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I was excited to get into the living room and tell the others about our rogue decision to return the magical sword.  Evan held the door for me, but before I could cross the threshold, the noise of the celebration rolled out, drowning out my words.  

“To the Crux Crucio Orbis!”  Dr. Ezra Froelich shouted as he toasted Kingston Pon with what appeared to be a Mai Tai complete with a little paper umbrella.  

“To defiance of the United Coven and Alliance!”  Kingston replied, lifting a glass of clear liquid, which I presumed to be either vodka or gin.  Kingston struck me as a gin sort of man.

“Long live the opposition!”  My grandfather, the eminent archaeologist Dr. Christopher (Christy) O’Flynn, yelled.  I had no idea what Pops was drinking out of his glass, but he’d had quite a bit of it, judging by the thickness of his Irish brogue.  

Evan gave me a sideways glance.  “It looks like it worked the way we thought it would.”  

I looked at him and laughed.  “I guess we don’t need to explain anything.  By the way, was it just me, or was Camulus kind of a jerk?”  For some odd reason, I’d expected the ancient Roman deity to at least be a little happy to see his sword again.  At least returning it had broken the secrecy code that prevented Pops and the other from talking about the C.C.O.  

“He was definitely a jerk.  But if you had to live in a copy of Stonehenge for all eternity, you might be a jerk, too.  There wasn’t even a couch in that place.”  

“True.  He might have been happier if we brought him a fluffy rug or some throw pillows,”  I agreed.  “Should we join the party?”  

“I don’t think we can catch up with the drinking they’ve been doing, but I could use a glass of scotch followed by a bed,”  Evan said, sounding exhausted.  

I had to agree.  It had been a long week, and I was dragging myself forward on exhausted legs with my ripped cargo pants, muddy shoes, and frizzy red hair rounding out the bedraggled look I was rocking.  I was sure my sage green eyes weren’t so stunning when they were bloodshot.  

I glanced again at Evan, and even though he looked tired, he still looked damned good.  Tall, substantial (my term for saying he was neither a wiry man nor a muscle-bound goliath), and devastatingly handsome didn’t come close to a description of him.  He was also super smart, charming, wickedly funny, calm under pressure, and sexy as hell.  Yeah, I had a bit of a crush on him, and it was getting bigger by the moment.  Just hearing him say the word ‘bed’ made me want to blush.

Kingston saw us first because he was the soberest member of the group.  “There they are!  The ones who freed us.”  He lifted his glass, and Evan groaned.

“I think they might be overestimating us a bit.”  He said from behind me.

I turned to look at him and smiled.  “Let’s bask in the adoration for a little while.  It doesn’t come around too frequently.”  I stepped forward and picked up a crystal decanter, pouring a bit of scotch into an expensive glass and holding it out for Evan.  I briefly considered getting him liquored up and seeing what happened, but we were both too tired for it to be worth it.  Besides, the drunken crew in the room consisted of my grandfather, Evan’s boss, one of my former professors, an owl, and a magical blue beaver.  It wasn’t exactly a prime romantic opportunity considering the crowd.

I had just finished pouring my drink and was looking forward to relaxing for a while when all hell broke loose at the back of the house.  The posh English countryside manor house we were staying in belonged to the Queen of the Southern Tier Fae.  So really, the commotion could have been part of the fairy power struggle that was being waged among the fae factions. 

It could have been, until I remembered that in my life, disaster lurked just off-screen, waiting for an opportunity to steal the show.

The sound of crashing glass and running feet headed our way pulled every set of eyes from the celebration and toward the kitchen.  Pots and pans clattered, furniture sounded as if it were being broken, and in the middle of the melee, Evan clinked his glass against mine with a sad shake of his head.  

“There’s never a dull moment with you, is there?”  He asked.  He downed the scotch, and I felt the cool wash of his water magic bump against me as he readied himself to defend against whatever danger was undoubtedly racing at us from the kitchen.

“You don’t know I have anything to do with this,”  I said, tossing back my drink and pulling at the currents of electricity running through the earth.  I was too tired to panic or be insulted at the assumption it had something to do with me.  I felt Ezra’s fire magic flare, and Kingston’s air magic swirl around me.  Pops also tapped the ley lines in the earth, and without a word, the five of us moved into a semi-circle as we listened to the fracas that was still going on in the kitchen.  

Basir, my three-and-a-half-pound constant companion, swooped from the rafters on silent wings and tapped my shoulder with his foot before flying out of the room to look over the commotion.  A moment later, a large coyote scrambled across the marble floor.  He skidded into the wall and bounced off, paws churning furiously as he tried to regain his balance.  His bushy tail thumped into a side table, knocking it over and sending an artful arrangement of pillar candles rolling across the floor.  

The coyote circled me before dodging through the dining room.  He executed a fast turn around an expensive chair at the doorway to the kitchen and barreled back toward us.  With his tongue hanging out of the corner of his mouth and his tawny ears pinned back, he shot into the center of our human half-circle, knocking me sideways into Kingston.  Basir swooped in a second before three angry-looking women burst into the room.  

The owl landed on the rafters behind us and waved his wings around in a circular motion.  His ear tufts were raised, signifying his entertainment with the whole situation.  That made one of us.  My four human companions and I weren’t amused at all.  If anything, the blend of our magic had a brittle edge of fierceness that was neither tempered by alcohol nor exhaustion.

