
  
    [image: Magic Redeemed]
  


  
    
      Magic Redeemed

      A Calliope Jones novel

    

    
      
        Coralie Moss

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Pink Moon Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Coralie Moss

      All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.

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

      This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, objects, and incidents herein are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual living things, events, locales, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

      Published internationally by Pink Moon Books, British Columbia, Canada.

      ISBN 978-1-989446-01-0

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      When my ex-husband proposed we get matching tattoos, I thought Doug’s motivation was to celebrate the birth of our second son and recommit to our life together as partners and parents.

      The tattoo—a rune—was imbued by a Spellbinder in my ex-mother-in-law’s employ. When the motif was inked into my skin the development of my magic halted. Fifteen years later, I was made aware of the tattoo’s true function when the ink began to burn its way deeper into my flesh.

      A druid I’d recently met knew how to remove the rune without taking off more than layer or two of skin. He performed the procedure using a magic-infused chant and I had to scream into a pillow for lack of anesthetic.

      I never wanted to go through that kind of pain again yet here I was, on a sunny day in the middle of September, face-down on a padded chair at a tattoo parlor. For strongly sentimental reasons, I was having bear paws inked at the base of my neck, to either side of my spine.

      “Ready?” My friend, River settled onto the rolling stool and snapped on a pair of non-latex gloves.

      “Ready,” I said, giving him a relaxed thumbs up. A local plant witch urged me to use a heavy hand with her proprietary blend of pain-relieving herbs. The drops, which tasted like crushed grass, were working wonders on my physical and emotional states.

      River was one of a quartet of druids who were fast becoming fixtures in my life. When I found out he was a tattoo artist, I asked him to create a unique design that would honor my Aunt Noémi. She raised me from age six on and died suddenly two weeks ago.

      The stories I had told myself about her were based on a series of profound misconceptions. The truth came to light in early August. Once the bear paws were on my body, I planned to find out more about Noémi, my mother, Genevieve, and my father, Benôit.

      “I have to shave your upper back, Calli.”

      The serious edge to River’s voice made me laugh. “Is that you telling me politely I have a hairy back?” I asked.

      “No, no, not at all,” he said. “You’ve got peach fuzz. I just didn’t want you to be surprised at the sensation.”

      “So far, everything about this experience rates better than my first.” I shivered as a droplet of cool water slid underneath my armpit. River patted my skin dry, sprayed another liquid across my neck and upper back, and pressed on the transfer.

      “Stay still.” His fingers smoothed over the paper. He peeled it away. “Perfect. Ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      I jumped when he started the motor that powered his set up, and again when the needle first bit into my skin.

      “Steady, Calli. The first few minutes are the hardest.” River set up a steady rhythm of applying a gentle pressure with both hands, lowering the needle, then drawing a line. I wanted to say it was soothing, but the constant drone of the motor set my teeth a bit on edge.

      “I’m creating the outline first,” he said. “Then I’ll fill in the solid areas.”

      “How long did you say this was going to take?”

      He chuckled. “As long as it needs, Ms. Jones.”

      I tuned out the noise and checked my phone. I had taken a leave of absence from the local agricultural commission’s office and my former assistant texted me frequently. Otter or cat gifs meant Kerry was having a good day. Terse messages describing my temporary replacement’s antics meant she missed me. Today was a kitten gif day. I had to admit I missed Kerry, the steadying presence of a forty-hour work week, and the regular contact with the farmers and orchardists on the island.

      Upheaval had been the theme of my life since late-July. Once my sons and my niece, Sallie were settled into the routine of school and work, I planned to immerse myself in magical studies. There was also the task of integrating my paternal grandfather, Christoph into our lives. Harper, age eighteen and Thatcher, sixteen-and-a-half, had been slow to come into their magic—the tattoo that stifled my magic in turn dampened theirs. When Harper’s magic began to emerge, the speed of the change was physically and emotionally wrenching.

      “What’s the latest on Harper?” River asked.

      “You reading my mind again?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Seriously?”

      He kept incising lines onto my skin and didn’t answer.

      “You know, you druids really have a lock on this whole enigmatic thing,” I teased, keeping my body relaxed. “How’re things going with Airlie?” Airlie Redflesh was another local witch I’d met through the Elements of Magic courses.

      “She and I have a date scheduled for Friday night.”

      “Ooh, love is in the air.”

      “Calliope, this is our first date.”

      “Excited?”

      “Terrified,” he said, lifting both hands off my back and leaning away. “She’s a water witch.”

      “But otter’s one of your forms,” I pointed out, I had to resist the urge to push away from the chair and look over my shoulder. “It’s the one you shift in and out of the most. Airlie’s into water and you are too but in a different way…ouch…isn’t that like a perfect match?”

      “That’s what terrifies me.” River again settled into his task. I breathed through the constant grating buzz of his machine and focused on the music coming from the café across the alley.

      Scrolling through emails, I found nothing urgent and decided I should get to know Airlie better. “Oh, to answer your question, according to Christoph, Harper is doing well. Leilani’s reports are a little less rosy, but I get the sense going north was a good decision for her too.”

      Christoph had lived in the Northwest Territories for decades. The sparsely populated territory was perfect for Shifters and others like him. Magicals who retained their form, or aspects of their physical form, on a permanent basis had a tendency to frighten the general public. His wings were permanent, though he could molt his feathers.

      Since early August, Harper had been with Christoph, working to stop the growth of his first set of wings until he was ready to accept them fully. Leilani had gone along for support.

      “You can get up and stretch, take a bathroom break if you need to,” said River. “Then I’ll fill in the shaded areas.”

      “Thanks.” In the bathroom, I tried to peek at the design and gave up. The space was too tight to maneuver.

      Back in the chair, I had to ask River my burning question. His friend—and my maybe-boyfriend—had been off the radar for six weeks. I was beginning to wonder if I’d been dumped. “Have you heard anything from Tanner?”

      “Sec,” he answered. “Let me get this going.”

      Gaah. I had to close my eyes and focus on breathing until my skin acclimated to the sensation of the needle. If the news was bad, I wanted River to get it over with and tell me straight.

      “You know Tanner’s teacher is one of the oldest living druidesses, yes?” he said.

      I went to shake my head, when River lifted the needle and reminded me to stay still.

      “I didn’t know that. But I don’t know much about druids.”

      River exhaled through his nose, “Ni’eve du Blanc comes from a different time and she continues to live and teach at her own pace.”

      “Is that your way of saying you have heard from Tanner?”

      “I’ve heard through the grapevine that negotiations between Idunn, Ni’eve, and what’s left of the Keepers have reached a very delicate balance.”

      Oh.

      “Calliope, druids become druids because they survive their training, not by an accident of birth.” He lifted his inking gun and released the foot pedal. “I need to take five,” he said. “My hand’s cramping.”

      River’s timing was perfect. Talk of Tanner agitated me. I tried tracing the chipped edges of the linoleum floor squares then closed my eyes and remembered the way Bear’s paws had always—always—been a reassuring weight against my skin.

      The stool squeaked and the cushion gave a funny sigh as River’s weight settled. “Okay, where were we?” he asked.

      “You were giving me the background on Tanner and Jessamyne.”

      The druid’s hmm competed with the buzzing of the machine. “My understanding is Jessamyne wanted the status of being her mother’s daughter and the arcane knowledge that came with being a Keeper. She made many promises regarding her fidelity—to Iduun, to the Keepers, and to Tanner—and she failed on all of them. She’s got the biggest case of wanderlust I’ve ever come across.”

      I let River’s assessment sink in. Tanner had yet to explain exactly how long his association with the Apple Witch had been going on. “Is that Wanderlust the yoga festival, wanderlust with a capital W, or wanderlust with a small W?”

      “That is wanderlust in all caps, Calli. And it’s a very real condition, afflicting those who are constitutionally challenged to put down roots.”

      “From what I’ve seen of Jessamyne,” I said, muttering my opinion into the towel covering the face rest, “she could be Wanderlust’s poster child.” And if the Apple Witch ever decided the cure was to settle on my island, she had another think coming. I knew the best root-ball specialist in all of Canada and she owed me a job.

      River stopped again and laughed at my comments. “I would give a decade of my life to sit in on their negotiations. Far as I can put together, Idunn was not happy with either Ni’eve or Jessamyne.”

      I met Idunn in early August. The goddess intimated she had much to say to Jessamyne and Ni’eve. The words she saved for Tanner and me were the ones I remembered.

      According to Idunn—and her beloved seeds’ enthusiastic awakening—Tanner and I might have a future.

      If he could get his butt out of France and back to British Columbia.

      “And we’re done,” said River, quieting his machine. I’d been reviewing my encounter with the Norse Goddess while he finished. He blotted the design and held out a wide, oval hand mirror. “Have a look.”

      I stood, clutching my T-shirt to the front of my chest, and shook out my legs. I turned my back to the big mirror on the wall and checked River’s work.

      Even though I knew Aunt Noémi was dead, I wasn’t prepared for seeing the likeness of Bear’s paw prints. River had positioned them precisely where I had often felt Bear’s presence as they guarded and guided me.

      Hand shaky, I returned the mirror to River, sat on his stool. “It’s beautiful,” I said. “And it’s perfect.”

