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A Quick Character Reminder :)

Many of you have asked for a way to remind yourselves of the characters in my books, so that you can better enjoy the newest book.  With that in mind, here goes!
With this book, we return to Fisher’s Cove, the tiny Nova Scotia fishing village where Moira reigns as matriarch.  The local trio of troublesome witchlings includes pirate-loving Sean, book-reading Kevin, and Lizzie, small healer dynamo.
Lots of families in the village as well, with the new crop of babies!  Sophie lives there now, along with Mike and their son Adam.  Elorie’s husband, Aaron, runs the Sea Trance Inn, and they have twins, Aislin and Lucas.  And fresh from her arrival in A Nomadic Witch, tiny Morgan of the lavender eyes has taken up residence with grumpy, wounded Marcus.
There will be brief appearances from some of the Witch Central folks as well—but this will be the last book set in Nova Scotia for a while, so I wanted to give them plenty of time to shine :-).
Enjoy!


Chapter 1

 “Cass, you’re on in five.”  Dave, innkeeper and resident emcee, stuck his head into what passed for a dressing room in The Barn.
She grinned.  “Is the place full yet?”
“Might be.”  He thumbed over his shoulder as the unmistakable strains of world-class fiddling started up again.  “Buddy’s warming them up for you.”
Buddy MacMaster didn’t warm up for anyone.  But at the ripe old age of eighty-eight, he didn’t grace the stage so often anymore either.  “I’m so glad he came tonight.”
Dave’s eyes crinkled.  “He wouldn’t have missed hearing those strings of yours for the world.  Told me so himself.”
“Strings.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Still can’t get any respect around here.”
She remembered the first time she’d walked into The Barn, a veteran performer already at the age of twenty-five.  Newspapers all across the continent had heralded her tour, called her the hottest new fiddler in a generation.  And then she’d come to Cape Breton, North America’s cradle of Celtic fiddling.  Driven past foals prancing in the fields and cows that had reminded her oddly of the Irish hills of home.
And discovered the best fiddlers of any generation.
The rocks had called her here seventeen years ago—and until she’d parked outside The Barn in Margaree, she hadn’t known why.  The genius of Buddy MacMaster’s fingers had pulled her through the door, knocked her into a seat, and kept her jaw on the floor half the night.  
“You staying a few days?”  Dave gently interrupted her reverie.  “He says there’s a seat for you on Friday night if you want it.”
The weekly square dance, and probably the only place in the universe where she’d play second fiddle.  Happily.
“Standard rates.”  Dave hid a smile.
Her sigh was only a moderate one on the Irish scale—after seventeen years, she’d learned that her fee would be delivered whether she liked it or not.  “Fine, but I’m paying full price for my room.”
“Mmmm.”  The noncommittal sound suggested she wasn’t going to win that one this year, either.  “You’re on in three.”
She shook her head as the door swung closed behind him.  And reached for her fiddle—Cassidy Farrell was never late.
A couple of quick bow strokes and she had her strings tuned to each other and to the aching strains of the sad ballad Buddy was building to its peak.  Pushing out the door of the small dressing room, she looked left toward the stage—and then turned right.  
The rocks were pulling on her again, full of mischief this time.  She made her way out the side door, shivering at the slicing wind.  March in Cape Breton was never warm.
A full crowd, though, by the looks of the parking lot.  Mostly locals at this time of year.  With a friendly nod to a couple of stragglers, she stepped inside the main doors.  Put bow to strings.  And catching Buddy’s entry into the final verse, began to play.
Her fiddle sang long, low notes into the night and the warmth, quiet counterpoint to the talent on the stage.  
Buddy’s eyes shot up, searching, and then he smiled and tipped his head back down to his violin.
He couldn’t see her way back here in the dark.  Cass stepped forward into the light and added a tiny riff into her next measure.  Coming.
He kept playing—Buddy had never been one for frills and ruffles.  But she could feel the welcome in every note.
Eyes glued to the stage, she wound her way carefully between chairs, tables, and toddlers on the loose.  Played the haunting notes that spoke of death come early to a golden warrior.  Of honor for his clan and heartache for his love.
Country music had nothing on the melancholy Celts.
When she reached the foot of the low stage, Buddy finally spotted her, and the tears she’d been holding in the whole walk forward finally spilled.  He was still here, still playing—and the part of her heart that rooted in the deep soil of this place finally dared to breathe.
She stepped onto the stage, her bow stroking the final disconsolate notes.  A woman’s soul rended, parted forever from the man she loved.
And lifted her fiddle off her shoulder to hug the man who played the music that kept Cassidy Farrell’s soul whole.
-o0o-
The child was never going to survive to see her birthday.
Marcus tried not to growl as he dove out of his chair in Morgan’s direction.  “Don’t eat the potted plants, sweetheart.  They don’t taste good.”
