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            GLOSSARY OF CHARACTERS IN MAGIC REDEEMED

          

          (IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)

        

      

    

    
      Calliope Jones: Earth witch, 41-years-old, divorced mother of 2 sons.

      

      Salt Spring Island: Located in the Salish Sea, SSI is sandwiched between Vancouver Island and mainland British Columbia.

      

      River de Benauge: Druid. Can shift into a river otter.

      

      Noémi: Earth witch. Sister to Calliope’s mother. Former owner of the house & property now owned by Calliope.

      

      Bear: Noémi’s animal familiar. Able to manifest only partially.

      

      Rose de Benauge: Plant witch. Healer. Sister to River. Maven of the Pacific Northwest Covens.

      

      Kerry Pippin: Possibly a Magical. Assistant to Calliope at the Agricultural Commission’s office.

      

      Christoph Courant: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s paternal grandfather. Also known as, ‘Gramps’.

      

      Harper: Gyrfalcon shifter. 18-years-old son of Calliope. Dating Leilani Brodeur.

      

      Thatcher: Empath and Raccoon Whisperer. 16-and-a-half-years-old son of Calliope.

      

      Benôit Courant: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s father.

      

      Airlie Redflesh: Water witch.

      

      Leilani Brodeur: Witch. 18-years-old. Dating Harper.

      

      Tanner Marechal: Druid. Can shift into a ghost wolf.

      

      Ni’eve du Blanc: Druidess. Head of the Keepers. Tanner’s teacher. Mother of Jessamyne.

      

      Idunn: Norse Goddess. Holder of the Apples of Immortality.

      

      Jessamyne du Blanc, aka the Apple Witch: Druidess, Keeper, Tree shifter. Former love interest of Tanner Marechal.

      

      the Keepers: Women who tend to the trees that bear the Apples of Immortality.

      

      Sallie Flechette: Fae. Magical talents as yet unknown.

      

      Josiah & Garnet Flechette: Fae. Currently remanded to an underground prison for Magicals outside of Vancouver, BC.

      

      Jasper: Maine coon cat. Service animal to Magicals. His magic mitigates the effects of fae magic.

      

      Wes (Wessel Foxwhelp): Druid. Can shift into a river otter.

      

      Kaz (Kazimir Wickson): Druid. Can shift into a river otter. Love interest of Belle de Boskoop.

      

      Meribah Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex-mother-in-law. Mother of Doug and Roger.

      

      Adelaide Flechette: Fae. Meribah’s sister.

      

      James Brodeur: Half-witch, half-human. Botanist. Married to Malvyn. Father to Leilani.

      

      Malvyn Brodeur: Sorcerer. Enforcer for the Board of Magical Governance. Jeweler. Father to Leilani.

      

      Pokey: Raccoon. Thatcher is his favorite human.

      

      Rowan Renard: Witch. Healer. Ob/gyn. Follower of Airmid. Calliope’s best friend.

      

      Genevieve (deceased): Witch. Calliope’s mother.

      

      House: The house where Calliope lives. Grows more sentient as times passes and as Calli’s magic strengthens.

      

      Roger Flechette: Fae. Son of Meribah. Twin brother to Doug.

      

      Belle de Boskoop: Plant witch. Healer. Love interest of Kazimir Wickson.

      

      Clifford & Abigail Pearmain: Druid and human. In their eighties. Owners of Pearmain Orchards.

      

      Hyslop & Peasgood Pearmain: Cliff and Abi’s grandsons. Have completed a 10-year training to become druids.

      

      Doug Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex-husband.

      

      L’Runa: Witch. Fetish-maker. Specializes in blood magic.

      

      the Witchling Way: Similar to the Girl Scouts (USA) and Girl Guides (Canada). For young witches.

      

      Maritza Brodeur: Witch. Necromancer (acquired). Professor of Necromantic Studies. In her forties. Sister to Malvyn. Aunt to Leilani.

      

      Alabastair Nekrosine: Necromancer (born). 32-years-old.

      

      the Old One: The crabapple tree that grows next to Calliope’s herb and vegetable garden. Anchors four portals. One is known.

      

      Brooks Family Farm: The large farm where both Harper and Thatcher work in the summer, and on Saturdays.

      

      Faebook: A social media network for the fae.

      

      Clyde: Son of Noémi. Cousin to Calliope. Has one sister.

      

      Jack Kaukonen: Wolf shifter and officer of the RCMP (Royal Canadian Mounted Police).

      

      Wolf: Tanner.
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      I was finished with the Apple Witch. My oldest son was in the Northwest Territories, healing from his wounds. His brother was at home, anxiously awaiting the arrival of his own magic. And Tanner? The druid was in the French Alps, finalizing his commitment to his teacher.

      My discomfort was growing. I didn’t trust the quiet that had settled over the island. Nor did I like the instability I was feeling as my earth magic was challenged by a stronger force.