      River’s smile was genuine and pleased. “Let me get you cleaned and bandaged. Then you can head out.”

      

      “Hey, Aunt Calliope!” Sallie waved from across the street. She waited for a break in the traffic before dashing across the road to where I was unlocking my car. “Can I see it?”

      “River says I have to keep my skin covered at least twenty-four hours.”

      “Okay.” Sallie gave a halfhearted pout and slipped her arms around my waist. “I’m trying to leave the house more. But it’s really hard.” Sallie had been homeschooled since she was twelve or thirteen. Technically, she had all the needed credits to graduate high school. But neither her parents or her tutors had filed the paperwork required by the province. She was in limbo until we got it sorted.

      Now that public schools were in session and offices were fully staffed, I expected Sallie would have her diploma soon. In the meantime, she had taken Harper’s Monday through Friday shifts at Brooks Family Farm and helped out with the Tuesday and Saturday Farmer’s Markets.

      We stood in the parking lot, close to my car. Her arms around my waist, my arms circling her shoulders. I hadn’t known this reserved young woman all that well prior to the summer’s events. The Flechettes frowned on rubbing elbows with the Joneses. Sallie was revealing herself to me—to all of us—slowly and at the same time processing her overwhelming feelings of shame. Her parents, Josiah and Garnet Flechette, were in jail, probably for the rest of their lives.

      They were Fae, and had collared Sallie starting at age twelve, using spelled ribbons and jewelry to hide her unusual features and mute her magic. The now almost nineteen-year-old was coming to grips with who she was, what her nascent magical skills might be, and where she belonged.

      As far as I was concerned, my niece could call my old A-frame house her home for as long as she needed. And Thatcher was thrilled to have his cousin living under the same roof.

      “Are you ready for this weekend?” I asked, happy to see her off the property and out in public. The coming Friday marked the start of the first Magical mentoring weekend of the academic year. Sallie and Thatcher were going. Harper and Leilani would attend if they got back from the Northwest Territories in time.

      “Yeah? No? Maybe?” she said. The six blocks to either side of the main thoroughfare, though bustling, were quieter than during the summer rush. “I wish I could bring Jasper.”

      Jasper was the Maine Coon cat on extended loan from Shamaha, another witch in my expanding circle of acquaintances and friends. Jasper helped mitigate the effects of withdrawal Sallie had been experiencing. Her parents had been remanded to a subterranean holding cell and were no longer able to mask or control their daughter or her magic.

      “Have you asked Wes and Kaz about taking the cat along?”

      “No,” she responded, biting one of her already stubby nails. “Should I?”

      “Yes. Absolutely. But I would ask Shamaha first.” The witch had more than one magical Coon cat, and overnight Jasper had become a favorite of Sallie and Thatcher’s.

      “Okay.”

      Seeing as it was still officially summer, with the autumnal equinox but two days away, I was wearing flip flops. Tanner wore the flimsy footwear all the time. I missed him and had adopted the look after he left for France. The thin soles kept me in more intimate contact with the ground than my leather boots. When an oily, viscous sensation hit the bottoms of both feet, I took a quick breath and tamped down the desire to run.

      “Sallie,” I said, assessing our immediate area for possible threats, “do you feel that?”

      She tightened her grip, the bones of her forearms almost bruising my ribs. “I do, Aunt Calliope, and I don’t like it. It makes me feel sick to my stomach.”

      The Magical signature echoed one I felt the same day I met Tanner and began this whirlwind odyssey into a world of magic and Magical beings. Once again, the signature blinked in and out from the vicinity of the marina, where float planes, fishing boats, and yachts docked alongside one another.

      Sallie’s battered fingernails contracted and elongated, switching erratically between her chewed-at human version and the claws Fae trained themselves to use as weapons. I swept away the shoulder-length hair she kept deliberately shaggy. Her ears were turning too.

      “Get in the car,” I said. “Lock the doors and lie down. Now.”
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      Sallie had been schooled into round-the-clock obedience by the series of collars her parents forced her to wear for over six years. She no longer wore a collar; even without the magic-imbued restraint, she reacted to my command quickly and without question.

      We were going to have to talk about that later. I pointed to a strip of bushes and trees separating the public parking area from the section of businesses. “I’ll be right over there.” I could dig my toes into the soil and keep Sallie in sight.

      Sallie’s face was streaked with splotches of red and white. She mouthed, ‘Okay’.

      The sickening sensation heralding the Magical’s presence was growing stronger, and the tree I ducked under was someone’s camping spot. I pressed my hand into the deep grooves of the bark, scuffed away leaves and a crushed can, and slipped one foot out of the flip flop. Toes in the soil, I kept one eye on my car and attempted to pinpoint the oddly colored spot.

      The blackish area swirled with a rainbow of colors, like a shallow puddle on an oil-slicked bit of road. Hating to have Sallie out of my sight, but not knowing how else to do what I needed to do, I settled all ten toes into the soil and closed both eyes.

      A circuit board of Magical spots spread against the inside of my eyelids and through my brain. Familiar ones, as always, connected to store owners and other workers, ones I often saw when I read the downtown area.

      Added now were a handful—five maybe, or six—of the oily swirls, all moving together. My eyelids flew open. The group was approaching the building backing onto the parking lot. The building belonged to the Flechette Realty and Property Development Group.

      I forced my dirtied feet into my flip flops and hurried to my car. I didn’t press the unlock button on my key fob until I made sure Sallie saw me.

      “Sallie,” I said, whispering. Which was entirely unnecessary. “Sit up slowly. I’m going to move us out of here and drive around the front of the realtor’s office.”

      “If you mean my family’s realty office, just say it, Aunt Calli.”

      I nodded. “Yes, that one.” I started the car, backed up, and stopped at the exit area to let a group make their way along the crosswalk. The queasy feeling in my belly strengthened.

      “Do you feel that?” Sallie asked.

      “I do. What do you think it is?”

      Sallie pressed her lips together, grabbed the edges of the front seats, and hauled herself to the front. “I know who it is.” She dumped the contents of her purse in the footwell, jammed the bag on her head, and reached for where I’d tossed my sunglasses on the dashboard. “Adelaide and Meribah share a lover, and he’s here. Complete with his entourage.” Sallie flicked her thumb at the windshield and wiggled deeper into the passenger seat.

      The last pedestrian had stepped onto the sidewalk. I hit the blinker, signalling a right hand turn, when two people stepped off the curb to my left. They were followed by a trio, then another couple and I watched, jaw agape.

      “Shut your mouth,” Sallie hissed. “You’re giving us away.”

      I clamped my lips together, adjusted the rearview mirror, and pretended there was nothing more fascinating than whatever was going on with the blemish on my chin. The man in the middle held my attention. Slightly shorter than the six clustered to his back, sides, and front, he was the only one not wearing a bluetooth device in their ear. 	Disconnected from technology, he was acutely connected to the swirling, magical signature I could see even with my eyes wide open.

      The seven disappeared around the corner. I inched into traffic and glanced to my right in time to see the couple bringing up the rear step into the Flechette Building. The reflection on the glass doors hid the interior and a honk from behind hurried me along.

      “That was intense,” I said.

      “Why are you whispering?” Sallie removed my sunglasses, pulled her fringe-edged bag over her head, and scratched at her scalp.

      I laughed. “Because I don’t want them to hear me.”

      “That was close.” She turned toward me, and asked, “Can we go home now?”

      

      I had to drive holding tight to the steering wheel and sitting forward to keep my upper back from rubbing against the seat. Passing through the tug of the wards that shielded my house from uninvited Magicals, I parked, nose facing the road, and relaxed.

      “I’ll plug your car in for you.” Sallie shoved her belongings into her purse and opened the car door. Jasper was lounging on the top step, his front paws crossed and hanging over the edge of the decking. He yawned, stretched, and descended the stairs, his tail curled in a lazy question mark. Sallie stroked his fur as they passed in the middle, the charging cord in her other hand, and squealed when Thatcher came barreling out the opened screen door.

      “Hey Mom, hey Sallie,” he said, giving his cousin a hug. “Guess what?”

      “You made dinner?”

      “I’m on kitchen clean-up tonight. Sallie’s on dinner prep. And dessert’s covered because—”

      “Ta-da!” Leilani and Harper squeezed past Thatcher and tumbled down the stairs. Harper caught me up in a breath-defying hug. Lei-li brushed a kiss against my cheek and dodged my car as James and Malvyn passed through the wards and pulled onto the grass. “Daddy, Papa, we’re back!”

      “Missed you, Mom.” I didn’t care that Harper’s tight embrace was pulling at slightly raw skin.

      “This is the best surprise,” I said. “Is Christoph with you?”

      “Sure is,” he said. Harper let me go and held my shoulders. “I have something to show you. Don’t freak out, okay?”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “Harper Jones, last time I heard that phrase, Thatch was—”

      “I know, I know, Thatch was letting you know I had sprouted feathers.” Harp let go of me and grinned, and spun around. “Take a look.”

      I set my bag on the grass and took hold of the bottom of my son’s baggy flannel shirt. I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know what I wanted, or hoped, to see. When Harper and Leilani left for the Northwest Territories with my grandfather, Harper had to be sedated and the process of his forming wings artificially halted.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Positive.”

