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      Welcome to Salt Spring Island, British Columbia, where magic moves through humans and animals, insects and mammals; through air, fire, water, and earth; through dust, smoke, steam, and mud.

      

      Five years ago, when we first met Calliope Jones, she was 41, a divorced mom to two teenage sons who worked full-time at the island’s Agricultural Commission. She was on the cusp of entering perimenopause and—unbeknownst to her—at risk of losing her earth magic unless she participated in specific time-honoured rituals.

      

      Luckily for her, a chance encounter with a sparkly-eyed druid (under less than ideal circumstance) led to her meeting a number of Magicals who also call Salt Spring Island “home”.

      

      Over the course of two months (books 1-3), Calli went through a series of life-changing rituals and experiences. She entered into a romantic relationship with Tanner Marechal, the aforementioned druid. She battled with her ex and his powerful family, lost a magic-dampening tattoo, regained her power, and watched her sons’ nascent magicks rise.

      

      She also gained a grandfather, reconnected with her own father, saved the ova of an endangered class of Magicals (the melusine), and met the Norse goddess, Idunn.

      

      There’s more, including a set of short stories, and the novelette that links the Witches of Salt Spring Island series with the Sister Witches series. For the sake of brevity, we’ll stop here with a reminder: Calliope Jones is now Calliope du Sang, and it is high time she explored the secrets of her mother’s side of the family, and what it means to be blessed, or cursed, with blood-based magic.

      

      
        
        Character List in order of appearance:

      

      

      

      Calliope Jones: Witch, 46, divorced mother of 2 sons.

      

      The Old One: The crabapple tree that grows next to the herb and vegetable garden. Anchors four portals. Two of them are known.

      

      Tanner Marechal: Druid. Shifts into Wolf.

      

      Dead Man’s Fingers: aka Xylaria polymorpha, a naturally-occurring fungus that looks exactly like its name.

      

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

      

      House: The house where Calliope, Tanner, and Christoph live. Grows more sentient as times passes and as Calli’s magic strengthens.

      

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

      

      Grisette du Blanc: Ni’eve’s mother and former head of the school for druidry at Castle du Blanc.

      

      Abigail (human) and Clifford Pearmain (druid): In their eighties. Owners of Pearmain Orchards.

      

      Jessamyne: Druidess, Keeper, Tree shifter. Former love interest of Tanner Marechal.

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

      Benoît Courant: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s father.

      

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

      

      Harper: Calliope’s eldest son. Gyrfalcon shifter, half-fae.

      

      Thatcher: Calliope’s younger son. Empath, Tracker.

      

      Alabastair “Bas” Nekrosine: Necromancer. First-born son of Gwendolyn and Serge Nekrosine of Toronto, Ontario, Canada. Romantic partner (demesne) of Maritza.

      

      Maritza Brodeur: Witch. Cultural Anthropologist. Necromancer (acquired). Professor of Necromantic Studies at University of Toronto; currently on sabbatical. Sister to Malvyn. Romantic partner (demesne) of Alabastair.

      

      Demesne (dih-meyn, -meen): To belong. To be held in Demesne is to become adjoined, possessed by another being. A rare genetic condition amongst Magicals, Demesne occurs most frequently amongst spellcasters (witches, sorcerers, etc.).

      

      Mentioned but not seen:

      Airlie Redflesh: Water witch.

      Sallie and Azura: Calli’s “adopted” nieces.

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

      Malvyn Brodeur: Sorcerer. Enforcer for the Board of Magical Governance. Jeweller.

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

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

      Meribah Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex-mother-in-law.

      Peasgood Pearmain: Grandson of Abigail and Clifford Pearmain. Has completed a 10-year training to become a druid.

      Hyslop Pearmain: Grandson of Abigail and Clifford Pearmain. Has completed a 10-year training to become a druid.

      Aunt 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.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      MAGIC UNDERMINED is an Urban Fantasy novel populated by adult characters doing and saying adult things, including swearing and engaging in sexual intimacy. References are made to past deaths of family members, and to past instances of abuse. Many scenes take place in claustrophobic settings, and blood is a frequent topic of discussion.
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      Snow-muffled silence blanketed the yard between the sauna hut at the edge of the woods and the strange scene at my feet. I adjusted the extra-large Turkish bath towel draped over my shoulders and around my knees, trapping the sauna’s lingering warmth. Unfortunately, the cozy sensation wasn’t doing much to calm the pang of alarm pressing like the tip of an icicle play sword against my breastbone.

      I almost hadn’t stopped to investigate the anomaly. Stomping through the snow-covered path between the newly built sauna and my three storey A-frame, I’d felt multiple tugs on the unseen cords connecting me with my land and its non-human, yet sentient, inhabitants. Instead of going directly inside House, where breakfast fixings and an overdue, highly anticipated weekend alone with my guy waited, I had followed the tugs to the twisted crab apple tree anchoring the northwest corner of my garden.

      Starting with a scan of the Old One’s crown and moving downward, I found no snapped branches, no peeled bark or other signs of hungry deer, no unseasonably early budding. Though the odd patches of split bark I’d first noticed in late-November were still there, nothing else seemed out of place. Until my perusal landed at the base of the tree’s lichen-riddled bark and settled on the fungus clutching its trunk.