“You cannot get away from us!”  Shrieked a young Native American girl in a bright green dress.  Her sheet of black hair streamed behind her, and there was a flush to her bronze skin as she ran into the room.  “Bad dog!”  

The second girl (also Native, but in a yellow dress) ran into the room and tried to dodge past me.  I countered her move, stretching out my arms like we were playing basketball, and she was going up for a shot.  She was considerably taller than my five-foot-three inches, but I undoubtedly outweighed her (by how much will remain my little secret).  

I thought she’d give up after the second or third time I body-checked her for trying to get past me.  The fourth time I shoved her back, I was smiling because what she lacked in offensive strategy, she made up for with persistence. We looked so ridiculous that everyone else in the room backed away a little and watched us with bewildered expressions.  

The fifth time she made a move to get by me, I grabbed her around her skinny waist and, using her momentum, spun her around behind me before flinging her away from her target.  I gave her a good, hard shove against her bony hip for good measure.  She stumbled and sprawled on the wood floor, all of her long limbs splaying out.  The effect looked like a baby giraffe learning to walk.  She stayed down, though, and I suspected she gave up out of frustration more than anything.  I felt a small crackle of magic from her, so I pulled on the energy given off by my other companions, wove it together with my own, and formed a hasty little barrier spell between my crew and the Native American contingent.

My opponent got to her feet and stepped back with an admonishing glare in her dark brown eyes just as my spell snapped together.  I wasn’t sure if her glare was for the coyote panting behind me or me.  Probably both. I could just picture the look on the coyote’s face.  Mouth open, tongue lolling out, and ears pinned back in a ‘come get me’ fashion.  I didn’t need to turn around to know that he had his paws stretched out in front of him and his rear end high in the air.  It was probably his back end facing the three women with his tail wagging merrily, if I knew Coyote at all.

The third woman who entered must have been composing herself in the other room during the tussle.  She had yellow hair (the color of corn niblets, not blond) and a pale green shawl that was slightly askew around her shoulders.  She finished pulling it into place just as her companion stood. I deduced she’d missed the show, given the perplexed look on her face when she spotted her friend brushing off her dress and glaring at me.  

The yellow-haired one apparently wanted to make a grand entrance rather than chase the coyote.  It had not been a dignified entrance from her companions, and I didn’t think she wanted that to be our first impression of her.  I admired her restraint.  She stood in front of us and crossed her arms as if we would just listen to reason because she had deigned to speak in our presence.  “You know you have to go.”  She said with her dark eyes fixed on the ceiling.

I looked up to see who she was talking to.  Basir was still sitting on a rafter behind us, and when I turned my head to look at him, he brought his wings in front of him and turned them face up.  At least I wasn’t the only one confused.  

“I don’t have to go, Oh-na-tah.”  Coyote spoke from behind me.  “I could make you chase me some more, or you could just tell them you couldn’t find me.”  

I sent a sideways glance to Evan.  His Native American features were softer than the three women who stood before us, probably because of his half-French bloodline, but there was no mistaking the high cheekbones and slightly almond-shaped onyx eyes.  I lifted my finger and pointed to the three women in front of us while meeting Evan’s gaze.  “Those are your people.  That means these are not my monkeys, and this is not my circus.”  I whispered.

He slid his gaze toward me, and the corner of his mouth twitched in amusement.  I looked down and realized my clothing had morphed into a fantastic ringmaster costume complete with a bright red jacket with tails.  I reached up a hand and adjusted the jaunty hat that appeared on my head. 

“Classic,”  Evan said, turning back toward the three women with a broad grin.

Coyote made a soft yet lecherous groan, and I sighed dramatically. 

I raised my voice.  “Why?”  I asked without turning around.  There was only one creature in the room that had the power it required to change my clothing.

Coyote uttered a pitiful whine.

“Fine, it’s my circus.”  I looked at the oldest of the three women.  “What’d he do now?”  I pointed to the coyote.

She tapped a bare foot on the marble and thought about what she was going to say.  She would not look at me, almost as if she were above doing such a thing.

“I don’t have all night,”  I said, making a rolling gesture with the lion tamer’s whip that appeared in my hand.  

Evan chuffed a little laugh next to me.  

“He must go see the council.  Kanawha is waiting for him, but he escaped.  Again.”  

“I’m not going in there alone,”  Coyote said from behind me.  Oh-na-tah tilted her head to the side.  

“Yes.  You are.”  The youngest girl said, placing her hands on her hips.  That small outburst earned her a glare from Oh-na-tah, who planned on remaining in charge of this little show.

Without looking at my team, I asked, “Can you all cover me for a second?”

The four men responded affirmatively.  

I turned and faced Coyote, who was sitting behind me with his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.  I crouched down next to him and, in a low tone, spoke into his tawny ear.  “So when you said you were detained...”  His ears flicked back.  “...it was by these women?”  

He nodded.  

“So, the first escape was when?”

“When I accompanied you...upstairs.  That almost makes you responsible.”  He said, forming the whispered human words from his canine mouth.  “Technically.”  He turned his head quickly and licked my cheek.

“This day is never-ending.”  I sighed.  

“You have to admit it’s not boring.”  He said, giving me a doggy grin.

“You vanish all the time without even saying goodbye.  You didn’t call after New Orleans, you didn’t write, and then you just show up like nothing happened.  Then you drop Evan and me off here and disappear again, but when you’re in trouble, you run to me?  Like, I should help you out of whatever mess you’re in?”

