
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Destructive Magic

        

        
        
          Relic Hunter, Volume 2

        

        
        
          R. Leonia Shea

        

        
          Published by Autumn Ridge Press LLC, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DESTRUCTIVE MAGIC

    

    
      First edition. May 17, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 R. Leonia Shea.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231522620

    

    
    
      Written by R. Leonia Shea.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1
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I walked through the fields and admired the sunlight slanting through the trees.  My new home was in such a peaceful and serene setting that it always made me happy.  The mailbox was installed at the end of the dirt path that I called a driveway.  I loved the morning trek down the path more than I ever thought possible.  

I pulled open the metal door to the mailbox and peered inside.  The package I'd been waiting for had arrived, and excitement surged through me.  I pulled the small package out and jogged back to the barn where Basir and I lived.  He would still be sleeping, having given in to his nocturnal nature since our move to the new home.  

At the slab of reclaimed wood I used as a kitchen table, I tossed the bills to the side and grabbed a pair of scissors from the small bucket I used to hold my office supplies.  I slit the packing tape and opened the box, letting myself feel the rush of anticipation - the box contained a whole new identity for me.  

The small cards were brightly colored with flowers and garden tools.  Garden Magic Landscaping Service -  Make your garden magical.  Arienne Cerasola - proprietor.  The new business cards were exactly what I needed.  

It was a fresh start.  I wouldn’t have to suffer another job interview that ended in "we'll be making our decision in a few days" (translation, "you're not getting the job").  I would be self-employed - no more worrying about getting fired (again).  No more finding magical items or meeting magical beings that tried to trick me.  No more worries about killing someone who was trying to kill me.  

The last thought sent a shiver of remorse down my spine.

I focused on the cards again - I needed to break the habit of dwelling on the past.  My future was printed in bright colors right in front of me, and while it wasn't exactly my dream job, I hoped I'd be able to use my earth elemental magic to make a living that wasn't quite as dangerous as the other magical occupation I had tried.  It was time I found a use for my witch side that wasn’t likely to get me killed.

I stuck one of the cards to the refrigerator with a magnet so Basir would see it when he woke up.  I looked around at the unfinished space I was renovating on a shoestring budget.  

The barn I was trying to convert into a home was starting to show signs of its future glory, and I decided to spend some time gathering wild herbs on the property surrounding our home before getting back to work on my current project.  I’d made progress since buying the place; although it wasn’t done yet, it was liveable.  Besides, I couldn’t hammer any nails until Basir woke up.  

I liked gathering herbs and enjoying the sunshine before I started my day.  It made me feel like I had a routine, and the herbs I gathered were bundled and hung in the tractor bay beneath the barn that was now used as a garage.  I’d package them up later and deliver them to my friends Harry and Pearl in Boston the next time I drove out there.  After what they’d done for me, supplying them with herbs for their healing potions was the least I could do.  

I pulled my canvas tote off the rack by the door and headed outside.  The tiny Berkshire Mountain town we had decided to settle in suited us.  It was close to the major cities but remote enough to offer us the relaxed and private lifestyle we wanted.  Basir was thrilled with it, and I felt more comfortable than I had in a long time.  There was no need to worry about where we would end up next.  No more fear about the United Coven and Alliance tracking us down.  Since I wasn't practicing magic, they ignored me.  That was a good thing.  

If the Alliance was ignoring me, then they didn't know that I had killed one of their warlocks in the Pine Barrens of New Jersey.  There was an upside to being magically inept - they would never think I was powerful enough to have harmed a warlock.  I planned on keeping it that way.

I ran my hand through my copper colored hair and tilted my face toward the morning sun.  So I'd have a few more freckles; it didn't matter.  I was about to become a landscaper, and I'd have an outdoorsy glow to me from now on.  

Eventually, I'd tan to a golden honey shade just like I'd been when I worked as a field archaeologist.  That was back before my magical talents started leaking out and creating disaster for me.  