      Crap.

      My butt grazed slushy snow as I pivoted on the balls of my toes. My knees cracked as I stood to scan the property’s white-covered rises and dips. I noted the tall clusters of dried foxglove and mullein stalks and called Tanner a second time. My druid had seemed equally eager to embrace the rarity of having the entire property to ourselves, maybe even more so, and he should have been right behind me when I left the sauna.

      Uff.

      Peeling the damp towel off my backside, I swung my gaze toward the road. The protective wards circling the property wavered faintly before seeping upward in gemlike shades of greens and blues a good ten feet above the tops of the evergreens. I wished we could have enjoyed the private aurora borealis beautifying the overcast sky together before the fungal incursion clutching the crab apple sent my internal alarm system clanging.

      Sigh.

      Tracing the jagged tree line, I homed in on the hut tucked into the woods, and the tell-tale smoke spiral wending its way skyward. I didn’t see a naked man anywhere between there and here, and I really wanted Tanner’s opinion on what to do. Cupping my now cold hands at the sides of my mouth, I called for him again. “Tanner, where did you go?”

      A tanned, strongly muscled leg shot up from the white expanse. My eyes rolled in their sockets before I could stop them. Of course he was lolling in the snow. Naked. In January.

      “Here,” he hollered. “Come join me.”

      Hah, as if. A full-body shiver had replaced the sauna’s euphoria, and there was no way I was going to clomp back to Tanner and drop my towel, even knowing we were the only ones on the property. Raising my chin, I yelled louder. “No. I need you to look at something. Quickly.”

      “Coming.”

      Facing the Old One, I half expected to feel the vibrations of a jubilant wolf bounding up behind me. Tanner loved shifting into his primary animal form in winter, especially when there was snow on the ground. Over the past handful of years, he and Wolf had healed the wounds that had nearly severed their connection, making shifting that much more fluid and easier a thing. Bracing for the furry beast’s playful impact, I crouched and continued my examination.

      This time of year, the crab apple tree was mostly leafless and free of fruit. A couple inches of snow had accumulated on the thicker branches and atop the bird’s nest snugged into the crook of a branch. All of that was normal. What was abnormal lay beyond the toes of my aging Blundstone boots. Now that I was a mere handspan away, I noticed a reddish tinge infused the odd growths wrapping the base of the tree like oversized human fingers. I’d seen a similar phenomenon months ago on a few trees at the Pearmain orchard. Only, the fungus on those trees exhibited a predominantly greyish cast.

      Another shiver shot up my spine, unrelated to the temperature. Was the fungus somehow connected to the wound-like splits on the opposite side of the tree? If so, something beyond normal was going on, and losing one of the few constants in my life would not be happening on my watch, even if that constant was just a tree.

      “What’s up, Calli?”

      Tanner, not Wolf, landed beside me on hands and knees and kissed my cheek. His perpetually bronzed skin steamed in the wintry air, happiness coated his face, and his bright-eyed lupine brother shimmered just below the surface. Tearing my gaze from the arresting sight, I pointed to the roughed-up patch of ground.

      “That.”

      Tanner crawled closer and leaned in for a sniff. “I smell death,” he pronounced, sitting back on his heels. “Which makes sense, because that looks like the Dead Man’s Fingers fungus Cliff found on his trees.” He tilted his head to the side, a very wolf-like movement. “But the colour’s different.”

      “I noticed that too.” Though my druid showed no sign of needing to go inside where it was warm and cozy, I was ready to get into dry clothes and eat before any further investigating took place. “Let’s have brunch, then I’ll take a picture and forward it to Cliff.”

      “Good idea. I’m starved.” I let out a loud whoop as Tanner swept me into his arms and rolled to his feet. “And do we really have to put on clothes? I had other ideas for this morning.”

      “So did I,” I admitted, nestling my head in the crook of his neck. “Let’s do that first.”

      

      Inside our room, Tanner tossed me on the bed and pounced, straddling me on all fours and grinning as I struggled to extricate myself from the towel’s damp embrace. I gave up the fight and quieted. Five years into the best romantic relationship of my life, and I still never tired of seeing my lover’s face. Or his chiselled chest. Or the views down the length of his well-toned torso, front, back, and sides.

      “You got me,” I whispered, going still as a rabbit who knows it’s been spotted by a hungry predator. “Now what’re you going to do?”

      He nuzzled his cold nose along the side of my neck. Squealing, I renewed my efforts to free my greedy hands. Tanner gently bit my neck while lowering his weight on top of me. A soft, rumbly growl thrummed through his chest into mine.

      I liked this game. It always ended well for me. Oftentimes more than once.

      “What do you think I’m going to⁠—”

      Knocking boom, boom, boomed through House’s walls, cutting off the rest of Tanner’s suggestive question. We both froze, our noses inches apart. “Are we expecting anyone?” he whispered.

