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      Calliope Jones: Earth witch, 41-years-old, divorced mother of 2 sons.

      

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

      

      House: The house where Calliope lives. Grows more sentient as times passes and as Calli’s magic strengthens.

      

      Jack Kaukonen: Wolf shifter and officer of the RCMP (Royal Canadian Mounted Police). His law-enforcement partner is Lewis (a human).

      

      Douglas Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex-husband.

      

      Roger Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex brother-in-law

      

      Tanner Marechal: Druid. Can shift into a ghost wolf.

      

      The Apple Witch (Jessamyne): Druidess, Keeper, Tree shifter. Former love interest of Tanner Marechal.

      

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

      

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

      

      Wes (Wessel Foxwhelp): Druid. Can shift into a river otter.

      

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

      

      Benoit: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s father.

      

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

      

      Harper: 18-years-old son of Calliope. Dating Leilani Brodeur.

      

      Thatcher: 16-and-a-half-years-old son of Calliope.

      

      Leilani Brodeur: Witch. 18-years-old. Dating Harper.

      

      Sallie Flechette: Fae. Magical talents as yet unknown.

      

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

      

      Malvyn Brodeur: Sorcerer. Enforcer for the Board of Magical Governance. Jeweler. Father to Leilani.

      

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

      

      River de Benauge: Druid. Can shift into a river otter.

      

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

      

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

      

      Meribah Flechette: Fae. Calliope’s ex-mother-in-law. Mother of Doug and Roger.

      

      Faebook: A social media network for the fae.

      

      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.

      

      Kerry Pippin: Possibly a Magical. Assistant to Calliope at the Agricultural Commission’s office.
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      “I know what you are, Calliope.”

      Officer Jack Kaukonen of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police planted himself at the end of my roughed-up gravel driveway, hands on his hips and chalky half circles under his eyes. His unexpected presence at one o’clock in the morning was no social call.

      “Jack,” I said, trying to keep my body language from broadcasting the maelstrom tugging me in multiple directions, “what are you talking about?” I shifted my weight to one leg and crossed my arms under my breasts, hoping a flash of cleavage would draw his attention away from the collection of Magicals keeping tabs from the kitchen window.

      “I know you’re a witch.” He tapped the side of his nose. “An earth witch. Wolves have an acute sense of smell.”

      Oh. A fraction of the internal storm quieted at his admission.

      “Certain spells leave an olfactory residue, and my nose tells me there was a sorcerer here tonight.” He lifted his chin in the direction of the clumps of sod and the cluster of overturned tables and chairs littering my yard. “A powerful sorcerer. In addition…” He inhaled again, flared his nostrils, and squinted. “There were at least two otter shifters, three witches, a wolf, and a couple others I don’t recognize off the bat but let me get my nose to the ground and I will.”

      “I had no idea, Jack.”

      “No idea your party guests were Magicals?” he asked, shifting slightly on his boot-clad feet. His black work pants strained at the seams.

      I chided myself for staring at his thighs. Eyes up, Calliope.

      “No idea you were on the magical spectrum,” I answered. Generally, I could sense when I was in the presence of other Magicals, even prior to my recent initiation ceremonies. Jack had never popped up on my radar, which might have been another downside of the magic-muting tattoo I’d only recently gotten rid of.

      When he glared at me and ran fingers through his close-cropped hair, I held his gaze. Now that he’d shared his secret, I waited to see if his animal side would show. “I’ve known you were a witch for a while, Calliope. Just never had a good opening line on the tip of my tongue.”

      Yeah, Jack was a shifter all right. The wolf peeked out, amber facets shining in his eyes, and headed toward hopeful before making a U-turn back to Officer Jack.

      Once I grasped that piece of the puzzle, the control he held over himself made a lot more sense. So did the zing zipping between us the first time he’d showed up at the house. I twined my fingers through the cords looped around my neck to remind myself what was at stake.

      “I’m getting concerned,” he said. “This is the second time in two weeks I’ve been called out here because of a disturbance.”

      “And the last time you were here, I told you⁠—”

      “You were lying, but I couldn’t say anything in front of Lewis. My partner’s human.”

      The last time Jack—and Lewis—had parked their RCMP-issued vehicle at the end of my driveway, a druid had just hauled my ex-husband and his twin brother from the woods behind my house. The men had not come out quietly.

      Rifling through my options, I decided I could present Jack with a partial truth. “I’ve been having some trouble with Doug. That night, he and his brother, Roger, thought it would be fun to harass me in my own backyard.”

      “You could have called me for help.”

      “A friend helped me strengthen the protective wards around the property. I figured the boys and I were okay.” I shrugged, tried to keep my expression nonchalant, and left out the bit about the friend being a druid with a wolfy side.

      A woman’s voice called, “Calli!” from my house.

      Jack’s gaze traced a line from my face to the deck fronting my A-frame. I swiveled on my heels and confirmed the voice was Rowan’s. She was a local OB-GYN doctor and witch. She was also one of my newest Magical friends.