      Funny, how everything can change by being in the right place, at the wrong time. Or maybe, it was the wrong place, at the right time.
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      I had never again wanted to go through the agony of having an enchanted tattoo removed. But here I was, on a sunny day in the middle of September, facedown on a padded chair at Salt Spring Island’s only tattoo parlor, getting inked.

      “Ready?” River, a druid of indeterminate age, settled onto the rolling stool and donned a pair of bright blue non-latex gloves. His cohort, Tanner, had been the one to excise the old tattoo by means of a chant, which had lifted the ink along with a layer or two of my skin.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said, giving a relaxed thumbs-up. A local plant witch assured me I could use a heavy hand with her proprietary blend of pain-relieving herbs. The drops tasted of crushed grass and they worked wonders. I was in no discomfort, physical or emotional.

      Once I was certain I wanted this tattoo, I tasked River with creating a design that would honor my aunt Noémi and her animal familiar, a towering Kodiak I knew as Bear. Noémi, who had raised me from age six on, died from complications of her dementia over the recent Labor Day weekend.

      The stories I told myself about my aunt and her hands-off parenting methods were based on a series of profound misconceptions. I had thought she didn’t care about me or resented that my mother’s death left her with a third child to raise.

      The truth came to light in August. In a moment of lucidity from the depths of her dementia, Noémi had shed a hazy beam of light on my childhood. It wasn’t that she didn’t love or care about me, it was that she had promised her parents she would hide me and my mother after we were forced to flee the idyllic small town in Maine we called home.

      Who Noémi was hiding us from, and why, were details she took to her death.

      “I have to shave you, Calli.”

      The serious edge to River’s voice made me laugh. “Is that you telling me politely I have a hairy back?” I asked, quieting the question that ran in a loop in my head.

      “No, no, not at all,” he said. “You’ve got peach fuzz. I 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 a different liquid across my neck and upper back, and pressed on the transfer.

      “Stay still.” His fingers smoothed over the paper before he peeled it away. “Perfect.”

      I exhaled, sinking the front of my chest into the towel-covered padded support, only to jerk when he started the motor that powered his set up, and again when the needle bit into my skin.

      “Steady, Calli. The first few minutes are the hardest.” River set up a rhythm of applying gentle pressure with both hands, lowering the needle, then drawing a line. I wanted to say the movements were soothing, but the constant drone of the motor set my teeth 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, slipped one foot from its wedge-heeled flip-flop, and spread my toes against the flooring. Keeping my eyes open—which was something I had to make myself practice because accessing magic with eyes closed was not always going to be possible—I rooted straight down. Linseed oil, pine rosin, and cork, compressed to create the squares of linoleum flooring, warmed to the touch of my foot. Below that, a cellar gaped lightless and forgotten, its dirt floor mostly void of living things.

      I wasn’t fond of those kinds of spaces and quickly sent my inquiry in a more horizontal direction until I reached the weeds edging the alleyway and the trees lining the sidewalk. Sweet, green, rooty relief.

      My mostly dormant magic had reawakened less than two months ago. As a forty-one-year-old witch, that meant I had to uncover and practice my gifts as much—and as quickly—as possible. And I had to study, as in books and lectures and labs and bouts of imbibing too much coffee. At the urging of River’s sister, Rose, now the head witch of the Pacific Northwest Covens and a woman not to be questioned, I enrolled in a five-year Basics of Witchcraft program. I was a handful of sessions in and already itched to condense the time commitment to two or three years.

      With that goal in mind I had taken a leave of absence from my position as an inspector with the local Agricultural Commission’s office. 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, I was on the receiving end of multiple images of kittens. I had to admit I missed Kerry, the regular contact with the farmers and orchardists, and the steadying presence of a forty-hour workweek.

      Then again, upheaval had been the theme of my life since that first tattoo was removed and my magic had come back online. I kept telling myself that once my sons and my niece, Sallie, had settled into the routines of high school and work, I’d have more bandwidth for my magical education. I would join a coven, immerse myself in magical studies, and practice, practice, practice.

      Or so I hoped. I nudged my sensitive foot and toes farther and felt my way into the tasty spots of magic lingering inside the nearby bakery. My mouth watered.

      There was also the task of integrating my paternal grandfather into our lives. Christoph Courant had dropped from the sky—swooped, actually—onto my lawn barely six weeks ago, right at the end of a traumatic confrontation with my ex and his extended family.

      Gramps, as my sons, Harper and Thatcher, had taken to calling Christoph, was a gyrfalcon shifter and a leader among the magical communities in the Northwest Territories. His white wings, speckled with black, were magnificent and permanent, and the genes he carried passed to his only son, Benôit.

      Benôit was my father. I had no memories him as man or bird, yet at least one of my sons, Harper, had inherited the gyrfalcon traits. Within hours of me being released from the dampening spell inked into that first tattoo, Harper’s air-based magic began to emerge in the form of feather tracts on his upper back.