Okay, maybe they didn’t leak as much as I threw them around wildly while hoping for the best.  Jeez!  A girl can’t even release one little demon (okay, it was a nasty demon) and contain it pretty quickly (by collapsing a ruin, but still - it was contained) without people getting really bent out of shape.  It was amazing that nobody wanted to hire me as a field archaeologist anymore.  Go figure.  

The past was the past, I decided, as I bent to pick a few shoots of wild onions.  I would focus on the present and the future and break the habit of lamenting things!  When my fingers closed around the onions, I felt a whisper of magic slither through the ground.  

The hair stood up on my arms, and a shiver traveled the length of my spine.  I looked around at the meadow and squinted into the woods.  It had been a few months since I'd felt anything magical, and I didn't like the sudden reappearance of it.

I bent and picked a few more onions, crouching to hide my face so I could take another surreptitious look around.  I didn't see anything threatening, but my senses remained on edge.  I tucked the onions into my canvas bag and walked toward the barn, keeping my stance relaxed despite the panicked little warning alarm in my head.  

I bent again at a clump of clover and pretended to pick the white flowers off the stalks.  I laid my other palm on the ground, as if steadying myself, and tuned into the energy waves around me.  

I felt it more clearly that time.  Something very powerful was nearby.  The hair on the back of my neck tingled, and a cold fear knotted my stomach.  If I concentrated, I could almost feel something watching me.  I gathered what energy I could from the ground and readied myself.  I would need power to put up any sort of fight against an intruder.

I walked on, meandering toward the barn and trying to look calm.  I bent every few steps as if to pick a blossom and laid my palm against the earth to take another reading.  I could feel the magic beneath my fingers, and I carefully sipped from the currents and stored the energy.  I tried to take in tiny amounts so I wouldn’t tip off whatever lurked in the woods.  If I drew in a large amount of power, it would be evident that I was preparing for an attack.  I needed to keep the element of surprise.

I had worked for days on a concealment spell to shield my property from view and memory.  I had woven the energy around the perimeter into a magical fence that would give serious unwelcoming vibes to anyone who crossed it.  It wasn't called an offensive/defensive barrier for nothing.  

Yet, I was sure something was lurking in the woods.  Nothing should have been able to cross the barrier I'd constructed. And yet, there was definitely something out there. The air seemed charged with raw, crackling magic. Whatever was there stayed out of sight.

I walked a little faster.

The prickling sensation on the back of my neck intensified, and I quickly reviewed all of the spells I knew I had some chance of performing should I be attacked.  It was a depressingly short list.  

I cast a protective bubble around myself, drawing the energy currents out of the earth and knitting them around my body. I channeled a little energy into the amulet I wore around my neck, just for good measure. I wondered if the amulet had an expiration date or if I should have recharged it somehow.  

This magic thing wasn't working out too well, considering that I had an intruder on my magically protected property, and I didn't know if my amulet would work.  It wasn't exactly a good time to think about those details, and I promised myself I would try to plan better.  Yeah, right.

I could feel that whatever was in the woods was still watching me. 

I looked down at my arm and saw the translucent hairs on my forearms standing straight up.  I looked at my wrist, pretending to check the time.  My watch was on the kitchen table in the house, but I hoped that wouldn’t be obvious from a distance.

As if remembering I had someplace to be, I hoisted the canvas bag onto my shoulder and set off toward the barn.  My pace was a little quicker, fueled by the rising panic in my chest.  

Something rustled the leaves behind me.

I didn't turn, but I quickened my pace to a jog.  A wash of magic brushed against my skin - sharp and stinging.  Whatever stalked me was way more powerful than I was.  I ran faster, spurred by the adrenaline and the pain of magic against my skin.

Footsteps on leaves crunched behind me, and I felt my pursuer closing in.  My breath hitched.  The panting that echoed in my ears wasn’t mine.  Magic surged in the air, thick and electric.  I tried to grab it and add it to my own reserves, to fuel my flight and my meager power.  

I ran even harder.