She beamed up at him, her two new teeth gleaming in the middle of her happy, dirt-rimmed grin.
Dammit, how had he missed that?  “Ate yourself some greenery already, did you?”  Marcus reached for the baby bag, sighing.  That was three times this week.  People were going to talk.
“You needn’t fret.”  Moira smiled contentedly from a chair by the fire.  “A little dirt never hurt anyone.”
Perhaps not—but it probably wouldn’t mix well with the pea gravel she’d already ingested that morning.  He released Morgan from his face-cleaning ministrations.  “Why in tarnation is she trying to consume half of Fisher’s Cove?”
“Could be a lot of things.”  Sophie sat at the table, sporadically working on her laptop in between mad dashes to keep Adam out of the room’s collection of cords and plugs.  “Mineral deficiencies, teething, emerging earth powers.”  
“Aye.  Or maybe you just like strange tastes, sweet girl.”  Moira handed a few cookie crumbs to the cruising Morgan.  She looked over at Marcus.  “They can have some odd opinions at this age.  It’s nothing to worry about.”
He always had plenty to worry about.  “Is she old enough for cookies?”  Google had been very clear—no milk or eggs until she was at least a year old.  Not that he had any idea when that blessed event would be—Morgan had shown up on his doorstep missing a lot of basic facts, like the day she’d been born.  “What if she has allergies?”
Moira raised a pointed eyebrow.  “Do I look like a witch fresh out of healing school?”
“We can scan for allergies.”  Sophie stared studiously at her laptop, doing a very poor job of hiding her amusement.  “And we have.  You needn’t worry on that account.  Morgan’s healthy as a horse.”
Yes, and assuming he could keep her away from garbage cans, potted plants, and the cookie-bearing womenfolk of the village, she might stay that way.  He raised an eyebrow at Adam, who was making his slow and steady way over to the pile of dirt Morgan had left on the floor.  And decided he had better things to do than play guardian to a potted plant.
Muttering under his breath, Marcus layered a simple containment spell over the greenery and raised an eyebrow at Adam.  “See what you make of that, young troublemaker.”
Adam sat back on his very well-padded bottom and contemplated the dirt for a while. 
“Well, you’ve slowed him down at least.”  Sophie watched her son from the table. 
Sometimes parenting required asserting control, whatever the female population of Fisher’s Cove believed.  He glanced over at Morgan, who had made her way up onto the couch and was now playing with Moira’s pendant.  And wondered if it was ancient enough to be full of lead and hexing spells.
“Don’t be silly.”  Moira eyed him over her teacup.  “I’ve yet to poison any grandchild of mine.”
He hadn’t said a word.
“Sit,” said Sophie gently, nodding at the pair on the couch.  “Take a little downtime while you can get it.  She’s not going anywhere for a bit.”
It was tempting—he had a very good book sitting on the arm of the parlor’s most battered and comfortable armchair.
“You parent alone, and you’re doing a marvelous job.”  The respect in Sophie’s eyes shook him.  “But the weight doesn’t have to be yours every moment of the day.”
He knew that.  And if he forgot, a steady stream of people arrived on his doorstep every couple of hours to remind him.  “I have plenty of help.”
Sophie looked over at her own son now, busy raiding a set of toy cups he’d found hidden on a shelf.  “But you worry alone.  Set that down for a bit too.”
Marcus had the oddest feeling they weren’t talking about him or Morgan anymore.  Sophie’s eyes were far too bleak.  And there had been quiet, concerned rumors.  He tried, in his supremely awkward way, to offer comfort.  “Adam is fine.”  
She only gazed at her son.
Marcus was missing the circuits to talk to a woman—but he knew the rules of communal life.  And much as he hated to admit it, he cared about a small boy and his mother.  “What worries you?”
This time, the twinge of fear was stronger.  “He’s different, Marcus.  I can’t say how or why yet, but he’s not wired like most babies.”
So said the whispers.  Small leaks of distress and love for a baby who just wasn’t quite right.  He studied Adam, trying to ignore the niggling fear blooming in his own head.  And finally knew what to say.  “A lot of us are different.”  He cleared his throat, studying lines worn into the inn’s polished old floor.  “And we all find a home here.”
Her mind flooded with astonishment—and gratitude.
Marcus backed away, acutely embarrassed.  He knew exactly nothing about babies and how they might turn out.  Carefully not meeting Sophie’s eyes, he retreated to the armchair, his book, and a burning desire for the rest of the morning to be simple.  
And found himself entirely unable to block out her quiet thanks.
-o0o-
Cass headed out of The Barn, fingers numb and head stuffed full of laughter, a few too many raucous twirls around the floor, and sublime music.
Outsiders might have said the inhabitants of Margaree had no idea what talent sat in the chairs of their informal music hall.  That it was wasted on some tiny little town in the sticks.
They would have been wrong.
It was here, where the cliffs breathed Celtic mystery and the days were often short and fierce, that kitchen tables all across the small island nurtured the music that lived in her heart.