      “Everything’s okay,” I yelled, waving. “I’ll be right there.” The night air had dropped a good ten degrees since red-and-blue revolving lights had announced Jack’s arrival. I rubbed my upper arms and shivered. “Jack, I can handle the stuff with Doug. I promise.”

      He gave my shoulder a brief squeeze. If my response trigger wasn’t so skittish, I might have leaned into the masculine solidity of his chest, let him wrap his arms around me, and confessed every bit of worry. But my life was complicated enough without muddying a fairly straightforward relationship.

      “I believe you,” he said. “But if another complaint comes in, I’m going to have to take statements. From you and from everyone else on the property, whether they’re Magical or human.” The wolf reappeared in Jack’s eyes, this time clinical and assessing. “Be careful, Calliope. Something’s coming, and it doesn’t smell right.”

      A prickly silence grew between us. Jack wanted to push, and I wasn’t going to give him any more information. I was going to gather information. Using one big toe, I nudged aside a few nuggets of gravel and briefly closed my eyes. Jack’s energy glimmered like molten minerals in the crack that opened up between my toe and where he stood.

      Gotcha.

      He glanced toward my house once more then turned toward his car. “You might want to do a complete overhaul of those wards,” he said, raising his voice as he walked away. “I didn’t feel a damn thing when I got out of my car.”

      His parting shot stung. I stayed put, the bottoms of my feet whimpering about the gravel, until the retreating sound of the police car was swallowed into the night. The glimmering strand connected to him snuffed out.

      Fuck.

      And ouch. I took a couple steps to the side until I stood on more forgiving ground, shoved my hands into the back pockets of my jeans, and for one protracted moment, let the waves of overwhelm I’d been holding at bay crash around me. I started to shake.

      Jack was right. And wrong. The something he felt coming was already here, and the druid the RCMP officer had sensed—Tanner Marechal—was responsible for its presence.

      The something was called the Apple Witch. In their shared pasts, Tanner and the Apple Witch had been lovers. And for weeks this summer, maybe longer, she had pursued him and in the process of doing so, latched on to me. And now, the druid was out there, beyond the matte black trees and sky, maybe beyond this island—way beyond—looking for her.

      Recounting all that in my head while waiting for my joints to regroup enough I could walk tall and face the expectant houseful made it hard to take a full breath.

      Tanner had to find the Apple Witch. Two of my party guests were in her safekeeping, at my behest, and I knew in my gut she was unpredictable. Asking her for help had been a decision made in a moment of adrenaline-fueled desperation.

      I hoped I wouldn’t regret that decision. Because those special guests, Abigail and Clifford Pearmain, owned the orchard where two hidden folk had been murdered. I shivered and rubbed my upper arms.

      Before Tanner left to pursue the Apple Witch, he’d entrusted the ever-present pouch he wore to me. Revisiting the moment he snugged the cords over my head, my heartbeat sent the pouch bouncing against my sternum. I could see the squarish leather adornment through the thin cotton of my T-shirt, even with my back to the porch light.

      I wasn’t one hundred percent comfortable with the idea of guarding an object of mystical origin and magical potential. But as Tanner made me the promise he would find the Apple Witch, and Clifford and Abigail, he deemed the pouch important enough to leave in my care.

      Or maybe it was the other way around. Maybe the pouch had to stay out of the Apple Witch’s sight.

      Fuck. The past really could come back to haunt you. And slice up your lawn and steal your friends.

      “Calliope! Are you coming?” My grandfather’s voice boomed across the yard.

      My grandfather. I snorted. Searched the sky for Orion’s Belt and traced the collection of stars comprising my favorite constellation. My grandfather’s appearance on my roof at the end of last night’s chaos should have been the shock of my adult life. Instead, having a winged man swoop down the long roofline, land on the grass, and call me granddaughter was par for the course. My life had taken on a decidedly wild and unpredictable rhythm, and his arrival was just another beat.

      Enough me time. I made my way toward the homey light and up the porch stairs, to the man framed in the doorway.

      “Trouble?” he asked, holding the screen door open.

      “No. And yes,” I answered. “Turns out my high school buddy, Jack, is a wolf.”

      Christoph, my paternal grandfather and bird-man—no last name yet—nodded. “The Kaukonens are a good family, Calliope. I wouldn’t rush into sharing all of your secrets with him, but I don’t think you have to hold back.”

      This relative, who up until two or so hours ago had been MIA my entire life to the extent I had no idea he even existed, had the rundown on my friend’s reputation. If I got as angry about that right now as I felt, what little energy I had left would go there and not where it was truly needed—toward the people waiting for me in the house.

      “Thanks. I’ll take your opinion under advisement,” I said, unable to fend off the sarcasm. That’s what exhaustion and a surfeit of surprises did to me.

      “You’re angry. And that’s understandable. We have all the time in the world to talk now.” His hand landed on my upper back for a brief moment before I shrugged it off. We were way too new to one another for that kind of earned intimacy.

      He pulled the door tight and engaged the lock.