      His lower back was tanned, the skin unblemished. I rolled the shirt higher and gasped. “Harp. You decided.”

      “I did.” He spun, hugged me again, and waved at whomever was heading toward us. “I gotta go show Mal and James.”

      Harper walked away with a newfound confidence. I was dying to speak with Christoph and find out what had swayed Harper into accepting the winged part of his genetic heritage.

      Thatcher stepped next to me and shoved his hands into the front pockets of his shorts. “I want to make those kinds of choices too, Mom.” He bent to pick up the raccoon that had waddled down the stairs after him, and let it perch on his shoulder. “I want to know what I am, beside a sixteen-and-a-half year old kid.”

      “Go look in the mirror,” I said. “You’re the Racoon Whisperer.”

      “Yeah, but I want to be more.” He walked Pokey to the Garry oak tree, extricated its delicate paws from his hair, and lifted the animal onto a branch.

      Harper and Leilani, along with Malvyn and James, were strolling toward the house. James clutched the handle of picnic basket, its contents covered with red and white checked cloth. He waved, and quickened his pace.

      “Calliope,” he said, lifting the corner of the cloth to release the scent of fresh-cooked lasagna, “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion. We wanted to see everyone and thought a group catch-up made sense.”

      He was right, and it did. “I’m thrilled when anyone shows up with food,” I said, accepting his right cheek, left cheek kisses. Mal delivered the same, and Leilani delivered another tight squeeze.

      The small kitchen area always shrunk in size when more than three people were trying to sort out reaching for dishes and utensils to set the table, pouring drinks, and getting whatever else was needed. I pulled a wooden spoon from the canister beside the stove and banged the bottom of a pot.

      “Outside, everybody. Picnic time.”

      Christoph, Malvyn, and James. Harper, Leilani, and Thatcher. A toot from the driveway announced another arrival. Lifting my heels off the floor allowed me to peek out the window over the sink. Rowan and Shamaha emerged from a familiar sedan, followed by Wes. He waved two bottles in the air and Ro lifted a big bowl above her head.

      Laughter trailed through the first floor of the house, down the porch steps and across the lawn to where Harper and Thatch were setting up chairs and an old bench in the flat area near my herb and vegetable garden and the crabapple tree. We didn’t have a picnic table, so they’d spread an old quilt over the grass.

      “Mom, can you throw down the swing cushions?”

      I opened the sliding screen door to the back porch, dropped the old, hard pillows to my sons, and again reminded myself it was time to have them replaced. Counting heads, I came up one short.

      Sallie was missing. If I held the railing and leaned out, I could see if she was sitting on the small balcony that jutted out from the second floor. Empty. Until a soft meow reached my ears and a fuzzy, whiskered face poked out from between the bars. Another meow, and Jasper disappeared.

      Thatcher and Sallie had agreed to share his room while our crew of druids, aided by Christoph, added a guest cabin to the property. If my niece wasn’t joining us for dinner, I had a feeling I knew why.

      I knocked on the bedroom’s closed door. Jasper had been waiting on the landing and was between my ankles, rubbing the sides of his face against the door jamb.

      “Come in.”

      “Hey,” I said, stepping into the right side of the room. The teens had hung a huge cotton tapestry from the ceiling to give them each a sense of privacy. “You hungry?”

      Sallie shook her head, the uneven ends of her hair swishing around her jaw and neck. “No.”

      “Shamaha’s here’s. She came with Ro and Wes and she’d love to see you.”

      “It’s hard for me to be around Leilani and her fathers.” Sallie’s cell phone buzzed. She kept her sad-eyed gaze on me, before flipping the phone in her hand and reading her message.

      “WHERE TF ARE YOU???”

      Thumbs flying, she sent her own message and waited. When the incoming response dinged, Sallie read it, sighed hard, and looked at me again. This time, her gaze was raw. “My girlfriend’s on the road and she can’t get past the wards. She can’t even see the house. Can I ask her in for dinner?”

      “I would love to meet her,” I said. “And there’s food enough for everybody.”

      Sallie linked her fingers through mine, and hefted Jasper onto her hip. Thatcher was moving from the kitchen to the door, a stack of tall glasses in one hand and a bucket of ice in the other.

      “Need help?” I asked.

      He acknowledged my question with a nod. He only had eyes for Sallie, and smiled broadly when she said, “Azura’s here.”

      “Cool. See you out back.”

      An irritated young women in a retro dress and heels paced at the end of the driveway. Wes and Kaz had created wards that allowed humans to see my house, while keeping everything hidden from Magicals, at least from the road. Azura was—obviously—on the magical spectrum.

      “Let me hold Jasper while you reach for her,” I instructed, eying the two vintage suitcases standing next to the girl. “I assume she’ll recognize your hand?”

      Sallie nodded and swallowed. “My nails look like shit, but she knows my rings.” She transferred the hefty cat to me, grabbed my hand, and beckoned to Harlow.

      Azura screamed and slapped at Sallie’s fingers. Taking a step back, she darted looks to her left and right, and up to the sky, then peered at a spot right beyond Sallie’s shoulder.

      “Do that again, Flechette,” she said, extending her arm. Sallie reached past the ward, grabbed Azura’s wrist, and tugged.

      “Hey,” she said, “you look so pretty.”

      Azura shook off the compliment and kissed Sallie. The two pressed their foreheads together, whispered, “I missed you” at the same, and broke apart giggling.

      “Hi, I’m Calliope, and welcome to our home. You hungry?”

      Azura nodded. “Sorry for crashing the party, but it’s taken me so long to find Sallie and once I had your address I couldn’t wait.”

      “Did you drive?” I asked, searched the road for a parked vehicle.

      “Ferry from Swartz Bay, bus into town from the terminal, then hitched a ride. I could really use a bathroom.”

      “C’mon, then. And don’t forget your luggage.”

      Sallie hefted both suitcases and led Harlow toward the house, while I waved them off and headed to the feast. Jasper pressed his hind paws against me, and when I let him go, he headed straight for Shamaha.

      “What are the chances we can have one, uninterrupted meal?” I directed my question to the assembled guests and family members while helping myself to a slab of lasagna. Melted cheese oozed between layers of grilled red peppers and onions and other ingredients. I seriously considered taking my plate back to my bedroom and shovelling forkfuls into my mouth while naked. Naked, and wishing Tanner had also shown up, unannounced and exquisitely anticipated.

      At least, by me.

      “I think the odds are eighty-seven percent in our favor that Sallie’s friend is the last Magical to cross the wards onto the property tonight,” said Wes, balancing his plate in his lap while he leaned against Rowan. “River said he finished your tattoo. Care to show it to us, Calli?”

      I swallowed and wiped my mouth. “Soon, I promise.”

      Thatcher clanked his glass of lemonade with his fork. “I would like to propose a toast,” he began. He held his glass high, and acknowledged the gathering of adults and teenagers—and one special feline.

      “Wait for us!” Sallie waved one arm, her other hand entwined with Harlow’s. They each filled the empty glasses Christoph offered. “Thank you, Thatch,” she said, catching her breath. I gave silent thanks for Harlows’ arrival and the subsequent injection of joy flickering over Sallie’s face.

      <Insert more dinner here>

      “I would like to acknowledge our mom’s aunt, Noémi.” Thatcher closed his eyes for a moment and lifted his free hand in the direction of the house. When his eyelids opened, there was a clarity to the hazel coloring that declared he was reaching into a part of himself and showing us a growing piece of self-knowledge.

      “Aunt Noémi kept this house, and this land, intact, against one of the greatest odds imaginable.” He looked at me quickly. “Mom, I’ve been doing some research and I wanted to tell you this when I knew more but tonight seems like as good a time as any.”

      He cleared his throat. “Like my mom, Noémi was a witch. She was also separated from her animal familiar during a stupid experiment that went very, very wrong. And that familiar, a bear, stuck around. I never told you, Mom, but I felt her bear’s presence, too. That’s how I knew which animal trails to follow, and how I learned to communicate with raccoons and squirrels. Bear taught me all of that.”

      He wiped at the tears streaming down his face. “I miss Bear. Here’s to Noémi and Bear and the spirits that watch over us.”

      “So mote it be,” said Shamaha and Rowan in unison. Christoph rose and opened his arms—and his magnificent wings—and took Thatcher into his embrace.

      “So mote it be.” The rest of our motley crew lifted their glasses to the house, and to Thatcher, and drank.
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      “Am I really too young for a beer, Mom, because that was hard.” Thatch refilled his plate with salad and garlic bread and sat next to me. His face was flushed.

      “I kept a few bottles of Aunt Noémi’s homemade fruit wines,” I said, “and I cannot think of a more appropriate occasion to open one.” Getting the bottle would entail entering the cellar area, which I hadn’t done since I collected the soil samples in August. Those teaspoons of dirt revealed pieces of the history between the Doug’s family, and mine.

      Conversation picked up again. I savored the delicious food, while keeping my eye on Sallie. Having Malvyn Brodeur, the Enforcer, at dinner would be hard for her. I harbored hope that we could all continue to get along as Meribah, her sister Adelaide, and Sallie’s parents Josiah and Garnet, faced sentencing.