Small children and old, old men, aunts and sisters and awkward teenage cousins all gathering for the ceilidh.  Food and dancing, gossip and music—the lifeblood that kept communities thrumming during the long days of a Cape Breton winter. 
She’d played for thousands.  Tens of thousands.  People sitting politely in their seats and throngs on their feet, swept up by the music.
But she’d never played anywhere she loved better than The Barn.
So every year, over the protests of her very savvy marketing team and her long-suffering manager, she made her pilgrimage.  It wasn’t going home to Ireland, which was a voyage of a different kind and one her marketing team could better appreciate.
This was a homecoming of the heart.
She tugged her wool toque down tighter over her ears.  It was damn cold.  
Stuffing hands in her pockets, she chuckled at her weak blood.  “Just what were you expecting at this hour?”  
“Still talking to yourself, I see.”  Dave had caught up to her on the path that led from The Barn to his inn.  “That was some fine fiddling tonight.”
Buddy had been in rare form.  “He’s still a genius.”
She felt the smile on the path beside her.  “I meant yours.”
She never played badly here.  The rocks, the audience, and her pride would never permit it.  “It’s good to be back.”
Dave stopped at the turn to the small house behind the inn.  “I have you in your usual room.  Need any help with your bags?”
“I’ll fetch them in the morning.”  Wouldn’t be the first time she’d slept in her jeans and boots, and her other essentials had been dropped off earlier.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small brown bag.  “Well, this ought to tide you over, then.”
She watched him walk up the graveled path lit only by a few brave stars peeking through the sullen night sky.  And then took a look in the bag.  Two scones, a bar of chocolate, and a toothbrush.
She walked the rest of the way in laughter, adoring the brisk wind stealing down her collar and the marvelous feeling of being thoroughly understood.
Most of which slunk away the moment she let herself into her room and discovered her laptop bag sitting in the middle of the bed, with something that could only be her cell phone vibrating in manic craziness on top of it.   Damn.  She should have left it sitting in the car along with her underwear.
Sadly, expensive gadgets didn’t handle Canadian winter nights quite as well as her woolies. And there were several people on her label’s management team who didn’t consider 2 a.m. a rude time to text.  Especially if she’d been ignoring them for two days.
Sighing, Cass sat down on the bed and reached for the shaking phone.  “Hush now, you’ll break yourself wiggling about that way.”  Her Irish had picked up noticeably over the course of the evening.  And it wasn’t the poor phone’s fault people kept abusing it so.
She scanned the texts.  All the same.  All from Tommy.  Check your email.
Email meant he needed a longer answer than yes or no.  Her kingdom for a problem that could be solved in three characters or less.  She pulled the laptop out of its sleeve and dug the chocolate bar out of Dave’s care package.  Time to pay the piper.
Leaning back against the bed’s mountain of pillows, Cass contemplated the nightmare that was her inbox.  Draft tour schedules, six contracts to review, a few carefully screened messages from fans, and twenty-six “where the hell are you” emails from Tommy and his minions.
Where she always was this time of year—taking a break and feeding her soul.  No hoopla, no advance team, no schedules.  A chance to listen to the rocks and go where they called.
Email number forty-two made her laugh.  Tommy wanted to install a bunch of safes for her fiddle.  One for the bus, one for her apartment in New York, and some portable thingie that looked like a torture device.  New insurance estimate.  Apparently she was a legend now, and that made Rosie worth more money.
She refrained from emailing Tommy back and letting him know her precious million-dollar fiddle was currently sitting in a closet at The Barn along with several other violins.  Strings didn’t like quick trips out into the blowing cold, and anyone could practice in The Barn day or night. 
And maybe Rosie would snuggle up with Buddy’s fiddle and learn something.
Tommy probably didn’t want to hear about that, either.
She picked a tour schedule email at random and replied.  I pay you the big bucks to figure this stuff out.  Stick to the rules, and we’re good.  
The rules were simple—no more than two towns a week, and she got to play at a dive in each one.  Or what Tommy had taken to calling “a small, intimate venue.”
Someplace where Rosie could sing and she could see the faces of people swept up in the music.  Or swept up in each other—at the last pub, she’d spent half the night watching an elderly couple in the corner.  They’d shared a pint and held hands until the wee hours, and their eyes had gleamed with something that had tugged notes out of Rosie far later than planned.
Half a chocolate bar left and too wired to sleep.  Cass pulled up her chat window—maybe someone in Ireland was up early.  The little circles were all gray.  Figured.  Mum was probably out in her garden, trying to tease some poor bulb into sticking its head up early.  Bri was likely chasing the twins, and Rory was either sleeping or eyeing the latest version of brunette and sexy sharing his bed.  And Nan hated technology with a passion she usually reserved for husbands who’d caught something itchy in their nether regions.
