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      “You’re the dragon!”

      “No, you are!”

      “I have the sword.”

      Ander nursed the dregs of his second mug of coffee over the wreckage of breakfast while he listened to the rare but escalating clash of his niblings in the family room. If blades were coming out, an adult should intervene any time now.

      Oh. He was the adult.

      His undercaffeinated brain finally realized that chiseling dried oatmeal off the bowls would be one of his least favorite pastimes. Doing dishes would put him in a better position to referee the argument. So would mainlining coffee. The pot was already on the counter next to the sink.

      “You’re always the dragon!” seven-year-old Remy insisted. “It’s what you are.”

      The twins were rambunctious this morning. They had recovered from their initial disappointment that school had been canceled due to the weather after they’d already gotten up and Ander lost any chance of sleeping in. First grade still held its allure. The kids had adjusted well to American public education after their private tutoring in Wales.

      With a yawn that made him shudder, Ander gathered the bowls and glasses and shuffled to the sink, glancing over the pass-through into the living area where the twins played. “Keep it down, guys. Zenna’s still asleep. What’s the yelling about?”

      With a theatrical sigh, Remy crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t want to be the dragon.”

      “He’s always the knight.” Raven looked down her nose at her brother in lofty, twelve-minutes-older superiority. “Today, it’s my turn.” Her bare feet were spread hips-width apart, and she had a plastic broadsword thrust through the belt of her fuzzy blue robe. “You can try to keep me from rescuing Uncle Ander.”

      “Only if I get to be Sleeping Beauty on the couch.” He was still bone-tired from his weekend shift in the ER. “What if the winner got extra marshmallows in their hot chocolate?”

      “The big ones?” Remy appeared more interested in the stakes.

      “Sure. But whoever the dragon is, no fire breathing inside, and no roaring.” It had taken a terrifying amount of preparation on Ander’s part to impress upon them how important it was to not use magic at school, so he tended to be lenient at home. Their rural district didn’t have the budget or staffing to employ licensed spellwork instructors, and for reasons he hadn’t shared with the twins, it was best they didn’t draw attention. He was thankful he could relax without the possibility of phone calls from the principal regarding Remy’s attacks of obsessive drawing, Raven’s daydreaming, or any other ‘problematic behavior’.

      “Aww. Roaring’s the best part!” Remy complained.

      “We need to be quiet a little longer. The roads were too icy for Zenna to drive back to St. Louis last night.”

      Remy considered the rules Ander presented with a serious expression. “Can I still fly?”

      “In the living room.” He now had very little that was breakable. The laptop and the television were safely out of harm’s way in his bedroom. “If the fight goes outside the living room, you’re on the carpets only, not the hardwood floor.”

      “Okay.” His nephew shrugged. “I’ll be the dragon.”

      Ander set the last dish in the drying rack and refilled his coffee mug. He stepped over the nameless, sable-furred cat as it watched the tumbling flakes outside with half-closed eyes and monopolized the warmth of the kitchen floor vent on this wintery Monday morning. Outside the glass door looking out on the wrap-around porch, snow continued to build upon three inches of white March madness already on the ground. He bent to give the cat a scritch behind the ears and slopped over to the couch, stacking throw cushions against the arm as the twins bounced in excitement. This was one of their favorite games, and one he loved watching from out of the line of—literal—fire. He tucked his feet up and pulled the comforter over himself.

      “All right. Ready?”

      “Yes!” Raven quivered with anticipation, her hand going to the plastic hilt of her sword.

      “No, wait!” Remy scrambled behind the couch and shucked his pajamas off as his sister huffed in impatience. He peeked over the edge. “Now I’m ready.”

      “Ready … set ... GO!” Ander lay down before Remy’s wings could smack him in the head. As it was, the blast of air from the initial flap as he perched on the back of the couch made Ander clutch the blanket to keep it from billowing like a sail. A stack of Remy’s drawings fluttered off the coffee table and across the living room. The fireplace flared and settled back into its crackling hearth.

      “Hah!” Raven drew the now-glowing sword from her belt. It crackled with red energy. “Fear me, dragon! I will rescue him from your nest!”

      Unable to speak aloud in dragon form, Remy nonetheless made clear his opinion regarding his twin’s ability to rescue Ander with a smoky hiss, showing a maw full of razor-sharp teeth. Raven took a couple of swipes at him with the crimson blade, the scent of ozone sharp in Ander’s nose. In the six months since Remy and Raven had come to live with him, he learned that the color of their magic corresponded to how dangerous it was. Anything red was usually painful.

      “Wait, wait!” Ander pulled the comforter up around his chin. “Is that going to hurt if it hits me? Let’s fix that now.”

      “What? Oh, sorry.” Raven giggled and passed her hand over the blade, its color cooling to a violet hue. “That’s better. Now it’s a tickle sword!”

      The battle soon raged beyond the confines of the couch. Remy hovered as close to the high ceiling as he dared with his four-foot wingspan and circled the living room like a clumsy June bug as Raven posed in various martial stances with her sword over her head. The electric-purple tickle sword came in contact with her brother’s clawed toes, and Remy hissed in serpentine laughter, toothy maw wide and grinning.

      Raven’s answering laugh sounded exactly like her mother Kate’s. An unexpected lance of grief pierced Ander’s chest.

      The twins held different parts of his sister, a bittersweet reminder that both wounded and healed Ander each time he recognized Kate in Remy’s thoughtful regard or Raven’s crooked grin. Both had Kate’s gray-blue eyes. Their coloring favored their father’s side of the family: golden tan skin and wild ringlets of brown hair that defied any attempt at control.

      The last time he had seen Edwyn Piper was in September, a week after Kate used a powerful spell to send the children from their home in Wales to her sibling’s side.

      She was presumed dead, Edwyn had told Ander, his face hollow with loss.

      He closed his eyes against the pain, still surprised how overwhelming it was when he couldn’t even be sure she had died. He refused to give in to it, the intensifying game over his head in the living room a welcome distraction. Raven’s sword elongated into a shimmering purple bow, and she drew back a dangerously scarlet arrow. Flapping in defiance above her, Remy inhaled and arched his neck, the belly of his dragon-form beginning to glow.

      “No! Uh-uh.” Ander wagged his forefinger. “No red magic, no fire breathing. I can’t put out dragon fire, remember? Time to stop. You’re getting carried away.”

      The dragon held its breath. It flapped to the floor behind the couch to become Remy again, who blew out a shower of sparks between his front teeth as he scrambled to put his comic-themed underwear and pajama bottoms back on.

      “Whoa!” Ander looked up to see his cousin Zenna wander in from the kitchen with a cup of coffee, one hand thrown out to block the view of bare butt. Her curly red hair, several shades brighter than Ander’s thick auburn horsetail, stuck out like a nimbus of sunset clouds around her head. “I did not expect a naked Remy-ass in my face first thing this morning.”

      “Sorry, Zenna. But Raven’s cheating!” Remy hopped into his pants.

      Raven’s sword had faded to dull plastic again. She discarded it into a basket of toys next to the couch before diving under the comforter over Ander’s legs and surfaced to snuggle behind the bend of his knee, her wild curls crackling with static. “I wasn’t cheating, I was winning!”

      “That’s my girl.” Zenna saluted Raven with her cup as she sprawled on a cushioned chair, her leg draped over the arm.