      The speed of his physical transformation, as one of his vertebrae began to enlarge and metamorphose into an anchor for wings, was wrenching, painful, and not entirely welcomed. Christoph had spirited the frightened eighteen-year-old to northern Canada to help him recover and to give him space to live among other winged shifters while he explored his options.

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

      “You reading my mind again?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I couldn’t see his shy grin, but I knew it was there.

      “Seriously?”

      He continued to puncture my skin with the needle 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. She had been one of thirteen at my initiation ceremony and assisted with the online lectures. Knowing I had a “thing” developing with one of River’s friends, she’d confided she had a mild crush.

      The druid took his time answering. “Airlie and I have a date scheduled for Friday night.”

      “Ooh, love is in the air.” My toes tingled in anticipation of chatting with Airlie afterward.

      “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, unsure why a mutual connection to one of the natural elements would be problematic. Tanner’s and my shared connection to earth made for compatible magic. And an intense physical attraction. I resisted 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, focusing on the floor and on parsing the magical signatures in the surrounding buildings.

      I tried picturing how my older son’s recovery was going. The sparsely populated, physically spacious Northwest Territories were perfect for shifters and others like Christoph and Harper. The place was less supportive of Harper’s girlfriend, Leilani. She was a witch and a natural imbuer whose magic—a blossoming combination of witchcraft and spellwork—was closer to her fathers’. She had lobbied hard to go along to lend emotional support and, if needed, to work in the kitchens of the shifters’ compound. If she wanted to leave, home was only a few portal hops away.

      “Oh, in answer to your question, Harper’s doing well according to Christoph. Leilani’s reports are a little less rosy, but I get the sense going north was a good decision for her, too.”

      River hmm’d, then said, “You can get up and stretch—take a break. I’ll fill in the shaded areas next.”

      “Thanks.” In the bathroom, I tried to peek at the design without success. 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 and completely incommunicado for weeks. Though I suspected the absent druid was behind the chunks of raw crystals I kept finding on my porch. “Have you heard anything from Tanner?”

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

      Gaah. I had to close my eyes and concentrate on breathing in and out until my skin again acclimated to the sensation of the needle.

      “You know Tanner’s teacher is one of the oldest and most venerated 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 Ni’eve, Idunn, and what’s left of the Keepers have reached a very delicate balance.”

      Oh. A Keeper of the sacred trees that bore the Norse goddess’s beloved Apples of Immortality had gone rogue. That rogue Keeper—Ni’eve’s daughter, Jessamyne, aka the Apple Witch—had been involved with my maybe-boyfriend.

      She had also set her sights on eliminating me from the competition for Tanner’s attention.

      “Calliope, druids become druids because they survive their training, not by an accident of birth. Tanner’s a good man who takes his obligations seriously. He’ll finish with Ni’eve, and then he’ll be back.” River lifted his inking gun and released the foot pedal. “I need to take five,” he said. “My hand’s cramping.”

      The druid’s timing was perfect. Talk of Tanner agitated me, especially when I pictured him spending day after day in his ex’s proximity. In France. I wasn’t the jealous type, but something about Jessamyne had always irritated me.

      Okay, a few things. No more than four.

      I tried tracing the chipped edges of the patterned linoleum floor squares then closed my eyes and recalled 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 promises left and right regarding her fidelity—to Idunn, 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 when his association with Jessamyne had begun, and when their intimate relationship had ended. “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 her,” 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 to her condition was to settle on my island in her tree form, she had another think coming. I knew the best root ball specialists in all of Canada, and they owed me a job.

      River stopped the motor 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, in an encounter that I continued to pick apart and analyze.

      The Norse goddess intimated she had much to say to the mother-daughter duo charged with protecting the lineage of trees that produced her magical apples. The words she saved for Tanner and me were the ones I treasured. According to Idunn—and evinced by her beloved apple seeds’ enthusiastic awakening—Tanner and I might have a future. If he could get his butt out of France and back to British Columbia. Moving to Europe was not an option for me.

      “And we’re done,” said River, quieting his machine. He blotted the design and held out a wide oval hand mirror. “Have a look.”

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

      Even though I knew Aunt Noémi was dead, and Bear along with her, I wasn’t prepared for seeing the likeness of her animal familiar’s paw prints. River had positioned them precisely where I had often felt the ursine presence guarding and guiding me. The ink was stark, matte black, rimmed in reddish pink where my skin was irritated.

      The emotional impact of Bear’s permanent departure took my breath away. My sinuses tingled, a warning that tears would come whether I welcomed them or not. I returned the mirror before my shaking hand dropped it and sat on the stool. “It’s beautiful,” I said, pressing my T-shirt to my cheeks. “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!” My almost-nineteen-year-old niece, Sallie, waved from across the street. She waited for a break in the traffic before dashing to join me. “Can I see it?”