      “Nobody we know knocks like that,” I grumbled, feeling both our bodies deflate. “If it’s the kids and they forgot something, they would have texted.” Besides, we’d just seen our nearest and dearest over the winter holidays and literally no one ever asked to visit us in the middle of Salt Spring Island’s snowy, slushy, interminably grey Januarys. Mentally, I ran down a list of individuals automatically cleared to pass through the wards surrounding the property and their current location: my two sons were firmly on life paths far from the island, and my sort-of adopted nieces had returned to their studies in the Scottish Highlands. Were any of those four twenty-somethings outside, they would have simply opened the front door, called out “hello” or “hey” as they dropped their bags for me to trip over later, then beelined to the refrigerator. And my paternal grandfather was taking a break from his perpetual renovations and improvements on House and the property and had gone to visit friends in the Northern Territories.

      The boom, boom, boom repeated. Tanner supported the back of my head with his hand and lifted my mouth to meet his in a promise-filled kiss. “We’re getting back to this as soon as we get rid of them. Whoever they are.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” Lifting my head, I nipped at his chin. He let me go and backed off the bed, then shot his legs into a pair of pants and his arms into the long-sleeved shirt he’d discarded last night. Not wanting to miss out, I fumbled with the towel until I was free, then dressed in a version of the comfy sweats and hoodie combo I wore six months out of the year. Thankfully, my top and bottom matched, which meant Tanner must have started on the mountain of post-holiday laundry piled on my office floor.

      I would reward him later, and thoroughly, for the laundry, and every other household task he shouldered without complaint or negotiation. With that happy thought in mind, I slid in front of him, cautiously opened the door, and dipped my head into the hallway. Soft, natural lighting illuminated the open space at the opposite end of the hall, about thirty feet away. The doors to the bathroom, my office, and the laundry room were all slightly ajar, just as I’d left them before we headed to the sauna. Tiptoeing forward, I paused when Tanner curled the hem of my hoodie into his fist.

      “Calli, slow down,” he murmured against my ear. “I need to finish buttoning my pants.”

      I used those seconds to Root into House’s floorboards, and to check in with the slumbering blackberry canes that had planted themselves in small bunches close to the A-frame’s foundation. House seemed caught between shock that someone dared approach its threshold and the desire to rattle its decking and toss the visitor into a snowbank. The invasive canes, ever eager to overcome their tarnished reputation, were poised to shoot from the ground and do their thing. All I had to do was mentally whisper, Ivy wind, Ivy bind and our interloper would find themselves trapped in a very tight, very painful embrace.

      Tanner drew up alongside me. Together, we rounded the corner and approached the front entranceway. My grandfather, who was also our self-appointed project manager and all-around handyman, had recently installed a new door, one with a large, rectangular glass panel at its centre. On the other side of the glass, framed by boards of oiled reddish-gold fir, a bearded figure shielded his eyes with his hands as he peered inside. As soon as he saw us, he took a step back, smiled broadly, and waved.

      Tanner swore, in French, then in English, and again in French.

      “Do you know that guy?” I asked, clutching his sleeve. He covered my worried fingers with his.

      “Yes. And we’d better let him in.”

      “Because…?”

      “Because that’s Ni’eve’s brother and if he’s here it could mean that something’s happened to her. Or Grisette.”

      Ni’eve du Blanc had been Tanner’s primary druid teacher, Grisette was her mother, and the man on the other side of the glass didn’t look like he’d come here all the way from France to hand-deliver bad news.

      “But he’s smiling,” I noted, pointing out the obvious as I gathered my hair, gave it a twist, and secured it in a messy bun with a hair elastic I fished from my pocket. “He looks happy to see you.”

      Tanner sighed heavily and reached for the door handle. “Which means he wants something from me.”

      Standing shoulder to shoulder, I waited for him to complete the process of opening the door and making introductions. It was very unlike Tanner to act this way and not readily invite the visitor in. When I made to intervene, he circled my waist with his arm, drew me tightly against his side, and did the honours.

      “Calliope, I’d like you to meet Jacques Gaspard du Blanc.”
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      Wet, wintry air swept into the entranceway, followed by a bear of a man. “Please, Calliope, call me Jim,” the uninvited guest said, grinning widely. “It is so much less formal than Jacques.”

      I accepted the offered hand, holding it long enough to get a sense of the magic coursing through Jac— Jim’s body. Behind my eyelids blossomed the silhouette of a big tree, an oak, maybe, or maple, with deep roots and a wide canopy of branches housing creatures both legged and winged. And crawly. Lots of little legs on some of the bugs now turning their attention in my direction. Jim loosened his grip, and my eyes flew open.

      “Caught you,” he said, still smiling, though with a frostier edge. “Not everyone goes poking around in my magic the moment we first meet. May I come in?”

      “Not everyone crosses our property wards without us first extending an invitation.” I refused to be cowed, or reprimanded, no matter the man’s connection to Tanner.

      “How the hell did you get through them in the first place?” Tanner demanded, holding his ground as he gestured behind Jim. Morning mist blanketed the driveway and the section of Fortune’s Folly Road visible from the door. If I squinted, I could see a vertical tear in the ward, right at the far end of the drive where the spells protecting the property prevented unknown visitors and lost drivers from entering without our express permission.

