child. I thought of the skeptical woman I’d been just days ago, armored against belief, against connection, against magic.

That woman was gone. In her place was this one—raw, open, glowing from the inside out. A high priestess. A lover. A woman who had finally come home.

I turned my face to his and kissed him, a slow, sweet seal on a promise.

“Yes,” I said against his lips.

He kissed me back, deep and thankful, before pulling away, his eyes alight with a new urgency. “Then let’s go home,” he said, standing and pulling me to my feet. “Before the last of the light is gone.”

He kicked dirt over the final embers of the Beltane fire, smothering them into a final bed of ash. The rite was complete. The power was raised. It hummed in the air around us, in the ground beneath our feet, in the joined rhythm of our hearts.

Hand in hand, we turned our backs on the silent circle and walked into the green embrace of the woods, towards the cottage, towards the waiting dusk, towards

the future we had just chosen.

The path to the cottage was a familiar one, worn smooth by generations of my family’s feet. Dappled evening light fell through the canopy, painting the ferns and moss in shades of emerald and gold. Cael’s hand was warm and solid in mine, our fingers interlaced. The silence between us was no longer the fraught quiet of strangers, but the deep, resonant quiet of companions who have crossed a threshold together. The sounds of the grove faded behind us, replaced by the closer chorus of the woods near the cottage: the chatter of a squirrel, the burble of the small creek that bordered the property, the creak of ancient trees.

Then the trees parted, and there it was.

Gran’s cottage.

It looked smaller than I remembered, but just as sturdy. Grey stone walls, a roof of mossy slate, a chimney puffing a thin, welcoming thread of smoke into the twilight air. The garden was a riot of early summer growth—herbs gone slightly wild, roses tumbling over a low stone wall, the first fat peonies nodding by the door. A yellow light glowed in the kitchen window.

I stopped, a lump rising in my throat. Cael squeezed my hand.

“Mara lit the stove,” he said softly. “And stocked the larder. We take care of our own.”

I nodded, unable to speak. This was the place of my happiest childhood memories, of baking bread with Gran, of learning the names of the stars on the back porch, of feeling safe and utterly loved. Leaving it had been a tearing away. Coming back… it felt like a bone sliding back into its socket.

We walked up the garden path, the scent of lavender and damp earth rising around us. The front door was unlocked. I pushed it open.

The inside was exactly as I remembered, yet completely new. The familiar furniture was there—the worn velvet sofa, the oak table, the cast-iron stove—but it was clean and aired, free of the dusty stillness of a house asleep. A vase of fresh hawthorn blossoms sat on the table, their spicy scent filling the room. A fire crackled in the hearth.

It was home. It was waiting.

I turned to Cael, who stood just inside the doorway, watching me take it in. “You did this?”

“The coven did,” he said. “But I kept the garden from swallowing it whole.”

I walked to the center of the room, spinning slowly, letting the reality of it sink into my skin. My books were on the shelves. My grandmother’s cast-iron pots hung by the fireplace. My future was in the air, thick and sweet as honey.

Cael closed the door, shutting out the dusk. The sound was final. A beginning.

He leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed. “Where do you want to start?”

A slow smile spread across my face. The exhaustion of the day, the intensity of the fire, the blistering release against the tree—it had all burned away, leaving behind a clean, sharp hunger. “You said something about making love in every room.”

His eyes darkened. “I did.”

“Seems like a big project.” I took a step towards him. “We should probably start.”

He pushed off from the door, meeting me in the middle of the room. This kiss was different from all the others. It wasn’t desperate or ritualistic or frantic. It was deliberate, a slow exploration, a claiming of this new, domestic space. His lips were soft and knowing against mine. His hands came up to cradle my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones.

“Welcome home, Rowan,” he murmured against my mouth.

Then his hands were in my hair, dislodging the few remaining flowers from the wreath I’d worn since the rite. He scattered them on the floor at our feet. His fingers worked at the ties of my simple linen dress, loosening them until the fabric gaped open. He pushed it from my shoulders, letting it pool around my ankles. The firelight danced on my skin.

He stepped back, his gaze a physical caress. “Gods, you’re a vision.”

He made quick work of his own clothes, shucking his t-shirt and jeans until he stood before me, gloriously naked. The firelight loved his body, tracing the ridges of his abdomen, the powerful line of his thighs, the proud, thick length of his cock, already hard and eager for me.

I reached for him, but he caught my wrist. “My turn,” he said, his voice husky. “In our home. Let me worship you properly.”

He led me to the thick wool rug before the hearth. The warmth from the fire kissed my back as he gently pushed me down onto it. The rug was soft and scratchy against my bare skin. He knelt between my legs, but didn’t touch me. He just looked, his eyes drinking me in as if I were a feast.