      I carried my plate to the kitchen, rinsed and stacked it in the dishwasher. In the back of one of the cupboards, perhaps with my assorted porcelain tea cups, was a set of cordial glasses Aunt Noémi had used at holiday dinners. Her son, Clyde, hadn’t wanted them when he and his sister sold me this house.

      One knee on the counter, I hoisted myself up.

      “Calli, let me help you.” Rowan put her plate in the sink and tapped the side of my thigh. “Hand whatever it is down to me.”

      “Hey,” I said. “I’m looking for matching wine glasses so we can toast Noémi in style and I think I stashed them—” I tried another cupboard door, “here!”

      I pulled the cardboard box forward and handed it off to Rowan. “Can you tell me how many glasses are in the box?” I asked. I tried not to knock over the stack of saucers as my fingertips swept the back of the shelf. Brushing the delicate stems of the old glasses. I curled a finger around one and brought it forward, “Gotcha.”

      “Eight,” said Rowan, “plus whatever you’ve got there.”

      “How many of us are there?”

      “Twelve-ish?” Ro squished her face. “Yeah, twelve.”

      Side by side, we washed and dried the glasses. “Want to accompany me to the dark and gloomy cellar?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      We carried the tray of glasses and a corkscrew outdoors and left it on an empty chair. Rowan followed me to the cellar. The entrance door was underneath the overhang created by the back porch. One of the new Jones Family Expansion projects was to turn the old catch-all storage spot into an overflow sleeping area. A new, poured concrete floor coupled with the freshly painted bright red door went a long way toward scrubbing away old memories.

      “Ready?” Rowan grasped the latch. I nodded.

      The smell of old stone, old wood, and old, old dirt always hit me first; the mustiness never seemed to change, whether it was the long, dry days of summer or the months of damp stretching from November through March.

      “Over here.” I pointed to a small room, partitioned by an added stone wall and salvaged door and frame. The entire door unit sagged inward. Decades ago, someone had slapped concrete in between the rocks used to make the wall, and the rough surfaces were coated with grime and cobwebs.

      I pulled the old door toward me, careful to press a hand against the frame so the whole thing wouldn’t shift and topple over.

      Gravel coated the floor and crunched underfoot. Rows of wood shelves held dusty wine bottles lying on their side, and damp boxes full of empty canning jars. More boxes held shrivelled flower bulbs. Rowan shined her flashlight over the hand painted labels.

      “I wonder if Belle should have a look at these,” she said. “You never what some of these twisted roots and knobby things might grow into.”

      “Ro, that’s just asking for trouble,” I joked. Belle bubbled over with a sunny disposition that could fool you into thinking she was superficial. Nothing could be further from the truth. The Plant Witch had an encyclopedic knowledge of everything with roots, stems and flowers. Her herbal tincture helped my reproductive system produce a menstrual cycle at a critical time, and now I was on her ‘Menstrual Maintenance’ regimen until I had completed my five years of Witch training.

      “Look, Calli. Read these labels. Someone in your family had a working knowledge of magical plants.”

      “Shine that light over here.” I crouched next to Rowan and read along with her. “Attraction. Camouflage. Blood Borne. Vines, Defensive.” My aunt—or my mother, or a more distant relation—had grown plants to be used for specific purposes. I gave a low whistle and said, “I’m calling Belle tomorrow.” My curiosity was piqued, and curiosity gave purchase over fear.

      “Let’s get that bottle of wine and get out of here. I’m starting to get the teeniest bit creeped out.”

      Outside, I used the garden hose to wash a thick layer of grime off the bottle. Christoph presented me with the corkscrew and handed around the glasses. I popped the cork, poured a sip into my glass, and held the liquid up to the waning light. Shades of plum purple, cherry red and whisky barrel brown. I sampled the liqueur.

      “I don’t know what Aunt Noémi added to her plum brandy, but this tastes very special,” I said, walking from one person to the next and filling each delicate glass two-thirds full.

      As I finished speaking of my aunt, I finished with, “A toast, then, to Noémi Virginie du Sang.” I spoke my aunt’s complete name for the first time in memory and every syllable resonated within my bones, from my bare feet up to the crown of my skull.

      Du Sang. Of the blood.

      I refrained from smacking my forehead.

      Noemi Virginie du Sang.

      Genevieve Valentina du Sang.

      Calliope Viridis du Sang. Where the hell did I get the name Jones?

      “Jones is such a common surname, at least along the Eastern seaboard, Calliope, we thought it would protect you and your mother’s identities when you moved west.” Christoph’s voice, booming in my ear, sent my head spinning. Literally, spinning, as I looked left and right and left again at the concerned faces around me. I tossed back the sweetly delicious alcoholic drink, and plunked my butt on the quilt.

      “When were you going to tell me you knew my real name?” I asked.

      “Now?”

      “Mom, Mom,” said Thatcher, “wait a sec.” He sipped at his serving of liqueur, threaded the fingers of his free hand through his hair, squeezed, then patted at the air. “If your last name is really du Sang, and Dad’s last name is Flechette, then technically Harp and I could be called ‘Blades of Blood’. Dude, that is so cool.”

      “Mm, technically flechettes du sang is more like ‘blood darts’,” said Malvyn. “I make them, and if you’re interested I could show you what they look like and how they are used.” My face must have registered more than shock, because Mal quickly amended his offer with, “But first you need training.”

      “Mal!” James smacked his husband’s forearm. “These are children were talking about.”

      “Some of these children have seen a lot of bad things,” said Sallie, rocking forward onto her knees and coming to stand. She stepped toward where Mal and James were sitting. The two men tensed. “I have a favor to ask you.”

      “What is it, Sallie?”

      “Could you make one of those for me?” she asked, touching a fingertip to Malvyn’s collar. “Make me something beautiful and unique that will help me find my magic, my good magic?”

      Mal took Sallie’s hand in both of his and stared at her. I think we all could feel his power rising; we could certainly see his eyes changing color, from brown to a fiery orange. “I will do this for you. But first, I would like for you to do something for yourself. Go away this weekend with Harper, Leilani, and Thatcher. They are your friends. Go and see what you can discover about your magic and we will meet when you return.”

      “Thank you,” Sallie said, her voice a whisper. She glanced at Shamaha, then at Rowan, and Wes. “Can Azzura come, too? And Jasper?”

      The trio leaned in and came to a quick and unanimous decision. “Yes,” said Shamaha. “Jasper knows he’s your helper and guide and buddy for as long as you need.”

      Wes directed his comment to Azzura. “Would you share your magic with us?”

      She stood, dusted off her hands, and tucked her hair behind her ears. Closing her eyes, she hummed. The tops of her ears elongated into the characteristic Fae shape. Her facial features changed slightly; I wasn’t well-versed enough yet to know if there were cues that distinguished one kind of Fae from the other. To me, she looked a lot like Sallie, though I had only seen Sallie’s Fae features when she was distressed; even then, they shifted non-symmetrically.

      Azzura bent her arms at the elbows and cupped one hand over the other, slowly lifting the top hand about four inches. She made counterclockwise circles with that hand, clockwise circles with the other, and produced a snowball. Opening her eyes, she spotted Thatcher, grinned, and beaned him in the forehead.

      “Ice meets Fire, baby,” she said, and laughed. “And that is the full extent of my magic. I can make snow.” She shrugged and tucked her hands under her armpits. “It would help if someone could show me how to do that without freezing my fingers.”

      

      Once dinner was cleaned up, and those not sleeping at the house had left, Christoph and I stood at the kitchen island. Leilani had gone home with her fathers; Harper was in his room, talking with Thatch; Sallie and Azzura were at the far end of the backyard, checking out the cabin under construction.

      “Can they sleep out there?” I asked.

      My grandfather nodded. “We got the plywood up today, and there’s tarp over the roof. No windows or doors yet, but the nights are mild. They’ll be fine.”

      I figured the gals could haul whatever sleeping bags and bedding they wanted and have some privacy. They’d have two nights here, then all four of them—plus Leilani, Wes, and Kaz—would leave for the mainland Friday morning for the first weekend of the mentorship program.

      “I’m sad Tanner’s missing this weekend,” I said.

      “Don’t you have some studying to do?”

      “You have no idea.” I planted my elbows on the countertop and held my head. “There’s so much to learn.” Every Sunday since the beginning of August had been dedicated to a four- or five-hour long video tutorial, followed by one or two hours of lab work. Because the course’s format, we watched the week’s instructor working in their home, or garden, or wherever it was they stored their herbs and other ingredients used for potions.

      The four Sundays in August had been dedicated to Bloodwork. We were given Labor Day off, which coincided with Aunt Noemi’s passing, and now my calendar told me the autumn equinox was close. September twenty-first, the same day that marked the beginning of the mentoring weekend. I still had not joined a coven, and every witch I knew would likely be busy with their group of thirteen on such an important night.

      “Will you be alright here by yourself?” Christoph asked. “I would like to tag along with Wessel and Kazimir. And to be there for Harper, too. Though he might enjoy a weekend without me hovering over him.”

      I patted his hand. “I would appreciate you going. Harp seems really happy with his decision, and I trust Wes and Kaz but I can’t imagine what a weekend with Magical teenagers is like, especially with all those hormones.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “I was also thinking you might enjoy having the house to yourself for a couple days. Just don’t get too used to it.”