      The tear hadn’t been there fifteen minutes ago.

      When the wards had been first set in place, they were designed to rise upward from a few inches below the surface of the ground. On the few occasions they’d gone down, such as when my former mother-in-law used her blood connection from past visits to attempt to kidnap my sons, the wards had collapsed back into the soil and underbrush. This breech was more of an elongated oval rip, with pointed edges at the top and bottom that glowed bottle green before fading into the surrounding air.

      “I used my knife, of course.” Palming the handle of an exquisitely embellished wooden blade, Jim turned his hazel-eyed gaze to me. With cheeks ruddy from being outdoors, and a white, carefully tended beard, he almost, almost, looked like someone’s idea of Santa Claus, if Santa was an amiable, urbane woodsman. Jim was even wearing dark red corduroy pants, an off-white knit fisherman sweater, and black boots. I held back a nervous giggle.

      Tanner released his hold on my waist. “Come in,” he muttered, sounding less than genuine. “Our home is yours, our food is yours, and our drinks are yours. Peace and safety to those invited in.”

      “Thank you, and blessed be, Marechal. Calliope.”

      Jim slid his knife back into the black, tooled leather sheath hanging from his belt and moved indoors, taking in with a sweeping glance the bench and the boots lined up underneath, the row of carved wooden coat hooks, the wide-mouthed crock used to store umbrellas and walking sticks. Seeming satisfied, he dropped a battered, brown canvas satchel with black leather straps onto the rug before inserting a metal tube between his lips. Stepping back outside, he loosed a series of high-pitched whistles into the air.

      Wings whoosh-whooshed, creating a draft I felt where I stood, and a massive osprey hovered above the deck, its pale-yellow eyes focused on me.

      Oo-okay.

      “Komm.” Jim shoved up the sleeve of his thick knit sweater to expose a scratched leather band and extended his arm. Wings flapping, the bird maneuvered itself the short distance to its perch. “Guter Vogel,” Jim crooned, smoothing the osprey’s throat feathers. “Good bird.”

      “The bird is also welcome to come inside. What brings you to Salt Spring Island?”

      Jim paused for a beat. “I’ve been asked to present you with a proposal,” he said, his voice laden with gravitas.

      “Asked by whom?”

      “The governing tier of the Earthwide Druidic Council. The vote was unanimous. And you know how rare that is, especially in these times.”

      I’d never heard of the Earthwide Druidic Council, and I watched Tanner’s face for a reaction. He kept his expression neutral as Jim undid his boots one-handed and stashed them beside the bench, then led the way into the living room. The osprey side-stepped up Jim’s arm to his shoulder, gripping the sweater as its owner settled himself atop the centre cushion of our brand-new couch.

      The alert-eyed raptor remained poised beside Jim’s head. I wanted to hang around, listen for more details, and keep an eye on the bird. Tanner and I had decided to have our first piece of mutually chosen furniture delivered after the holidays, and it took willpower to resist the urge to spread a towel over the pristine upholstery. Trusting the bird was house-trained, I excused myself and my rumbling stomach to the kitchen. I needed food, and fast, because I wasn’t sure if I was hallucinating this whole encounter. Maybe my brain had shut down from the combined lack of sustenance and thwarted sexual desire, and this was the best it could do. Or maybe my imagination was trying to send me a cryptic message.

      Accepting my fate, I asked, “Can I get you coffee or tea? And is your bird a shifter?”

      “Engel’s all bird,” Jim assured me. “And I’d love a coffee. Black, one sugar.”

      All bird, my foot. No Magical’s non-human sidekick was ever “just” a mammal, animal, reptile, or insect. I gestured to Tanner to keep his eye on the osprey while I switched into hostess-mode. I’d neglected to empty the coffee carafe from the day before, so I started with that, while simultaneously mulling over what I wanted to eat and what I could offer our guest. I settled on waffles, because who doesn’t like waffles? I had jars of apple pie filling from fruit we’d picked at the Pearmain orchard, which would make a delicious topping, and plenty of maple syrup Tanner had procured on one of his frequent trips to Ottawa and Montréal.

      To be certain the visitor and his bird were real and I wasn’t passed out in the sauna and making this all up, I shoved my nose into the bag of coffee beans and inhaled. Earthy, nutty notes hit my nostrils, followed by a whiff of chocolate. Perfect. Next, I scooped out a spoonful of syrupy, cinnamony apple chunks and popped the bite into my mouth. Mmm, yep, at least two of my senses were working just fine.

      I gathered the dry ingredients for waffle batter, and pulled eggs, orange juice, and a package of locally made sausages from the fridge. While I busied myself, I tried to listen in on Tanner and Jim’s conversation.

      Only, they weren’t exactly talking. Darting a glance over my shoulder, it seemed that in lieu of catching up, the two were engaged in a staring contest. No, not staring, glaring. Rather, Tanner was glaring, and Jim had spread his arms across the back of the couch and was cooing at his avian companion. I wished hard for one of my witchy backups to magically appear at the door, grinning as I imagined what Rowan would say if she were to walk in on this scene. I almost, almost, picked up my phone to text her a photo of the silent drama taking place in the living room. But it was Saturday, and since she hadn’t already texted me for a coffee date, she had to be on call, or with a labouring mama-to-be.