      “Red magic is cheating,” Ander reminded them.

      “But we still get the marshmallows, right?” Remy leaned back against Ander’s chest as he pulled his shirt over his head. They were both still small enough to cuddle on the couch with him but getting long-limbed, promising to be tall like their father.

      “Marshmallows for everybody.” Ander laughed as both twins attack-hugged him. They always seemed to sense when he needed hugs—they knew a lot of things they shouldn’t.

      Like now, when Remy said, “Mam will come back soon. Don’t be sad.”

      Ander’s throat ached with the threat of tears. Zenna went still in her armchair, her sharp green gaze flicking to meet his.

      “I hope so, Remy.” Ander tried to keep the despair out of his voice for the twins’ sake.

      Raven had the faraway look that came with her daydreams. “When she comes back, we’ll all live here.”

      “Wouldn’t that be awesome?” He wished he could believe it. The huge old house he and Kate had grown up in was meant for generations to share. Now most of his immediate family was gone, and he’d lived alone for the past year at Forrest House, its emptiness an unwelcome roommate until the twins crash-landed in his bedroom.

      Ander hadn’t realized how lonely his life had become until they arrived, but he had to live with the choices he’d made.

      The kids allowed him to squish them for a little longer than usual before squirming out of his embrace. “Hot chocolate now?” Remy asked.

      “In a little while. Go change out of your pajamas and into warm clothes, and maybe we can go sledding later.” Maybe—if they were lucky. The snow looked too wet, more like mushy rain than soft, airy flakes.

      The twins raced down the hall to their room, bare feet slapping against the hardwood floors. Even though they had started out in separate rooms, they always ended up together. Ander had quickly bought them a bunk bed. The nightmares weren’t as frequent now as when they’d first arrived.

      “Missing Kate?” Zenna murmured after a slurp of coffee. Nanny of baby wizards and his link to sanity on bad days, his cousin was a capable practitioner in her own right, and the best equipped to deal with the potential disasters of juvenile wizardry.

      “Yeah. I’m missing her.”

      “Intuitive little shits.”

      “I’m starting to wonder if it’s more than that,” Ander admitted.

      His cousin frowned over the blanket she’d bundled into when she sat down. “Psychic gifts don’t run in our family. Do they run in the Piper clan?”

      “No idea. They’ve been doing magic and wild shaping since they were four, and Edwyn swears that’s the youngest he’s ever heard of in their family. Who knows?”

      “Can Cai wild shape?”

      A twist of different pain lashed through Ander at the mention of the youngest Piper brother, but he tamped it down. “Yeah. The whole family can.”

      “Druids are weird,” Zenna muttered around another sip of coffee.

      “And we’re not?” Ander raised an eyebrow. “I do magic with blood and skin for a living.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a healer. You’re supposed to.” Zenna gave him a side-eye. “Unless you’ve picked up the family arts again and haven’t told me.”

      “No,” he said, his voice flat.

      “You’re not going to turn into Miles the Elder if you use your gift, you know.” Her low voice got softer when she named their infamous ancestor.  “Grandmother was a horrible person. She can’t make you feel like a villain waiting for your origin story anymore.”

      “I know.” It wasn’t the only reason he’d renounced all but his healing skills. He glanced away to avoid her gaze.

      “Speaking of Grandmother …” Zenna cleared her throat to regain his attention. “I know you hate to go up to the workroom but consider this your last warning to renew the family wards. Otherwise, I will translocate an old goat into your house this time.”

      “Shit.” Ander slammed his head against the couch cushions and stared at the ceiling in resignation. “I forgot.”

      “Again.” She snorted. “I’m gonna kick your ass. Do it.”

      “Yes, oh great and powerful Matriarch.”

      “Goddess, not yet, Mr. Warden of Forrest House. We have to wait for Mother to kick off before our generation can take over, and she’s disgustingly healthy.” Zenna drained her coffee. “They called an emergency Hecate drill this afternoon, so I have to head back home whether or not the roads are clear. You think 72 is at least salted by now?”

      “Yeah, it’s after nine. Be careful until you hit Ironton, though.” Ander hadn’t heard anything on the news, and for Zenna’s unit of the National Defense Covens to be on alert was unusual. “Something going on I should be concerned about?”

      “The Mother General has a cob up her ass. They raised the terrorist alert after that shooting at the London airport last week. Because Lambert’s an international hub, she wants us to be ready.”

      “Tis the season, I guess.” Ander thought about it. “There’s been some kind of magical attack at every equinox, hasn’t there?”

      “Supposedly the Fellowship has a handle on it, but you know how stingy they are about sharing their precious intel.”

      “Yeah.” He did know. It was what made him retreat from Wales in the end. “Let me get dressed and I’ll clear off your Jeep.”

      “Thanks, cuz. For somebody wearing furry pink slippers, you make a pretty good guy.” Zenna winked at him and he flashed her his middle finger as he stood.

      “Fuck you very much. I’ll make you clear off your own car.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Come here first.” Zenna untangled from her blanket and waited expectantly with her arms outstretched. Ander sighed and submitted. She hugged him hard, her head only coming up to his shoulder. He melted into it and held her tight, his eyes stinging with the tears that had threatened all morning.

      “Did what the kids said make it worse? About her coming back?” Zenna murmured. “Is that why you hope they might have the Sight?”

      “Yes. Maybe,” Ander mumbled against her hair. “I want to believe it. The Fellowship has been silent, no letters, no calls, nothing. Not even from Edwyn, and I can’t reach out to him or his family. It’s killing me.”

      “Edwyn told you to keep the kids hidden for a reason. Leave it alone, Ander. For what it’s worth, I hope Raven’s right.”

      “That would be fantastic.” But the fear in Ander’s gut said Kate was gone forever.

      “I’m gonna change and pack my stuff.” She finally released him and gave him a hard but mostly loving slap on the cheek. “Don’t forget to set the wards.”

      “Ow.” Ander rubbed the sting out of his skin and followed her to the kitchen, where she branched off to the back hallway toward the kids’ bedroom and the downstairs guest room. He climbed the narrow housekeeper’s staircase to the second floor and entered his large bedroom under the eaves.

      The windows looked out over the rolling, ancient St. Francois Mountains, now hidden by white haze. Spring had tried to gain a foothold during the last week’s unseasonably warm weather, evident in the pale green buds on the trees outside, but the capricious Midwestern weather had dealt a surprise hand to prolong winter. In classic Missouri fashion, the snow was predicted to vanish into mud with the sunshine tomorrow.

      Ander knotted his long hair back with an elastic band and then rummaged for clothes. His wardrobe produced jeans, a t-shirt, and a long green sweater with kimono sleeves. When at work, he dressed in the same blue scrubs everybody else wore with his long hair tucked under a cap, but at home his taste in clothes ran closer to the femme side.

      He shivered into the undershirt, the fireplace in his bedroom long cold. As his head emerged from the collar, his gaze settled on the framed photos atop his wardrobe. There was one of Kate and Ander with their mother, Emma. Kate, with her red-gold hair and slate-blue eyes, was beautiful like their mother. Ander, four years younger than Kate, was darker in hair and eyes than his sister.