Gah, she missed them all.  Cape Breton always tugged on her Irish heartstrings.
A small light at the bottom of her chat window flashed purple.  Cass raised an eyebrow—that was interesting.  She pulled up a quick coding window.  Something had been tracking her online lately.  Nothing very obvious, just a whisper following her around.  She’d tweaked the chat alert to let her know when it was close.
A wee Internet ghostie, as her mum might say.  A benign one—the rocks would have let her know if danger lurked.
Cass brought up a couple of preprogrammed chunks of tracking code and tossed one casually at the ghostie.  “Let’s see if we can follow you around for a bit instead, hmm?”
Her coding chunk slid off some invisible wall.
Huh.  A wee ghostie with armor.  Amused, she tried a second tracker, this one with a few more teeth, and chuckled as the flashing purple light faded away, a small bit of her code stuck to its butt.  “Gotcha, cutie.  Maybe tomorrow I’ll know who you are.”
The light flashed one last time, making her laugh.   “Cocky, are you?”
She ate her remaining square of chocolate and closed the laptop.  Next, she’d be talking to the cows outside the window.  Definitely time for bed.  The music had filled her up—she’d sleep like a baby.
And then do it all again tomorrow.


Chapter 2

Cass walked into the inn’s informal dining room, her mouth already watering.  In the summer, the place would be hopping.  On a Thursday morning in March, she would likely be eating alone.
Or not.  Dave looked up from a table in the corner, papers spread out around a heaping plate of pancakes and some of the inn’s delectable blueberry preserves.  He smiled and pointed at a chair.  “Your French toast will be ready in a few minutes.  Join me?”
It sounded like a choice, but she was well aware he’d pout if she sat elsewhere.  “Predictable, am I?”
“8 a.m. like clockwork, and I don’t think you’ve ever eaten anything different than French toast.”
When you discovered heaven, you stayed put.  “Got some of that blueberry jam?”
He tapped a stumpy white pot sitting by his papers.  “Filled it up for you fresh this morning.”
She stared at the little container, warmed right down to her toes.  It was the small things that made a day worth living, and she found so very many of them here.  “Thanks.”
“It’s good to have you back.”  Dave’s eyes shone with sincerity.  His good nature and charm made his inn legendary—his soft heart made him a very good friend.
“I wouldn’t miss it.”  She leaned back in her chair, ready to talk and knowing he was always ready to listen.  “It’s been a tough tour this year.”
His eyebrows knitted.  “You said that last winter too.  Maybe you need to slow down that breakneck schedule of yours.  Give your fingers a rest every now and again.”
“Like coming here?”  She grinned at him companionably.  If history was any indicator, she’d spend more hours with her fiddle on her shoulder in the next three weeks than she would any other three months of the year. 
“Well,” he said, slowly taking the lid off the jam pot, “it seemed safer than suggesting that maybe that wandering soul of yours needs a rest.”
It bothered her that something inside her chest agreed with his last words.  She leaned on humor to chase it away.  “I would, but so far, you haven’t agreed to marry me.”
His happily married eyes twinkled in return.  “Just say the word, and the town ladies will be happy to find you a nice man to settle down with.”
The ladies had been threatening that for years.  It concerned Cass more than a little that each year, it sounded a bit less awful.  She shrugged her shoulders, trying to shake off the odd melancholy.   “I’ve always liked the traveling.”  New places, new things.  New faces to feed her need to create and challenge and endure.  
No ordinary life, full of normal, to compete with her beloved music.
“Sure.”  Dave smiled at the server as a heaping plate of French toast settled between them.  “In another lifetime you’d have been a bard or a seanchaí, feet always wandering the earth.”
She snorted.  “I’m no storyteller.”  And not much of a singer, if it came to that.
“Of course you are.”  He winked and passed her the jam.  “Not all stories are told with words.”
She frowned as the rocks hummed in agreement.  They didn’t use words either.
He followed the jam pot with a lopsided jug.  “Blueberry syrup—made it myself.”  
She grinned at the adorable workmanship.  “Jenny and Jack?”  Dave doted on his grandkids.
“Yup.”  He picked up his fork.  “Made me five of them for Christmas.  Run their kindergarten teacher around in circles, those two do.”
“Either of them picked up a ladle or a fiddle yet?”  Most people in Margaree drifted toward one or the other.
“Nope.”  And Dave seemed plenty content to leave it that way.  He glanced at the syrup jug and grinned.  “I think they’re going to be famous artists.”
You had to admire a grandfather’s blindness.  Cass tilted the jug, inhaling the warm blueberry goodness that wafted off the purple waterfall.  “How do I get a truckful of this to follow me around?” 
His eyes twinkled.  “Come back in the summer and pick a whole helluva lot of blueberries.”
That figured—the good stuff was never for sale.  She swirled the syrup around with her fork, mashing it into hills of blueberry jam.  Breakfast of the gods.