The barn was too far away.  I’d wandered too deep into the field, foolishly feeling safe enough to let my guard down.  A scream was trapped in my throat, and my pulse roared in my ears.  

Grass whipped against my arms and legs as I sprinted, lungs burning, and dread twisting like a vise around my heart.  I could see the roof cresting over the next rise.  It wouldn’t matter if I couldn’t run faster.  

My feet crunched through the tall grass, and I felt something gaining on me.  The thrashing sounds behind me grew louder as if clamoring to be heard over my own ragged breathing.  I could see the siding on the barn and make out the furniture on the patio.  I pushed my tired limbs faster.

Almost there.  Come on, Arienne!  Move your ass!

The sounds behind me suddenly ceased.  A second of silence.  

A choked sob escaped from my throat.  Then - impact.

Something slammed into the center of my back, and the world spun sideways.

I fell, arms outstretched, and slammed onto the ground.  I tumbled into a sideways somersault and reached for the power in the earth.  I grabbed at it frantically, trying to channel it into the amulet I wore.  I rolled onto my back, eyes wide with terror, and looked directly at the sharp teeth of my attacker.  Its jaws were opened as if to tear out my throat, and a scream exploded out of me.  

The creature's pink tongue lashed out -  and licked my cheek.

Small paws were planted firmly on my chest, and I tried to dodge the wet nose and even wetter tongue that licked every inch of my face.  My hands grasped thick fur, and I braced my forearm against a furry chest.

I tussled with him for a moment, the scream turning to a giggle as he licked me like a big friendly dog.  Coyote rolled away from me and instantly shifted into his human form.  Black hair with tawny highlights fell in a sheet around his handsome face, and he wore familiar tanned hide leggings.  As usual, he preferred to be shirtless, and no woman could find a good reason to object to that.  He grinned roguishly at me.  

"Ah, my little witch!  I found you!"  He said.

"You stalked me, and you nearly scared me to death."  I panted.  I closed my eyes briefly to try and regain a little composure.  My heart thudded against my chest, and my head pounded from the adrenaline that still rushed through my veins.

"I see you've been working out, " he drawled, leaning over and pinning my arms above my head. I struggled, but only a little.  Coyote smiled.  

“You ran much faster than I expected, " he leaned down and nibbled my ear. "Did you miss me?" he whispered, nuzzling his face against my neck.

"Not nearly as much as you think,"  I replied, increasing my struggle.  

"You're no fun, " he replied, licking my cheek one last time before rolling off me and resting his head on his arm. The silence hung between us.  Coyote gave in first:  “So, how have you been?"  

I sat up and glared at him, sputtering, "This is a social call?"  

He smirked at me, and his whisky-brown eyes, with their flecks of golden light, were filled with laughter.

"Perhaps."  He replied.

"Then perhaps you should have tried knocking on the door.  Running me down in the field is..."  I searched for an appropriate word, but all I could come up with was "Rude."

"Ah, the property is warded, is it not?  That must have alerted you."  He gave a vague wave to indicate my property and then picked a piece of grass out of my hair.  He grinned at me with a knowing smile.

I sputtered for a second.  Sure, I knew something was there, but...I shook my head and exhaled in exasperation.  I glared at him.  

"An alert didn't help very much, did it?"  I bit out.  

I tried to concentrate on breathing, but the panic I had felt didn't go away.  I had been terrified of just such an event for months.  I stood and turned my back on him so he wouldn't see the fear I lived with, the one that woke me up in the middle of the night.

In most of my nightmares, the warlocks from the Pine Barrens of New Jersey chased me down.  On my last magical adventure, I had killed one of them, but in my dream, he just kept coming at me.  He gained on me no matter how fast I ran until I woke up screaming.  When I bolted upright from the dream, Basir fluttered down from the rafters and tried to comfort me, but there's only so much a three-pound owl can do to make me feel safe after a nightmare.  

I took two steps toward the house, trying to breathe deeply to quell the cyclone of panic that zipped around inside of me.