      The other frame held a picture from Kate and Edwyn’s handfasting in Wales. His brother-in-law wore the silver-gray long coat of the Fellowship, and Kate a flowing white gown with a crown of flowers. Ander embraced his sister and Edwyn on one side, their joyous smiles full of love and laughter. On the other side, Edwyn’s brother Cai grinned over Ed’s shoulder, his long, silver-gray clad arm wrapped around the couple and his hand clasped with Ander’s to complete the group hug.

      Cai.

      Almost a year after leaving Wales, Ander still experienced intense, passionate dreams about Cai that followed him into the moments before he fully awakened. His cheeks grew hot with the fleeting memories of dreamtime encounters, and he shook himself out of the dangerous line of thought. He needed to move on, but his subconscious clearly had issues with the idea.
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        * * *

      

      After clearing Zenna’s Jeep of the heavy, wet snow and seeing her off, Ander left his boots in the mudroom and resumed morning chores, something that took a lot longer now with two kids in his life. Remy and Raven were still dressed in their pajamas and embroiled in some kind of make-believe game that had them both giggling. He set out thermal underwear, socks, jeans, and sweaters for each and told them to put those on first, then make up their bunk beds.

      He returned upstairs and straightened his room, settling the sheets and pillows on the mattress. The quilt he spread over the huge bed with its antique wrought iron headboard was one his great-grandmother had pieced together long ago. Four generations of Forrests had put their time and less arcane skills into its depiction of the Tree of Life. Branches reached for the sky, roots tangled through the ground in a circular Celtic knotwork with Blood is Stronger than Magic embroidered beneath the roots. It was the Forrest family crest, and the basis of their philosophy toward the powers they held. Everything was interconnected, interwoven, never-ending. Family magic.

      A crash, a thump, and startled shrieks from downstairs made him jump. The cat yowled. The twins were obviously finished dressing.

      “Everybody all right?” he called.

      “Uncle Ander?” Remy’s voice, tremulous and thready, sounded from downstairs.

      “Just a second. I’ll be right down.”

      “UNCLE ANDER!” the twins wailed in unison, an edge of panic in their voices. Alarmed, he wondered what was going on. The cat flew past him on the stairs on the way to hide under his bed, its tail fur standing on end like a bottle brush. The twins ran to meet him, grabbed his hands and pulled him toward the back hall.

      “Uncle Ander, there’s a man in our room!” Remy cried.

      “What?” Ander wasn’t sure if it was a game or they were serious. No one could get through the wards but family.

      But he hadn’t remembered to renew them. Fuck.

      “Really! Come and see!” Raven was excited rather than scared, the Welsh accent she’d almost lost after six months in the Midwest creeping back into her speech. “I think it’s Da!”

      “Edwyn?” Ander slid around the corner in his socks as he entered the twins’ room. A long, lean figure lay face down on the floor. His silver-gray long coat was stained with red and blood matted the back of his hair, a wild disarray of brown curls hiding his face.

      “Is he dead?” Remy whispered as Ander knelt beside the still form and felt for their carotid pulse. It was strong and regular beneath his questing fingers.

      “No, but he’s hurt.” He dispersed the sharp, ozone scent of magic with a wave. “I need your help, please. Raven, bring my work bag from the mud room. Remy, I need the first aid kit from the bathroom.”

      The twins scurried to obey. Ander examined the scalp wound carefully, spreading his fingers to either side of the cut. There was a bruised knot beneath the wound. He closed his eyes and extended his senses, probing for signs of injury to the brain. There was evidence for a concussion, something that would heal better if left on its own, but he found no internal bleeding beneath the skull requiring his intervention. The surface cut gaped and blood flowed in slow, heavy drips, matting the man’s hair in clumps. Normally it would require staples, but this was where Ander’s talents were excessively useful in the ER.

      As Raven and Remy returned with the bags, he brushed the man’s hair away from his face and realized with a jolt that it wasn’t Edwyn.

      It was Cai.

      “Uncle Cai? Not Da?” Raven’s voice rose in disappointment.

      Remy threw himself to his knees beside the man. “Uncle Cai!”

      Ander pointed to the items they held. “I need the bag and the first aid kit open on the floor, please.” Best to shift into trauma nurse mode rather than acknowledge the avalanche in his heart. Cai looked like he’d been through a battle and came out on the losing side. He needed Ander’s help.

      He shifted his healing senses to discover what lay beneath unbroken skin and wriggled his arm beneath the back of the coat to trace his fingertips against the back of Cai’s neck and down his spine. He detected no injuries to the spinal cord or the broken porcelain sense he got from fractured bones, nor from a brief sweep of his ribcage.

      Ander’s vision faded to a microscopic view in his mind. He returned his attention to the laceration on Cai’s scalp to get a better sense of its depth, identifying the red blood cells and the white, the platelets clotting against skin cells at the edges of the wound. His magic crept into the cut to find the damaged vessels and constricted them to stop the bleeding before he eased back from his magical sight.

      “There are some saline syringes in my bag. Will you unwrap them for me, Remy?”

      He irrigated the wound, the twins acting as his assistants and handing out gauze. His inner vision isolated unfriendly bacteria in the open wound and destroyed it, directing white blood cells to the invaders before they could proliferate.

      Ander reached out with his magic and stimulated the rapid growth of new cells as he held the edges of the wound together, rejoining torn blood vessels until the last of the bleeding stopped. The deep cut sealed over with a layer of pink, new skin. He stayed immersed in that inner vision for a few minutes longer to be sure Cai’s body was taking over the healing process on its own.

      He emerged from his healing trance with a tired sigh to find both twins staring with wide eyes at the newly mended injury, then at each other, exchanging that silent communication Ander wasn’t sure how to interpret.

      “You guys okay with the blood? Not feeling sick or anything?”

      “No,” Raven said.

      “We’re fine,” Remy finished in the same breath.

      “That was wicked!” they said together.

      “Thanks.” Ander smiled at them. “It’s safe to turn him over now. We’ll see if he’s hurt anywhere else.”

      With the twins’ help, he rolled Cai onto his back. The wild, unruly curls fell away from his face and snagged on two or three days’ worth of dark beard growth. He was still as handsome as Ander remembered, though there were a few more lines etched close to Cai’s mouth and the outside corners of his eyes. The bronze skin of his jaw showed early stages of bruising, but no other major injuries. Blood covered the palm and fingers of Cai’s right hand and the cuff of his coat. There were no injuries to explain the volume or its source. Ander stared a moment at what looked to be the hallmarks of a blood spell, his heart thumping an uneven rhythm of disbelief.

      He sent the twins for a big bowl of warm water and a couple of washcloths, then dug his stethoscope and blood pressure cuff out of the workbag. The tide of Cai’s breath remained clear, slow, and even, his heart strong and rhythmic. He was merely unconscious and in no distress that Ander could note. He gently pried his eyelids up and flicked on his penlight. The man’s pupils contracted evenly in gold-flecked hazel irises. It confirmed his initial assessment of the absence of more severe internal head injuries despite the knot of bruising around the cut he’d healed. He sat back on his heels as the kids returned, sloshing water over the edges of a shallow plastic basin.

      “What happened to him?” Raven’s curiosity was getting the better of her as she gave Ander a sopping wet washcloth. “How did he get here?”

      “I’m not sure.” He kept his suspicions to himself as he worked to clean the blood from Cai’s right hand.

      “Does he need to go to your hospital?”