“We’ll talk about New Orleans later.  I have an excellent reason for vanishing.”  He said, sounding contrite.  “But yes, I ran to you because a criminal always returns to the scene of the crime.”  He gave me another doggy grin, and I wanted to wring his neck.

“So, you’re implying you got in trouble because of me?”  I asked, wondering how it was my fault.

“Oh my little witch, you and I always get in trouble because of each other.”  He said, laying a furry paw on my knee.  “If it weren’t for you, I don’t know what I’d do with my time.  You’re a lot to manage.”  

“Oh, and you’re not?”  I replied, trying not to smile.  “Do I have any chance of getting you out of trouble, or have you done way more than I know about?”  

His ears changed position again.  One went up, the other went down, and he tilted his head to the side.  

“Fine.  You didn’t have anything to do with this job, so I guess it might be my fault from the last time.”  My head fell forward, and I sighed.  “And I thought I was having such a good day.” 

I turned back to the three women.  “Where do we need to go?”  I dropped the barrier I’d formed, and because I was tired, it crashed into millions of little multicolored sparkles that made a tinkling noise when they hit the wooden floor.  I caught the perplexed looks of everyone in the room as the shards of my spell shattered like a glass rainbow.  It was pretty, but it didn’t look quite right.  I’d ponder that at a later time.

“Legal representation wouldn’t be a bad idea if they do what I think they’re going to.  It is a tribal thing, and I might need to negotiate some terms.”  Coyote said, padding forward and placing himself between Evan and me.  

“I’m not that kind of lawyer,”  Evan said without looking down.  

“You are now.”  Said Oh-na-tah.
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In the blink of an eye, Coyote, Evan, and I stood before five very pissed off looking Native American spirits.  We were on a vast, grassy plain with blue mountains far into the distance and a nearly white sky above us.  I looked down and found my ripped cargo pants and dirt-encrusted shirt had reappeared.  I felt underdressed because the Native American elders were all tricked out in traditional garb, complete with headdresses, and one was even wearing war paint. 

Coyote stood next to me in his human form, wearing traditional tanned leggings (minus the fringes) and a loose white cotton tunic.  The effect of the shirt was less native and more pirate.  He would add his stamp to traditional garb.

My eyes traveled over him, taking in his straight, dark brown hair with the glittery russet tones.  These days, he was wearing it long and held back in a ponytail.  His golden-brown eyes were slightly almond-shaped, and his straight, narrow nose reminded me of classical Greek statues.  He was gorgeous with those soft lips that were somewhat full without being feminine, and high cheekbones.  Coyote didn’t look entirely Native American but more like a Hollywood version in golden and russet tones.  

Coyote generally appeared to be twenty-something, but standing in the bright light of wherever we were, I would have put him closer to my mid-thirties range.  After appreciating his beauty for a moment, my mind spun around to the New Orleans situation and the way he’d dropped me off back at my house without so much as a handshake or ‘goodnight.’  I’d felt like a moron for thinking it had been a date.  I hated being next to him because he’d wounded my pride a bit.  I’d forgotten about that when I’d seen him a few hours earlier in the field outside of Northumberland.  

I was relatively new to the whole ‘magical artifact hunter’ profession.  Evan and I had managed to find Excalibur (yeah, that Excalibur), and we were trying to figure out how to return it to Camulus, the original owner of the sword, when Coyote bounded out of the woods and took us to meet the ancient deity in the Celtic version of Mount Olympus.  I had been so happy to see Coyote that I’d forgotten about my wounded pride.  Drinking in all of the details about him brought the memory front and center for reasons I didn’t want to admit.  

I refused to acknowledge the flutter of my traitorous heart when I looked at him.  I squashed it down under a big slab of bruised dignity.  Coyote was a hopeless flirt; that was all.  If I hadn’t been so exhausted when he’d loped across that field toward Evan and me and taken us to return the sword, I would have probably given him hell for his callous treatment.  Or not.  I would have probably pretended that it didn’t matter because that was the lie I was telling myself.

I hated his constant flirting and suggestive banter, but I hated it because it kept me off balance around him.  I feigned indifference when he lured me in.  When I began to crave his attention, he disappeared because it was all just a game to him.  I was seething over that nugget of insight when I felt his gaze on my face.  I glared up at him, and he redirected his gaze forward, looking perplexed.  

I continued my internal tirade because I was standing in what appeared to be another realm simply because he’d shown up, and I’d caved and followed him, thinking since he’d rescued me on many occasions, I somehow owed him.  No, that wasn’t it, I thought to myself.  I’d caved because I wanted him to need me for something.  I should have trussed him up like a Thanksgiving turkey and let them have him.  I should have continued to spend the evening drinking with Evan and the senior members of my little entourage until I passed out from either alcohol or sheer exhaustion.  

I lamented the fact that I could have been sleeping instead of standing under the menacing gaze of eight Amer-Indian Spirits who obviously weren’t pleased about something.  I decided that when this little show ended, I’d go back to the Queen’s summer residence and figure out a way to stuff down that damned flutter Coyote produced in me before it got worse.  

“I should warn you, only two or three show up for a major offense.  Since there are five, this might not go so well.”  Coyote whispered.  

I followed his gaze toward the council (because I didn’t have a better term for them) and focused on the present.  I had to admit that I felt a flicker of panic over what his comment meant, and Evan looked over my head at Coyote.  

Coyote shrugged but didn’t meet our gaze.  