      “Oh, I’ll enjoy myself. And I’ll miss you all terribly.” I turned to fill my water glass. “I’m going to say goodnight to everyone and go to bed.”

      

      The importance of daily rituals and maintaining one’s altar were drilled into me and the other witches-in-training at every session. After I brushed my teeth and finished in the bathroom, I closed my bedroom door and went to my closet. In lieu of a dress, I donned a nightgown made from bamboo T-shirt material. Though clean and soft, it had seen better days. I loved how it felt against my skin when I was completely naked. I lifted the straps off the big hook on the back of the door, stripped off my clothes, and pulled the nightdress over my head.

      The day’s clothes landed in the laundry basket and I shut the door on my day.

      My altar was next. I lit two candles, one to either side of the oval mirror, the same mirror I imagined my mother and her sister had stood in front of. After snuffing out the match, I went to the window, slid the curtains to the side, and opened the bottom sash. My office had a view of the garden and that entire side of the property; my bedroom faced the woods. When I took a step back, I pictured a narrow set of French doors replacing the window, along the addition of a small, private balcony.

      I’d have to ask Christoph if those changes were within his building skills, and I would consult with House first. With the family’s burgeoning guest list, I desired a place where I could retreat, and House had sent a message earlier in the summer that they were loathe to allow any changes to the A-frame’s structure.

      I lifted the screen and rested my elbows on the sill. The sky was clear and star-filled; the full moon a few nights away. Lifting my heels and leaning my head and shoulders out, I let my eyes acclimate to the lack of light. Trees came into focus. These woods abutted the property Doug had purchased. I shook my head. I did not need thoughts of my ex in my head tonight. Or any other night.

      The giant bat that befriended Harper had returned and brought a friend. The two bats were hanging from the usual tree. I had seen the creature in the air once, circling the yard with another bat during the night of my Blood Ceremony celebration. While some events of that night were seared into my brain, other details were foggy. I hoped the bats would fly again at a time when I could admire their size and beauty.

      Taking in and letting out another breath, I was acutely aware of Bear’s absence. The sting radiating across my upper back and the crinkle of the bandage reminded me I had at least one reminder of Bear’s presence. I missed the sensation of fur and the comforting weight of Bear’s presence.

      Someone—or some thing—rounded the house to my right. No outdoor lighting on this side of the house left the thin strip of yard draped in shadows. They paused, and turned. Thatcher’s raccoons could have been visiting, as could any number of wild things. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stayed flush to my skin, my house stayed quiet, and I decided the night-time visitation was nothing to worry about.

      Not everything that moved in and out of the shadows was bad.

      I withdrew into the room and closed the screen all the way. I drew the window down halfway; I couldn’t sleep in a closed up room. The candles burned, and between the flames and the light reflected by the old mirror, my room was suffused in a golden light. On my altar, my new wand had completely absorbed my old one. The delicate vines it had sprouted to aid in that process had turned to metal, and had inlaid themselves into the shaft. My wand was making itself into a thing of beauty. I lifted it to my lips, kissed it, and placed near my mother’s Witchling Way achievement pins: a seal, an apple, and a bear. The bear made sense. The apple? I could have chosen that one for any number of reasons.

      I now knew the seal was my father, Benôit.

      My gauntlets and grimoire completed my sacred objects. I placed my palms on the book—my book—of magic, with its many blank pages. I had started to fill in what little I knew of my magic. At Maritza’s prodding, I set aside one section of the grimoire for memories, and one for dreams.

      I lifted my gaze to the mirror for a moment, hesitant to look deeper into my reflection. I had been warned repeatedly about witches and mirrors and given the excitement of the summer, I was heeding all warnings.

      Except for the little bell set off by the scratching at my bedroom door. I stepped to the side and opened the door a crack, expecting Jasper the furball to let me know he was hungry.

      Instead, I got a different kind of beast, with a different kind of hunger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey. May I come in?”

      Tanner Marechal slipped into my room at my startled invitation. His hair was longer, and unbound. He had nothing on his feet, snug jeans on the bottom half of his body, a dark navy T-shirt, and a ravenous look on his face. He pressed one elegant, tanned finger to his lips and eased the door closed. Not a creak from the floorboards or a squeak from metal on metal as he turned the lock belied his presence.

      I started to ask all the questions crowding the tip of my tongue. He pressed that same finger against my lips and walked me toward the bed. We bumped into the short side of my desk, sent the chair spinning, and almost slipped to the floor when my butt missed the mattress. Tanner grabbed the backs of my thighs and drew me up his body until we saw eye to eye.

      My druid was leaner and stronger than he was was five weeks ago, as was my desire. I clasped the back of his head. He lowered us both to the bed and used his knees to scoot me back. Laying his chest on top of mine, he tugged at my dress, grabbing handfuls of fabric until I was naked and exposed from the ribs down.

      “Arms up,” he whispered. “I need to feel your skin.”

      “Hello to you, too,” I said, taking hold of the stretchy fabric and wiggling it over my head. I tossed it toward the closet and wrapped my legs around Tanner’s hips. “And why do you get to keep your clothes on?”

      “The hostess has to invite me to get naked.” He planted his elbows near my upper arms and stroked the sides of my jaw with his thumbs. His eyes glowed and his smile gentled. “Any day now, hostess.”

      “Tanner, would you please take of your clothes?”

      He kissed my cheeks. “Nope,” he murmured.

      “What! Don’t they teach you that in druid school?” He laughed into the side of my neck and shook his head. “Goddess, I have to do everything around here,” I said.

      I slid both hands between my belly and his, undid the button at the top of his zipper, and very carefully lowered the pull. The man had neglected to add underwear to his ensemble and there was no way I was going to ruin my night.

      Zipper down, his face continuing to hover in the vicinity of my neck and face, I moved my hands over the defined sides of his butt and hooked my thumbs over the waist of his jeans. Using one set of toes at a time, I tugged the fabric over the rounded muscles until I could use both feet to push his pants all the way to his ankles.

      Tanner kicked the jeans to the floor. I found the bottom of his T-shirt and pulled it up his back and over his shoulders and head. Rocking to one side, then the other, he finished stripping himself.

      “We managed to work everything out,” he said, settling himself between my legs. My body wanted me to rub myself all over his unblemished skin like a cat marking its territory, but Tanner had me pinned. “Mostly. Ni’eve gave me a three-day leave. I’m due back in France on Saturday night.”

      “Are you mine until then?”

      “Totally. You can keep me in the house. I’ll be your house boy. Better yet, keep me in here. I’ll be your bed boy.”

      I had to ask the only question I wanted answered. “Am I the last woman you were intimate with?”

      “You’re the only woman I want to be intimate with,” he said. “And the answer to your question is, yes.”

      He grew harder as we whispered back and forth. “Is there anything I should know before I ask you to fuck me?” I asked. “And just so you know, Rowan gave me a clean bill of health and Belle has me on birth control.”

      Tanner found my free hand, flattened my palm with his, and interlaced our fingers. He swept our joined arms to the side and over my head, and searched for my other hand. Pinning my wrists, he lifted one hip enough to slide his other hand between our bellies. His fingers found my sex and cupped the entirety of the area.

      “The only thing you should know is I’m clean as a whistle, and I cannot get anyone pregnant. Oh, and druids are known for their stamina. I hope you had a good dinner.”

      And then we stopped talking. My fantasies of finally—finally—having full-on sex with Tanner involved hours of creative, sweaty foreplay and rolling orgasms.

      In reality, we barely moved. We kept our eyes open, watching the other. I could feel myself swelling into his hand, getting wetter, juicier. When he lifted and resettled, the head of his cock was right where I wanted it to be. When warm fingers cupped the side of my neck, I opened my thighs wider and took Tanner in, settling him deep inside me in one extended movement.

      With a minimum of fanfare and negotiations, we were fucking. Wordless, where have you been all my life, fucking. I took all my fears and tossed them through the half-opened window. For tonight, and maybe only tonight, Tanner was all mine and I was all his.

      He filled me. I molded myself to his shape and held tight. The ground below the house fed me, the beams and walls held me, and whatever spirits haunted the place turned their backs.

      “I might be having a religious experience,” I whispered. Dancing along the edge of orgasm chasm, my lover’s length responded to my words. “Come with me.”

      Tanner’s mouth hovered above mine. I arched my chest so my breasts could deepen the friction against my nipples and I lifted my head so our mouths could meet.

      “Quiet,” I added. “No sound.”

      “Shhh,” he said, “shhh.”

      Funny thing about mostly-wordless sex; my awareness moved elsewhere, out of my head and downward. When my orgasm began, it was if I had finally mustered the bravery to roll my body to the edge of that chasm and let go into the unknown.

      Tanner filled me as I fell. The waves of sensation had me screaming inside, screaming into his mouth, and he swallowed every strangled thing I had to say.

      

      I covered Tanner’s mouth with my hand, closed my eyes, then spun against the front of his body until he got the message and spooned me. He covered us as best he could, seeing as how I was powerless to move, and I fell asleep, aware of the warmth and weight of his arm holding me against his chest.

      We made love again, this time, chest to chest, lying on our sides. Languid in my half-asleep state, I drew my inner thigh against his leg, wrapped my arms around his neck, and clung to my druid as I woke enough to orgasm.