From behind me, Coyote laughed.  His fingers closed around my arm, and he spun me around.  He pulled me to him.  I resisted, but he was stronger, and he gathered me into his arms and pressed my face against his shoulder.  I felt a soothing wash of magic drain the adrenaline from my body, and my traitorous hands skimmed across his ribs before I caught myself and held my arms out at my sides.

"Arienne, my little witch.  You're good, but you’re not quite that good."  He whispered, kissing the top of my head and winding his arms around me.

I pulled away and stared at him, uncomprehending.

"You're powerful, sure."  He said, pulling me back to him again.  "You're not quite powerful enough to have killed someone."  He chuckled and pulled at my earlobe with his teeth.

I leaned back and pushed at his chest, but not hard enough to break his embrace.  "What are you talking about?"

"You didn't kill him!  You simply...erased him."  He released me and waved a dismissive hand in the air.

Erased?  

Coyote plunked himself down on the ground and plucked idly at the grass.  He lay back, laced his hands behind his head, smiling at me.  "You channeled the energy into that silly rock.  He cast a paralysis spell at you; your amulet re-bounded it, and the rock magnified it.  He just...went blank.  I suppose if he were using lethal magic, you might have killed him.  Does that make you feel better?" 

I thought about that for a moment, and the emotions warred inside me.  Relieved washed away horrified before being squashed by insulted.  I glared down at him.  I'm not that good?  I had erased a warlock, and he says I'm not that good?  And he didn't bother to tell me until now?  I had spent MONTHS thinking I was a murderer! 

"Honestly, woman!  Are you never happy?"  Coyote stood up and linked his arm with mine.  "I didn't have to tell you at all."  

He pulled me closer, and I kept my mind blank so he couldn't read my thoughts.  He snorted. 

"This is the part where you invite me into your lovely...um, barn."  He said, chuckling.  He threw his arm around my shoulder and steered me back to my home.  

"Why would I do that?"  I asked, still irritated.

"Because I have a small mystery for you."  He said, half dragging me through the field.  "And you owe me."  

​
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I OPENED THE BACK DOOR, and Coyote followed me into the kitchen.  It was really more what passed for a kitchen than an actual kitchen where one cooked. Converting a barn into my dream house was way more expensive than I thought.  

I only managed to get electricity, plumbing, and appliances installed before my bank account was depleted. The floors were still bare, and the walls were framed but not dry-walled. I preferred to think of it as a work in progress.

"Rustic."  He said, looking around.  "Winter's coming.  Will you be finished by then?"  He had the nerve to walk over and look up at the hole in the ceiling where I planned on putting a skylight.  For now, it was covered with an old vinyl tablecloth stapled to the roof.  When it rained, I used a kiddie pool to catch the water.

"It'll be done by then,"  I said confidently.  If I hit the lottery.

Coyote wandered to the deluxe stainless steel refrigerator - complete with bottom freezer and ice maker - and plucked my new business card from under the magnet.  "Hmmm..."  He turned the card over in his hands before returning it with a dismissive shrug.  

I objected to that, and my eyes narrowed.  How dare he judge my dreams!  I watched him in irate silence.

With his arms folded behind him, he walked through the rough opening into the living room and sat on the thrift store couch.  He looked toward the small television I had scavenged from the dump and raised one eyebrow.  

I stood in the middle of the room with my hands on my hips and jaw clenched.

"Don't you offer refreshments to your company?  Or are you too...poor?"  He asked.

"Would you like me to fetch you something?"  I ground out the words, putting particular emphasis on the word fetch.  My resentment was building over his implied criticism and obvious disdain.

"Scotch?"  

"I'm out."

"Rum?"

"Sorry."  I turned my palms up and stared at him with a challenging look.

"Well, why don't you suggest something, then?"  He grinned at me, but his tone was exasperated.  

Hemlock?  Arsenic?  I thought.  I smiled wickedly when he narrowed his eyes.

"Do you know one of your eyes is twitching?" he said, tilting his head to one side and giving me what could only be described as puppy dog eyes.  “Are you angry with me?"