Dave poured a much-smaller helping over his own pancakes.  “You going to spend the whole three weeks here this time, or are you headed out on a walkabout?”
Cass shrugged.  Some years, she never left Margaree.  Others, she felt a need to hit the road for a few days.  “Not sure yet.”  The rocks hadn’t voted, and unless they did, she was staying warm and safe and close to the blueberry jam.
He nodded.  “Well, if you do head out, you might check out the Sea Trance Inn for me.  Way off the beaten track, a nice little B&B in a place called Fisher’s Cove.  Had a couple last week who reported a lovely stay there.”
Dave collected information like crows collected shiny things.  “Have they got anything to rival your French toast?”
“Not a chance.”  His eyebrows danced as he gathered up his papers to make room for delivery of a second platter.  “But the owner has a nice hand in the kitchen, I hear.  And his wife makes jewelry from sea glass.  Pretty stuff.”
That was preying on all her weaknesses at once.  She had a deep fondness for quirky and pretty, and he knew it.  “So where is this Fisher’s Cove, anyhow?”
“On the mainland.  Down from Peggy’s Cove.  Six, maybe seven hours from here.  Or take a stop in that place by New Glasgow you like.”
West and across the waters.  Cass sat quietly, checking in with the thrumming under her feet.  Eleven and a quarter months of the year, she went where Tommy’s schedule told her to go.  The other three weeks, she got to commune with the rocks.
The quiet humming signaled approval.  “Think I’ll need a reservation?”
Dave glanced around his empty dining room.  “In March?  If you do, I want to know their secret.”
She chuckled at his woebegone look.  “You’ll have a full house tonight.”  Dinner was almost as good as the French toast—and the parlor music was a Margaree institution.
He winked.  “Gonna exercise that arm of yours, are you?”
“Maybe.”  She’d sit on the couch, play a little.  And people would come.  They always did.
-o0o-
He’d been invaded so darned often it was beginning to feel normal.
Marcus looked over at Lizzie, playing an endless game of Knock Over The Block Tower on the floor with Morgan.  Since she was still here, he should probably feed her.  “You hungry?”
“Uh, huh.”  His young guest squinted at a block that was apparently misbehaving.  “No carrots, though.  Orange stuff is yucky.”
Last week it had been green stuff.  Apparently Lizzie shared the usual witch aversion to vegetables.  He was getting smarter, however.  “That’s unfortunate.  I have pumpkin eggnog, but it’s decidedly orange.”  
“Can Morgan have some too?”  The block tower tumbled to raucous noise and two little-girl grins.  “We both love pumpkin the very best.”
It was damnably difficult not to laugh.  “Would a grilled cheese sandwich with that please Your Highness?”  He had mashed turkey and peas for Morgan, but he was pretty sure that wasn’t going to pass muster with the head tower engineer.
“Okay.  No crust and lots and lots of butter, please, because I’m a skinny little thing and Gran says I need to fatten up.”
He might not be very smart about womenfolk, but even Marcus knew better than to discuss fat, skinny, or anything in between.  “Lots of butter, coming right up.”  And some grilled onions in the cheese had gone undetected by the previous day’s invaders.  Marcus Buchanan, vegetable pusher.  Oh, how the mighty bachelor had fallen.  
Lizzie eyed him hard.  “Nothing weird.”
Clearly she was made of smarter stuff than Sean and Kevin.  He reached into the fridge for the block of cheddar cheese, trying not to be amused, and pulled out the onions, too.  He’d appreciate them, even if his pint-sized dictator wouldn’t.
After the usual clattering and banging required to get lunch started in the Buchanan household, he looked back over at the girls.  They’d moved on from tower building—now Lizzie had constructed a ramp out of a motley collection of paper-towel tubes and was zooming toy cars into Morgan’s lap.
He eyed the tube.  Seven-year-old engineering sometimes had limitations.  “I have some duct tape if you’d like to reinforce your ramp.”
Lizzie’s eyes lit up.  “The pink stuff?”
A year ago, he’d been entirely unaware that duct tape came in every color of the rainbow.  “Roads and tunnels are usually gray, my dear.”
“Not this one.  Morgan’s a girl.  She needs the pink stuff or she’ll grow up and fart and wipe her nose on her sleeve.”  Lizzie collected scattered toy cars and readied her ramp again.  “Somebody has to teach her how to be a real girl.”
Marcus eyed the Hot Wheels, hand-me-downs from two boys who claimed Morgan didn’t have enough toys, and wisely kept his mouth shut.  Lizzie zoomed another car down the tube tunnel.  Morgan flailed wildly and missed it entirely, almost knocking herself over in the process.  Followed by much giggling.
Marcus hid a smile and flipped over two sandwiches.  His, heavy on the onions and light on the grease, settled back into the frying pan without a sound.  Lizzie’s, coated in butter, sizzled like a snowball tossed into a cauldron.