      A quick scan of my kitchen and living room showed two other druids who’d recently entered my life, Wes and Kaz. They were head to head at the dining table with their knives and scraps of wood spread before them. I didn’t see my sons, their cousin Sallie, or Harper’s girlfriend, Leilani. Rowan was out of sight too.

      “The doctor made a pot of tea,” said Christoph, his voice raspy, “and took Harper, Thatcher, and the girls upstairs.”

      I turned, wanting to get a good look at the bird-man standing in the nexus of my house. He didn’t look grandfather-ish, except for the flowing white hair speckled with flecks of steel gray cascading down his back. He was a few inches taller than me and, up close, finer boned than I first thought. Bird-boned. And he didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands.

      “I need to check on the kids,” I said, distracted by him fidgeting with the pockets of his fitted vest. “Maybe you could see if there’s anything Wes and Kaz need. Last I knew, they were going to reinforce the protective wards around the house.”

      Christoph exhaled, and when he did, his shoulders lowered. He let his arms hang at his sides. His hand fisted, and his knuckles paled.

      “I have something for you.” He extended his arm, his fingers curled around an offering. “Calliope,” he began.

      I pulled my gaze off what he was holding and stumbled into the wall behind me. “Your eyes…”

      His eyes, onyx circled with a corona of yellow, had no visible pupils.

      “I am a gyrfalcon, granddaughter. And I have a gift for you. Please,” he continued, unfurling his fingers and blinking. “Take them. And wear them.”

      Two rings, carved from pieces of a star-filled arctic sky, made a figure eight in the middle of his palm. They were too big around for any of my fingers.

      “What are these?” I asked, knowing full well they had to be more than simple jewelry.

      “You wear them on your thumbs.” He lifted one and gestured. “They belonged to your father.”

      My father. My father had worn these rings. I had never been offered anything of his. I extended my arms, gave Christoph my thumbs, and gasped when the bands tightened onto the middle joint. He cradled my hands in his and cleared his throat. “I found them on the shore, in the pockets of his folded pants, the day Benôit disappeared.”
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      Benoît. My father had a name. Minuscule flecks of ore twinkled throughout the matte black metal of the rings. My father had worn these same rings, and the metal responded to my touch. Now was not the time to open the door labeled Dad, but I couldn’t catch the tear before it landed on one thumb. Little Calliope had stopped longing for her father ages ago, and Big Calliope was about to collapse.

      “Your father, like me, was born with the gift of flight, Calliope, but he was less attracted to reaching the clouds than he was to bodies of water, especially the sea.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, wiping my nose with the back of my wrist. The magical metal called to me. I couldn’t bear to take my gaze off its changing surface, and its tensile strength buttressed my shaky knees.

      “Do you remember anything from when you and your mother lived with her parents in Maine?”

      “I have bits of memories,” I admitted, glancing at Christoph. His head was bowed, staring at the rings’ alchemical reaction to my skin. “I’m underwater in the most vivid ones.”

      “Do you remember your mother being in the water with you?”

      “Yes. And we were happy.”

      “And what about your father?”

      I shook my head. There were no photographs of my father among my mother’s things, at least not that I had knowingly come across. I rotated my hands so the palms faced down and almost did a face-plant against my grandfather’s chest. “The only other thing in the water with us had flippers.”

      Christoph took that as an invitation to make a physical connection and squeeze my fingers. The rings on his thumbs pressed against mine. “Calliope, that’s your father.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, unable to stop the image of my mother, happy, swimming, and next to her, flippers. Little Calliope had known the flippers weren’t rubber accessories attached to human legs. Big Calliope was slow to catch on.

      He released my hands, reached behind either side of his hips, and brought his lower feathers forward enough he could perch himself on my kitchen’s lone stool. “Benoît had the ability to grow wings and fly. Like me. It’s a rare trait, but for those endowed with such a gift, the need to fly usually dominates. My son preferred the sea to the sky, and his wings were useless in the water.” He bounced the toe of his sandal against the side of the island. “He loved you and your mother. He also loved other women, including a selkie. Genevieve understood this about him.”

      “Selkie?”

      “Seal folk, Calliope. Magical beings that wear their mammal skins in the water and shed them to walk as humans on land.” He crossed his arms and tucked his fingers under his armpits. “Benoît had an affair with a selkie and would borrow her skin.”

      The dim bulb in my head flared as I made the connection.

      “Were my parents even married?” I asked. Curiosity gave me enough of a mental boost to see what else this conversation might reveal.

      “Yes,” Christoph assured me, “they were married in Maine. I was at the ceremony, along with your mother’s parents, the grandparents you said you remembered from the cottage. There’s more,” he continued, “much more. Would you like to hear about your parents now or later?”

      What I wanted was to hear everything, now. What I needed was to check in with my sons, Leilani, and Sallie and go to sleep. I was down to one cylinder, and that cylinder wasn’t going to last much longer.

      “Tomorrow,” I said, filing away seal skin, flippers, and my father’s amorous proclivities.

