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April 25 

Amiens, France

Lili set out the tea and the mismatched fine china they both liked. Her hand shook. Something about Gramma’s voice over the phone an hour earlier made her nervous. Gramma or Gra-mere in French, said, “We need to talk” in her serious voice.

She set out some speculoos cookies from the cupboard and some croissants she’d run to get fresh at the corner boulangerie.

She spun in her tiny but tidy apartment, really more like a studio, her bedroom separated by a curtain. It was all she could afford from her savings and her summer jobs from being a migrant fruit picker in the south of France, outlandish and as horrifying as it was to her upper class French family. She didn’t want to take any money from them.

She wiped down the kitchen counters and glanced around again. Oh, her laptop. She shut it and draped a cloth over it. Her grandmother wouldn’t want her to be distracted by it when she came over, and distracted she was. She’d been working for months on her prospectus for the investor pitch the next day. Despite the gorgeous spring weather in Amiens and the smells of the island gardens calling to her, she’d been holed up with her computer for days—chatting with her team via Skype and instant messaging, exchanging documents, getting everything ready for the big day tomorrow.

She had to get her business funded so she could go international. Her team spread around the world was counting on her. If she didn’t get this funding from the international group of investors in town for the special World War I commemoration, she didn’t know when she’d have another chance like this. She’d have to start at square one. When would there be another chance like this, where people who wanted to invest in local talent and clean tech software companies would be coming around again? She was born and raised in Amiens, well, Paris too. But that city was second in her heart to the river-wound city of Amiens with its gorgeous ancient cathedral and many, tiny farming islands.

A knock at her door interrupted her ruminations. Lili opened the door and smiled at her petite grandmother, shorter than her own five foot five inches. Gra-mere Leonora squinted up at her. “You’ve been worrying, dear,” and brushed past her to step into Lili’s apartment. Lili couldn’t deny it. If she did, Gra-mere would know. She always knew when Lili was lying.

So she shut the door and said, “I have my big presentation tomorrow morning, Gra-mere. I told you.” She set the kettle to boiling, so her back was to her grandmother for the moment. She just had to ask. “Gra-mere, what was so important that it couldn’t wait until after my pitch?”

She heard the chair scrape against the wood floor and her grandmother sit. When Gra-mere or Gramma, depending on which language Lili was speaking, didn’t answer, Lili turned around. Gra-mere eyed her intently.

“Sit down, child.”

“But the water—”

“Forget about that. The water takes care of itself and so must you.”

Lili wanted to cross her arms across her chest, but resisted the urge. She pulled out the chair and sat. Gra-mere often spoke in riddles. That was one of the things Lili always loved about her. She was so unlike the rest of the stuffed-up family—well, mostly her parents.

Gra-mere watched her intently. Lili squirmed, then jumped up when the kettle whistled. She poured hot water into the teapot. The rich aroma of tarragon and rose hips filled the room. Still Gra-mere said nothing.

She tried again. “Gra-mere, what was so urgent—?”

“Shh. I’m listening.”

“To what?”

“The tea.”

Lili sat back, amused but still antsy. She really needed to do one more pass, check some numbers on her slide deck.

Finally Gra-mere poured the tea into their cups, then spoke. “I came by to tell you about your legacy, dear Lili of mine.”

Lili sputtered her tea that she was sipping. “What legacy, Gra-mere?”

“The one handed down from my mother, and her mother, and all the mothers before, since the time of the Great Calamity.”

“What about Mom? And, what Great Calamity?”

Gra-mere waved her hand. “We’re not discussing your mother. We’re discussing you. And I think you’re ready.”

“For what?”

“For the truth. In seven days, by Beltane, you must go through your Rite of Initiation on the island to formally accept your legacy and find your one true love, not necessarily in that order. Magic finds magic. And yours is to be the Bringer of the Rose and protect the earth and all who live on it, but not with gadgets. With your heart.”

“Gra-mere, what do you mean?” Lili jumped up. “This—this is farfetched even for you.”

“Sit down, dear, and let me tell you what’s at stake.”

But Lili couldn’t sit. She circled her studio, chewing on her fingernails. When she realized what she was doing, she stuffed her hands in her jeans pockets. She stopped by her laptop and put her hand on the cloth that covered it. “But Gra-mere, you realize how important this presentation is to me tomorrow, don’t you?”

Gra-mere watched her with a small frown on her face, looking more like a disapproving matron than the high-spirited, artsy, young-at-heart woman she usually was around Lili. Lili plowed ahead. “With this funding, my water purification technology and app can go forward and get into the hands of anyone in the world who needs it. After a bit more testing and getting a factory set up in China or India—not sure yet. Ideally, Africa, but we haven’t found the place with the right infrastructure—”

“Your legacy is more noble than that,” Gra-mere interrupted her.

“What can be more noble than making sure everyone on the planet has drinking water?”

“Making sure that everyone will be alive to enjoy that drinking water.”