      Cheered by the image of Ro immersed in work she loved, I focused on getting food made and to the table before there was a druid showdown. The door to the wood stove creaked open. Good, Tanner was making a fire. Men and fire went together. So did men and sausage, and even though I was a longtime vegetarian, Jim struck me as being a meat eater.

      I plugged in the waffle maker to preheat, then set plates, mugs, and utensils on the island. As soon as the coffee finished dripping, I set the carafe on the island too, along with sugar, honey, and half-and-half. Opening my mouth to alert Tanner and our guest that the coffee was hot, I sensed a footfall along the driveway. A human footfall. My connection to House allowed me to feel those same small feet mounting the steps to the back deck. I cringed. A sex date with my sweetie went from the back burner to cold storage.

      Knock. Knock. Knock-knock-knock. Tanner jerked his head around and started to rise. “Finish what you’re doing,” I said, waving him back down. “This one’s probably for me.”

      Goddess and Spirit, please don’t be for me. Because if the second visitor of the day was someone familiar, House would have let me know. And as before, with Jim’s intrusion, I felt both my home’s trepidation, and my vines’ readiness to heed my call for help. Pressing my lips together, setting a no-nonsense look on my face, I rounded the corner to the entranceway and skidded to a stop.

      A woman garbed in yards of elaborately pleated and trimmed dark green fabric waited on the other side of the glass door. I did not know this woman, but I thought I recognized the black cat gliding in a perpetual figure eight between her booted ankles. I’d seen a cat just like it perched on a driver’s left shoulder a few times recently, in a car heading in the direction of town, and something on its collar always twinkled, sun or no sun.

      Rolling my shoulders, I blew out a breath, fixed my smile, and opened the door.

      “I knew it!” the stranger exclaimed, extending her arm and waggling her gloved pointer finger inches from my face. “I knew someone lived here. Right, Grizelda?”

      The cat stopped its circling, plonked its butt on the welcome mat, and meowed at me. Loudly.

      “And you are?” I asked, half wishing Tanner was standing beside me so we could do the whole shoulder-to-shoulder, united front thing again. I leaned against the edge of the door, dropped the fake smile, and eyed the furry beast sniffing at my socked feet.

      “I am Jennette Marechal, and I am here to speak with my brother.”
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      Stunned, I regrouped, remembered my manners, and opened the door wider. I swept my right arm to the side and invited the second unexpected guest of the day to enter. “Tanner’s in the living room. And I’m Calliope,” I added. “I was just making breakfast.”

      “Excellent. I will admit to feeling a bit peckish.”

      Who the heck says “peckish”? Jennette sailed past me. I grabbed hold of the back of her voluminous cloak before she could track mushy snow past the hallway’s hand-hooked runner and pointed to the bench. “No wearing shoes inside the house. Outerwear goes on the hooks or in the coat closet. If you want coffee, Tanner will get it for you.”

      I wasn’t normally rude to guests, even ones who took advantage of our wards being down, unless it was one of my ex-in-laws, but this was not an ordinary morning. Jennette dutifully lowered her butt onto the bench and removed her boots, a daintier, more stylish version of Jim’s. Setting her footwear beside his, she placed her hands on her knees and glanced up at me.

      “I apologize for being so… so brusque with you,” she began. Contrition heightened her already flushed cheeks. “I have been driving by this property for the past two days, and though I could sense Magicals in the area, I couldn’t actually see anyone.” She shrugged her shoulders and cracked her neck to one side, then the other, then stood. She was shorter than me, and curvier, and her figure filled her long, off-white wool dress. Her eyes shone a deeper amber than Tanner’s, and her wavy hair was the same rich, chestnut brown. Multiple necklaces draped her neck, some short, some long enough they hung below her waist.

      “Also, you might want to do something about the deer.”

      That was a heck of a non sequitur. Deer ran rampant all over Salt Spring Island, and there was no doing anything about them. To combat the invasion, we’d recently fenced the entire perimeter of the property to protect our native shrubs, and the birds and animals that liked to nest in low-growing bushes.

      “The deer?”

      Jennette nodded. “I noticed that when deer fed alongside a certain section of the road out there, parts of their bodies turned a greenish colour,” she said, taking on a teacher’s patient tone. “I was certain it wasn’t mold, and it couldn’t have been my eyesight. The only other thing it could have been was the visual effects of passing through a druidic ward.” She leaned closer and added, “I’d recognize my brother’s wards anywhere. Oh, and please, call me Jen.”

      “Well then, Jen, our home is yours, our food is yours, and our drinks are yours. Peace and safety to those invited in.”

      “Thank you and blessed be.” Jen, short for Jennette and pronounced like Jhen, sauntered confidently into the living room in her apple green and white striped socks, followed closely by her prancing cat. I fled back into the familiar warmth of my kitchen. If ever a brunch called for boozy coffee, this was that brunch. I opened the cabinet housing dusty bottles of brandy and the like and pulled out an unopened bottle of Irish cream.