Evan’s dark brown eyes narrowed, and I saw a muscle twitch in his jaw as he looked back at the council.  While Coyote seemed to shimmer in gold and bronze tones, Evan’s eyes were the color of onyx, and his hair had the blue-black drama of the council before us.  I doubted that would work in our favor.

The only one who stood out was the short, curvy, red-headed witch with the sage green eyes in the filthy and ripped clothes.  I sure know how to make an impression.  

My own eyes drifted from the two handsome men beside me to the three men and two women who stood in the full tribal dress before us.  Their expressions were far from welcoming, and I wondered if Torquemada had modeled the inquisition after the menacing five who glared at us with undisguised displeasure.  

The men wore elaborate necklaces made of beads, claws, and bones, and each had a different style of headdress.  The oldest had a full feathered number that swept to the ground.  One had a less elaborate fall of feathers, and the youngest had a fur headdress with long feathers dangling only from the sides.  His face had a painted black band across his eyes, accented by red streaks over his high cheekbones.  The necklace he wore was a full chest piece strung with various bone beads that looked like armor on his naked chest.  His well-muscled legs were bare because he wore a breechclout instead of pants.  My heart beat a little faster, despite his scowl, and I felt Coyote’s eyes on the side of my face.  He whisper-laughed.

“Yup.  She has a type.”  Coyote stage whispered to Evan. Coyote’s eyes dropped to mine, and a serious look came over his face.  “You should probably assume they can read your thoughts just like I can.”  

Crap.  Coyote now knew about my ranting about that New Orleans thing, too.  I drew a veil down to keep my thoughts hidden from all of them.  It was a little trick my psychic grandmother had taught me, and it should have been automatic when Coyote was around.  I was grateful for the reminder, but I threw a curious look at Evan.  As far as I knew, he couldn’t read my thoughts.  At least, I certainly hoped he couldn’t since I’d had some ideas about him that might make him blush.  He smiled a little bit more and slid his dark eyes to me. 

“You might want to work on your facial expressions, too.”  He shrugged, turning back to the elders.  

I dropped my eyes.  “I’m so tired.”  I groaned.  They were right; I did have a thing for both Coyote and Evan.  Tall, bronzed, and gorgeous wasn’t exactly a challenging thing to appreciate.

The youngest woman on the council stepped forward in a long white dress made of soft hide with fringes adorned with shell beads that clicked together, like a ceremonial jingle dance dress without the metal.  Her lips were sculpted, her wide eyes were almond-shaped, and her straight black hair had a blueish shimmer in the white light.  I glanced up at Evan.  The corner of his mouth lifted, and that one dimple appeared when he felt my eyes on him.  

“She could be your sister,”  I whispered. 

The beautiful man with the black and red paint stared at me with a cold expression.  He slid his gaze to Coyote and pointed at me with a large stick.  “You have defied us for this one?”

I took exception to the disbelief in his tone.  Ok, so in the ripped cargo pants and muddy t-shirt, I was maybe a five on a ten-point scale.  If I were clean and had gotten a few hours of sleep, I would have easily been a seven.  I thought the ringmaster costume would have made a better impression.

Coyote stepped forward and slightly in front of me, making me wonder if my exhaustion severely compromised my ability to keep my thoughts private.  His voice sounded deeper in the silence of the place where we stood.  

“We have lived according to the old ways for too long, so I’ve decided on a new approach.  This is Dr. Arienne Cerasola.  Archaeologist, witch, and Druid.” The tone of his introduction was defiant, and I wasn’t sure that was the best choice given the situation. 

I looked at how he stood and realized Coyote’s normal seductive posture had been replaced by one that was much more commanding.  His grace and ease were sheathed in a hardness that I’d never seen in him before.  He was tense, and I felt foreboding slide up my spine.

“What do you hope to accomplish, Coyote?”  The young woman asked, walking closer to Evan and staring up at him with a thoughtful expression, although her question was directed at Coyote.  Evan looked tense too, but while Coyote’s posture was more ‘all eyes on me,’ Evan’s tension telegraphed his discomfort with the scrutiny.  

“We are dying,”  Coyote said.  I watched the young woman’s eyes snap to Coyote, and Evan relaxed when her attention fell elsewhere.  “This policy of non-interference is causing a slow death for all of us.  I will not fade away just because you refuse to act.  You’re not leaving me any choice but to find alternative solutions.”  

“The rules are clear.”  Said the older man in the floor-length headdress.

Coyote shook his head.  “They are not clear, Kanawha.  Our people...”

The older woman cut him off.  “She is not our people.”  She didn’t like me at all, which didn’t seem fair because I go out of my way to be likable; most days, when I’m not exhausted and tense.

I saw Coyote stiffen, and he turned toward her.  “So that is the problem, Nascha?”  

“It is one.”  She said.  “There are more.”  

Coyote looked at Evan and then at me.  There was a sadness in his eyes, but there was also a flash of fear that I didn’t like one bit.  He seemed to be thinking carefully about what he would say.  “Our stories are known by humans all over the planet.  Our people are no longer isolated from others.  The magic has mixed and blended.  If you persist in your rule about staying only with our own, we will die.  It has happened to many others.  We cannot help our people if we aren’t here anymore.”  

“But you have not tried to keep yourself apart from these others at all, Coyote.”  Said Nascha.  “Even today, you have brought the one who is only half ours and one who is an outsider into your crusade.”  As the outsider, I prickled a bit.  

“That’s a little xenophobic,”  I said.