      Waking to slanted sunlight and the sounds of bare feet hitting floorboards and coffee brewing, and knowing I didn’t have to go anywhere except down the hall to the bathroom, was wonderful.

      The bedroom door opened, and Tanner slipped in, grinning. He had on the navy T-shirt and a pair of boxer briefs. Hauling myself up to sitting, I noticed a high-tech backpack on my desk chair. “Does everyone know you’re here?” I asked.

      He shook his head, stripped off his T-shirt, and stretched up, then bent over and grabbed his ankles.

      “You okay?”

      “Mm-hm. Just stretching. Yoga.”

      “Druids do yoga?”

      He curled up to standing, pressed his palms together in front of his heart and grinned more widely. “We sure do. Want see my handstand?”

      “Could you put on a kilt first? Because then I would be living my dream,” I said, going for a flirty tone.

      Tanner smacked his forehead. “Damn. I knew there was something I forgot to pack.”

      “We’ll figure something out.” I waved him over and lifted the sheet. “Come keep the bed warm while I go pee.”

      “Wait a sec.” He plumped a pillow, tucked it against the headboard, and sat cross-legged, pulling the sheet over his lap. “Do you want me to be visible to everyone? I can put up a deflective ward every time I leave this room.”

      I placed my palm against his sternum. “It’s strange to see you without your pouch. And much as I want you all to myself, keeping you hidden will just invite questions about where I am and why I’m spending hours in my bedroom with the door locked.” I stifled a yawn. “A mother is never allowed full-on privacy. The boys are home. Sallie’s girlfriend showed up yesterday. And they’re all leaving tomorrow morning for their first weekend with the mentors.

      “Which means we can be social today, and tomorrow we get the house to ourselves, because Wes and Christoph are accompanying the Fearsome Foursome. Oops, Fivesome. Leilani’s going, too.”

      Tanner craned his neck and glanced out my window. “I can get dressed, drop from your window, and make a lot of noise at the front door to announce my arrival,” he said.

      “Oh, that’ll really fake everyone out.” I couldn’t help the laugh. Or the eyeroll.

      “Okay, I’ll casually stroll into the kitchen and you can act surprised.”

      “Deal,” I said, starting to crawl over Tanner. He palmed my shoulder, stroked his hand down my spine and over my butt.

      “Tomorrow’s the equinox. Do you have plans to meet with your witches, or could I entice you to celebrate with me, druid-style?”

      “If druid-style includes copious amounts of nakedness, then yes, I think I would.”
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      And with that, Sallie, Harlow, Wes, Christoph, and my sons were gone. The momentary change in air pressure at their departure set misshapen crabapples to jangling at the ends of their stems. Tanner touched the underside of my forearm with his fingertips and traced a line to my wrist.

      I stared at the tree’s scruffy bark, patched with greenish-grey lichen. “I hadn’t made any plans for tonight,” I said, “even though it’s the equinox.” I let Tanner take hold of my hand and snug it against his chest. “Could we do a ritual together?”

      “I would love to celebrate the equinox with you, Calliope.”

      “I’m not sure where to start or how to prepare. I’d like to work outside today. Maybe catch up on some gardening. I haven’t done any in weeks.” The ground around the crabapple trees was supposed to be smoothed flat and well-tended. Portal travelers would drop their stones as they arrived, and pick one before they departed. The multiple portals marked by my new friends had been abandoned—or so Alabastair thought—and the stones had either never been replaced, or were perhaps buried under decades of neglect.

      Tanner kissed my knuckles and let go of my hand. Turning, he looked over his right shoulder, to the back side of my house. His gaze moved clockwise over my property: the slice of the driveway visible from here; the uneven border where untended lawn met the woods and undergrowth; the big shed under construction at the far end, all the way around to my garden area to his left.

      “Has the layout always been like this?” he asked.

      “At one time, I don’t know when, I think there were more outbuildings for animals and at least two herb gardens. I found an old drawing of the property in one of my mother’s books.” I tugged on his sleeve. “Would you like to see the map?”

      “Yeah,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and smiling at me. “I get the feeling there’s more to this property than we know.”

      I started toward the spot at the back of the house where we had always stashed rakes and such, forgetting that my building crew had moved it all when they poured the cement slab. “I’ll see if the tools are in the shed.”

      Sure enough, the shed had been swept. The roughed out walls and low ceiling had been cleared of their collections of ancient spider webs. There was even a new lightbulb in the fixture.

      And no giant bat. I gathered a selection of rakes, a hand trowel, a spade, and a shovel.

      “Need any help?” Tanner let a laugh escape as he strode over to help me. I shook my head and dropped my armful of wood handles on the ground. He crouched and turned the rakes so the teeth faced down.

      “I’ve got gloves in the house,” I said. “Do you want a pair?”

      “Sure.” Tanner stood, pulled his hair away from his face and threaded it through an elastic twice. “I’m going to walk around, get a feel for what’s underneath the grass and moss, especially those overgrown areas.” He pointed vaguely to the swath between the bigger shed and the section between my garden and the woods.

      I’d moved my office to my bedroom so Christoph could have a room of his own, and had finished re-setting up my work space. I had to fiddle with the surge protector to free up a plug for my printer, let the machine warm up, and try to remember where I kept my stash of paper. Once I had everything in place, I carefully opened the Good Housesweeping volume and unfolded the map.

      With a lot of bent elbows, dextrous maneuvering and swearing, I was able to copy the entire map on four separate tries. I taped the sheets together and trimmed the overlap until I had a reasonable facsimile of the original. Sticking a couple of pens in my back pocket, I grabbed the bag of gloves from the closet by the front door, and went out to garden with my druid.

      And caught myself teetering on the unfamiliar verge of normal.

      Tanner had rolled up his pant legs, shed his T-shirt, and was stomping on the big gardening fork. Stray hairs waved over his face as he gripped the long handle fist over fist and moved it back and forth like he was trying to dislodge a rock.

      A hot guy—my hot guy—was helping me with lawn work at the start of a kid-free weekend. It wasn’t even noon and I was ready to pop the lids on a couple bottles of local brew, pull up a lawn chair, and watch him sweat. For me.

      “You going to help or just stand there and gawk?” Tanner asked, swiping his hair away with his forearm.

      “Both,” I said. I waved the taped together pages at him. “I even got us a treasure map.”

      Steel hitting rock clanged as Tanner tapped at whatever had him sweating. “I might have found something.”

      I dropped the gloves and spread the map between us. Pointing to the corresponding area, I said, “Whatever is here could be the border of one of these gardens. See this design? I can’t tell if it’s a wall or a pathway.” I repositioned the map so the drawing lined up exactly with where we were in relation to the house.

      Tanner picked out an edging tool. “Start poking around with this.”

      “Can’t I just use my feet?” I asked, pulling on a pair of heavy canvas gloves.

      He squinted at me. “Would you like to?”

      “I’d like to get sweaty first.”

      “I can help with that.”

      “Vertical sweaty, Tanner. Out of doors sweaty.”

      “I can help with the vertical sweaty and the out of doors sweaty and whatever other variation of sweaty you’d like, Calliope.”

      “Work first,” I said, hefting the edging tool and pretending I would spear him if he stepped any closer. “Naked later.”

      Zippers and buttons remained intact. Tanner redid his ponytail and returned to uncovering the broad rock he’d found. I put about eight feet between us and tapped at the ground until the curved metal edge hit another rock. Angling the tool so I could use it as a scraper, I worked to loosen the matted grass.

      I found the work meditative, even the scraping of metal against rock whenever I nudged the edge of my tool under sod and moss. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when I straightened, stretched a kink out of my back, and searched for Tanner.

      He’d been working away from me, and together we’d uncovered fully half a rough circle, the same one I’d pointed out on the map. Wedging my tool between two rocks, I pinched the fingertips of one sweaty glove, tugged it off, and stuck it atop the tool’s handle. I dropped the other glove on the ground.

      “D’you want something to drink?” I asked. He’d removed his shirt and tucked it into the back of his jeans. His tanned, sweaty shoulders presented a mighty distraction, and his waving arm and wide grin told me I missed whatever he said. I stepped into the half circle of lumpy grass stretching between us.

      Tanner rested the handle of the garden fork against his outer thigh and swiped his forehead. “I said, got any lemonade?”

      I trailed my fingertips across the waistband of his jeans. Damp with sweat, the denim rode low on his hips. I splayed one palm across his belly, thumbing teasing the line of black hairs arrowing downward. “I got lemonade. How much do you want?”

      He bent from the waist, rubbed his scruffy cheek against mine. “As much as you can pour.”

      I laughed, swatted him away, and stepped over the nearest rock. “I think I better hose you off first.”

      Tanner tugged at the back of my T-shirt as a bright pink Volkswagon Bug paused at the end of the driveway, rolled forward, then reversed. A horn tooted.

      “What’s Maritza doing here?” he asked.

      “I have no idea,” I said. “Do you think if we ignore her she’ll go away?”

      “Not likely.” Tanner released my shirt. “If she’s here without calling first, might be important.”

      I jogged over the yard, up the drive, and called, “Maritza!” She rolled down her window when I passed through the wards.