"Now, why would you think that?"  I asked, sweetly.  "Can I get you a diet root beer,  orange juice, or water?"

He sighed with obvious disappointment.  "Surprise me."  He waved a dismissive hand and settled back onto the couch, plopping his feet on my ottoman.  I looked at him for a moment, marveling at the way he totally made himself at home.  His arms were behind his head, feet stretched out in front of him.  He even had the nerve to close his eyes.  

I stood there and let my eyes roam over him.  I had to admit, my living room looked way better with Coyote in it.  

He opened one eye, and a small smile lifted the corners of his mouth.  I rolled my eyes and stalked into the kitchen.  When was I going to learn?

Grabbing a glass out of the cupboard (stacked on top of the lower cabinet because I didn't have a wall to hang it on yet), I poured orange juice and filled a glass bowl with water. I tried to settle down my temper and the heat in my blood, which probably wasn’t caused by anger at all.  

I didn't dislike Coyote; I just objected to how he poked at my sore spots by pointing out the obvious, like my lack of magical talent and unfinished house.  I kept my back to him because, without a dividing wall, the entire downstairs was open, and he could watch everything I did.  I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of watching me pant over him.  

The barn would get done at some point.  With my new business venture, I'd be able to afford to have things completed.  Until then, I'd rough it.  

I had a couch to sleep on, a fridge, stove, bathroom, table, television, and woodstove for heat.  I’d get a full heating system installed before the cold hit, and I’d find someone to put in the skylight so I didn’t have to shovel a path to the kitchen when the snow fell.  

I'd been an archaeologist for a decade; I was used to roughing it.  There weren't many five-star hotels near archaeological dig sites.

Besides, I was entertaining someone who spent most of his time in canine form.  Someone who’d broken my wards to get onto my property and chased me down rather than just announce himself.  Who was he to judge my living situation?  He didn't even have the manners to call before dropping by!

I marched back into the "living room" and put the bowl of water on the ottoman in front of him.  He chuckled, and I grinned before I handed the glass to him with a mumbled, "Here."  

"That's more like it.  I was afraid you'd lost some of your fire."  He stuck his tongue in the glass and raised one eyebrow at me.  When I didn't react, he sipped the juice and sighed.  

I rolled my eyes and turned away, intending to sit on the floor facing him.  Before I could take a step, he grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me down next to him, wrapping his arm around my shoulder.  

"Have you heard from anyone else since our little adventure?"  Coyote smiled and waited for my answer.

"Do you mean the United Coven and Alliance?"  I hated even saying that name.  I would hate it even more if they had taken an interest in me.  I had spent my entire life running from the magic police, and my goal was to finish out my days in the same anonymity.  


"Heavens, no!"  Coyote gasped.



"Your friends Evan or Ray?"  I ventured.  Coyote shrugged, and I answered my own question with a shake of my head.

"I don't know why people don't call my charming little witch when a magical problem occurs.  You'd be my first choice."  Coyote said, sipping his drink and watching me for a reaction I refused to provide.  After a few moments of silence, he gave up and leaned back, pulling me with him.  

I tried not to look at him.  His features were perfectly sculpted and symmetrical.  His coppery skin was smooth, and even in my peripheral vision I could see his high, flat cheekbones and strong shoulders.

"Your services are quite valuable, you know."  He looked at me and cocked his head to the side.  I slid my sage-green eyes to him and took a deep, exasperated breath.  He didn't let that distract him, and he continued as if I’d given some encouragement.  "There are not many witches who have the knowledge you do.  That might be worth enough money to finish this place off nicely."  

I shook my head.  The last thing I needed was another magical adventure.  I had been lucky that it didn't end in disaster the last time.

Basir fluttered down from the rafters and perched on the giant ottoman I used as a coffee table and nightstand.  I smiled at him, and he lowered his ear tufts.  He wakes up cranky sometimes, but I guessed the appearance of Coyote in his living room had more to do with the attitude than anything else.  