Coyote turned and gave me a warning look.  “Sorry,”  I mumbled.  

“There are very few left who can use our magic, so we must work with what is available,”  Coyote said, stepping between Nascha and me.  I felt the full impact of that statement like I’d been punched in the stomach.  Coyote had chosen me because he didn’t have a better option among his people.  Yup, they were all biased against my Irish Druid-Italian Magic pedigree. Still, considering what happened to the indigenous people in America, I could understand not being excited over a European witch.

“Coyote,”  Said the beautiful, painted man,  “Your foolish crusade has yielded very little so far.”

“Because you’ve kept my hands tied with your silly rules for so long!”  Coyote said, sounding enraged.  “You waited until the magic became tainted until there was almost nothing left to work with, even among the Shamans!  Raven and I have worked harder than any of you to ensure our survival.  To keep our magic alive.” 

I could feel the magic he spoke of flare to life in a way I’d never felt it before.  When Coyote had helped me in the past, there’d been an undercurrent of lazy magic and a seductive power which tingled against my own Druid and earth-fueled magic.  In his anger, the power rolled off of him like crashing waves that pounded against my own currents and washed them away.  I shuddered in response, realizing for the first time how incredibly powerful he was.  My magic fizzled and shut down.  I was too tired to restart it.

“Anytime you want to jump into this, you can,”  Coyote said, turning toward me.  I gave him a confused look. 

“We must put an end to this.”  The third man said, looking very unhappy.  “He has shared too much of the sacred knowledge with outsiders.”  

Coyote still looked at me, and I shrugged, unsure of what he wanted me to do.  He frowned and shook his head before he answered the charge.  “I have told none of our secrets, Ealaothek.  I have served as her guide in a subtle manner when there was work to be done.”

I snorted a small laugh.  Subtle?  That was not a word I’d use to describe Coyote.

I watched the tension increase in his shoulders, and I cringed.  His magic blew the remains of mine away in one final wave of power.  It was one thing to harass him when we were alone, but I didn’t want to make him look bad in front of the elders.  

“I apologize,”  I said in a deferential tone and held up one hand as if waiting to be called on.  I stepped forward but could only move so far.  Coyote’s magic was like a wall keeping me behind him.  “I’m tired, and I’m not thinking clearly.  To address your concern, Coyote has not shared any sacred knowledge with me.  Not even a little bit.  He has only served as a...sounding board...while I worked out a plan.  There are legends and stories spoken of by your descendants.  I was trained to find that information, and I’m good at it.  I’m trying to keep magical items out of the hands of those who would abuse the power of those artifacts, so I study the legends.  So far, I’ve been lucky enough to succeed a few times.  That had nothing to do with Coyote.  He’s never been with me while I retrieved an artifact, so whatever your problem is, it can’t be his fault.”

That caused everyone to look at me.  I saw Coyote’s shoulders relax just a little.

“What are these items?  Things that are sacred to the people?”  The beautiful man demanded.

“No,”  I said quickly.  “Well, one..., but I was asked to get that because...”  I stumbled, thinking about how to describe my mission for the potion tree in the most favorable terms.  I didn’t want to sound mercenary and just say that I needed the money, so I went with, “...well, for the good of all magic users, I guess.  Someone twisted the original object to control power, and it was being used to hurt people.  We needed another one to restore the balance.  Plus, one of your people needed it.”  I shook my head, wondering how I was suddenly on trial for this stuff.  “What I’m trying to say is that I’m just good at finding things and keeping them away from people who shouldn’t have them.  I’m not doing it because of Coyote, and honestly, he...”  

Evan stepped next to me and put his hand on my shoulder to silence me.  Coyote gave a small nod to Evan that looked like approval.  

“Is this true?” Kanawha asked Coyote.

“It is.”  He said with a note of defiance.  

The oldest man in the long headdress looked at me.  “Why do you do this?”  

That was an excellent question that I hadn’t bothered to think about too much.  I started doing it to earn money, save two missing boys, and, most recently, save my grandfather from a danger I didn’t even know existed.  But I really just fell into my current situation.  I took a breath and waded into the very deep water of partial truths I’d gleaned from my limited understanding of the magical world I’d only recently become part of.  

“I do it because there are relics that were left behind and are now corrupted, and other things that were collected to control power.  Because of this, the strong dominate the weak.  Magic shouldn’t be stockpiled like weapons, and some things shouldn’t be left lying around to be misused.  Some things need to be found and contained before people get hurt.  So I’m trying to help fix what’s been neglected regardless of what...flavor...the magic comes in.”  

“And when you invaded the sacred realm to steal from the potion tree?”  The beautiful woman in the white dress asked.  “Was that not for selfish ends?”

I should have known that would come up.  I considered my answer for a moment.  “Did I have a selfish motive?  Somewhat.  I needed the money.  Did I selfishly keep the magical branch?  No.  I also did not steal it, but gathered it legitimately following all of the rules.  As for invading any sacred realms...that’s debatable.  It seems your special places aren’t immune to my foreign magic, and I just...well...fell in there.”  

She looked at me, and a small smile appeared on her face.  “And what about when you failed to save your partner?  He is one of our people.”

I felt the shame of having left Raymond Swift Fox in the pine barrens quite enough for one lifetime.  I let it wash over me for a second more, just because I deserved that.  Her sarcasm made me not linger on my guilt for too long because I was a little hostile at the tone the meeting had taken.  