      Perfect. I wiped off the dust with a dishcloth and broke the seal on the cap. Adding a splash to my mug, I poured in hot coffee and briefly mourned the lack of a whipped cream topper.

      Tanner had a sister. Goddess and Spirit, I did not see that coming. And obviously, Tanner had not foreseen Jacques’s arrival, or he would have said something. At least, I hoped he would have said something. Because that’s what couples did, they communicated with each other about things like potential guests. And secret sisters.

      And anomalies on the Old One’s bark.

      And fears about what our differing magicks meant for our futures, separately and combined.

      And my growing dissatisfaction with Tanner’s lengthy absences. And⁠—

      Okay, okay. Wow, I had a lot to get off my chest. Let’s see what Jim and Jen want, and once they’re gone, I’ll insist Tanner and I make a date to discuss my litany of concerns.

      The blinking arrow sign pointing toward a romantic weekend sputtered and disappeared under layers of coats and cloaks and boots and questions. Sipping my medicinally enhanced brew, I set aside my annoyance and turned my back to the living room. I settled into the comforting rhythm of separating egg yolks from whites, measuring out dry ingredients and wet, and pulling together my sons’ favourite version of Mom’s Waffles. Orange juice and zest added tartness and subtle flavour, and whipped egg whites added loft. I warmed maple syrup in a pan while sipping my coffee and monitoring sausages, waffles, and the low murmur of voices.

      I remembered I wanted to reach out to the Pearmains. If anyone could diagnose what was happening with the Old One, from the splits in the bark to the odd growth ringing the base of the tree, it was the octogenarian orchardist. Wiping my hands on a towel, I picked up my phone and shot Clifford a text.

      Back to brunch and feeding the two visitors. I stuck a stack of plates in the preheated oven to warm. In the Magical world, when something happened like what was happening right now, something… weird, witches and druids chalked it up to synchronicity, a phenomenon often mentioned by humans and nearly worshipped by those with magickal gifts. In a way, I shouldn’t be surprised, or day drinking for that matter, simply because two people from Tanner’s past arrived at the house on the same day, within minutes of each other.

      My phone pinged. Clifford. Letting me know his day was wide open and he could get in his truck and swing by anytime. My fingers were poised to respond a visit could wait until later,  but I decided it might help with the strangeness of the whole “look who showed up for brunch” thing if I brought in reinforcements. Besides, Cliff had once trained as a druid, and his inherent steadfastness could prove useful. I let him know I was making waffles, and invited him and his wife, Abigail, for brunch. Knowing that would pique his curiosity, I added:

      
        
          
            
              
        You and Abi can meet our surprise visitors

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart tripped into a panicky rhythm as soon as I sent the text. Why had Tanner never, ever mentioned he had a sister? Tearing a corner off a warm waffle, I swiped the bite-sized piece across the stick of butter and dipped it in the heated syrup. My blood sugar was plummeting, that had to be it, and everything would make sense once I’d eaten. Drawn to the smell of sausages sizzling away on the stove, I rifled through the refrigerator for the package of vegan breakfast patties and tossed a few onto a cast-iron pan to cook.

      The light on the waffle machine switched from yellow to green. Another batch of four done. I added them to the serving platter, slid it back into the warm oven, and poured in the last of the batter. Twelve waffles ought to do it for this round. Smoothing the corners of a pile of cloth napkins, I announced brunch was ready and requested help with bringing everything to the table.

      Tanner, silent and stone-faced, hefted the platter of waffles. Jim grinned at me as he reached for the sausage links and the carafe of orange juice. His bird kept its balance on his shoulder. Jen asked for a serving tray and arranged on it the coffee fixings, the pitcher of syrup, and the butter dish. She chattered away at Grizelda in some European dialect I wanted desperately to recognize and didn’t. Donning oven mitts, I carried over the toasty warm plates, then the utensils, napkins, and the remaining sausage patties. The fire in the wood stove had temporarily rid the ground floor of the damp chill that invaded every autumn and stuck around through April.

      Once everyone’s plate contained their first-round selections, I confronted the elephants in the room. Keeping my tone light, I asked, “So, what brings you two here? Jen, I had no idea Tanner had a sister. Are there any other living relatives I should know about? Any special dead ones?”

      Tanner choked on his waffle. He reached for his orange juice, swallowed, and shot me an indecipherable look. Holding his gaze, I continued. “Seriously, babe. You’ve met all my relatives, and you’ve even met my ex and most of his family. Jen can’t be any worse than Meribah.” Meribah Flechette, my fae former mother-in-law and accomplished ward-breaker, had been incarcerated in a jail for Magicals near Vancouver about four years ago. As far as I knew, she was still there.

      Jen propped her knife and fork on her plate, lifted her mug to her mouth, and sipped daintily at her coffee. She continued to sip while holding Tanner’s gaze over the mug’s rim.

      “The reason I never mentioned Jennette is because she wanted it that way,” he said, clenching his jaw as he continued to glare at his sister. I stroked his cheek with my fingertips. When that didn’t seem to help, I shifted my caress to the back of his neck and down his spine. I felt his wolf wanting to surface, and not in a playful way.