      I took the stairs. My thumbs throbbed under the snug metal bands, and my legs were leaden. Sleep tried its best to catch me by the ankles and hustle me off to bed. Any bed. Under the steeply pitched walls of the second floor, low voices sounded behind the door to Harper’s room. I knocked.

      “Mom? Is that you?”

      Chamomile and other herbs greeted my nose when I turned the knob. The lone ceramic lamp shone softly from the floor, next to a tray of emptied mugs. Harper and Leilani spooned together on his single bed, and Rowan sat cross-legged on the braided oval rug. Next to her, Thatcher had his arm around his cousin’s shoulders. Sallie’s mascara and eyeliner were a mess.

      “Hey.” I switched into comforting mom-mode as I dropped onto the open spot next to Rowan. “How’re you all holding up?”

      I caught a glimpse of Sallie’s haunted eyes before she buried her face in Thatch’s chest.

      He patted her hair, his touch gentle but awkward as he looked over at me, shook his head, and silently mouthed, “Not now.”

      “I need to bake something,” Leilani whispered, “but I know it’s too late. I just wish Papa would text me.” She lifted her forearm, her cell phone clutched in her hand. “I feel like he and Dad should have gotten home by now and…” Her eyes widened as she looked over at Sallie and cut off the rest of the sentence.

      Sallie’s parents had kidnapped Cliff and Abi’s grandsons. Leilani’s father was the Enforcer who had taken Josiah and Garnet Flechette—Sallie’s parents—into custody. As the Enforcer, he would also mete out their punishment.

      “I’m so sorry.” Leilani’s whisper was barely audible.

      “I made a tea I hoped would help ease them all into sleep,” said Rowan, pulling her glasses off her face. She pinched the lenses between a fold in her shirt and rubbed slow circles. “Maybe we could turn off the lights and all go to bed now. Sun’s going to rise in about three hours.”

      I nodded my agreement. “Sallie, where do you want to sleep?”

      Harper’s deepening voice emerged from behind Lei-li’s shoulder. “The four of us are sleeping in here, Mom.” He lifted his head, his eyes unreadable behind half-closed lids. “Thatch’s gonna pull in his mattress. We’re giving the girls our beds. We’ll use our camping pads.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.” I wanted to respect their wishes. Plus, the teens would draw comfort from being together. “There are new toothbrushes in your bathroom, same shelf as the washcloths.”

      Rowan put her glasses back on, rolled onto her hands and knees, and stood. “I’ll be downstairs,” she said, “if any of you feel like you need medical care or want to talk.”

      She stroked the top of my head, inviting me to lean against the side of her leg. Her fingertips sent pale green tendrils curling around my vertebrae and down my spine, creating a conduit to the bones of my house and the nourishing soil below.

      I was wrapped in on myself so tight I didn’t realize I’d pulled up my roots. No wonder I drank in the physical connection for the few seconds it was offered.

      Rowan’s hand left my head when she shifted and bent over to pick up the tray. “Do you know where the guys plan to sleep?”

      I squeezed the hand Thatch offered before he returned to rocking Sallie. “They’ll likely be up all night, working on the wards. And I don’t know what Christoph’s sleeping preferences are.”

      “Can I bunk with you?”

      “You can have the futon in my office. I’ll let the guys know they can divvy up the couches.”

      Ro stepped through the doorway before me.

      “Good night, kiddos,” I said, unfolding my legs and blowing tired kisses into the room. “I love you all. We’re downstairs if you need anything.”

      Closing the door behind me, I had to stop and let the stutter in my heart right itself.

      “Are you okay?” Rowan paused, balancing the tray holding the teapot and mugs.

      “Everything is in its own little compartment,” I answered. “I’m worried about what will happen with Tanner when he finds the Apple Witch, and I’m really worried about Abi and Cliff.” I hoped the Apple Witch had transported the older couple to their farmhouse and waited with them until River, Rose, and Belle had arrived. The radio silence from my friends frayed the hem of my patience.

      “I’m concerned that Mal and James haven’t called. I hope the Enforcer wields as much power as I think he does.” Rowan led the way down the hall to the stairs. Once she left the tray on the kitchen counter, she pulled out her phone. “I’ll text Lei-li and ask her to let us know if she hears anything.”

      Watching Rowan calmed me. I was capable of handling a lot, as the upheavals of the previous weeks had shown. Having a capable friend at my side was a relief. And while the support and security the crew of druids provided was invaluable, I was equally desirous of pulling the power of the witches around me as I learned to call upon my magic.

      The magic was there. Its latency was frustrating.

      Christoph walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door. His wings were snugged tight against his back. I had a moment of wallowing in awe at the beauty of his feathers. Gyrfalcons populated the more northerly provinces. I never imagined I would see one up close, let alone call one of the magnificent raptors family.

      I shook my head. “Christoph?”

      He spun, one hand on the door handle, the other holding a package of sausage. “These aren’t meat,” he said, surprise lifting his eyebrows.

      “We’re vegetarians,” I explained, “and those are delicious.”

      Harrumphing, he returned to examining the label. “I’m hungry, and I don’t feel like hunting right now.”