“He wasn’t my partner as much as my competition.  In the end, he benefited from that situation much more than I did.  I also trust we’ve made amends since then.  I made sure he got what he needed from the branch.”  I said.

Evan stepped to my side.  “As Raymond is my family, I can attest to the truth of her words.  She acted honorably, and his own questionable motives harmed him.”  

The older man looked at Coyote again, and a sad expression passed over his face.  “I believe you are acting in the way you feel is right, Coyote, but your habit of testing the limits to see what will happen must end.  We still cannot let you influence this situation any further.  You have broken other rules.  You know this.”  

I raised my hand, but the look of disdain from the elders was clear.  They didn’t want to hear from me.  That wasn’t their choice, though.  I stepped to the side so they could see me without Coyote blocking their view, and I leveled my best Irish glare at them.  “He hasn’t been influencing any situation.  In fact, when I’m close to getting something, he’s nowhere to be found.”  

Coyote looked at me and smiled.  “That is true.”  He said to the elders.  “But I don’t think that’s the entire reason they’re angry.”  He said, looking chagrined.

The older man ignored me and continued speaking like I wasn’t even there.  “Until we have seen the outcome of this new approach you insist on, you will be stripped of your magic so you cannot interfere again.  Will you be human or coyote?”  

Coyote looked stunned, but he recovered quickly and swung his gaze to Evan and then to me.  “Are either one of you in the market for a dog?”  His tone was breezy, but I heard the uncertainty.

“Uh....”  I stammered.  I looked at Evan, and he appeared to be weighing the options.  I swung my eyes back to Coyote.  “Would you be able to talk as a coyote?”  

“Not unless they forget to remove that ability.  It’s usually all or nothing.” He said, looking a little more concerned than I was comfortable with. 

“So, this has happened to you before?”  Evan asked.

“Once or twice,”  Coyote responded.  He tried a slight grin and a casual lift of his shoulders, but it lacked sincerity. “Evan is hoping you choose coyote form, but that’s because he hasn’t thought about how hard it is to keep a dog off the bed.”  

“There’s that subtlety he was talking about before,”  Evan said.

I already lived with two magical creatures who couldn’t talk.  I looked at Coyote and suspected I would regret my decision.  “Human,”  I said.  “You should choose human.  I’m up to my ears in critters who can’t talk back.”  The words were out of my mouth before I realized the giant assumption I was making.  Coyote didn’t look as happy about that as I would have liked, and I immediately wanted to rewind the tape, “Or whatever.  It’s entirely your decision.”  I backpedaled.  

His gaze hardened a little as if he was debating something.  “Human’s fine.”  

Evan sighed.  “I respectfully ask the Council how long this punishment will last.”

“Until we can assess the wisdom of his argument, and until he considers the true cost of his interference.”  The older man said.  

“Good.  We’ll have plenty of time to see what can change without my minimal guidance, even if the little witch is not one of the people.”  He hit the words a little sarcastically, and I wasn’t the only one pushing my luck with the council.

The older woman stepped forward, and I noticed Coyote flinch back a bit.  Reflexively, I reached out and grasped his hand.  The corners of his mouth lifted as he squeezed my fingers.  “I’ve survived it before.”  He said, leaning in and placing a kiss on my temple. 

There was a hot current of magic that sizzled along the conduits of my powers, burning them out before molten energy zinged through me.  I felt something substantial lodge itself under my solar plexus, and an intense heat bloomed inside me.  I dropped my gaze to make sure flames weren’t shooting out of my stomach.  Coyote squeezed my hand tighter, and I heard his voice inside my head.

Do not react.  You don’t want Nascha ripping that out of you.

I lifted my gaze to the elder spirits and tried to look casual as that heat sizzled like hot oil inside me.  Coyote lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed my palm.  “You might not want to watch this part.  I imagine you will find it more than a little disturbing.”  He said, gently shoving me toward Evan, who wrapped his arm around my shoulder and drew me in front of him.  I saw the look that passed between Coyote and Evan, and I suspected there was some serious telepathy going on between them.

I felt a wall of Coyote’s magic form in front of Evan and me.  Coyote gave a pointed look to Evan, and Evan’s arm tightened across my shoulders.  

“Go ahead, Nascha.  Try to make it hurt less this time, please?”  Coyote said, stepping toward the woman who’d begun to dissolve into mist.  

Evan pulled my back against his chest and wrapped both of his arms around me.  As much as I wanted to turn toward him, bury my face against his chest, and not watch, I couldn’t do that.  I had landed Coyote in this mess; it should be me who was being punished, and I wouldn’t be cowardly about it.  

Oh, no, my little witch.  This is for much more than my transgressions with you.  Coyote’s voice said inside my head.  It will be fine, no matter how it looks.  Just remember, I am a bit...dramatic.

The woman dissolved into full mist, and the cloud she’d turned into swallowed Coyote.  

He turned away from me and let out an anguished snarl that was obliterated by an ear-splitting shriek.

I lunged toward Coyote, but Evan held me against him.  The cloud became transparent, and as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t turn my face away from the horrible scene.  It was like they wanted me to watch.  The noise was horrifying and sounded like Nascha was taking Coyote apart with chainsaws while simultaneously slaughtering sheep and pulling the wings off large birds.  I could see her energy scouring the magic from every cell of Coyote’s body in a strange wash of sparkling red and black magic that gave the impression he was disintegrating into individual burnt and bloody molecules.  After what seemed like an eternity, his slender frame collapsed forward onto the grass.  