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

      “Okay.” She gave a half-hearted pout and slipped her arms around my waist.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, happy to see she had ventured beyond the protective wards surrounding my property.

      “I’m trying to be out in public more. But it’s really hard.” She and I paused in the parking lot, close to my car, my arms circling her shoulders. I hadn’t known this reserved young woman all that well prior to the summer’s cataclysmic events. Her side of the family frowned on rubbing elbows with the Joneses. Sallie was revealing herself to me and her cousins—to all of us—in fits and starts while she processed overwhelming, and at times incapacitating, feelings of shame.

      Her parents, Josiah and Garnet Flechette, were in jail for murdering at least two hidden folk, the race of Magicals who tended to apple orchards throughout the Pacific Northwest. The work of the hidden folk went unseen by most human eyes, and their direct contact with sacred apple trees put them under Idunn’s protection as well as that of the Keepers.

      The Flechettes were fae—a major detail I had learned over the summer and one my ex-husband never saw fit to disclose during the fifteen-plus years we were together.

      “Are you ready for this weekend?” I asked. The coming Friday marked the first mentoring weekend of the academic year for magical teens. Sallie and Thatcher planned to go. Harper and Leilani would attend if they made it home from the Northwest Territories in time.

      “Yeah. No… Maybe?” she said, staring worriedly out at the street. The six blocks to either side of the main thoroughfare, though bustling, were quieter than during the summer rush. I doubted Sallie saw any of it. “I wish I could bring Jasper.”

      Jasper was her therapy cat, a Maine coon on extended loan from yet another witch. The presence of the imperious feline helped mitigate the effects of withdrawal Sallie had been experiencing. Josiah and Garnet had collared their only daughter starting when she was on the cusp of puberty, using spelled ribbons and jewelry to mute her magic and hide her unusual features from human eyes.

      With her parents remanded to a subterranean holding cell, there was nothing external prohibiting Sallie from expressing her magic. She was just now coming to grips with who she was, what her nascent magical skills might be, and where she belonged. The problem was she—like me—had to take toddler steps.

      “Have you asked Wes and Kaz about taking the cat along? I’m sure you’re not the only one who wants to bring a support animal.”

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

      “Yes. Absolutely. But I would ask Jasper’s owner first.” Steering us both toward my car, I clicked the key fob just as an oily, viscous sensation hit the bottoms of both feet. I sucked in a quick breath and tamped down the desire to stuff my niece into the vehicle and make a run for the safety of the heavily warded grounds surrounding my house.

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

      She hugged me awkwardly, the bones of her forearms bruising my lower ribs. “I do, and I don’t like it. It’s making me feel sick to my stomach.”

      The magical signature echoed one I’d encountered the same day I met Tanner and began this whirlwind odyssey into the concealed world of magic and magical beings. Once again, the signal blinked in and out from the vicinity of the marina, a mere three blocks away. There, float planes, fishing boats, and yachts docked alongside one another. One of the more ostentatious yachts, the Merry Widow, belonged to my ex-mother-in-law.

      Intellectually, I knew she was under house arrest at her estate in Victoria. Emotionally, my gut roiled at the thought of encountering Meribah Flechette anytime soon.

      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, sliding one hand between her arms and my torso and keeping my voice steady. “Lock the doors and lie down. Now.”

      Sallie had been schooled into round-the-clock obedience by the succession of collars her parents forced her to wear. Though now free of the magic-imbued restraints, she released her grip and reacted without question. The speed of her acquiescence pained me.

      I pointed to a strip of bushes and trees dividing the public parking area from the section reserved for business employees. I could dig my toes into the soil and keep my niece in sight. “I’ll be right over there.”

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

      The sickening sensation heralding the Magical’s presence grew stronger. I ducked beside a scraggly maple tree and pressed my hand into the deep grooves of the bark. Scuffing away leaves and a crushed can, I slipped one foot out of its flip-flop. Toes in the soil, I kept glancing at my car as I attempted to pinpoint the oddly colored spot.

      Hating that Sallie would be out of sight, but not knowing how else to do what I needed to do, I closed both eyes and settled all ten toes into the soil. A circuit board of familiar magical signatures spread and multiplied across the insides of my eyelids and through my brain. The surface of the blackish area swirled with a rainbow of colors, like a shallow puddle on an oil-slicked bit of road. Added now were a handful of whorls—five maybe, or six—tightly joined and moving together. My eyelids flew open. The group was approaching a building that backed onto the parking lot. The building belonged to the Flechette Realty and Property Development Group.

      I wiped my toes on my pants, forced my dirtied feet into the flip-flops, and hurried to my car. I didn’t press the unlock button on my key fob until I made sure my niece saw me. “Sallie,” I said, tossing my bag behind me and whispering, which was entirely unnecessary, “sit up slowly. I’m going to move us out of here and drive around the front of the real estate company’s office.”

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

      I nodded. “Yes, that one.” I started the car, backed out of the slot, and stopped at the parking area’s exit to let a gaggle of teens make their way along the crosswalk. The queasy feeling in my belly intensified.