Lili’s gaze snapped to her grandmother’s. “What? What are you talking about?” She squared her reports, slapped her pens back in their jar, and shoved books back on the shelf above her computer. Her hands were shaking. Lili turned to face her grandmother.

“The fate of the world, dear child. Well, your world. Your life.” Gra-mere waved her hand as if it was all quite ordinary.

“Gra-mere, you can’t be serious.” 

Her eagle gaze on Lili, she frowned. “Oh, but I am. Sit. You must learn of the consequences.” She gestured to Lili. “Your project is nothing compared to the consequences of not obeying the magic.”

Lili sat, shivering for no reason. She sipped her tea, but the normally soothing brew didn’t calm the shaking in her body. She kept her mouth shut as Gra-mere spoke of a coming storm that would destroy all life on the planet unless the new generation of the Bringers of the Rose did their part. Their job was to make ready for the warriors to defend the Earth’s population. Lili was to go to one of the river islands in the River Somme here in Amiens, read the signs, and accept her legacy, all by May first, Beltane in the Celtic Earth traditions.

“The signs will be very clear. I have taught and prepared you well.” Her grandmother paused and sipped her tea, gazing at Lili as if taking in all of her. She clinked the cup on the saucer. “Do you understand?”

“No, I understand nothing.” Lili huffed out a breath. “All that playing with tea leaves, tarot cards, and foraging. That was you teaching me, preparing me? I thought was just grandmother-granddaughter bonding.”

“It was of course that, Lili dear.”

“What am I supposed to do, Gra-mere? I am just one person. I don’t feel prepared for what you’re talking about. I don’t even understand it. Besides I have a company to get off the ground. I’ve been working so hard on it for months, years really. Can’t you ask one of my sisters?”

“There is only one Bringer in every generation of each chosen family. You are the one in this family, my dear. Not only have I taught you well, preparing you for now, you have learned well, too.”

Lili glanced around her apartment without seeing anything. “I have? What? I’m supposed to do a Beltane ritual, fall in love, and do something to welcome some warriors? Who? How?”

Lili reached for a speculoos cookie and crumbled it into bits.

“You’ll know him when you see him. Magic knows magic. Once you do your part, the Order of the Rose warriors will do their part to protect the wisdoms.”

Lili shook her head and opened her mouth to speak.

Gra-mere raised her hand in a “stop” gesture. “If you don’t do this, Lili my dear, if you don’t accept your legacy, chaos in your life will reign, affecting others, getting things out of balance. Mark my words.” She leaned forward and said more softly, “Power will shift to the dark side. Those who want all of earth’s resources for themselves will dominate and millions will die. And there won’t be anything you can do about it. Your project won’t work.” She waved her hand as if to erase her words. “But you must claim your legacy and let go of your project. You have more important matters to deal with. Small steps lead to big gains. And you must take your small yet important steps. It all counts.” Gra-mere sat back with a firm look at Lili. She’d said her piece.

Lili sat back in her chair, hands gripped in her lap. She didn’t want to chew her fingernails down to the raw. “Gra-mere, your timing is awful.” She wanted to swear, but even her laid-back grandmother frowned on that. “This is too much. I want to work on a global scale, but this is all too much.”

“You’ll get used to it. You have seven days, dear. You will know him when you see him. Your heart will know.” She stood and headed for the door.

Lili stood too and followed her grandmother. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I can’t—I have questions. Why me, Gra-mere? What’s the Great Calamity?”

Gra-mere opened the door, turned, and gave Lili a big hug. “It’s your legacy. I know you can do this, Lili dear,” she whispered. “I faced what you’re facing and I survived.” With that, she trotted down the hallway and out the building.

Lili stood there and watched her go. Gra-mere hadn’t answered her question about the Great Calamity.

She didn’t know what to do or say for a good long minute.

Then she shut the door with a definitive bang, cleaned up the afternoon tea in a daze, and sat down in front of her computer.

Whatever her grandmother was talking about could wait one more day.

Had to. She had a deadline. She opened her computer. For a second her screen was black and didn’t respond to her key commands to wake up. She swore. She didn’t need delays. Legacy or not, chaos or not, she needed to get to work. She hit the control and C keys together, and finally the computer responded. She blew out a breath. “Thank God,” she said and got to work, tapping away on her laptop.

After a few more hours perfecting and checking with her team on last minute details—everything was in order—Lili stood and stretched. Night had fallen.

It all came crashing back to her. She couldn’t do what her grandmother asked. Everything in her small apartment looked the same, but she didn’t feel the same—not with her grandmother’s words echoing in her mind—finding her one true love and accepting her magical legacy. Yah, right. Not yet. No room for that yet, despite her parent’s pressure to settle down.

It was too much.

She flicked back the curtain and stepped into her tiny bedroom. She cast off her jeans and tank top and shimmied into her short, black dress with 1920s flapper fringes high on her thighs. She slipped on spiky heels, dashed on her favorite red Chanel lipstick, Cambon, and threw her keys and cash into her black, thin travel pouch that she strapped against her body while dancing. Lili was going to get her night on the town.
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