      “Why the secrecy?” I asked, soothing the agitated beast.

      “Tanner assumed I went to the dark side,” Jen explained, still focused on her brother, not me. “Just like someone else he knows. Her name is Jessamyne, and she was my best friend.”
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      Jessamyne. Apple Witch and Tanner’s former lover. After all the pain she’d caused him, and all the chaos she’d wreaked on other Magicals, I would have been happy to never hear her name again.

      Engel, hyper-aware of the cat, turned one hundred eighty degrees on Jim’s shoulder and bunched up its wings. Jim ignored the claws digging into his sweater and pointed his fork at Jen. “Would you mind if I took a stab at answering?” he asked, directing the question at me.

      I shrugged. I’d lost control of this day the moment I exited the sauna. Tanner leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, muttering under his breath, “This oughta be good.” My druid was upset and uncomfortable in ways I’d never seen. I squeezed his thigh and left my hand there for support. Best to aim for harmony with him now. I wasn’t sure how much understanding I would be able to muster once we started a more private conversation about the day's revelations. Which we would be doing, as soon as we’d hustled our visitors out the door and off the property and repaired the broken wards.

      Jim cleared his throat. Wiped the sides of mouth and his moustache with his napkin. “Every person comes face to face with challenging situations where a choice must be made as to how to respond.” He pushed aside his place setting, rested his tattooed forearms on the table, and settled into a lecture he’d likely delivered more than once. “Those of us with magickal skills have more options at our disposal than our mundane counterparts. Throughout our lives, our families, teachers, and mentors do what they can to help us anticipate what you might call magickal fallout, the… the expanded consequences of our actions, some of which are, for lack of a less delicate term, deadly.

      “I’m not exaggerating when I say that every Magical I’ve come across has made mistakes, has… erred in their reading of a situation and offered advice that turned out to be bad, or cast a spell they weren’t ready to use. Those experiences especially help us to learn, and to hopefully make more informed choices in the future. One wrong move can irrevocably alter one’s path, even end a life. Once on the other side of that kind of event,” he continued, spreading apart his hands, “we can only hope that our subsequent moves are not so radical that we cannot right a ship that has veered off course.”

      Jen settled against the back of her chair, mirroring her brother’s crossed-arm pose and disgruntled expression. “What Professor du Blanc is trying in his long-winded way to say,” she said, releasing an exasperated sigh, “is that when confronted with a tantalizing offer at an age when contemplating the long-lasting consequences of my actions was the least of my concerns, a series of choices I had made in my youth came back to bite me in the ass. My family suffered greatly because of those choices, and they were forced to cast me out.”

      “Your name was never stricken from the family records,” a stormy-faced Tanner interjected. “You could have come to me at any time to petition to rejoin.”

      “Could I, brother?” Jen shot back, her tone as sullen as Tanner’s. “It seems to me you were having challenges of your own.”

      Ouch. I cringed. The osprey swivelled its head in my direction and clacked its beak. Jim reached out to both Tanner and Jen and tapped their nearest elbows. “Before the two of you come to blows over a break that should have been mended decades ago, Jennette, why don’t you explain those choices, and their consequences, to our generous hostess?” The druid’s professorial tone remained slow, patient as he squeezed his friends’ arms until they acquiesced.

      Wide-eyed at the barbed exchange between Tanner and Jen, I cut into my waffle, then poured on more syrup while wondering how it would taste with a little brandy or orange-based liqueur mixed in.

      “Is there any more of that Irish cream?” I startled as Jen thrust her empty mug at me. Had I wished aloud for more booze, or was Tanner’s sister picking up my thoughts?

      Nah, she’d probably caught a whiff of the contents of my mug. “Of course. Anyone else?” Both males responded with curt shakes of their heads. I brought the bottle to the table and offered it to Jen. She thanked me, delivered herself a healthy portion, then filled her mug to the brim with fresh coffee. I did the same. If the afternoon required clarity of me, I’d go outside and roll in the snow. Naked, if needs must.

      Jen sipped at her drink, closed her eyes a moment, then hoisted Grizelda onto her lap. “Jessamyne and I are very close in age,” she began, digging her fingers into the cat’s scruff, to its obvious delight. “We started our formal druidic training with Ni’eve at the same time, and within days of meeting Jess, I felt like I had found my soulmate, my… my missing sister. Tanner is older than me, and he’d left our parents’ village to begin his own studies when I was still a girl.

      “I remember arriving in Chamonix in early February, on Imbolc, as the school calendar followed the Wheel of the Year. The castle was old, and even though the rooms were cold and draughty, I was… agog. I remember the gardens and orchards and rooftops were covered in snow and having this feeling that all of us new students were exactly like those scrawny, dormant trees standing in rows. That our potential was there, slumbering within until the right conditions called us to bud and blossom, each in our unique ways.”

      Jen paused to sip from her mug. “Jess said as much to me,” she continued, her voice softer, “one day after evening meal. We happened to wander into one of the sitting rooms and ended up kneeling side by side on a padded bench. The window was frosted on the inside, and as we talked, we took turns rubbing at the glass with our sleeve cuffs to see outside. Though Ni’eve was the Head Druidess, she insisted her daughter live in the dormitory with the other students. And as Ni’eve had inherited the role from her mother, I assumed that someday the role would pass to Jess.