Basir's piercing yellow eyes narrowed, and he glared at Coyote.  He doesn't take kindly to anyone who wakes him up in broad daylight.

Ka'Tehm waddled out of the bathroom, tracking water all over the floor.  I'd inadvertently stolen the blue spectral beaver from Raymond Swift Fox - Shaman and Liar - in the Pines.  The critter preferred to spend his time in the other plastic kiddie pool I kept in the bathroom for his swimming pleasure. 

A great horned owl sitting on an ottoman, fluffing his feathers while a shirtless Coyote in human form drinks orange juice and a blue beaver drips on a thrift store throw rug might seem odd to most people.  In my life, it didn't even register on the weird scale.  Huh, and to think once I had been just an ordinary archaeologist.  

I turned sideways and pulled my legs up as a barrier between Coyote and me.  I resented that Basir suddenly felt it necessary to join the conversation.  I was perfectly capable of turning down whatever hair-brained scheme Coyote was proposing. I certainly didn't require owl supervision to do it. 

"Exactly who would need my services and for what?"  I asked, narrowing my eyes.

"Let's see now."  He drawled, morphing his half-naked attire into an elegant navy pinstriped suit with a sage and navy print silk tie.  I looked down at the expensive shoes and back up the length of him.  My heart fluttered when I noticed the shorter haircut that finished off the corporate look.  

He crossed his legs and adjusted the sharp crease in his pants leg before he pulled two pieces of cream colored vellum from a desk drawer that manifested out of thin air in front of him.  

"I see you've done some work in the Caribbean Islands on indigenous religions being fused with African spiritual practices, " he said, reading the paper.

"Yeah, so..."

"Ah, and your work on identifying Taino artifacts was quite impressive.  What was that term again...oh, yes," He snapped his fingers in the air and grinned, "Frog-legged figures carved on triangular stones."  

I nodded, knowing he referred to the dig in the mountains of the Dominican Republic where my team had discovered some of the Taino relics that had been hidden centuries earlier to prevent the Spanish explorers from stealing the artifacts.  "So?"  I prompted.

"The Alliance doesn't have researchers like you.  They are so narrow-minded.  They tend to...how shall I put it?  Grow their own researchers without paying any attention to the skills someone like you would bring to them."  

"I think you're barking up the wrong tree,"  I said, sweetly, enjoying the cluck of his tongue when the barb hit home.  "I wouldn't work for that organization for any amount of money in the world."

"That's the problem, Arienne. You see, the United Coven and Alliance has become quite the corporate organization these days, and quite frankly, they wouldn't have you."

Coyote’s tone was light, but his eyes held a sharp gleam—he was enjoying himself. I stiffened. That was a strange way to phrase it. Wouldn’t have me? He wasn’t just talking about my career prospects. He was hinting at something else, like maybe Evan Robeson, my other magical crush who worked for the Alliance.  I wasn’t about to let Coyote know I caught his drift.

"As you know, I’m forbidden from choosing sides," he continued, stretching his arms over the back of the couch like he had all the time in the world. "But I do pay attention to matters that concern our kind. There must be hordes of people who could use your services, but since the Alliance doesn’t see the value in those skills... well, you’ve had to turn to gardening. Unless the masses miraculously discover your particular talents, you’ll languish in obscurity."

He spread his hands, palms up, and shrugged like I was some tragic understudy waiting in the wings and hoping for the spotlight.  I felt like he was still hinting, but I didn’t know enough about the magical world to even have a good guess.  Great. That meant I either had to ask what he wanted or risk curiosity killing me.

Before I could decide, my cell phone rang—the eerie chime I’d assigned to my psychic grandmother. I glanced at the screen and grimaced, snatching it off the ottoman. Nan always had good timing when she wanted to issue an opinion—or a dire warning.

"I’ve got it covered. He’s just visiting. I know what I’m doing. No need to worry. I’ll call you when he leaves—which will be soon."

She sighed dramatically. "I’m just trying to help."