      “Normally I would say yes, but I don’t think the ambulance could get out of our valley like Zenna’s Jeep.” He also suspected keeping him here was the best option. The regional hospital where he worked was not equipped to handle an injured wizard. There were no magic-proofed ERs closer than Cape Girardeau, seventy-five miles down the highway. It would be better to keep him here if he remembered to set the fucking wards.

      “When’s he going to wake up?” Remy asked.

      “It could be hours yet. I think he came a long way.” He sat back and cleaned his hands with the other washcloth, wondering how he was going to get Cai off the floor.

      “Is Da coming, too?”

      “I don’t know, Remy. I’m sorry.” Ander put his arm around the boy’s shoulder, drawing him closer for a reassuring hug.  He watched Cai breathe for a moment, the slow, deep rise and fall of his chest, and thought about the problem at hand. “Do you two know how to move people with magic?”

      Raven, sounding indignant, snorted, “We could do that when we were babies.”

      This baby can’t. Not in a way that wouldn’t hurt like a son of a bitch. Ander shrugged off the innocent slight and continued, “Do you think you can get him into the bed in the guest room?”

      The twins looked at each other and joined hands before Raven reached out and whispered, “Fel pluen, os gwelwch yn dda.” Remy moved his free hand in an upward motion, and a breeze swept through the room, ruffling bedsheets, the twins’ hair, and drawings pinned to a corkboard.

      Ander cradled Cai’s head and neck as his body rose gently from the floor. The three of them guided the unconscious man through the doorway and narrow hall to the guest room. Zenna had changed the bedding before she left, but Ander stripped another of Great-Gran’s quilts off with one hand in deference to the blood, soot, and soiled boots. The twins lowered Cai to the mattress, their faces scrunched in concentration.

      At last, they got him situated, and Remy said, “Pluen dim mwy.” Both twins relaxed, dropping their joined hands as Cai’s body sank against the sheets. “Diolch yn fawr,” they whispered in unison.

      He was so tall they’d had to place him diagonally in the double bed, his boots hanging over the edge. Raven fussed with rearranging pillows while Remy burrowed into the wardrobe and came out with a battered, fleecy comforter he spread over his uncle. After one last check of his pulse and respirations, Ander shooed the children out and closed the door partway.

      “Where did you learn that magic?” he asked. He hadn’t recognized it, and they had spoken Welsh, which meant it was a spell from their father’s family.

      “It’s the magic Uncle Alun uses,” Raven said. “The school matrons at home don’t like it, but it’s easier to call wind spirits than do all the fussy bits with the elements.”

      Ander had a sudden sense of déjà vu from his childhood. Whispers on the wind as he huddled in the spirit hollow to avoid training alone with ... He diverted the thoughts before the memories could resurface.

      It wasn’t safe to think about those things.

      “Are you two doing all right with this?” Ander asked, kneeling to reach the children’s eye level. “I know this has to be a little scary for you.” He feared it might trigger a resurgence of the ugly nightmares they’d suffered when they first arrived, but the twins shook their heads in unison.

      “No, we’re not scared. It’s just Uncle Cai,” Remy said, his brow furrowed. “But Da was with him. I thought he would come too.”

      “You know he would be here if he could. You did a great job helping me, but now we need to let him rest,” he told them. “Tell you what. I’ll clean the floor in your room, then we’ll get boots and coats on and we’ll go play in the snow while he’s sleeping.”

      The twins exchanged glances and after a pause, charged off to get their winter coats. Ander rose to follow them but couldn’t resist one more look through the cracked-open door at the man in the bed. He wondered what desperation brought him here.

      The last time he’d seen anyone this deeply unconscious, it had been the twins after their abrupt magical journey from Wales. The palmar side of their right hands had been covered in blood, too: Kate’s blood. The last, desperate bid of a mother to send her children from harm. She had used their family’s most proprietary art to create a translocation portal and send the twins to safety with her closest relative. The kids emerged in Ander’s bedroom, rendered unconscious from the distance the magic had brought them.

      Only the same kind of spell could have brought Cai here in this manner, and it couldn’t have been his own blood covering his right hand.

      It would have to be Edwyn’s to bring him to the twins.

      But who cast the bloodspell?
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        * * *

      

      As Ander feared, the snow was too wet for good sledding, but it made a heavy, slushy snowman. Out in the front yard, the large, three-sphered entity spattered with mud and grass loomed inside the front gate like an icy sentry, a shallow path scooped out behind it in a meandering loop. It had taken firm reminders to the twins that snowmen were not supposed to walk on their own despite what they’d seen in cartoons. Not for the first time, he was grateful their closest neighbors were a mile down the still-gravel road and over a thickly wooded hill.

      Forrest House had been built in the 1800s with seclusion in mind. The Victorian gables and four-sided attic tower soared over the wrap-around porch, its sage-green paint and white railings rough and in need of a new coat this year. That was a job Ander couldn’t do alone on the three-story house in any reasonable amount of time, and he’d have to drop the wards if he hired it out.

      The wards. Damn it.

      Branches creaked and snapped in the woods beyond the yard under the weight of the snow, and he hoped that the power wouldn’t go out. He dug out the door of the barn, long empty of animals and now housing his SUV, while the twins pelted each other with snowballs until they were too wet and cold to continue.

      Ander delivered their promised hot chocolate after they shed sopping winter coats, jeans, and boots in the mudroom. Soon both kids sat in their long winter underwear at the table, chasing marshmallows around the mugs with their tongues and coloring with crayons while Ander put the wet clothes in the dryer.

      He heard Cai in the other room, muttering, moaning.

      Raven jumped up. “He’s awake!”

      Ander listened. “Stay here. Let me make sure he’s all right first.” It sounded more like nightmares than awake.

      Remy hadn’t looked up, his crayons moving furiously in one of his drawing attacks, but Raven glowered and thumped her butt back down in the kitchen chair with her arms crossed.

      “You’ll be able to talk to him later. He might not be ready. Stay here.”

      Ander advanced down the hallway cautiously and peered through the partly open door. Cai wasn’t awake yet, but his mind was clearly fighting through the fog. His head tossed back and forth in delirium.

      He slipped into the room and closed the door. Leaning on the edge of the bed as Cai thrashed and moaned, Ander touched the man’s forehead. The heat of his skin suggested fever, and he moved his hand to the side of Cai’s neck to better assess his warmth.

      Cai came awake at once with an incoherent shout, his long fingers closing around Ander’s wrist with bruising force as his body sprang upright. Energy crackled between the fingers of his cupped free hand as he prepared to cast a deadly, white-hot spell.

      “Cai! It’s me, Ander.” He fought panic and remained calm.

      Cai’s fingers relaxed against his wrist but didn’t let go. Rapid breathing slowed and his eyes gained more clarity.

      “Ander.” His voice was rough, and he stared as if seeing a mirage. He didn’t reabsorb the energy waiting like trapped lightning in his palm.

      “Yes.” He looked into his confused golden eyes. “Remember me?”

      “What a question.” Cai gave a short, dry laugh as the sizzling energy finally dissipated. His fingers slowly released their grip on his arm, but his gaze never left Ander’s. “Where am I?”

      “You’re safe. You’re at Forrest House—my home.” He rubbed his bruised wrist. “You came here a few hours ago by bloodspell.”