Not that he’d ever done any such thing.
Stop laughing.  He scowled out the window in the general direction of the sky and his brother Evan’s current domicile.  It wasn’t me who threw the first one, and Aunt Moira can’t make you scrub from way up there.
A quiet snicker behind him was all the warning he got that he had company.  He pulled his mind barriers down with a loud thunk—rude under most circumstances, but when someone had just transported into your kitchen and stood there eavesdropping, they deserved rude.
“What, you think I should have ported into the street?”  Nell looked out the window and shuddered.  “Do you have any idea how cold it is out there?”
He looked down at her flip-flops and shook his head.  “Why are you here?”
Nell raised an eyebrow and helped herself to a seat at the table.  “I figured you’d know why.  How come you’re messing with my fetching spell?”
Her what?  “I haven’t been in Realm in a month.”  There was no time for gaming with Morgan charging around the world on two legs.
“Not Realm.  The fetching spell we use to find new witches.  The one that grabbed Elorie last year.”
Ah, yes.  That fetching spell.  “Haven’t you turned that thing off?”  It was a menace to innocent witches everywhere.
“It was off.  And you’re going to burn your sandwiches.”
Damnation.  Marcus grabbed the frying pan and plunked it, not very ceremoniously, on a slab of brick he’d taken to using as a hot plate.
“He burns them a lot.”  Lizzie grinned from the corner.  
“Quiet, rabble-rouser, or I’ll feed you the one with onions.”  He scooped up the greasier of the two sandwiches and plopped it on a plate.  “I suppose you’d like some milk with this.”
“Uh, huh.”  Lizzie eyed the plate.  “That’s a really big sandwich—Nell can have some if she wants.”
His puny babysitter was more than capable of eating the whole thing herself.  Which meant she was giving him a not-so-subtle lecture on hospitality instead.  He rolled his eyes.  “I’ll share mine—I’m sure Nell will appreciate the more grown-up version.”
The witch in question snickered and got up from the table.  “Don’t be so sure of that.  I’ll pour the milk.”  She got down three glasses.
Marcus scowled.  He hated milk.  Almost as much as Lizzie hated carrots.
Bossy women were going to be the death of him.
-o0o-
Nell poured milk for Lizzie and tried not to laugh.  It rated as a totally average lunch on the Walker-family scale, but poor Marcus wasn’t quite there yet.  High comedy for the Buchanan digs.
It was not, however, getting her question answered.
She carried both halves of Marcus’s onion-laden sandwich and two mugs to the table and reached for her bag.  One thermos full of really good coffee—she knew better than to come to Fisher’s Cove unprepared.
He sat down across from her and sniffed.  Wistfully.
She poured coffee into both mugs.  “Caffeine is the patron saint of parents.  Trust me.”
His lips quirked.  “It’s not exactly in large supply here, and we seem to raise a fair number of children despite the lack.”
“Okay.  Feel free to do things the hard way.”  She shrugged and sipped from her mug.  Pure heaven.  “But Lauren’s found the best source of coffee beans in the known world.”
He picked up his sandwich, a few stray onions sliding out the sides, and eyed his steaming mug.  “Can she be bribed into sending regular deliveries?”
If she couldn’t, several other denizens of Witch Central probably could be.  Nell reached back into her bag and pulled out a paper sack stuffed full of beans.  “Send up a beacon when you run out.”
Marcus inhaled the heavenly aroma—and then his lips quirked.  “This wouldn’t cost me my firstborn by any chance, would it?”
Her girls would be more than happy to steal Morgan for a few months.  “Maybe for a visit.  If you want a second bag, though, you have to stop messing with my code.”
He frowned.  “I haven’t touched your fetching spell.”
Right.  Nell set down her coffee and picked up her own sandwich.  Might as well eat while she interrogated the suspect.  “How do you explain the small tracker it wandered home with?”
His eyebrows flew up.  “What on earth makes you think I have that kind of time to waste?”
She blinked.  That was offended innocence speaking.  He’d seemed like the obvious culprit.  “I was doing a routine security check.  System flagged a rider on the fetching spell.  Just a couple of lines of code.  It’s tight.”  The kind of thing good programmers wrote on autopilot and bad ones turned into six pages.
He chased down onions with a large swig of coffee.  “And of all the coders in all the world, you walk into my kitchen?”
Marcus was being funny.  And he watched Bogart movies.  Nell wasn’t sure which of those two things meant the end of the world was closer, but both were entirely weird.  “I traced it back to a Nova Scotia IP address.”  
“Ah.”  He contemplated something on the table that looked like bits of play dough.  “Well, good coders are rather more scarce in this part of the world, but I’m still hardly your most likely culprit.”
“There’s a cloaking layer on the fetching spell.”  She waited until he looked up.  Interrogations worked better that way, although in this case, the subject was looking a little too honestly perplexed.  “One of mine.”