“When I dreamed of this,” he said, his voice low, “it was always here. In this room. With this firelight on your skin.”

He leaned down and began to kiss me. Not on the mouth. Everywhere else. The hollow of my throat. The slope of my shoulder. The swell of each breast, taking his time to lave my nipples with his tongue until they were tight, aching peaks. He mapped my ribs with his lips, the flat plane of my stomach, the sensitive skin of my inner thighs.

By the time his mouth finally found my pussy, I was writhing, my hips lifting off the rug, a constant, needy whimper in my throat. He chuckled, the sound vibrating against my clit, and then he began.

This was not the desperate, devouring hunger of the clearing. This was a slow, meticulous devotion. He licked me with broad, flat strokes, as if tasting a rare delicacy. He circled my clit with agonizing precision, his eyes closed in concentration. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them just so, while his tongue focused on the tight, throbbing bud above.

“Cael… please…” I begged, my fingers tangled in his hair.

He lifted his head, his chin glistening. “Please what?”

“I need to come. Let me come.”

He smiled, a wicked, beautiful thing. “Ask me properly.”

I knew what he wanted. The ritual words, here in our private sanctuary. It made the heat coil tighter. “Will you bring me to climax?” I gasped.

He held my gaze, his fingers still moving inside me. “I will.”

Then his mouth was on me again, and this time he didn’t tease. He sucked my clit hard into the heat of his mouth, his fingers pumping in a relentless rhythm. The orgasm built like a wave, huge and inevitable, cresting from my toes to the crown of my head. I cried out, my back arching off the floor, as it broke over me in shuddering, endless pulses. He drank from me, gentling his touch as I trembled through the aftershocks, until I lay boneless, gasping at the ceiling.

Before I could fully recover, he was moving up my body, his weight settling over me. He kissed me, deep and filthy, letting me taste myself on his tongue.

“Now,” he whispered, nudging my legs wider with his knee. “Now, Rowan. Here.”

He was at my entrance, the broad head of his cock pressing against me. I was so wet, so open, still fluttering from my climax. He pushed in slowly, an inch at a time, letting me feel every ridge, every stretch. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper.

When he was fully sheathed, he stopped, buried to the hilt inside me. We were chest to chest, his forearms braced on either side of my head. The fire crackled, spitting embers that glowed and died on the hearthstones. Our breaths mingled, hot and ragged in the small space between our mouths.

“This is home,” he said, the words graveled with emotion.

Then he began to move.

It was a deep, rolling rhythm, a connection that went beyond friction—this was union. His thrusts were long and slow, each one brushing that perfect, secret place inside me that sparked lightning up my spine. I met him stroke for stroke, my hips rising to take him deeper, the muscles of my thighs trembling with the strain.

He shifted, hooking an arm under my knee, opening me even more. The new angle drove him against a deeper, richer spot. I cried out, my nails scoring his back, leaving pale trails that flushed red.

“Look at me,” he growled.

I forced my eyes open. His face was all fierce concentration: brows drawn, jaw tight, lips parted on each ragged inhale. Love and possession burned in his gaze. Sweat beaded on his temple, one drop tracing the line of his cheekbone.

“You’re mine,” he said, the words a vow rasped against my skin. “And I am yours. In this life. In any that follow.”

The truth of it slammed into me, as profound as any magic we’d raised in the grove. It wasn’t a cage. It was a root system, deep and interconnected, threads of mycelium weaving through dark soil. It was belonging—a weight in my chest, a warmth in my marrow.

“Yes,” I sobbed, the word torn from the core of me. “Yes.”

My second climax was already building, a pressure gathering low in my belly, fed by his words, by his claiming, by the perfect, grinding friction of his body in mine. I felt my inner muscles begin to clench, a fluttering that tightened around his cock, each pulse drawing him deeper.

He felt it too. His rhythm broke, became ragged, desperate. “Come with me,” he pleaded, his voice breaking. “Rowan, please…”

I didn’t need asking. I let go, the orgasm exploding through me like the Beltane fire itself—bright, consuming, turning my blood to molten gold. I screamed his name, my body bowing against his as wave after wave of pleasure ripped through me, each crest higher, sharper, more devastating than the last.

With a shout that was part prayer, part surrender, he gave one final, deep stroke that seated him fully inside me and held there, rigid, pulsing. I felt the hot rush of his release fill me in long, rhythmic waves, his whole frame shaking with the force of it. Then his weight dropped over mine, both of us tumbling back to earth together, his heartbeat slamming against my ribs like a second pulse of my own.

For a long time, there was only the sound of the fire and our slowing breaths, the pop of resin, the shift of logs. He rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping us joined. He held me close, his face buried in my hair, his breath warming my scalp.