      “But that day lay many, many years in the future. I turned to Jess and asked what she hoped to do, once we’d completed our studies. ‘I want power, because power means freedom,’ she answered. And then she asked me what I wanted.

      “I sat with her question. I was only fifteen at the time. Up to that point, my knowledge of the world had been confined to a handful of villages in France, and my awareness of magick was limited to the earth- and plant-based magicks common to country folk.

      “I echoed Jess’s desire for power. I didn’t understand at the time how much my friendship with her would influence the next decade of my life, how much what she wanted became what I wanted. It was like the reckless part of my soul found its counterpart.

      “As we matured, we became what you might call friendly rivals. Our scores were among the highest in our class, and she and I always tackled extra-credit projects. It was never the two of against our classmates; it was the two of us against ourselves, our potential, and each other. During our Elements training, we competed to see which of us could stay buried in the soil or snow, or submerged under water, whatever the challenge, the longest.

      “I will never forget the day of our first Transformation test. Every student had to be at least eighteen years of age. That was the rule. Ni’eve herself escorted us to the section of the orchard prepared especially for our class. It had been planted with apple saplings years before, and the trees were deemed the right size and age to withstand the rigours of the ritual. We had been warned that the transformation often did not work the first time, and that it was in the Attempting that deficiencies in a trainee’s constitution would be revealed.

      “Unbeknownst to Ni’eve, or any of our instructors, Jessamyne and I had been sneaking into the winter greenhouse and practicing the steps required for transformation on unsuspecting palm and banana trees. The day of the test, we each made the transformation from human to tree and back again in record time and without needing medical attention afterward.”

      Tanner, who’d been agitatedly bouncing his knee during Jen’s lengthy recitation, exploded out of his seat. “You what? Do you have any idea how dangerous it was to practice without supervision?”

      “Of course, we knew the dangers.” Though Jen shrugged off his belated, big-brotherly concern, her cheeks flushed as red as Jim’s corduroy pants.

      “Then why would you risk—” Tanner landed back in his chair and shot his fingers through his hair, more frustrated than I’d ever seen him. “Why would you risk death, Jennette?”

      “We knew what to do because we had found Ni’eve’s grandmother’s library,” she admitted in a whisper. She dropped her gaze to the purring cat in her lap and fingered the green gem hanging from its collar. “Or part of it. At some distant point in the castle’s history, an avalanche hit one of the corner towers. Though the outer walls were thick enough to withstand the impact, a few of the interior walls were not. One of those walls fell, cutting off access to a section of the original building. Because the old library was rumored to hold innumerable treasures, and because Jess and I shared the unslakable curiosity of youth, we decided to see if we could clear a path through the rubble.

      “After months of clandestine trips to that end of the castle, we were rewarded with the discovery of a trove of reference books. If jewels or magickal artifacts were hidden amongst the books, we never found them.” Jen took her time uncapping the bottle of Irish cream and adding a second splash to her emptied mug.

      “The texts were very, very old,” she continued. “Some folios fell apart in our hands. Some were written in Latin, and earlier versions of French. Jen and I decided there was no need to share the intellectual riches with other students, hence providing us an advantage over our peers, and motivating us to request extra tutoring in ancient languages to read the pages ourselves. It was in those oldest texts that we found references to seminal experiments around the transformation of human bodies. Some of the experiments seemed… crazy, even to us, but eventually we focused on texts related to the classes included in Ni’eve’s course of study. We decided that should we be caught, we could pass off anything we were doing as being connected to an assignment.”

      “And how did that go?”

      Shrugging off her brother’s sarcasm, Jen answered, “Fine, mostly. We learned to be circumspect with what we were doing whenever Grisette visited the classrooms or the laboratories, and we started small, turning one finger into a branch, say, or a toe into an appendage with fur or feathers and a claw. When our skill with those limited conversions became more… fluid, more natural, we would make incremental increases in the amount of mass we experimented with. The slow pace of our work made us both exceptionally gifted in Transformation.”

      “What happened that caused your family to disown you?” I asked, circling the table and refilling everyone’s mugs. Tanner offered to reheat any food that had gone cold. I asked him to wait until Cliff and Abi arrived.

      “Jess and I graduated at the head of our class, along with two other young women our age. We were twenty-one by then and had another ten years or so of practical studies before we could begin the process of extending our longevity. Family members were invited to the graduation demonstrations and ceremonies. And that is where Jessamyne met my brother.”

      Wondering if I’d missed a salient piece of Jen’s story, I reclaimed my seat. “Your parents cast you out because you introduced their son to your best friend?”

      “Not then, no. Later. When Jessamyne came to symbolize everything that could go wrong when magic was employed without concern for repercussions, for how one’s actions could ripple out and adversely affect others.





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/book4_magicundermined_ebook_final.jpg
MAGIC

UNDERMINED

CORALIE
MOSS





OEBPS/images/heading-snowflake-screen.png