It didn’t look dramatic.  It looked like real, unbearable pain.  

Coyote had kept his face turned from me the entire time, but that didn’t prevent me from hearing the distress in his voice or noticing the tormented twist of his body.  I found myself gripping Evan’s arms, wanting to bolt from him and fry that old woman who was hurting Coyote.  The mist morphed into a swarm of black insects that covered Coyote’s body.  The noise surged, and it tore into me with each new shriek and whine.  The sound either drowned out Coyote’s cries, or he was no longer capable of making them.  

“If you keep pulling in energy, you’re going to electrocute both of us,”  Evan said, with a barely restrained tone of panic.  I realized that he had bathed us in a wash of his cool water magic, but even that wasn’t soothing me as that black and red cloud continued to ravage Coyote.  It took me a minute to register the importance of his words; I wasn’t even aware that I’d been spiraling energy like I was preparing to attack.  Once the thought clicked, though, I realized that had indeed been my intent.

“They’re killing him.”  I half sobbed.

The young woman who was still looking at Evan shook her head.  “No.  We cannot kill Coyote.  I’m not sure you won’t eventually...but for now, we can’t.”  Her black eyes flashed something that I interpreted as curiosity.

“Ari, stop.  Please.”  Evan said into my ear.  He had to speak loudly because of the noise of the torture.  It was my fault; I was sure of it.  I felt the tears streaming down my face, and I struggled against Evan, but he simply leaned back and tightened his arms around me.  I felt him try to drown my energy as I pulled more.  He trembled with the effort, but I couldn’t overcome the urge to protect Coyote.  

At once, the excruciating noise stopped, and Coyote’s ragged howl could be heard in the silence; this time, the sound ended as a sob of relief.

I responded with my own tortured sob and felt my knees buckle just a little.  I wasn’t sure if it was from relief that the noise had stopped, that Coyote was still alive, or if the sudden weakness was from the overload of power I was holding.  Evan’s arms tightened around me, and he held me up for a few seconds before I locked my knees and stood on my own.  I glared at the older man and the beautiful one.  Their eyes met mine as the swarm started up again, with a deafening roar.  They looked away, appearing unconcerned.

“Enough!”  I said, my tone carrying a weight that surprised even me.  My human voice seemed to roll out in a wave that rippled across the grass at the feet of the spirit council.  Somehow, that one word was heard clearly over the terrible shriek of Nascha’s torture.  

Their eyes snapped to me, and I felt Evan tense.  My back was against his chest, and I made a move to break his hold.  He was faster and grabbed me around my waist, pinning my forearms while snatching me back to him roughly.  

“Enough,”  I repeated, with just a hint of threat behind it.  The quiet tone of my voice was even more chilling, and it undoubtedly overpowered Nascha’s louder noise.  I felt the ground beneath my feet quiver.  I felt the burning of Coyote’s magic in my gut, and my magic sizzled throughout me as I pulled even more energy from the ground beneath my feet.  The magic from wherever we were felt old and pure, and I spiraled it into my body in preparation for an attack that would probably be the magical equivalent of a nuclear bomb.

The cloud that covered Coyote solidified into the old woman.  She had a faint smile on her features.

“You dare to think you have power here?”  She asked.  Her tone promised me the same treatment Coyote had just received, and I was so ready to show her what I had planned for her.  I was about to fire back with something like ‘try me, bitch’ and opened my mouth.

“Don’t,”  Evan muttered, still holding my arms around my waist.  He kept me immobilized despite my attempt to launch myself toward the old hag.  His water magic formed a shimmering bubble around us, and I wondered if he did it to keep her from hearing my challenge.  I fell silent, knowing I would have to calculate how I could blast right through his ward to kill her.  

“She is passionate, Nascha.  She means no disrespect.”  Evan said.

Oh, no.  I meant the greatest disrespect.  The ‘I will rip your head off and shit down your neck’ type of disrespect.  I just needed him to move that damn barrier, so I had a clear shot.  

“You...”  I started, and Evan cut off my ability to speak by flooding my throat with water. That was one way to win an argument if you were a water witch.  I swallowed and coughed, only to have him do it again.  And again, because I’m persistent like that.  

I looked at the still form of Coyote on the ground and wanted to run to him, but Evan wasn’t letting go of me, and even in my ‘passionate’ state, I didn’t want to hurt Evan.  He bathed me in a cooling mist of water, and I drew in a deep breath, nearly choking to death on the water that still condensed inside my mouth, although to a lesser degree with each successive time.  

Nascha turned back to the rest of the council, and I had a brief moment of wanting to take advantage of that opportunity, but a tortured groan from Coyote pulled my attention back to him.  I sobbed and lurched forward once more, and Evan’s bubble of water magic seemed to drench my earth powers in a deluge of water magic that encased my energy.  I felt it drain from me and soak into the ground, naturalized.  

My fantasy of Nascha’s slow and painful death was temporarily forgotten as I scrambled across the ground to get to the crumpled form of Coyote.  I laid my hands on his shoulders, turning him toward me gently and checking for a pulse.  Evan joined me, looking as worried as I was.  Coyote looked worse.  His eyes were closed, and his face betrayed the pain that was still sending tremors of agony through him.

I pressed my forehead against his and stroked the side of his face, whispering apologies and nonsense about not letting them hurt him anymore.  He grasped my hand and held it against his chest, and I could tell that any sort of physical contact was excruciating.  