      “Do you feel that?” Sallie asked.

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

      Sallie pressed her lips together, grabbed the headrests of the front seats, and hauled herself forward. “It’s not an it, it’s a who, and I know who it is.” She reached for the sunglasses I’d tossed on the dashboard. “Meribah and Adelaide share a lover and he’s here. Complete with his faithful entourage.”

      Sallie flicked her thumb at the windshield and wiggled deeper into her seat.

      The last pedestrian was safely on the sidewalk. I hit the blinker, signaling a right-hand turn, when two people stepped off the curb to my left. They were followed by a trio, then another couple. I watched, jaw agape at the precision with which the group maintained formation.

      “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 of the group demanded attention. Slightly shorter than the six others clustered to his back, sides, and front, he was the only one not wearing a Bluetooth device. Disconnected from technology, he was acutely connected to the swirling magical signature I could now 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, but a honk from behind hurried me along.

      “That was intense,” I said, bursting into a nervous giggle.

      Sallie glared at me over the top of my sunglasses. “That was Odilon Vigne.”
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      “Hey, Mom. Hey, Sallie.” My younger son, Thatcher, came barreling out the open screen door when we got home and enfolded his cousin in a hug. “Guess what?”

      “You made dinner?” I asked. A mother could always hope.

      “Close. I’m on kitchen cleanup tonight. Sallie’s on dinner prep. And dessert’s covered because⁠—”

      “Ta-da!” Leilani and Harper squeezed past Thatcher and tumbled down the porch stairs. Harper caught me up in a hug that forced me to exhale my breath. Lei-li brushed a kiss against my cheek and dodged the bumper of my car as her fathers, James and Malvyn Brodeur, drove through the wards and pulled onto the grass. “Daddy, Papa, we’re back!” she yelled.

      Harper whispered, “Missed you, Mom.”

      I didn’t care one whit that Harper’s tight embrace pulled at slightly raw skin at the base of my neck. “This is the best surprise,” I said, overjoyed to have my son home. “Is Christoph with you?”

      “Sure is.” Harper exchanged a hug for placing his hands on my upper arms and turning me to face him. “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, your brother was⁠—”

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

      I set my bag on the grass and took hold of the bottom of his baggy flannel shirt. I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know what I wanted or hoped to see, and I had no time to moderate my reactions. When Harper and Leilani left for the Northwest Territories with my grandfather, my firstborn had to be sedated and the awakening process of his forming wings artificially halted. Anything had to be better than that.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Positive.”

      His lower back was tanned, the skin healed from the injuries he’d sustained in August. I rolled the shirt higher and gasped. “Harp. You decided.”

      “I did.” He 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 about what had swayed my kid into accepting the winged part of his genetic heritage and all of that decision’s potential repercussions.

      Thatcher sidled 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 waddling down the stairs and let it perch on his shoulder. “I want to know what I am, besides a sixteen-and-a-half-year-old kid.”

      “Go look in the mirror,” I said. Pokey reached for the finger I offered, sniffed, and determined I bore him no treats. “You’re the Raccoon Whisperer.”

      “Yeah, but I want to be more.” Thatch approached the Garry oak tree, extricated his four-legged companion’s delicate paws from his hair, and lifted the animal onto a shaded branch.

      Harper and Leilani, along with Malvyn and James, strolled toward the house. James clutched the handle of a picnic basket, its contents covered with a red-and-white-checked kitchen towel. He waved and quickened his pace.

      “Calliope,” he said, lifting the corner of the cloth and releasing the scent of fresh-baked 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 accepted his right cheek, left cheek kisses. Mal delivered the same, and Leilani gave me another tight squeeze.

      “Malvyn, could I speak with you for a moment?” I asked.

      James offered Leilani his elbow and said, “You two can have as long as it takes us to make garlic bread.” He planted a kiss on Malvyn’s lips and escorted their daughter up the stairs.

      I tugged on Mal’s shirtsleeve and tilted my head away from the house. He followed me onto the grass and away from anyone overhearing. “Did something happen, Calliope?”

      “I was in town this afternoon with Sallie. We saw a group of fae walk into the Flechette building, the one Meribah owns that houses the real estate offices. I felt the group’s magical signature before I saw them—Sallie did, too. Weird thing is, I felt the same signature once before, earlier in the summer, when Meribah’s yacht was moored in the harbor.

      “There was almost a military feel to the way they walked,” I added. Mal fisted his chin and nodded as I spoke. The complicated watch on his wrist kept catching the sun and flashing my eyes. “Six fae, all about the same height, walking in step. Two males in front, two males in back, one female to either side of the guy in the middle. All of them dressed in dark blue or black. Oh, and the guy in the middle was shorter. He was definitely the one in control. His hold was invisible, but I could feel it, and I think the blues, deep purples, and pinks sitting atop the signatures I’m more familiar with were his personal stamp.” The more I relayed to Mal, the more details I remembered.