“Talk soon!”  I chirped and disconnected.  What would have been really helpful was a call saying, Someone has gotten past your wards, don’t go outside or Don’t panic, it’s just Coyote messing with you.

I checked my recent call log. Two missed calls.  Damn.

I shut the phone and laid it back on the ottoman. Coyote was watching me, head tilted, expression unreadable. His gaze flicked to my old phone, and for half a second, I swore he looked...intrigued?

Then, just like that, the moment passed.

"You were hinting..." I made a rolling motion with my hand, keeping my tone dry.

"I’d never do such a thing," he said, scratching behind his ear with exaggerated innocence.

I rolled my eyes.

He grinned. "Have you heard any good gossip? Perhaps about a relic that has gone missing from the Southern Louisiana History Museum? Or about the bad things the Alliance has been up to?"

I crossed my arms. "You know very well I’ve been here, avoiding all that."

He waved a hand, unconcerned. "Very well.  I heard the Alliance stole a branch that had once been used for healing and twisted it to their own ends. Nasty business. And, of course, they’ve reinstituted the old binding ceremonies—the ones meant to keep the most talented witches from reaching their potential. You know how those used to go. Sometimes, they went wrong. Sometimes, the young witch was drained of their magic completely. Until, well..." He made a little poof motion with his fingers.

I narrowed my eyes. "Yes, but we both know an equally powerful branch was found to balance things out."

I had been the one to retrieve the Potion Tree’s branch. Then I’d retreated to my barn in the woods, oblivious to the outcome.  

Coyote gave a sage nod. "Indeed, my little witch. The Alliance knows nothing of who achieved the impossible, of course. But they did notice the balance shifting." He leaned in slightly. "Now, if corporate magic wanted to ensure its continued dominance, what do you think they'd do?"

My stomach tightened. 

Coyote watched my face carefully, and I forced my expression to stay neutral. I had already let too much slip, but I understood the game he was playing. "I’m not sure what you’re getting at," I said, keeping my tone even.

He just smiled. "Think about it. If powerful relics started to go missing, where would the Alliance look for a thief?"

I hesitated, and Coyote just sat there, waiting.  The silence stretched, and he laughed before continuing.  "You see, in the old days, there was no United Coven and Alliance. Just witches, shamans, covens, and a few random smaller organizations all operating on their own. But now, the new structure... well, it’s changing."

I stayed quiet.

Coyote drummed his fingers against his knee. "The Alliance employs magic practitioners, yes. But not everyone works for them.  Fewer and fewer every day."

I narrowed my eyes at him.  So, people were allowed to quit the Alliance?  That didn’t seem right.  

"So what do you suppose happens to those who don’t work for corporate magic?" He flicked a hand, inviting me to finish the thought.

I shrugged, playing along. "They operate on their own?"

Coyote grinned. "And if they have powerful relics, the Alliance might decide it wants those relics for itself. Maybe even by—what’s the phrase?—any means necessary."

My heartbeat picked up.

"Okay," I said carefully. "But they must have a record of what's in private collections. Wouldn’t they have been repossessing things all along?"

He gave me a pointed look.

I stiffened. Harry and Pearl.

Coyote nodded. "I’d propose that some members of the Alliance have been... liberating certain items and squirreling them away in private collections of their own. The Alliance doesn’t tolerate that sort of thing. And yet, private collections are growing all over the world. Maybe with one exception, but we’ll get to that later."  His grin widened, and he drummed his fingers on his knee. "And I hear one of those collectors has long felt... overlooked.  Even the dullest knife eventually cuts."

"Do you mean Raymond Swift Fox?" I ventured.

Coyote gave a thoughtful pause, then shook his head. "Professional thief, yes. But not a collector."

He took my hand, and I noticed the way his eyes were filled with mischief. "Have you ever noticed how people get nasty when they think they're not being taken seriously?"

I gave an exaggerated shrug, feigning disinterest even though his touch was warming me from the inside.  Coyote was off limits because playing his endless games was already exhausting.  