      “Bloodspell…” He closed his eyes in anguish. “Edwyn! He’s still back there. I have to get to him!” He swung his long legs over the side of the bed, his boots thumping on the floor, but as he came to his feet he swayed and nearly fell.

      “Whoa.” Ander guided him back down to the mattress. “You can’t go anywhere yet. You have a head injury.”

      “No, I have to…”

      “Don’t make me go nurse on your ass, Cai Piper.” He pushed him back against the bed and helped him swing his legs back in. He was weak as a kitten, unable to put up much of a fight. “You can’t help him right now.”

      He groaned. “I’m going to pass out again. Ander?” Cai’s hand covered his where it lay against his chest. “Be here when I wake up, please. I need to know this isn’t just another dream.”

      “I will.” His pulse sped up.

      “Don’t call the Fellowship.” His eyes fluttered. “Don’t tell them I’m here…” His body went limp against the pillows as unconsciousness claimed him once more.

      Ander covered him with a blanket and rose. When he left, Cai had been a powerful young wizard mentored by the formidable Magister Trevelyan Jones, head of the Fellowship. Cai’s loyalty to the order was unquestionable—one of the reasons Ander fled from Wales and their relationship, even though it had broken his heart.

      That he’d told him not to call the Fellowship was only more proof that something was terribly wrong.
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      Cai slept the rest of the afternoon. Ander managed to distract the twins from sneaking into their uncle’s room by helping them make chocolate chip cookies and then streaming a movie on his laptop. He started a pot of vegetable soup and a batch of biscuits, and as snow-blue darkness began to gather in the valley, he took a bottle of water from the refrigerator and peered into the guest room again.

      His bloodstained long coat was draped over the footboard. Cai sat on the side of the bed, his drooping head leaning in his hands. It was a disconcerting flashback of the night Ander left their flat. That scene was seared into his conscience like a brand.

      “Headache?” Ander asked softly. Cai startled, raised his head quickly, and winced.

      “Blinding,” he admitted.

      “Here. You need to drink water.” Ander uncapped the bottle and handed it to Cai. “You took a nasty hit to the head. I healed the cut, but it’s a bad bruise. I have some acetaminophen—paracetamol—if you want it.”

      “Not yet.” He drank deeply and stood, unfolding his tall frame with caution. “The vertigo is gone.”

      “Good.” They stared at each other for a long moment. Ander’s insides still did flip-flops beneath Cai’s golden-brown gaze, bringing warmth to his cheeks.

      Cai cleared his throat. “You said I’m in America?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And if I was sent by a bloodspell, does that mean Remy and Raven are here?”

      “Well, of course.” Ander blinked as Cai closed his eyes and sighed. He wasn’t sure if it was relief or defeat. “You didn’t know,” he said.

      “No. Edwyn kept it a secret, even from me.” His fingers touched the blood-matted knot at the back of his head in tentative exploration. “I must have been out. I would never have let him send me otherwise. He was bleeding badly.” His hand tapped an area high and to the outside on his left leg. “Shot in the thigh.”

      Ander thought of all the major blood vessels there and breathed a plea to the Goddess that none were severed. “I didn’t think the Fellowship used bullets.”

      “We don’t. We were on a joint mission with intelligence agents. Someone started lobbing spells at us and our allies turned and shot each other. He was hit in the crossfire.”

      “A Judas spell?” Ander frowned.

      “I think so.”

      “Were you working with British intelligence?”

      Cai opened his mouth to answer, then flinched and rubbed both sides of his head. “Some of my memories are missing. It’s painful to think about.”

      “I think you might have a concussion.”

      “Maybe. But this feels more like it was blocked by a spell.”

      “By Edwyn?”

      “I don’t think he would have had time. Not surrounded by guns and magic.” His breath became uneven again, and he sat unsteadily on the bed. “The harder I try to think about it, the more it hurts.”

      “Don’t try right now.” Ander came closer and put his fingers under Cai’s jaw, forcing him to look up so he could peer into his eyes. Still no signs of a more serious head injury, but he wasn’t satisfied until he ran his fingers under Cai’s clotted hair to cradle the bruised lump beneath his palm, his senses open for new bleeding. He didn’t discover any.

      Cai stared at him as he pulled away, his face inches from Ander’s. They both became aware at the same time of how close he was standing, his hands gentle on the back of Cai’s head as if he were going to draw him into a kiss. Ander slowly stepped back.

      “I have to find a way to get back to...” Cai frowned. “To…damn it! They took that, too. I don’t know where we were.” He looked to Ander with a desolate gaze. “I don’t even know if Edwyn’s alive.”

      “You can’t ask the Fellowship?”

      He stiffened. “No, I can’t.”

      “I’d feel better if I could get you to a hospital.”

      “I’ll be fine. I think it’s clear I’m meant to protect you and the twins.”

      “Protect us from what?” He sat on the bed next to him. “What’s going on, Cai? Why wouldn’t Ed tell you where the kids were?”

      He didn’t answer, his gaze slipping sideways.

      Ander had not missed this infuriating silence. Kate had pushed Ander away with it, Edwyn maintained it, and Cai had used it to shut down questions when they were together.

      He’d left Wales and come home because the people he loved most in the world could barely talk to him unless he was inducted into the Fellowship.

      Fury rose in scarlet floods with Cai’s refusal to speak. Ander let it crest. “That’s fantastic. Of course you can’t say anything. Then tell me how to protect them and get the fuck out.”

      “You don’t⁠—”

      “They’re all I have left of Kate! I need to know how to protect them!”

      “If you’re going to shout at me, then I will take that paracetamol now.” His voice was soft, defeated. A crease furrowed the skin between his brows, and the tight lines of his body spoke of more pain than a headache. Ander didn’t have to imagine the grief of not knowing if his brother was dead or alive. He knew only too well.

      “I’m sorry.” Ander exhaled, forcing himself to calm. “We aren’t done,” he said in a less strident tone. “You will tell me what’s going on. Fuck the Fellowship and your code of secrecy! Those kids are my priority now. They’ve already lost their mother, and now maybe their father. No more.”

      To his surprise, Cai nodded. “I promise I will tell you what I know.”

      Disconcerted by his unexpected victory, Ander reluctantly let his anger drain away.

      “Are you hungry? I’m making dinner.”

      “Starving. I can’t recall when I last ate anything.”

      “It’ll be ready in half an hour. Make sure you drink the rest of that water.” He turned to go.

      “Ander.” Cai’s expression was gentle as Ander looked back over his shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too.” The flutters inside were ridiculous despite the tug of war between Ander’s anger and worry.

      A pair of seven-year-old blurs burst through the door before he could reach it. “Uncle Cai! Uncle Cai!”

      “Fy dreigiau bach! Give us a cwtch.” Despite the pain, his expression suffused with glad relief as Cai knelt and gathered them into his arms. They hugged him around the neck, and he kissed them both on the forehead, his voice uneven with emotion and his eyes wet.

      “You’ve both grown so much! I can’t believe it.”

      “Uncle Ander had to buy me new shoes,” Remy said proudly.

      “And all my clothes are getting too short.” Raven gave him a loud kiss on the cheek. “Where’s Da? Is he coming?”

      “Not right now.” To his credit, Cai held it together. He gently pushed them away with a grimace. “More hugs later. I’m disgusting. I need to take a bath. Ander invited me to have dinner with you.”