      The multitalented sorcerer, jeweler, and enforcer for the province’s Board of Magical Governance rested his hands on his hips. His pressed khaki slacks were more pristine than anything I would ever wear. “Anything else stand out?”

      I brought my hand to my throat. Even now, the sensation of the fae’s magic triggered my gag reflex. “At first, everything came in through my feet. Then I could see the points and connecting strands whether my eyes were closed or open. The ickiest part was the sensation of being choked.” I swallowed hard. “Sallie said the one in the middle was personally involved with both Meribah and Adelaide.”

      Malvyn stared at his tasseled loafers. “Calliope, you caught yourself a very rare glimpse of the scion of Clan Vigne. His father never leaves the lands they own in France. If there is a matter that requires his attention outside of his borders, he sends his son, and if Odilon Vigne is here in the flesh, we may have a problem.”

      He sighed heavily and held up one finger, with its perfectly buffed nail. “Let me clarify. Chances are one hundred percent that we will have a problem. That man does not show up to fix things. His role is to instigate chaos and control its inevitable fallout. He will stay until his creation has taken root, then he will extract whatever it is he has come for by whatever means are necessary.”

      “That sounds so creepy.”

      “Creepy doesn’t begin to describe his methodology, Calliope. The family’s logo is a strangler fig.” Mal spun on his heel to face me. “Have you ever seen what hemi-epiphytes left to satisfy their urges and appetites can do to otherwise healthy trees?”

      I nodded. I was aware of the destructive capabilities of invasive vines and had pangs of guilt whenever I thought about how well they responded to my magical cues. Hemi-epiphytes were a whole other level of resource-sucking bad-assery once they reached a particular stage of development. “I’ve seen photographs of what occurs in the more tropical zones.”

      “Then you have glimpsed what he and his clan are capable of.” Mal’s phone buzzed. He slid it out of a back pocket and glanced at the screen. “The troops are famished, and our presence is required.” His gaze bored into mine again. “This is not a positive development, Calliope. But now that we know he is here, we can create better defenses. I’ll make a few inquiries.” Mal turned to leave, then paused. “It can be no coincidence that Odilon has arrived so close to Meribah and her sister being put under house arrest.”

      “All the more reason for you and me to keep in touch,” I said, thanking him. Digging up more information on the Flechettes and their connection to Clan Vigne was added to my burgeoning to-do list. It occurred to me that I might have to return to my old job one or two days a week. Though I could run searches from any computer, the Agricultural Commission’s local office had the added bonus of housing decades’ worth of paper files.

      I had the added bonus of my assistant, Kerry Pippin, and her family’s extensive connections to every aspect of the island’s commercial life.

      Lest I forget, I sent myself a text, hurried toward the house, and scraped the side of my foot on yet another mineral offering. This one, a chunky cluster of tangerine- and cream-colored ferrierite, sparkled at the base of the steps. I palmed the specimen, smiled to myself, and made my way to my house’s small, outdated kitchen.

      The area seemed to shrink in size when more than three people tried to simultaneously reach for dishes and utensils, pour drinks, and get whatever else was needed to set the table and serve the food. Harper, Leilani, and Thatcher, arms and hands filled, squeezed by. I skirted the center island, placed the chunk of crystal on the windowsill, and raised my voice. “Outside, everybody. Picnic time.”

      Christoph, Malvyn, and James were already headed toward the front door, their arms loaded with picnic supplies, including tablecloths they’d pulled from who-knows-where. A honk from the driveway announced another arrival. Lifting my heels off the floor, I peeked out the window over the sink. My friend Rowan, a witch and physician with a busy OB-GYN practice, emerged from a familiar sedan, followed by Wes. The druid hefted a wood case filled with bottles onto one shoulder, and Ro lifted a big wooden bowl above her head.

      Laughter and the clanking of bottles trailed alongside the house and across the lawn. Harp and Thatch set up chairs and an old bench in the flat area near my herb and vegetable garden, and then spread an old quilt under the adjacent crabapple tree. That, plus a couple of the tablecloths layered over the prickly grass, would have to do.

      Surveying the scene, I came up one body short. Sallie was missing. If my niece wasn’t joining us for dinner, I had a feeling I knew why. I left the back deck, headed upstairs, and knocked on the bedroom’s closed door. Pressing my ear to the wood, I barely heard Sallie’s soft voice when she said, “Come in.”

      “Hey. Ro’s here. She came with Wes. I know they’d both love to see you.” I hoped mention of those two would prove more tempting than staying on her side of the room she shared with Thatcher.

      Sallie shook her head, the uneven ends of her hair swishing around her jaw and neck. “No. It’s hard for me to be around Leilani and her fathers.”