      Rowan elbowed my ribs and grinned before she headed into the living room to stand beside Wes. She snugged close, her wavy red hair mingling with his.

      A disappointed sigh reminded me there was a hungry bird rooting around in my kitchen. “Feel free to eat whatever you find,” I said. “I’m not sure where to put you, but…”

      “I’ll sleep outside.” Christoph closed the refrigerator door, filled a glass from the tap at the sink, and drank. His wings drooped a fraction as his shoulders sagged. “I find myself rather tired.”

      “We had a giant bat visit recently. They seemed to think the fir trees in the backyard were a nifty place to roost.”

      He turned and smiled. “Then perhaps I shall have company tonight, though they are nocturnal and I’ve always found bats to be a bit on the chatty side.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. My grandfather was a freaking bird complaining about the social skills of bats. “If you can’t get to sleep out there, come inside. Or sleep on the back porch. There’s a big swing, which might accommodate your wings.”

      I surprised myself and him by circling my arms around his waist in a quick hug.

      “Calliope.” Kaz put down the stick he was carving. I had to hold the edge of the table and deliberately widen my eyes. Sleep was getting impatient with my detours. “With your permission, we’ll add more runes to the ones we placed a few days ago. Wes and I’ll have to shift to get the sticks into places we can’t reach like this.” He swept his arm down the front of his compact body. “Once that’s done, we can connect them into a continuous ward. One thing has me very concerned though.” He faced me full on while scratching at the back of his neck. “Tanner mentioned there might be a portal on your property.”

      Oh. That woke me up. I pressed my fingertips against the pouch resting below my sternum. “We were going to talk about the portal.” And celebrate my Blood Ceremony and sleep in the same bed. “But then the shit hit the fan and now Tanner’s trying to find the Apple Witch and Cliff and Abi, and I have no idea when he’ll be back.”

      Wes shot Kaz a look I translated as the druidic equivalent of WTF, before returning to concentrate on his carvings.

      “What’s a portal look like?” I asked. “And why would having one on the property be a problem?”

      “Most portals in this realm are connected to specific trees, Calliope. We can also create single-use portal facilitators.” Kaz studied his hands before turning his attention fully to me. “Our concern is there’s a dormant portal here that could be activated by anyone, friend or foe.”

      I could think of a half-dozen Magical beings I did not want to see popping out of my trees.

      “Do you know when this house was built?” Kaz asked. “And how long have you owned the property?”

      “Early nineteen-sixties?” I guessed, trying to prod my brain into doing quick math. “I have no idea if my aunt bought the house or built it. I’d have to ask my cousins—or look at the records. I’ve owned the house a little over two years.”

      “Are there places on the property that call to you?” Wes asked.

      “Oh, yes, definitely.” I was completely unsuccessful at stifling a yawn. My eyes teared up. “The garden, mostly.”

      “We’ll have a look,” Kaz assured me. “You need to sleep. Go to bed. We’ve got this.”

      I gave a halfhearted wave. Christoph wasn’t in the kitchen, and the door to my bedroom was open, warm yellow light spilling onto the maple flooring in the hall. I brushed my teeth, eyes closed, and peeled my jeans over my hips. Leaving the pants where they dropped, I discarded my smelly T-shirt and stepped under the shower head, letting hot water and silky soap bubbles wash away the dirt and dried blood.

      Toweled off, wearing nothing but clean underwear, I knocked my shins against my bed’s frame. When I lifted the top sheet, I smelled Tanner. He’d been the last one to sleep here, due to the injury to his knee had sustained in the fight with my ex, the same fight that first brought Officer Jack to the house. Well, to the end of the driveway.

      Closing my eyes, I burrowed my nose into the pillow and inhaled, letting scent threads of mint, sunshine, and ripening apples anchor me to the memories of the man I desperately missed.

      

      When I awoke around five, all I could see were rumpled folds of breath-warmed bedding in front of my face. My ears tuned into a distant disturbance. Through a process of deduction, I figured out the knocking was coming from the front door.

      I flipped to my other side and pushed upright. My toes curled off the cool floor, and the floorboards stayed silent as I crept to my closet and pulled on a camisole top and a pair of pajama bottoms. Tiptoeing across the hall, I peeked into my office. Rowan’s curvy body was a quiet landscape of hills and dales, her breathing steady and deep. I backed out and released the knob.

      As soon as I reached the end of the hall, I balked.

      Tanner stood on the other side of the closed kitchen doors, one elbow pressed against the screen to prop himself upright. Behind him, the morning’s tangerine sky burned into blue.

      “Tanner?” I stepped closer, unlocked and opened the door, and gasped. The skin on his arms and chest was streaked with dried mud and other substances, and the look in his eyes told me he wasn’t altogether there.

      “Calliope, I⁠—”

      “Shower first. Talk later,” I whispered, tugging at his arm. “Can you walk?”

      He nodded and followed behind me, his footfalls slurring like he was coming off a bender. I sat him on the toilet seat, pushed the stiff rubber plug into the bathtub drain, and opened the taps.