He dropped my hand and sighed dramatically before continuing with his vague conversation.  "It becomes a game for them.  How long until someone catches on?  How far do I have to go before they notice that I'm dangerous or talented?"

I bristled.  “I don’t want them to notice me if that’s what you’re asking.  Are you going to get to the point?"  

He looked at me with a level stare before continuing.  "The balance has shifted, and the Alliance wants to regain the strength it once had.  Unfortunately, the arrogance of that organization has excluded many talented practitioners who have something to prove.  There are many people out to right past wrongs, my little witch.  My question is:  isn't it time for you to take your place among the powerful?"

Basir screeched and flapped his wings, and my eyes went wide.  My heart froze for a moment, and I shook my head.  

"No,"  I whispered.  I pushed myself to my feet and backed up a step.  "I don't want anything to do with whatever your game is."

"I'm afraid you might not have much of a choice,"  Coyote replied, standing in front of me in his expensive suit and looking incredibly professional and confident.  He took me by the shoulders and looked at me hard.  "Someone has taken the Dominion, and it is not good for that to be floating around.  Someone needs to get it back.  My money is on you since the Alliance is crumbling from within, and they are too absorbed by their own mess to notice."  

I blinked and swallowed so loudly that I heard it.  The Dominion?  I hadn't seen or heard about that in years...not since Dr. Ezra Froehlichh left the Dominican Republic with it years ago.  

"Holy crap,"  I whispered.

"Indeed."  Coyote leaned over and kissed me on the forehead.  "It is odd that the Alliance hasn't been around to check you out, my little witch.  I wonder why that is?"  Coyote's voice sounded edgier than usual.  

"Beats me."  I shrugged, my heart felt like a chimpanzee banging against the cage bars.  "Maybe they can't find me with the powerful wards I put around the property."  

"More likely, they are underestimating you.  Again.  Do you even wonder why certain members of that organization are keeping your power under wraps?"  He winked at me but gave me such a sad look that the hair stood up on my arms.  "Don't bother - I'll show myself out."  He walked to the front door and vanished.
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​Chapter 3
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"Whooo."  Basir sighed, flattening his ear tufts, and blinked twice.

"Really, Bah?  I was on that dig.  I remember what happened when we found the Dominion.  It's a matter of time before bad things start to happen.  I can't even imagine the problems if someone were to deliberately misuse it!"  I shook my head.  "The least we can do is check out Coyote's story.  Maybe he's just playing games again."  

I walked to the framed wall with the door and reached between the studs to pull my laptop out of my future coat closet. I briefly wondered why I had decided to put the door up when the walls were open; I shrugged—like everything else, it would get done eventually. Not many things in my life made sense, and even that small number was diminishing daily.

I sat on the floor in front of the ottoman and tucked a stray strand of my copper-colored hair behind my ear. The screen flashed to life, and my fingers hovered over the keys. I didn't type anything.

While I was looking for the Potion Tree, my partner (who manipulated and used me), Raymond Swift Fox (I thought of him as Ray-Thief-Fox or Ray Swift-Liar), had mentioned something that stuck with me:  The Alliance monitors the channels to see if anyone is looking for something powerful.  

His words fluttered back to me.  Ray was a liar, but even the pathological ones sometimes told the truth.  I closed the computer and stood up.  I didn't want the Alliance knowing I was looking for the Dominion.  It would bring attention to me, and I didn’t want my name connected with that artifact any more than it already was.

I drummed my fingers on the ottoman. There was one place I could go to look for information that I was sure was safe, provided my contact was willing to help me again. Since I couldn't just pick up the phone and call Delina, I would have to go to the library and test the waters in person. 

"I'm going to Boston.  I'll be ready in twenty minutes.  It's up to you if you're coming or not."  I was determined to at least verify Coyote’s story, but I made sure I extended an invitation because we did everything together.  I wasn't mad at Basir.  I understood his reluctance to go up against the Alliance, but I couldn't pretend that it wasn't any of my concern.  When the Dominion was found, three people had been killed.  It wasn't good to have the whereabouts of that particular relic unknown.  
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