      “Calliope. I’m not one to visit unannounced, but I felt it imperative that we use this equinox to create an essential tool for your magic.” She put the car in park and lowered her black-rimmed sunglasses. Elongated ovals of Prussian blue twinkled from the end of each finger. “I brought everything we need and we should be done in under an hour.”

      I was intrigued enough not to hesitate. “The driveway’s right here,” I said, waving her in. “Tanner is here, too.”

      “Delightful.” Maritza raised one already perfectly arched eyebrow and permitted a hint of a grin. Readjusting her sunglasses, she said, “Always good to have a druid around should things get out of hand.”

      Tires rolling slowly over gravel did not smooth the rut in my chest.

      Maritza parked her car and stuck one leg out. She’d traded platform sandals for orange Chucks with blinding white laces. Her skinny jeans and loose blouse were black, as was the oversized hobo bag she dragged across the gear shift into the driver’s seat.

      “May I carry that for you?” I asked.

      “Please. Your dress is in there.”

      “My dress?”

      Maritza nodded and walked around her car, straight toward Tanner. He’d put his shirt on and was straightening the fabric across his chest. I didn’t think Maritza was prudish, but I was beginning to understand I didn’t want my guy’s chest on display.

      “Druid,” she called, offering her hand. “Has Ni’eve released you from her tutelage?”

      Tanner brought her hand to his lips and bowed slightly. “We will soon close this chapter of our relationship,” he said, making his voice carry all the way to where I was struggling with the weight of the witch’s bag. “I was granted a three-day leave and chose to spend it with Calliope.”

      “Timing your visit to coincide with the equinox was fortuitous. This is a perfect opportunity for Calliope to create the particles she will need to cast circles.”

      I had to heft the bag into my arms and hold it to my chest. “I thought witches used salt for their circles,” I said, drawing closer.

      Maritza gave a patient sigh. “Do you recall the circle I cast in the burial mounds?”

      My cheeks were already flushed from working outdoors in the sun. “Yes, I do.”

      “I collected those particles from plants and flowers growing on the Pearmain’s property. It is a very site-specific way of working, one which honors place over the application of more generic materials.”

      My fingers itched to take notes.

      “Salt is not used for every magic circle. An excess of salt in the soil acts as a barrier to the cell walls of roots, causing them to eventually die from lack of hydration. Circles made from trees and plants that have absorbed nutrients make superior circles for the work you will do.” She readjusted her glasses, adding, “Reduce, reuse, recycle.”

      “Calliope and I were going for a lemonade break when you arrived,” said Tanner. He extended his arms, offering to take the bag. I gave it to him gratefully. “Would you care for a drink before you begin?”

      “Why yes, please.”

      Tanner lowered the bag to the ground. “I’ll bring our glasses out here, Calli.”

      Maritza seemed to forget about Tanner the moment he left. “Allow me to explain the process, Calliope. First, we choose a place. We’ll need a flat, circular area approximately,” she scanned me up and down, “two meters across.”

      She then assessed my property, tapping a deep blue nail against her chin and hmming to herself. “You said there were maps in your mother’s books?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Let us have a look. There may already be a sacred circle here.”

      “There are, or were, at least two stone pathways, both large circles with smaller paths inside.” I gestured to the slabs of stone at my dirt-covered feet and reached for the dirt-streaked map I had printed out and cobbled together. Tanner and I had uncovered a handful of stones fully. When I squinted, I could imagine where the rest of the rocks were located.

      “Calliope, gather what flowers you can. Our color palette is somewhat limited this time of year, but there should be enough in your garden and amongst the wildflowers to start with.” She pointed to a fairly flat, clear area between where we were standing and the bunkhouse at the far end. “I will create the outline and you will scatter everything you gather inside its circumference.”

      <Gather flowers, etc.>

      Simple muslin brushed against my fingertips. When I went to lift the garment from the bag it weight startled me and as I stood, I saw why.

      “Be careful not to cut yourself, Calliope. Tanner, perhaps now would be a good time for you to assist?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Take this side,” I said, indicating with my elbow. Both my hands were hooked under the wide straps of the sleeveless dress. Tanner extended his arm and I slid the strap over his hand and wrist. “Give me your other arm too.”

      The druid became a dress hanger. The muscles and tendons on his forearms strained as he adjusted to accept the full weight of the dress, allowing me to get closer to the hundreds, maybe thousands, of needles weighting the hem.

      Curious, I crouched and tapped the tip of one with my finger. When the needle broke the skin at the barest touch, I quickly shoved my finger in my mouth and hoped Maritza didn’t see the blood.

      “How do I get into this? I asked. “The needles are—”

      “Intimidating. I know. I attached every single one of them and each tried to draw first blood.” Pride coated Maritza’s voice. “My brother is a master at his work.”

      “Malvyn made these?”

      “He did.” I was hoping for something less deadly-looking for my first piece of the jeweller—and sorcerer’s—artistry.

      “What did you mean by first blood?”

      “The one whose blood feeds the first needle becomes the true owner of the dress.” She swept her fingertips across the fringe of metal and sighed. “And I knew this would be yours when I made it, Calliope. May it never draw more blood than is ever necessary.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, the charm of the Magical world. “How do I get into it?”

      “Tanner, if you walk over to the circle of flowers and lower the dress directly in the center,” Maritza said, waving him forward, “Calliope will step inside and stay absolutely still as you bring the straps over her arms.”

      Sounded simple enough. “Calliope, beforehand you will disrobe completely.”

      And there was the catch. I swallowed, the thought of the needles against the more sensitive area of my body not at all my kind of thrill.

      We walked to the flower circle as as trio. Tanner stepped inside and waited. I paused to take a breath before undoing the side buttons and buckles on the straps to my overalls. I let them fall to the ground, followed by my T-shirt, then underwear.

      I steadied myself with a hand on Tanner’s shoulder. The bottom of the dress pooled on the pile of plant matter, while the top half was ready to receive its wearer. Pointing my toes and exaggerating my movements, I lowered one foot through the opening, then the other, and covered my breasts with my hands.

      Tanner drew the fabric up the sides of my thighs and over my hips. “One arm at a time,” he said, his breath warm against the back of my shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

      I lowered the shoulder he wanted first, then the other, and without further fanfare or bloodletting, I was adorned in the dress of needles. Tanner stepped out of the circle at Maritza’s nod.

      “Now, you twirl,” she said, flicking her hand in an arc.

      “Twirl?” I asked. I lifted my arms overhead, elbows bent, in an awkward approximation of a ballet dancer.

      “Try this.” Tanner’s arms were outstretched but not stiff. He turned one palm to face the ground, bent his other elbow, and began to move his feet. The small steps sent his body into a dance a recognized from a video I had seen of Turkish men, dressed in long pleated skirts, dancing a traditional dervish.

      Maritza tapped her chin and turned to me. “Relax your arms and hold them away from your body. Close you eyes, root down through your feet, and let the land speak to you.”

      I could do that, the listening through my feet part, and the moment I closed my eyes I understood what I needed to do.

      Lifting my heels allowed the needles the brush over the scattered flower petals and other bits of nature’s detritus without getting snagged. I began to step in a tight circle, using my arms for balance, and the bottom of the ankle length, A-line dress swung out as I gained momentum.

      It did not take more than a handful of steps before the weight of those hundreds of slivers of sharpened metal created a perfect blade with which to shred the plant matter. The susurration grew. I opened my eyes to peek at what was happening and saw thousands of tiny flecks floating around me and heading upward.

      Tanner and Maritza stood on opposite sides of the stone circle. They too were in movement, their gazes not on me but on something only they could see. Their mouths were moving, but I could not hear their words.

      I lifted my chin and opened my eyes to the sky. The same fishing net-like structure I had seen over the burial mounds wavered overhead, encasing only me. Squarish holes anchored translucent fields of light, shimmering the way wards around my house did when they were activated.

      The whole thing was beautiful. I kept spinning, the needles kept cutting, and more and more bits filled the air within the bubble until they stuck like confetti to its inner surface and even to my skin.

      At a tug from beneath my toes, I began to slow. The weight of the dress closed in on my sweaty legs and as my heels found the ground I’d trampled, tips of needles caught on whatever hadn’t shredded.

      My dance came to a sudden stop. I stumbled, arms akimbo. The energy emanating off the interior surface of the bubble kept me upright. The little bits stayed suspended or floated downward. Tanner’s eyes were open and glowing as he stared at me. Looking to my other side, Maritza’s lips were still moving, and her eyes were closed.

      I couldn’t keep my arms up any longer.

      At Maritza’s clap, the net dissolved, the last of the tiny pieces fell, and the full weight of the dress pressed down on my shoulders. At a nod from the witch, Tanner stepped over the rock border, slid his hands between the straps and my skin, and lifted one then the other over my shoulders and down my arms. Taking the dress off was a little harder. The fabric clung in patches to my skin.

      I stepped out, careful to avoid the sharp fringe of needles pointing every which way. Tanner and I straightened at the same and he held the dress out and away from his front. “What would like me to do with this?” he asked.

      With a sweep of her hand, Maritza took charge. The dress floated toward her. “I’ll bring it to your back porch and hang it over the railing, Calliope, to let it dry before you put it away.”

      “Thank you,” I said, bending to grab my clothes. My limbs were still quivering, from the exertion and the magic that had risen up through me, and the ground, the dress, the flowers, all of it. The net overhead had served to contain all that magic, perhaps intensifying its effect.