      “You can play with my Aquaman,” Raven offered. Cai stroked her hair with affection.

      “Thanks, love. Read any good comic books lately?”

      “There aren't any shops here.” Remy huffed. “We have to go to Cape Girardeau or St. Louis to get new ones.”

      “Come on, you two. Help me set the table and I’ll put the biscuits in the oven while Cai gets cleaned up.” Ander spread his arms and shooed them out the door, but not before Remy gave his uncle another strangling hug. He waited until the kids were back in the kitchen, and then rounded on Cai, who straightened slowly to his full height.

      He found nothing else to say except, “I’ll get the medicine out for you, and then you can shower. There are towels in the cabinet.”

      “I don’t suppose you have any clothes that might fit me?” He plucked at the gray shirt. “These stink of magic and blood.”

      Ander nodded. “I should have something. Leave your clothes and the dirty sheets outside the door and I’ll put them in the washer.” He crossed the hallway and washed his hands, then got the capsules out of the medicine cabinet, placing them on the counter with a paper cup.

      After starting the twins on table duty and sliding the sheet of biscuits into the oven, he rummaged through his wardrobe. Cai was five inches taller than he was, but not bulky despite their height difference. He uncovered a pair of drawstring scrub pants he’d forgotten to return to the hospital laundry, an extra-large t-shirt, and a voluminous SLU hoodie. The pants might be ridiculously short on Cai, but they would do until his clothes were clean or he could get some from town.

      He stopped that line of thought. Ander had no idea how long he would stay. For all he knew, Cai had found some stunning, magically gifted wife by now to produce beautiful, gifted children for the Fellowship, and had to be home as soon as his mission was completed.

      The long coat and a neat pile of dirty clothes and sheets waited beside the bathroom door. He quickly put a new set of linens on the guest bed and dropped the clean clothes on the quilt. He picked up the soiled things and took them to the mudroom.

      His nose wrinkled at the sharp, elemental smells of copper, char, and ozone that clung to Cai’s clothing and tossed the clothes into the belly of the machine.

      He studied the gray long coat with a dubious eye. Naturally, wizards didn’t have washing instructions sewn into the collar. He seemed to remember Kate telling him it was an enhanced material which could repel magic like a bulletproof vest. The drying blood was already beginning to flake off. He chose chaos and decided to throw it in too, setting the washer to fill for a long presoak.

      The back of the collar and right shoulder were covered with drying maroon splotches from Cai’s head wound, and the cuff of the right sleeve was stained as if it had been pressed against a heavily bleeding wound. This much blood was nothing in Ander’s line of work but knowing it was most likely Edwyn’s made all the difference. He’d been badly wounded, and Ander was afraid for him.

      Out of habit he patted the pockets before adding it to the washer. Suggestive lumps in the recesses of the coat required removal, and he grabbed a plastic basket that held random things he found in his or the twins’ pockets: crayons, alcohol wipes, rocks, syringe caps, feathers. Ander dumped them on top of the dryer for the moment.

      Most of the things he found in Cai’s pockets were normal. A wallet with coins and euros, a pen, folded paper. Keys, and a cell phone in an insulated case to protect it from magic. A deep, inside pocket at waist level on the left side held the tools of a wizard’s trade: small amounts of elemental components upon which more complicated spells were built, arranged in spell-glass vials in a soft leather packet.

      But in the wide, inside pocket on the right side was a flat wooden case, about six inches square and half an inch deep. He did a double take at the embossed seal on the front, worn almost smooth. The Tree of Life—the Forrest family crest, nearly invisible with age.

      He started to explore the seal with his fingertip and recognized the buzz of family magic before he even touched it, an unmistakable hum in the marrow of his bones. Ander snatched his hand back before he could trigger anything, his heart pounding. Why would Cai have this? Did it have something to do with Kate?

      Not for him to know, he admonished himself. He’d left all that behind.

      Except for the wards, which he’d forgotten again, damn it. It was fortunate he hadn’t powered them up, or Cai might have ended up outside the stone wall around the compound, unconscious in the snow.

      He tossed everything into the basket, and the coat into the wash to soak with the rest of the clothes. Remy and Raven watched the end of their movie at the almost correctly set table. He checked the biscuits and then took the container of Cai’s property to the guest room, intending to leave it on the bed.

      Cai stepped into his path from the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. They both froze. Ander remembered those broad shoulders well. Lean muscle lay beneath the golden skin of his arms and flat stomach, drops of water clinging to the planes and valleys of his abdomen. He wore a bronze and gold torc around his neck previously hidden by the banded collars of coat and shirt, the ends capped by snarling Celtic dragons. Ander dragged his eyes away from Cai’s chest, relieved to find the other’s startled attention on the contents of the basket. He hastily extended it to him.

      “Your clothes are in the washer. There are some on the bed that should fit. Five minutes until dinner.”

      Cai took the basket. “Thank you.” He met his gaze, but Ander was already turning back toward the kitchen in haste.

      Hoo, boy. The physical attraction that had drawn them together from the moment they met still burned. The last thing he needed was to let his libido take the wheel, as if the sex dreams weren’t embarrassing enough. If Cai was counting on parading around half naked to distract Ander from making sure he kept his promise to talk, he was…

      Sadly, not as mistaken as Ander would care to admit. It had worked before.

      By the time Cai padded into the kitchen on bare feet, Ander had the soup dished into bowls. Remy pulled Cai to a seat between him and Raven where they kept up a barrage of conversation regarding their new school and friends. Trading narratives back and forth, they finished each other’s sentences in the crazy twin-speak that bordered on telepathy. Cai did his best to keep up, but Ander could read that his headache wasn’t getting any better.

      “Okay, guys, your soup is getting cold. Let him eat in peace.” He put cups of milk in front of the kids and set out glasses of water for the adults, secretly thankful the twins were monopolizing the conversation. Ander wasn’t sure what to say.

      I’m sorry I left the way I did, Cai, but you’d better tell me everything or I’ll use whatever magic I can muster to make you regret that Ed sent you without backup.

      Or: I know we haven’t spoken in a year, but I still have steaming hot sex dreams about you.

      I’m still in love with you, Cai. I never should have left.

      No, he definitely shouldn’t start with any of those.

      “Did Auntie Gwen have her baby yet?” Raven asked as Ander set a bowl of soup in front of Cai. His hand shook, betraying him. Who was Gwen?

      “Ages ago. You have a new little cousin named Evan, and he’s already four months old.”

      Remy was ecstatic, but Raven groaned. “Another boy. We need girls!”

      “Well, I’ll tell Uncle Alun you said so.”

      Ander was relieved to hear it was Alun who had a family now and not Cai as he took his seat. The eldest of the brothers, Alun was more a mage-scholar than his younger siblings in their martial role. The Pipers descended from a long line of Druids on one side, and an Ethiopian priestess on the other. Alun carried on their combined family traditions in a more rural setting. “Alun is a father?” Ander inquired.

      Cai nodded as he took a bite of soup. “He and Gwen were married last Imbolc at Tŷ Mynydd.”

      “That’s a tiny little castle,” Remy informed Ander.

      “Yes, I know.” Ander could still picture the parapets by night and moonlight, indelibly linked with the memory of gentle laughter and deep kisses. He flushed when Cai paused between spoonfuls of soup and their gazes met. He hadn’t forgotten, either. Ander looked away and clarified for the twins, “I’ve been there.”