      “I bet it is,” I said. The night of my post–Blood Ceremony party, Malvyn had invoked his authority and taken charge of restraining Sallie’s parents in a dazzling show of magic. The sorcerer had then taken the two fae into his custody, as mandated by his position as the Enforcer. Sallie witnessed the entire spectacle.

      A cell phone chirped from inside the fringed bag by her knees. Her sad-eyed gaze lingered on me before she pawed through her purse and read the message. “My girlfriend’s on Fortune’s Folly Road and she can’t get past the wards. She can’t even see the house. Can I ask her in for dinner? Please?”

      Sallie’s brief flare of happiness lit up the room.

      “What’s her name?” I asked.

      “Azura.”

      “I would love to meet Azura.” I extended my arm and wiggled my fingers. Earlier in the summer, Wes and Kaz had added a layer of protective wards that allowed humans to see my house while keeping everything hidden from Magicals. Our newest visitor was—obviously—on the magical spectrum. “C’mon. There’s food enough for everybody.”

      Sallie linked her fingers through mine and hefted her feline shadow onto her hip. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Zura,” she said. “I didn’t know how to ask if she could come for a visit.”

      I kissed the side of Sallie’s head and accompanied her to where an irritated young Black woman in a retro dress and heels paced at the end of the driveway. “Let me hold Jasper while you reach for her,” I suggested, eying the two vintage suitcases standing next to the girl and wondering where we might find a mattress for yet another visitor. “I assume she’ll recognize your hand?”

      Sallie nodded and swallowed. “My nails look like shit, but she knows my rings.” She transferred the furry Maine coon cat to my arms, grabbed my hand, and beckoned through the shimmering wards.

      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, tentatively extending her arm. Sallie reached into the curtain of green light, 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 time, and then broke apart giggling.

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

      The young woman blinked at me and 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 and also, your cell phone reception bites.”

      “Yes, it does,” I agreed, bending forward and searching the road to either side for a parked vehicle. “Did you drive?”

      “Ferried from Swartz Bay, bussed into town from the terminal, then hitched a ride with a random dude. I could really use a bathroom.”

      “C’mon, then. You’re just in time for lasagna and garlic bread. And don’t forget your luggage.”

      Sallie hefted both suitcases and led Azura toward the house. I waved them off and headed to the feast. Jasper pressed his hind paws against me. When I let him go, he bounded straight for Rowan.

      “What are the chances we can have one uninterrupted meal?” I directed my question to the assembled guests and family members within earshot while helping myself to a slab of James’s casserole. Melted cheese oozed between layers of noodles, grilled red peppers and onions, and other ingredients.

      “I think the odds are eighty-seven percent in our favor that Sallie’s friend is the last surprise Magical to cross the wards onto the property tonight,” said Wes. The druid was Tanner’s best friend and appeared to be getting very cozy with Rowan. He balanced his plate in his lap while he leaned against the red-haired doctor. “River said he finished your tattoo. Care to let us see it, Calli?”

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

      Thatcher made a show of clearing his throat and tapping his fork against the side of his glass of lemonade. He raised his arm and acknowledged the gathering of adults, teenagers, and one special feline. “I would like to propose a toast,” he began.

      “Wait for us!” Sallie waved, her other hand entwined with Azura’s as they ran down the incline to join us. “Thank you, Thatch,” she said, catching her breath and accepting the two glasses Christoph offered. I gave silent thanks for the timing of her girlfriend’s arrival.

      “I would like to acknowledge my great-aunt, Noémi.” Thatcher closed his eyes for a moment and pointed in the direction of the house. When he opened his eyes, there was a clarity to the hazel coloring. “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 as good a time as any.”

      He cleared his throat. “Like my mom, Noémi was a witch. She also trained to become a shaman. When she was young, she became partially separated from her animal familiar. But her daemon—a bear—stuck around. I never told you, Mom,” he said, tipping his glass toward me, “but I felt 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 her. Here’s to Noémi and Bear, and to the spirits that watch over us.”

      I swallowed back my own tears, shared what little I remembered of my aunt, then finished with, “A toast, then, to Noémi Virginie du Sang.” I spoke my aunt’s complete name for the first time in memory. Every long-forgotten 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 in front of everyone.

      Noémi Virginie du Sang.

      Genevieve Valentina du Sang.

      Calliope Viridis du Sang.

      “So mote it be,” Rowan and Wes said in unison. Christoph rose and spread 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, to Noémi’s memory, and to Thatcher, and drank.

      “Where the hell did I get the name Jones?” Shocked, I muttered the question to myself, maybe in my head.

      “Jones is such a common surname, at least along the Eastern seaboard, Calliope. Your mother’s parents thought it would protect your 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 dessert wine and plunked my butt on the quilt.

      “Why would Mom and I need protection?” I asked, posing the question for the second time that day as I stared up at my grandfather’s winged form.