      “Don’t move,” I said. “I’m getting you something to drink.”

      A cursory glance around the downstairs showed an untouched stack of bedding on one end of the couch and an empty living room. The sliding glass door to the back porch was closed. Either the druidic duo were in the woods, or they’d chosen to sleep outside with Christoph and whatever other wild critters roamed the property at night.

      Hurrying to the bathroom, I opened the door as Tanner was inches away from face-planting against the side of the sink. I grabbed the front of his rumpled button-down shirt and got him to lean into me. Exhaustion dug creases into the corners of his eyes and dulled their usual topaz glow.

      “Drink,” I said, coaxing him to lean back.

      He drained the glass of orange juice and stared at the empty container as if willing it to refill. Or maybe he was mystified by its appearance. Tanner’s skin was cool, almost cold, where it touched mine. The druid needed to get in the water, fast. Keeping one hand securely wrapped above his elbow, I tested the temperature of the bath.

      “Help me get this off,” he said, picking at his shirt. I unfastened the only three buttons attached to the placket and sniffed.

      Dirt, crushed plant matter, and honey? “Where the heck have you been?”

      Tanner didn’t acknowledge my question, didn’t seem inclined to answer. He stood, silent and swaying, and fumbled with the button of his once-white, now-trashed jeans. I gave him room to unzip, noticed he wasn’t wearing underwear, and tugged the muddied and ripped pants down his legs when he couldn’t seem to manage getting them past his thighs.

      “C’mon, big guy, we can do this,” I said, wiggling the waistband to his knees then lower. I grabbed one of his calves and lifted. Tanner wobbled against the edge of the sink and grunted.

      I had never seen him fully naked. His entire body—torso, arms, and legs—was marked with scratches of differing depths and widths. His tattoo, a sepia-toned tree which began on the right side of his sacrum and continued down the back of his thigh, knee, and calf, looked intact, as did the seed-shaped nubs scattered throughout the tree’s leaves and branches.

      What confused me were the patches of unblemished skin on his shoulders and arms and elsewhere. The patches mirrored one another, as though placed deliberately, like armor a warrior would put on ahead of attack.

      And Tanner’s body showed signs of having been attacked.

      I blew out a hard breath. He fumbled for a handhold as he entered the tub and lowered himself to sitting.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, afraid to touch the raw spots.

      He rested his elbows on his knees and cupped his face in his hands. “I found her,” he muttered. “I found her, and she took me.”

      “She” was probably the Apple Witch, and if she could travel through trees to speak to me, it wasn’t a big leap to imagine she could take others with her. “She took you where?”

      Tanner shook his head, kept his hands on his face. “She took me, Calli.”
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      Last night’s anger at the Apple Witch reignited into rage. She’d done something to hurt Tanner, but me threatening her bodily harm was no help to him. I honed in on the flecks of bark and pale green lichen scattered through his hair. His breathing wasn’t steady, and every few breaths his entire body shook. Bumps pebbled the surface of the arm closest to me.

      “Let me heat this up.” I turned the faucet and used my free hand to stir the incoming hot water around his legs and the backside of his body. “Is that better?”

      Tanner slid his fingers from his temples over the back of his skull, squeezed, and murmured a barely audible mm-hmm.

      “May I touch you?” I didn’t want to assume anything. I had an idea what he meant when he’d emphasized the Apple Witch had taken him. It seemed only right to ask his permission before continuing.

      “Yes. Please.” Tanner began to relax out of his hunched over position. I handed him a washcloth, offering him the option of covering up. He stared then dropped it into the water. The gray-and-white-striped square expanded as the cloth became saturated. “It wasn’t as bad as you’re thinking, Calli.” Settling his back against the curved porcelain, he groaned, gripped the edges of the tub, and shifted his head so I couldn’t see much of his face. “You know she and I were lovers.”

      “Recently?” I had to focus on his earlobe to keep my gaze from wandering over the front of his body and downward. He let his arms sink below the surface of the water. His hands came to rest between his thighs. I took the floating washcloth and wrung out warm water over each of his knees. Grabbing a couple more cloths from the shelf, I waited as they absorbed the heated water before placing them across his upper chest and shoulders

      “Not, not for years. Our paths diverged. I moved to Canada. She went… I don’t know where she went, but when she came back, she was changed, like something in her had twisted. She spent more and more time in her tree form. Even her mother noticed.”

      Silence, punctuated by water dripping from the faucet, mingled with steam and rose toward the tongue-and-groove paneling. The robin’s-egg blue paint matched the ceiling of my grandparents’ porch in Maine.

      “Jessamyne thinks I carry seeds with me,” Tanner said, his gaze and voice woozy. “Seeds that yield trees capable of bearing the Apples of Immortality when cultivated under the right conditions.”

      “Is Jessamyne the Apple Witch and…” How to ask this delicately… “You mean seeds as in sperm, your sperm?”

      “Yes. Jessamyne’s the Apple Witch. And yes, she’s right, I do carry the sacred seeds. But she’s completely misguided about where they’re stored and how to get them out of me.” He rolled his head against the back of the tub and stared at my throat.