      “You have?” Raven cocked her head. “I don’t remember you there.”

      “It was before you were born, silly girl. That’s where your Mam and Da were married.” Ander took a hasty sip of his water.

      “Oh.” Raven’s eyes went far away for a moment, and then she brightened. “That’s where you and Uncle Cai will get married, too.”

      The water burned going up Ander’s nose. His eyes stung, and across the table Cai flushed and cleared his throat.

      “This house is bigger than I you described it. How many rooms?”

      “Two bedrooms down here, the bathroom, kitchen, formal dining room, a parlor, and the living room. Upstairs there are two more bedrooms, two bathrooms and the suite that was my grandmother’s apartment. And an attic.”

      “And a dungeon.” Remy wrinkled his nose.

      “With spiders,” Raven added, holding up wriggling fingers.

      “It’s a cellar, not a dungeon,” corrected Ander. “But yes, there are spiders.”

      “Such a large house, but you live here alone?” He watched Ander over his glass.

      He wasn’t sure if Cai was fishing for information about his love life, so he answered ambiguously. “There were three generations living here when we were growing up. My cousin Zenna lived with us in the summers, but Aunt Elise had a falling out with Grandmother a long time ago. They are the only other Forrests left here in the States now. Zenna lives in St. Louis and only stays here when I work.”

      “Zenna’s our nanny. She’s much nicer than the matrons we have at home.” Raven made a face. “They’re bossy. And scary.”

      Cai made a face back at her. “They scare me, too.”

      Remy giggled, and Ander couldn’t help but smile. He’d heard stories from the twins about the Fellowship’s matrons, who stayed with the children if Kate and Edwyn were both away on missions.

      “You work in a hospital?” Cai asked.

      “Emergency room. When the twins came to live with me, I switched to the weekend shift so I can be home with them during the school week. I work at a clinic in town with the local doctor on Wednesdays.” Ander deftly intercepted half of the palm-sized yellow lump Raven was about to spread on her biscuit and put it back on the butter dish.

      “Are you happy?”

      It wasn’t so much the question as the soft tone in which it was posed which made Ander look up. Cai’s expression stilled him. His mouth curved in a gentle smile and his eyes told Ander he held regrets, too.

      “Yes.” His answer was a little more uncertain than he intended, and he modified his tone as he looked away. “Yes. I can make a difference here.”

      “I’m glad.” Cai took another gulp of water.

      The rest of dinner passed quickly. The twins finally finished their soup, and Ander began retrieving dishes to take to the sink. “Raven, it’s your turn to help with dishes tonight, please. Remy, why don’t you show Uncle Cai some of your drawings?”

      There were stacks of paper in the art bins against the wall. Ander couldn’t bring himself to throw any of them away. Remy had a gift far beyond the usual seven-year-old’s artwork, and an obsessive need to create that sometimes interfered with school or chores. He would have to stop and draw until he was finished with the picture—on whatever wall, table, or desk that was available if he had no paper. Then he would pick up where he’d left off, as if nothing happened.

      “Look, I did these while you were asleep. That’s Da, and that’s you.” Remy handed Cai a sheaf of papers as Ander retrieved the last of the dishes. Ander glanced at it, because he hadn’t seen his drawings from lunchtime. It was one he would have to put under the ‘unsettling’ label that so often earned a telephone call from Remy’s teacher.

      Two people in gray long coats were at the center of the picture, back-to-back in what looked like a parking garage, a line of evenly spaced cars behind them. Nimbuses of white and blue energy surrounded the figures’ hands, and on either side of them ranged dark human shapes with guns. The one closest to the person Remy identified as his father was in the act of aiming their gun at Edwyn.

      Cai flinched, his hand going to the side of his head. His voice was strange. “That’s quite a drawing. What’s happening there?”

      “Those men got hit with a Judas spell. See?” Remy pointed out a silver shadow that limned each dark-figured outline. Ander frowned. Had Remy been listening when they talked earlier?

      “What else happened?” Cai asked.

      Remy shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t see.”

      “Fair enough.” Cai glanced at Ander as he shuffled to the next drawing, and Ander made a strangled sound of surprise before he managed to silence himself.

      This drawing was clearly of Kate.

      Remy had captured her in the act of smiling, but tears streaked her face in pale blue lines of crayon.

      “Beautiful. What’s this one?” Cai prompted.

      “Mam was happy to see Da, but sad at the same time.”

      “And this?” Cai held up the last drawing.

      “Oh, that’s the snowman we made today. Uncle Ander wouldn’t let us walk him round the garden.”

      Ander had to dash to the sink to turn off the water. A mound of suds threatened to take over the countertop as Raven messily sponged the soup bowls, bubbles up to her elbows. He put down the plates he carried, his hands shaking. The scene Remy had drawn of Cai and Edwyn was too close to what Cai described of the failed mission to be coincidental, and his nephew’s description of the portrait nearly destroyed him: Kate happy to see Edwyn, but sad.

      Did it mean they were both captive?

      Or dead?

      Ander and Raven finished the dishes. He turned over the load of laundry from the washer into the dryer and hung Cai’s long coat up to drip-dry, then it was bath time for the twins. With one in the upstairs tub and one downstairs, it went quickly, but neither of them wanted to go to bed and insisted that Cai tuck them in instead of Ander. The furrows between Cai’s eyes still remained, a telltale hint his headache was not improving, but he smiled and waved away Ander’s attempts to spare him the duty and allowed the twins to drag him down the hall.

      He folded the clothes from the dryer and took them to Cai’s room. The plastic basket still sat on the bed with his cell phone, spell elements, and keys, but the flat wooden case had vanished. Ander tried not to think about it, though it bothered him. He left the pile of folded clothes on the dresser and couldn’t help but eavesdrop from the hallway as Cai settled the twins. Giggles and shrieks sounded as tickles were evidently tucked in with the blankets.

      “Is Da coming soon?” Remy’s voice piped.

      “Nothing would keep him away from you two if he could be here.” A husky edge to his voice betrayed his emotions.

      “He’s with Mum,” Raven said.

      “Do you know where they are?” Cai kept his tone light, but Ander sensed the question was in earnest.

      “I visit Mam sometimes in my dreams, but she doesn’t want me to stay long. She cries a lot.” Raven yawned.

      “It’s a room with white windows.” Remy sounded sleepy too, worn out by playing in the snow and the excitement of the day. “Are you going to be here for breakfast?”

      “Yes, I think so. I need to make sure it’s all right with Ander if I stay a while.”

      “Oh, he won’t mind.” Raven giggled and betrayed him: “He has a picture of you on his wardrobe.”

      Heat flooded into Ander’s cheeks and he fled back to the living area on silent feet. When Cai returned, he pretended to be busy, picking up the scattered drawings Remy’s dragon wings had blown off the coffee table that morning.

      “You should drink more water,” he said before Cai could speak. “Can I get you some?”

      “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      Ander filled a glass and brought it to him. Cai held up the rattling container of extra-strength acetaminophen. “When can I take more of these?”

      “Two every eight hours.”

      “That long?” Cai put the bottle down on the coffee table with a sigh.

      “Afraid so.” He put the drawings in a stack on the table and hesitated. “The pain’s bad, isn’t it?”