      Christoph was poised to respond, when Thatcher interrupted. “Mom, Mom, wait a sec.” He finished his lemonade and set the glass aside. Threading his fingers through his hair, he squeezed his scalp, then patted his palms at the air. “If your last name is really du Sang and Dad’s last name is Flechette, then technically Harper and I could call ourselves Flechettes du Sang. Blades of Blood. Dude, that is so cool.” He rolled to one side and fist-bumped his brother.

      Malvyn interjected. “Mmm, technically Flechettes du Sang would be more like blood darts. I create them on occasion for clients, and if you two are 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. Lots of intensive training.”

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

      “Some of these children have seen a lot of bad things.” Sallie rocked forward onto her knees and straightened her legs. She stepped closer to where Mal and James were sitting. The two men tensed, then eased up when she said, “I have a favor to ask.”

      “What is it, Sallie?”

      “Could you make one of those for me?” She touched a fingertip to Malvyn’s collar, the one I had never seen him without. The pounded gold pieces rested on his collarbones and circled the base of his throat. James wore a similar collar of delicate, overlapping leaves crafted in a different metal. Both examples of Mal’s artistry shimmered with spellwork. “Could you make me something beautiful and unique that will help me find my magic—my good magic?” Sallie’s fingers fluttered at her own throat and her voice dropped to a barely discernible whisper. “What my parents did to me was awful, but I miss my collar.”

      Mal took Sallie’s hands in both of his and stared as though sizing her up. His eyes changed from deep, calm brown to a fiery orange-red as his power rose to a palpable level. “Sallie, I will do this for you. I will create a piece of jewelry uniquely yours. But first, I would like you to do something for yourself.” He cleared his throat and looked to James for support. James gave a wordless nod and added his hand atop Mal’s. “Go away this weekend with Harper, Leilani, and Thatcher. They are your friends, they are your chosen family. 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 Rowan and Wes. “Can Jasper come this weekend, too? And Azura?”

      The druid and the witch leaned in and came to a quick and unanimous decision. “Yes,” said Rowan, standing to pull Sallie into an embrace. “Jasper knows he’s your helper and guide and buddy for as long as you need.”

      Wes directed a comment to Azura. “Would you care to share your magic with us?”

      The young woman adjusted her dress’s skirt, dusted bits of grass off her hands, and patted the intricate braiding to either side of her head. 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, her changes resembled Sallie’s, though I had only seen my niece’s fae features when she was distressed. Even then, they shifted constantly and non-symmetrically.

      Azura bent her arms at the elbows and cupped one hand over the other, slowly lifting the top hand about four inches away from the bottom. She made clockwise circles with both, mimicking the movements of someone rolling a ball of dough or clay. Bluish light lit up the space between her palms. Crystalline particles began to appear, thickening until the blue light lightened to white, then disappeared.

      Azura compressed the crystals and produced a snowball. Opening her eyes, she spotted Thatcher, grinned, and beaned him in the forehead.

      “Ice meets wood, baby,” she said, and laughed. “And that is the full extent of my magic. I can make snow, if I’m standing still, with my eyes closed, and there are no interruptions.” She shrugged and tucked her hands under her armpits. “I would really appreciate it if someone could show me how to do that without freezing my fingers.”

      

      Once the remains of the picnic dinner were sorted and those not sleeping at the house had left, I closed my bedroom door and changed into a stretchy cotton nightgown.

      House gave a contented sigh on the heels of my energetic exhale. I grinned and patted the aged tongue-and-groove paneling adorning the room’s walls. At some point—likely as my magic awoke—the house I grew up in had become a name-worthy animate object, sharing its memories and opinions with increasing frequency. All I could do was take it in stride.

      I went to adjust the window. Sliding the curtains to the side, I pushed the bottom sash higher and inhaled the changing scent of the night’s air. My bedroom faced north, onto densely packed woods and fern-filled underbrush just starting to transition into autumn’s decay.

      Taking in and letting out another breath, I became 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 token of her magnificent presence. Though I missed the sensation of fur and the comforting weight of her paws.

      Suddenly, someone—or something—rounded the house to my right. Instinct whispered I should pull down the window sash and duck. The natural barrier of fir and arbutus trees hid my ex-husband’s property, and although I knew Doug was miles away in the psychiatric wing of a hospital for Magicals, his twin brother, Roger, was missing and unaccounted for.

      I moved to the side of the window. I wouldn’t put it past Roger to reconnoiter my house on his own. No outdoor lighting on this side left the thin strip of yard draped in shadows. Whatever was out there paused, then turned. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck lowered to half-mast, House stayed mute, and I convinced myself the nighttime visitation was nothing to worry about. Thatcher’s raccoons could have been on a postprandial stroll, as could any number of wild things, including Jasper.

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

      But given the excitement of the summer, I was heeding all warnings, including the little bell set off by the scratching on the outside of my bedroom door. I tiptoed closer. The pebbled skin on my arms smoothed. I opened the door a crack, expecting Jasper the fur ball to let me know he wanted to go out, or that he was hungry.

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