      My fingers stroked the braided leather thrumming against my collarbones and the back of my neck.

      “Now you carry the seeds too.” He lifted his hand and rolled enough that he could run a dripping finger over the cords. “I’ll take the necklace from you once Abi and Cliff are safe. I have to deal with Jessa in the daylight. With my clothes on. Hopefully with help.” Tanner pressed his chin toward his chest and curled forward. Water, streaming off his skin, turned him into a sea creature rising reluctantly from the liquid depths. “Do you see the tree?”

      “The one tattooed on your buttock and down your leg? That one?”

      “Run your hand over the top of the design.”

      The heat of the water had added a red flush to the slightly lighter skin color of his butt. I had been curious about the tiny raised bumps since I’d first seen them. Under the pads of my fingertips, the bumps felt like…

      “These are seeds too,” I said. “So how come they haven’t dissolved?”

      “They were encapsulated in glass bubbles before insertion.” He untwisted his torso so he could slide his body under the surface of the water again. “Jessamyne bound me to one of the Great Trees, Calli, and she took— She…” He gestured to his washcloth-covered lap, opened his eyes wide to the ceiling, and spoke forcefully. “We had ritual sex and part of me reveled in the experience and part of me was reviled by it, and I hope to the goddesses and gods that I am never asked or coerced or forced into doing anything like that ever again.”

      His words dissipated into the steam coming off the water and the surface of his body. I sat on my heels and stared at his profile. Tension gathered into three deep furrows between his eyebrows. The rest of his features were a series of sharply defined curves, from the sweep of his nose to the little scoop under his bottom lip.

      I wanted to kiss the deep plum of those lips but not now, not with what Jessamyne had forced on him. “I don’t know what to say other than I’m sorry, Tanner.” I came onto my knees to gently tease the last bits of flora out of his hair. “I will listen anytime you need to talk. And I will set my wild and willing vines on that woman if she shows up here again, as a witch or a tree.”

      He almost smiled before he closed his eyes. “Wait until we find out about our friends. And, Calli, she’s my problem. Unless she’s had a complete break from the Keeper tradition, there’s no way she would have participated in the deaths of the hidden folk. She knows they’re crucial to maintaining the sacred trees. I think it makes more sense to focus on the fae, on what they’ve done and what they’re planning to do.”

      Tanner was going pale, even in the heat of the water.

      “I think it’s time for you to finish up in here and get some food in you,” I said. “And rest.”

      “You’re right.” His eyelids fluttered open, and he stared upward. “I’d like to wash my hair first.”

      I uncapped the shampoo. “Give me your hand.”

      The blush on his neck deepened. Closing his eyes, he asked, “Would you wash it for me?”

      He wouldn’t see my answer. I pressed my lips together and nodded, my sexual attraction toward this man tamped down, lid secured. I concentrated on the micro-movements that would transfer shampoo from the bottle to my hand: pour a healthy dollop into my palm, recap the bottle, and distribute the thick liquid between both palms.

      “Could you slide down and get your hair really wet?” I asked.

      Tanner drew his knees into his chest, rounded his spine, and sank deeper into the tub. He tilted his head, let the water cover his face, and stayed there, suspended, strands of mink-dark hair calling to be stroked, curled around my fingers, brushed over my bare skin.

      “Tanner,” I said, breaking my reverie to tap his shin. “Sit up.”

      His features rose above the surface. He wiped one hand across his face, covered his nose and blew out water, and sat up. I spread my fingers through his hair and over his scalp and massaged him clean and free of debris. When I signaled I was finished, he groaned, louder this time, and leaned his head back.

      “Thank you,” he mouthed before ducking his head until he was again completely submerged. He managed to rinse his hair, stand, and step out of the freestanding tub without stumbling.

      “Bend forward,” I said, handing him a towel.

      He caught up most of his wet hair, twisted, and squeezed before letting the towel drop to the floor. I kept an eye on him as he dried his body with a fresh towel and sat on the toilet seat, waiting for my next instruction.

      “Brush?” I handed him one with wooden teeth.

      Tanner stroked his wet hair and patted the brush on his towel-covered thigh.

      “Do you have an extra elastic?” he asked, picking up the brush again. He quickly divided his hair into three sections and fashioned a short, neat braid. I handed him a hair tie. He glanced at me, cut his laugh short as his features arranged themselves into an unreadable expression. “Got any clothes that’ll fit?”

      “Wait here,” I said. Tanner and Thatcher were close to the same height, and my younger son had amassed a collection of sweatpants, full-length and cut-off. I found a pair stacked on top of the dryer, along with a T-shirt. Tanner would have to forego underwear.

      I handed him the clothes.

      “One more thing, Calli. Can you look at my back? My skin feels kind of raw.”

      He was right; his skin needed attention. A bottle of wild rosehip oil sat in arm’s reach.

      “Put the pants on,” I said. “Then sit down, and I’ll do your back.”

      There was no way I could rub the oil directly onto the roughed-up patches. I poured the oil into my palm and drizzled it onto his shoulder.