“Ah.”  The sound was more drawn out this time.
“Yeah.  Nobody’s going to sniff through that without magic.  We’re looking for a coding witch.  A skilled one.”
Marcus peered morosely at the bottom of his coffee cup.   “Well, it’s not me.  If I had any time to code, I’d go undo that mess your most difficult daughter has created in my high mountain keep.”
Nell rolled her eyes.  No one in Enchanter’s Realm had touched anything of Marcus’s.  Under Ginia’s high decree, gamers with babies were exempt from sneak attacks unless they were actually present and accounted for.  
He was probably in deep trouble the next time he put in an appearance, though.
She frowned at her mug.  If he wasn’t messing with her fetching spell, who was?
The witching world is full of miscreants.  Marcus stood up and headed to the fridge.  Faking an IP address isn’t all that hard.
True.  But that traveled into the territory of something more than witch tricks.  Unless someone had been trying to get Marcus into trouble.  Nell grinned and relaxed.  That was a workable theory, and the potential list of culprits was long.
She’d set a snare when she got home.  
Right after she finished her sandwich and figured out exactly what Marcus had done to make onions taste like candy.  
He was out of the fridge now, carrying more supplies to the cutting board.  Nell watched his eyes track over to Morgan and wondered if he had any idea how much his love showed.  She dropped her voice out of range of Lizzie’s listening ears.  “How’s parenthood these days?”
He stopped his first answer before it got out.  And busied himself with some carrots and what looked like a really sharp knife.  “Hard.”
Not the tough-bachelor answer she’d been expecting.  “What’s going on?”  
“Nothing.”  He guillotined carrots with a force that made Nell wince.  
“No problems on the astral-travel front, right?”  Global reports had been swift and full of gratitude—none of their very few living travelers were having trouble staying attached to their bodies anymore.
In their last spell together, Marcus and Evan had done very good work.
“I think we just need to take a trip or something.  Get out of the infernal cold and wet.”
A Nova Scotia winter would have made Nell bat-shit crazy, but she was pretty sure that wasn’t Marcus’s problem.  People who lived here on purpose had stronger constitutions.  Nell tiptoed into the sudden quicksand—maybe that way Marcus wouldn’t chop a finger into his carrots by accident.  “Sometimes parenting’s hardest when there isn’t a crisis.”
His eyes bounced up.  
She took that as evidence that her shot in the dark had hit some kind of target.  “Nothing to fight, no windmills to tilt at.  Just one foot in front of the other.”  And the knowledge that the road stretched long ahead.  “Those days can be a slog.”
It took a very long time for him to speak.  “I thought it was just me.”
She shook her head.  No, you grumpy old curmudgeon, and if you let us see your heart more often, you’d know that.  
He only stared down at his carrots.
Nell sighed and went back to regular speech.  “Any parent who tells you otherwise is lying through their teeth.”  She looked over at Morgan, currently trying to push down Lizzie’s pillow fort.  “Even when we love them so much it hurts.”
“I don’t know how I’m going to do it.”  He pushed plates aimlessly around the counter.  “How the heck is Marcus Buchanan, crotchety old bachelor, going to raise a girl?”
Ah.  More going on than just the usual parenting slog.  “It’ll work out.  Morgan will keep you wrapped around that little finger of hers, and together, you’ll make it happen.”  She thought of her triplets and smiled.  “Trust me, they have minds of their own.”
“But there’s all that girl stuff.”
Nell resisted the temptation to make him squirm—he hadn’t been nearly as obnoxious as usual today.  “I grew up with six brothers, and my girls have still managed to cover half my house in glitter glue and shiny things.”  Maybe more than half.
“But you’re a girl.”  His cheeks reddened as he set their plates back down on the table.  “I mean, a woman.  But you were a girl once.”
Nell hid a grin.  Marcus’s happily sexist bubble was full of a lot of pinholes these days.  “I wasn’t that kind of girl.”  
She moved the carrots from her plate to his.  Cheese was orange—that was good enough.  “It’s not our job to teach them about glitter and coordinating outfits.  It’s our job to teach them to be loved and have generous hearts.”
He scowled.  “Glitter might be easier.”
Nell picked up the cookie that had shown up along with the carrots and contemplated the man who thought his heart was lacking.  “I have three girls you can borrow any time you like.”
He nodded, distracted, eyes back on Morgan.
And then turned to Nell again, eyes suddenly intent.  “Thanks.”
She blinked and chewed slowly on her cookie.  Marcus Buchanan had figured out how to be a friend.
Miracles really did happen.
-o0o-
Cass sat quietly, Rosie on her lap.  She’d heard the notes of a musician hard at work and wandered in, looking for some musical company.
And found a child playing.
Or not quite a child.  Ellie Brennan had been a fixture at The Barn ever since she was a baby.  Fastest toddler in the nation, her father had called her.