      “I haven’t had a headache like this that I can remember.” He eased himself onto one of the armchairs and covered his eyes with the heels of his hands.

      Ander decided to act before he could talk himself out of it. Cai was in pain. “I can help, if you want me to.”

      He pulled his hands away from his eyes, the deep furrows in his brow etching even more as he regarded him a moment. “I’d appreciate that.”

      Ander moved to stand behind his chair. Cai sat back, the top of his shoulders well above the cushion. Ander began to knead cautiously at first, then with more depth. As the tension eased, he began to work his thumbs against the corded muscles at the back of Cai’s neck. The man grunted.

      “Am I hurting you?”

      “No. That feels amazing.” His voice was low. Once the muscles were more pliable beneath his fingers, Ander eased Cai’s head back to lean against his abdomen and threaded his hands through his still-damp hair. Unbidden, memories of heated dreams and even sweeter real-life encounters emerged with the sensation of those unruly curls sliding between his fingers, and he swept them away before they could distract him from his work.

      One palm rested over the knot on the back of Cai’s head and one against his left temple. Ander let his magic come into play, soothing the inflamed tissue outside the area of the concussion and increasing blood flow in tiny increments. He wasn’t comfortable with completely eradicating the injury; brain tissue needed to heal at its own pace, but he could improve the pain.

      “How is it now?” The knot was less prominent beneath his fingers.

      Cai turned his head to look up at Ander. “Better. Thank you.” The color of his irises had always reminded him of tiger’s-eye gems: tawny brown, with flecks of gold. Eyes Ander could fall into and drown if he weren’t careful.

      Ander retreated to the corner of the couch and clenched his fists against his thighs. “Tell me what’s going on with Remy’s drawings. He’s Seeing things, isn’t he? And Raven’s dreams. She is, too.”

      “The Sight and dream walking are common gifts in our family.” Cai looked as if he remembered something, a faint flush rising up his neck, but hurried on, “It usually doesn’t develop so early, but you know they’re advanced for their age. It’s possible the trauma of that night unlocked it.” He glanced at him. “I don’t know what happened. Edwyn didn’t tell me. I’m only guessing.”

      “They were in shock and could barely speak after they arrived. It got better when Edwyn came and blurred their memories, but they still have terrible nightmares from time to time.”

      “He was here?” Cai stared at him. “When?”

      “A week after Kate sent them. But it was only for a few hours. He wanted to tell me in person.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      “As little as he could.” It still rankled him. “I knew it was something concerning their work with the Fellowship, because he wouldn’t go into detail. Only that Kate was missing, and they assumed she was…” He couldn’t say ‘dead’. The word still caught in his throat after six months. “She and Edwyn already had legal papers drawn up giving me guardianship of the twins, like they expected something bad to happen. He showed up with the kids’ passports, their birth certificates, everything, and told me to protect them—but not a word about how or why.”

      Technically, was his duty as Warden of Forrest House to offer protection to those under his roof and assume responsibility as a foster parent for any children trained there. The Forrests weren’t as large a family as they were a hundred years ago, and most American parents preferred the private magical school route these days. But it was an old tradition, one respected by other magical families.

      Cai frowned. “Were the papers notarized by the Fellowship’s barristers?”

      “No, they weren’t. An American attorney drew them up. I’ve only spoken to him once, when my custody of the kids was formalized. They didn’t come through immigration, obviously, but emergency portal magic was addressed in the affidavits to satisfy that question. Are you telling me Edwyn didn’t share any of this with you?”

      “Not a bloody word.”

      Ander waited, but Cai didn’t elaborate. “You promised to tell me everything. Why don’t you want me to tell the Fellowship you’re here?”

      “Because it’s been compromised.”

      Speechless with shock, Ander could only blink as Cai said, “Do you remember Magister Trevelyan?”

      “Yes, of course I do.” The older wizard was a mentor to Cai and a close friend of Fana Tesfaye-Piper, Kate’s mother-in-law. Ander recalled Trevelyan Jones’s kindness and sympathy when Kate’s initiation into the Fellowship had been delayed in order to allow her to attend their mother’s funeral. He’d even remembered Ander’s name at Kate and Edwyn’s wedding. He had been the one, with gentle words and sorrowful eyes, to break the news to Ander he would not be inducted into the Fellowship as a healer. And why.

      “Over the last year, things have changed,” Cai said. “Trevelyan resigned as the head of the Council, and Joshua Chambers became the new Magister.”

      Ander remembered him, too. Handsome, powerful, and intimidatingly charismatic, Chambers had been head of the Fellowship’s recruiting bureau during his aptitude tests.

      Cai went on, “About a week ago, Trevelyan rang me to join him in his office. He hadn’t taken on an assignment himself for some time, but this one was sensitive. He wanted me to help him and said he didn’t trust anyone else. It became clear he had reason. I found him dying at his desk when I arrived.”

      Ander’s breath caught in his throat. Cai ran a hand quickly over his unshaven chin, but not before Ander noted the tightening of his lips. “He was hit with a spell I’ve never seen before. It had to have happened only moments before I got there. There was nothing I could do. Before he lost consciousness, he said a name.”

      “Whose?”

      Cai’s steady gaze held Ander’s. “Miles Forrest.”

      His heart plunged into the cold pit of his stomach. Ander stared at him, stunned. “Why would he say that name?”

      His brow creased. “Who is he?”

      “An ancestor. He’s the reason our family left England.”

      “What did he do?”

      “It was more about what was done to him.” Ander changed the subject. “What did he want you to help with?”

      “The Fellowship discovered some magical weapons and spells hidden for hundreds of years in the Fellowship’s vaults were stolen. The principal function of the Fellowship has always been to preserve and teach the practice of magic, but we have also been peacekeepers between world powers as far back as the Middle Ages. It used to be done in secrecy. After World War II the Fellowship revealed itself to the United Nations. We worked hand in hand with intelligence agencies to prevent nuclear overreactions, and the focus shifted a bit. It doesn’t just stop at joint action any longer. We began to run ‘seek and destroy’ missions during the Cold War with the increase in nuclear capability and chemical warfare. Magic is the only way to quickly alter the atomic makeup of those weapons and render them harmless. Our primary work now is anti-terrorism.”

      He paused. “Terrorism isn’t confined to bombs and guns. Some of those stolen artifacts and spells were used to make attacks over the last year by a group that calls themself Le Fay. In the incident on Winter Solstice, they brought down an entire airliner to carry out the assassination of one person.”

      “Oh, Lord and Lady.” Ander stared, aghast. Magical artifacts did not show up on metal detectors, radar, airport scanners, or x-rays as anything but the object they appeared to be. They could be carried into any location, aboard any plane or transport unless magical authorities were present and looking for them. “But the terrorists couldn’t use them unless they had a wizard crazy enough to activate the spell on a plane.”

      Cai met his gaze. “Or when they capture one who will do anything to protect those they love. We know of at least one kidnapped wizard whose body was identified after the plane went down.”

      His heart nearly stopped, and he stared at Cai in dawning horror.

      “Ander, this part won’t be easy for you to hear.”

      “What happened to Kate?” His hands were like ice, the blood in his veins turned to slush.

      “Ed and I discovered she’s still alive. We think she’s being forced to work with the terrorist group in the very way I described.”
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