“That was way worse than the last time.  Don’t worry; you can make it up to me later.”  He whispered hoarsely as he opened pain-filled eyes and gave me a weak smile.  

The spirits/gods/elders - whatever the hell they were - were speaking in a language I didn’t understand.  I looked at Evan, who shook his head at my unasked question. 

“A few random words, but I could be wrong.  It’s a blend of the ancient languages.”  He said.

Coyote closed his eyes, and I saw the effort he put into forcing himself to sit and then roll to his knees.  Coyote winced and shook his head when Evan’s hand grasped his arm.  Understanding, Evan stood back from him and pulled me away as well.  Slowly, Coyote pushed himself onto his feet.  The three of us faced the council in a tight cluster.  I was on one side of Coyote, and Evan was on the other.  I assumed Evan had orchestrated that in case we needed to catch the pain-wracked Coyote if he collapsed.  

I could feel myself starting to spiral out of control again until I noticed the hitch in Coyote’s breathing and felt his fingers brush against mine.  He slid his hand into mine and pulled me closer to him.  He stood hunched over for a second, and I saw the strain on his face as he forced his back straight.  He gave me a weary look and shook his head ruefully before the corner of his mouth lifted.  I turned my head back toward the council and met their gazes straight on.  My tears dried almost instantly, either as a result of Evan’s magic or because the burning rage I felt had seared them right out of existence.  

There was a new look in the council member’s eyes, and they all seemed to focus on me the minute that rage bubbled up.  I shoved it down quickly and dropped my gaze, not wanting to bring their attention back to us.  I needed to get Coyote out of whatever circle of hell we were standing in.  

“What did you do, my little witch?”  Coyote asked, his voice still strained, but somehow amused.  

Evan laughed softly.  “Oh, that’s going to take a while to explain.”  

“You never disappoint me,”  Coyote said, letting out a pained bark of laughter right before we landed solidly on the carpet in the Queen of the Southern Tier Fae’s living room. 
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​Chapter 3
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Evan got up first and helped me to my feet.  He let Coyote have a minute to collect himself from the impact before he extended a hand downward.  Coyote took it, and I saw the effort both men put into helping him stand.  He winced in pain when he tried to straighten up.  I slid my arm around him.  With a sad smile, he moved away from me but slid his fingers down my arm gently.  I’d forgotten it would be painful to be touched after being taken apart bit by bit.  

His hair had come loose from the ponytail and fell to his shoulders in a dark sheet that I wanted to run my fingers through just once.  He pushed it out of his eyes and drew his hand down his face.  Even his own touch made him flinch, and he stared at his palm for a second in disbelief.  His dark amber eyes registered my concern, and he lifted his shoulders in a dismissive gesture that I suspected was for my benefit. 

“This is going to be all kinds of entertaining.  This is what you had in mind, isn’t it?  You, me, and...Evan.  Under one roof.  It should be quite the show.”  Coyote said, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and giving me a sly look that would have been much more effective if he didn’t look so miserable, and if he didn’t flinch every time he moved or something brushed against him.  I ducked out from beneath his arm and gave him a warning glare mixed with a little uncertainty.

I was too busy trying to catch my breath and process things, and he’d caught me off guard with that announcement.  Coyote, as a human, was going to take some getting used to; as for Evan...yeah, I had created my very own soap opera.  

I needed to squash the fact that I found both men very appealing, and I needed to do that fast.  I blinked at Coyote, and a knowing and seductive grin spread across his face.  From the very start, he’d known just how challenging this was going to be, yet he had taken my suggestion and chosen to be human rather than a coyote.  Already, I could see why having him as a coyote would have been way more manageable.

I opened my mouth and closed it without speaking.  

“You asked for it.”  He said softly.

I shook my head.  “You can’t read my thoughts anymore,”  I said as if that solved the problem.

“Reading your thoughts would be redundant,”  Coyote said, laughing.  I flicked my eyes to Evan, who flashed a quick smile and nodded his agreement.  I looked down at my feet because it seemed safer.

“We’ll have to negotiate living arrangements.  Do you want visitation, cousin?”  Coyote asked Evan.  

“What makes you think I’m the one getting visitation?”  Evan asked, looking more amused.

I looked at Coyote, and a lazy grin spread across his face as if he understood my internal battle.  He was just being himself, pushing boundaries, and all of my buttons like he always did.  His possessive and amorous manner didn’t mean anything if his past flirtation was anything to go by.  He’d probably rest for the night and be gone in the morning without so much as leaving a note.  Yeah, that was what would happen.  

“Okay, boys.  I’m too tired to play this game right now.”  I said, using exhaustion as an excuse.  Since New Orleans, I’d spent a long time thinking I’d read more into Coyote’s intention than was logical.  Plus, I’d been flirting quite nicely with Evan while Coyote had been MIA.  My gaze swung from Evan to Coyote.

“Don’t even,”  I said, issuing an irrelevant warning to them and a pertinent one to myself.  I stared into Coyote’s eyes, and what I saw made my resolve cave again.  “Are you really okay?”  I asked.  I reached out and wanted to take his face in my hands, but I settled for brushing over his shoulder with the lightest touch possible.

“I’m perfectly fine.  For a human.”  He said softly.  “Not good at all for magic, since Nascha is nothing if not thorough.  I’ve been scrubbed clean of every spark.  With a salt-dipped wire brush.  Twice.”  He gave a shudder that I thought was more genuine than he’d wanted me to notice.
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