Eventually, he softened and slipped out. He fetched a soft wool blanket from the sofa and draped it over us, then pulled me back into the curve of his body. We lay there, watching the flames dance, our skin sticky and cooling, the smell of sex and woodsmoke thick in the air.

“I have something for you,” he said, his voice rumbling in his chest against my back.

“More than this?” I mumbled, already half-asleep.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me, and got up. I watched him cross the room, his naked form moving with a predator’s grace in the firelight—the play of muscle under skin, the shift of shadow along his spine. He went to his discarded jeans, pulled a small object from the pocket, and came back to me.

He sat beside me and opened his hand. In his palm lay a smooth, dark river stone, worn by water and time to a silken curve. A single, spiral symbol was carved into its surface, the lines deep and clean.

“It’s an Awen,” he said quietly. “The symbol of flowing inspiration. Of the breath of the gods.” He took my hand and placed the stone in my palm, closing my fingers over it. Its surface was warm from his body, holding the heat of him. “I found it in the creek the day you arrived. I’ve been carrying it ever since, waiting for the right time.”

I looked from the stone to his face, my throat so tight I could barely swallow. “It’s perfect.”

“It’s a promise,” he said. “That the inspiration, the magic… it won’t fade when the festival ends. It’s here. In this land. In this house.” He leaned forward, his forehead touching mine, his breath sweet with shared wine. “In us.”

I kissed him, pouring all my gratitude, all my wonder, into it—the salt taste of his skin, the softness of his lower lip, the way his breath caught. When we broke apart, I curled my fist around the stone and placed it over my heart, feeling its slight weight through my ribs.

“I believe you,” I said. And I did. Completely.

We roused ourselves eventually. We washed at the kitchen sink, the cold water shocking and delicious on our heated skin, sluicing away the sweat and salt. We raided the larder Mara had stocked, making a simple meal of crusty bread, sharp cheese, and apples that burst with tart sweetness. We ate naked at the kitchen table, laughing like children, feeding each other bites, our toes tangling under the scarred wood.

After, we climbed the narrow stairs to the bedroom under the eaves. It was my old room, the one I’d slept in as a girl. The bed was wide and covered in a quilt my grandmother had made, patches of faded calico and flannel. We fell into it, a tangle of limbs and quiet sighs, the mattress sighing beneath us.

He made love to me again there, in the soft dark, with the moon shining through the window, painting silver stripes across his shoulders. It was slow and tender, a gentle reaffirmation—his mouth on my throat, his hands mapping my ribs, the slide of him inside me like coming home. Afterward, as I drifted towards sleep wrapped in his arms, I felt the last shred of my old self—the skeptical, guarded, rootless woman—dissolve into the night, ash on the wind. In its place was something strong, something planted, something that knew its own power and stretched its roots deep.

The last thing I saw before sleep took me was the Awen stone, resting on the bedside table beside a sprig of hawthorn in a small vase. Two symbols. One of inspiration. One of protection. And lying beside me, his breath deep and even, was my third symbol. My anchor. My heart’s chosen.

Home.



Dawn, again.

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of birdsong—a riot of trills and chatter from the garden. Cael’s side of the bed was empty, but warm, the sheets holding the shape of him. I pulled on his discarded t-shirt from the day before, the cotton soft and smelling of him, and padded barefoot down the stairs.

He was in the kitchen, shirtless, pouring coffee into two clay mugs. Morning light streamed through the window, gilding his skin and the dust motes dancing in the air like gold dust. He turned and saw me, and his face lit with a smile that held all the promises of the new day—the slow curve of his mouth, the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

“Morning, priestess,” he said, handing me a mug.

I took it, my fingers brushing his, a spark of warmth that had nothing to do with the coffee. “Morning, grove-keeper.”

We stood there, drinking our coffee, looking out at the garden coming alive in the sun—bees already busy in the lavender, a spiderweb jeweled with dew. The future stretched before us, not as a straight, certain path, but as a wild, green, growing thing. There would be rituals to plan, a coven to lead, a grove to tend. There would be disagreements and laughter and days of quiet companionship. There would be nights of fire and flesh and whispered vows, skin against skin in the dark.

It was all waiting. And we would meet it together.

He set his mug down and pulled me into his arms, his chin resting on top of my head. “What’s first?” he murmured into my hair, his breath stirring the strands.

I leaned back, looked up at him, and felt the truth of it, solid and sweet in my bones—a certainty that anchored me to this earth, to this man, to this life we would build.

“Everything,” I said.

And outside, in the dewy garden, the first rose of high summer began to unfurl its petals to the sun, each crimson curve opening to the light.
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