      I was still humming. And I was very thirsty. “Can you get me more lemonade?” I asked Tanner. I sat on the nearest flat rock, rested my forearms on my knees and my forehead on my arms. He petted the top of my head.

      “Sure,” he said. “Anything else?”

      “Chocolate chip cookies fresh from the oven?”

      “Coming right up.”

      I’m not sure how long I was sitting. Maritza had said this ritual would take only an hour. My shaky muscles said I had been in movement longer than that but time had a way of warping during magical exercises.

      Feet skimming grass and the smell of chocolate prompted me to lift my head and look toward the house. Tanner was carrying my tea tray loaded with a pitcher of lemonade and a plate piled with cookies.

      “How the heck did you do that?” I asked, reaching for the offered refill and downing half of it a series of swallows.

      “Magic.”

      I rolled my eyes and held out my hand. “May I?”

      Tanner lowered the plate in front of me and I chose the biggest, most chip-laden cookie. The first bite had me closing my eyes and groaning aloud.

      “Leilani made extra cookie dough and saved it to the freezer. All I had to do was cut slices and speed up the baking process.”

      “You can do that?” I asked, catching a soft crumb at the corner of my mouth and urging it back with my pinky. Tanner grinned.

      “You’ve been sitting here long enough for the oven to preheat. Maritza advised we let you come down at your own pace.

      “She also said if you fell over you’d probably been on your own long enough.”

      I crooked a finger and drew Tanner closer. “How long has she been here?”

      He brushed a kiss across my temple. “An hour and a half, maybe a little more. Have another cookie and finish your drink.”

      I did as he told me to. I was not the expert here and I needed the fluid and the hit of sugar to set me back on track.

      The ground inside the stone circle was carpeted by a thick layer of multi-colored particles. I could smell the combined scents even over the melted chocolate coating my tongue. My senses soaked it in and with the help of the lemonade, I was sated.

      “Calliope, let’s gather the particles and then I can leave you two to finish your project.”

      Maritza bent over the same bag that had held the dress and extracted a fabric pouch similar to the one I had seen at the burial mounds. “Creating them is the easy part. Teaching them to follow your instructions takes practice.” She handed me the drawstring pouch. “If you will hold this open. Once it is full, pull the strings tight and keep the bag nearby for twenty-four hours. The bonding process will speed up if you give it a place on your altar.”

      I stood as directed by Maritza and held the opened bag in both hands. Maritza swept the air over the newly-made particles and after a few revolutions, they began to gather in on themselves. She guided them up and in to the waiting receptacle and followed the last of her instruction.

      “Thank you,” I said, weighing the bag in my hands. The pieces were not as heavy as I had imagined when I saw them all on the ground.

      “In another week or so I should be available to bind you to your grimoire.” She patted the pouch. “These should be ready by then for you to create your first circle.”

      With that, Maritza left.
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      “Maritza, put that dish down. You’re making me nervous.”

      My younger brother, Malvyn, the cultured and confident Enforcer for the Magical Conclave, was reduced to a nervous pup whenever our parents visited from Mexico. The stack of redware bowls responsible for giving him the vapors was produced in a village in Michoacan. Each piece, with its crimped edges, unglazed exterior, and hand-painted motif, had arrived wrapped in newspaper and embroidered squares. Our mother stashed pieces of her beloved redware in her carry-on luggage, bringing one suitcase-full whenever she visited.

      “These are the newer bowls,” I reminded Malvyn. “Mama will take her vintage pieces with her to the grave, just like our ancestors.”

      “As long as she doesn’t ask me to entomb her under our kitchen, she can be buried with whatever she wants.” Malvyn drew an apron out of a drawer, flicked it open, and tied it around his waist.

      “What? You afraid her spirit will haunt you?” I asked.

      “No, this house was built on a rock. If Mama wants the tomb treatment, we’re going to have to lift a section of the house and I doubt James will agree to that.”

      “She’ll haunt you anyways. You know she’ll never forgive you for changing our last name.” After her death, Margarita Bordador would continue to opine and I would be her conduit.

      I finished loading the bowls with condiments. Finely chopped white onions, cilantro, and parsley. Pickled red onion escabeche. Salsa verde and salsa fresca.

      Malvyn sniffed. “Felicia said your apprentice is here.”

      “Changing the topic, querido?” I asked, tucking the bowls onto a carrying tray.

      His head disappeared into one of the side by side refrigerators. “It’s not like you to invite an apprentice to stay with you for the duration.”

      “Alabastair’s referrals were stellar,” I said. Peeking over Mal’s shoulder, I pointed to the block of cotija cheese our mother had managed to smuggle past Customs. “Hand me that, will you?”

      Unwrapping four layers of plastic wrap and seeing the cheese had started to crumble around the edges, I went for a larger Patamban bowl, this one decorated with facing swans. “His written essays piqued my interest much more than any of the other applicants.” I gave Malvyn my back as I waltzed toward the swinging kitchen doors. Alabastair’s responses had aroused much more than my mind, information my brother did not need to be privy to. “Besides, the Nekrosines are such stuffed shirts about their prized lineage that to have their firstborn son campaign to apprentice with me? How could I resist?”

      My brother’s deep laugh sounded from the kitchen as the doors closed behind my back. I placed the loaded tray on the table set for eight, and distributed the little bowls such that everyone could access the condiments without having to overreach.

      “Maritza?” I swore Malvyn could send his voice around corners.

      “What?” I asked, pressing one door open with my elbow and forearm. My fingertips were coated with salsa.

      “When were you planning to change? James should be here for cocktails in fifteen minutes and Leilani has promised us one of her desserts.”

      My niece was showing promise. Though my brother and his husband had not fully embraced the idea that their daughter was growing into a young women—what parents ever did?—they had always encouraged her to be open to her magic. Thus far, her skills lay in the kitchen. Abuela Margarita took great pride in reminding anyone in earshot those skills came from her.

      Using my position as Leilani’s aunt, I could guide her with a subtler hand. I suspected Leilani was in Imbuatrix. A shiver of anticipation fluttered over my skin whenever I pictured myself assisting with her magical education.

      “I’ll go change now,” I said, willing to trade points for more time with my niece. “Who’s fetching Papi and Mama?”

      Cue the eyeroll. “I shall,” Malvyn said, adding a short sigh to the eyebrow acrobatics. “Any bets on which of Papi’s four sermons are on tonight’s menu?”

      I smiled at my beloved brother and patted his recently shaved and cologned cheek. “Just wait until you’re his age, visiting Leilani. Remember this feeling. Give the old man your ears. It’s the least we can do.” I pirouetted away before Malvyn could rope me into entering our parent’s wing of the house, and made my way to my rooms.

      

      Sanctuary.

      I could not live on this pile of rock year-round. My planned three-and-a-half months with Malvyn and James seemed like a crazy, murder-inducing idea when we first began negotiations. When they decided I would be provided one wing of the house, we agreed my stay would overlap with Margarita and Carlos’s twice-yearly trek to wherever their children were situated. Our sister, Moira, had died seven years ago, leaving Papa and Mama with only one choice of destination for their summer sojourn.

      James and Mal had been situated on Salt Spring Island for less than five years. James, a half-witch and botanist, wanted land for his greenhouses and space to explore his magic. His dream would would have been astronomically expensive—even with my brother’s ability to manufacture coin—had they stayed in Vancouver.

      Both men expressed concerns I would overstay. I expressed concerns about excessive sunshine affecting my growing necromantic powers and reminded them I would spend many daylight hours resting or absorbed in my studies.

      Decomposition was my jam.

      I asked for—and received—the north wing. The deck off my bedroom jutted into a stand of fir trees. Untamed patches of salal and native undergrowth cluttered the forest floor, scenting the air with decay. James had added a few bat houses to the trees, and evenings spent on the deck, in the dark, watching them swoop for bugs sent my heart pitter-patting.

      Alabastair would be ensconced in the wing catty-cornered to mine.

      A chime sounded near the door, followed by Malvyn’s disembodied voice. “Ten minutes to cocktails. Ten minutes.”

      Gracias, hermano querido.

      I divested myself of the blouse and slacks stinking of onions and herbs on the way to my walk-in closet, and dropped my bra and underwear in the laundry as I passed through to the bathroom. One minute under the showerhead was all I needed.

      Eight minutes wasn’t enough time to stitch a dress together. My needles rattled their displeasure. Poor darlings had spent the entire day locked up. I lifted the lid of the oblong, black velvet case and cooed. One day, I would assemble the dress of needles I had been dreaming about my entire life. One day, soon.

      Bare wood and flat stones marked the long hallway connecting the various wings of Malvyn and James’s palatial home. The tap-tap of my heels set up a hypnotic rhythm. Had the hallway been circular in design, I could have kept walking. As it was, I had to remind myself in the middle of a thought that I was not on my way to reanimating a dead body. I was having dinner with my family and my newest apprentice.

      Passing a niche where a life-sized statue of Mictlantecuhtli resided, I tucked myself against the Mexican god’s torso. At the carved stone’s silent invitation to continue, I wrapped one arm around the figure’s waist, rested my palm in the uplifted hand, and closed my eyes.

      Who knew the God of Death liked to dance.
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