      While I patted the areas that looked the most painful, I filled him in on the events he’d missed. “Malvyn took custody of Sallie’s parents. An RCMP officer showed up right after he and James left. All four teens are upstairs, and Rowan stayed here too. She’s sleeping in my office. And I didn’t see Wes or Kaz or my grandfather went I went to the kitchen, but⁠—”

      Tanner reached for my hip. “Wait a sec. Did you say your grandfather is here? When did that happen?”

      “After you left, when we were still trying to figure out what was what, I heard someone calling me.” I snorted softly as I pushed the bottle of oil away from the edge of the sink and washed and dried my hands. “Seems like that’s becoming a thing. Let’s just yell or whisper ‘Calliope’ until she looks up or looks down or steps onto the porch, and then we’ll throw another curveball at her, see how she does.” My voice shook, along with my hands.

      “C’mere.” Tanner had stood and was pulling the T-shirt over his head. The faded cotton stretched tight across his chest. At least the hem sat below his belly button. Gathering me to his chest, he said, “Tell me more.”

      “His name is Christoph. I don’t know if he has a last name. He’s my father’s father, and he’s a gyrfalcon.” I lifted my head away so I could look Tanner in the eyes. “He has wings. Wings.”

      “He’s the bird-man Kaz was talking about, isn’t he?” He lifted the hank of hair that kept falling in my face and let it slide through his fingers.

      “How did you guess?”

      “You said it yourself, Calli.” He used his forefinger to tuck the bothersome hairs behind my ear. He then traced the curve of the same ear with his thumb and smoothed my earlobe. “Curveballs. There are very few gyrfalcon shifters, fewer than a dozen, last I checked. It makes perfect sense in a curveball crazy way that the bird-man Kaz wanted to find for Harper would already be related to you.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said. “But it’s going to take me a helluva long time to process the fact that I’ve got a living, breathing, flying grandfather. And that I have a name for my father.”

      “What is it?”

      “His name was Benôit.”

      “Was?” The thumb that had left my earlobe longing for more touch now caressed the side of my jaw.

      I nodded, pressing my forehead hard against Tanner’s sternum and taking comfort in the steady beat of his heart below layers of cloth, skin, muscle, and bone. “Christoph has no idea if my father is alive or dead. All he told me is Benôit fell in love with a selkie, used her skin to enable him to swim, and gave his heart to the sea, rather than the wind.”

      “That sounds so poetic.”

      “You should hear me after I’ve had a glass or two of wine.” I smoothed the cotton over his pectoral muscle and gave a halfhearted giggle.

      “What do you want to do now?” he asked, stroking my hair down the back of my head to the ends. He slid his fingers to the base of my scalp, through the unbrushed tangles, and tugged.

      I glanced at the window. “It must be at least six thirty, seven,” I said, lulled by his touch. “Are you hungry? There are four teenagers upstairs. I have no idea how long they’ll sleep, but I know they’ll be hungry when they wake up.”

      “I’m starving. Let’s go make breakfast.”

      “Is there any more to tell me about what happened last night?”

      His body stiffened then relaxed. “I’m going to have to see Jessamyne again if we want answers to her part in Abigail and Clifford’s disappearance.” He stopped playing with my hair and slid the side of his face against mine until his mouth neared my ear, squeezing me so tightly against his chest I could barely take in a breath. “I wanted to be your hero, Calliope.”

      When he released me and I reached for the door, his openness shut down, fast and tight. I had no response for what he’d just whispered. I gave Tanner his privacy and ducked into my bedroom to add a bra and pair of cargo pants to my ensemble.

      In the kitchen, the rote movements of mixing batter and heating the waffle press soothed my jumbled head. Tanner unwrapped a fresh stick of butter and placed a saucepan of maple syrup on the stove to heat. In my tired state, I bumped into him a lot, my elbows to his ribs, my heels on his toes. I was usually more conscious of my body’s boundaries. Seems four hours of sleep wasn’t nearly enough to set me closer to normal.

      Quiet knocking sounded against the front door. Tanner peered around the refrigerator, laughed, and asked, “Where would I find towels for a couple of otters who look like they’ve been rolling in dirt?”

      I pointed in the direction of the hall closet and peeked under the waffle maker’s lid. “Lower shelf.”

      The men made a bit of a commotion after Tanner opened front door. He must have offered to hose off the two druids because there was quiet cursing and the sound of water hitting the deck. The men talked as they toweled off. I lifted my heels and peered through the window over the sink, catching flashes of naked backsides as Wes and Kaz shook out the towels and hung them over the railing.

      Tanner ducked back into the kitchen. “They’re changing. And they have news.”

      “Is it Abi and Cliff?” I asked, a hopeful flutter in my chest. He shook his head. All those little wings dropped to the floor.

      “We found your portal, Calliope,” said Wes, walking into the kitchen, bare-chested in cut-off sweatpants.

      His eyes wide and sparkling with the excitement of discovery, Kaz added, “And it’s a doozy.”
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