She wasn’t a toddler now.  Brown waves of hair haloed a face of beauty and fierce concentration.  Ellie Brennan was growing up.  
And if looking at her long, teenage legs and screaming pink fingernails hadn’t made that clear, the music pouring out of her fiddle would have.
The talent wasn’t surprising—not in this town.  Musical genius flowed in the Margaree water.  But the focus was, and the finger calluses that spoke of long hours with fiddle strings underneath them.  Cass had noticed those the night before when Ellie had been keeping the fiddlers’ glasses full.
Now she knew that Ellie had the talent to match her calluses, and something else as well.  The girl had been aware of Cass’s presence for almost ten minutes—and she’d stuck out her chin and kept fiddling.  A very intentional performance.
Talent and ambition, living strong in the girl who played and the woman who listened.
For some, music was a hobby—a way to pass the time with friends and family.  For Cass, it had always been a vocation, a calling, and occasionally a prison sentence.
Listening to Ellie play was like visiting a time warp.
Except Cass hadn’t been that good at twelve.  Or remotely that determined.  
At twelve, playing her violin had been a very good way to get out of milking the cows, nothing more.  At sixteen, it had been a way to avoid the overtures of Tommy Murphy, sixth-generation cow farmer and arrogant turd.  And at nineteen, it had been her ticket over the waters.
Away from the cows.  Which probably made her current location a bit ironic.
Ellie finished and set her violin on her knee.  
Cass had no idea where to start.  “You’re very good.”
A shy smile.  “Buddy says maybe one day I’ll be almost as good as you.”
“You’ve done more practicing.”  Cass grinned wryly.  “My double stops weren’t that good for another decade.”
“Is that all it takes?  Practice?”  
Most kids would have run screaming at the thought.  And because this one hadn’t, Cass tried to be honest.  “Nope.  You need raw talent, which you have.  Not everyone who practices can be the best.”  
Ellie stared solemnly for a while.  “And?”
The girl was no dummy.  “And it takes some luck.  The industry changes a lot.  The audiences and the important people are a moving target.”  
“Buddy says smart people make their own luck.”
That was an awful lot of support from the local legend.  Buddy wasn’t one for fawning praise.  Cass frowned—she was missing something.  “Do you play something besides reels?”
Now the nerves hit, great big waves of them.  “Mostly I try to play what I hear.”
A twelve-year-old virtuoso who couldn’t read music.  Ireland was full of them—this side of the waters, not so much.  “Well, you have lots to listen to here.”  
More nerves.
Something else, then.  “The first time I got up on a big stage, I thought I was going to puke.”  Cass settled into her chair more comfortably.  
Curiosity poked through the nerves.  “Did you?”
“Yup.”  Several times.  “But not until I was finished.”  Cass eyed the girl—time to see what she was made of.  Nerves could kill a career as surely as lack of talent.
Ellie stared.  And then she picked up her fiddle, eyes flashing with twelve-year-old pride, and walked to the middle of the stage.
The first three notes would have made angels cry.  It wasn’t technique anymore, or the fiddling of a master rendered by twelve-year-old fingers.  It was joy and yearning and the slow tumble of emotions that would rock the soul of anyone who had ever been a teenage girl.  
It was pure magic.
Cass leaned forward, willing the notes to continue.  This is what Buddy had seen.  This wasn’t someone else’s work—it had Ellie Brennan soaked into every note.
Cass let the music wash over her, the song of a heart that saw every possibility and danced to them all.  A soul that had not yet chosen a road, but had the courage to do so.  It was the kind of music that would bring ten thousand people to their knees in two measures—and kill the innocence of the bright child who had been able to create it.
She took in a deep, shuddering breath as the notes came to a close.  Ellie was a child—and one cradled in a place that would protect her innocence for as long as she let it.  She’d need to leave eventually.  If you wanted music to be the singular thing in your life, eventually you had to go.  But no way was Cassidy Farrell going to walk her to the road.  “You’re a composer.”  It was a limp word for channeling the music of a thousand teenage heartbeats.
“I like to improvise a little.”
That was no improv.  Cass knew polished brilliance when she heard it.  But girls on the cusp of young womanhood were allowed a secret or two.  “What do you want to do with it?”  She was pretty sure she already knew—the answer had streamed from the music.
“I want to travel like you do.  Play for really big audiences.”  Stars shone in the girl’s eyes.
Cass just shook her head.  That greener-grass thing had always been hard on Celtic souls.  And music was a demanding passion.  Often a selfish one.  “The Barn’s pretty much the best audience there is.”
“It’s just people.”  Ellie sounded totally unimpressed.  “And they hear me play all the time.”
And didn’t appreciate her talent often enough.  Cass knew how that felt.  “Have they heard you play that?”
Ellie shook her head slowly.  “It’s not fiddling.”
She didn’t have to say anything more.  Not Celtic.  Not tradition and roots.  Not Margaree.  Cass knew the unwritten rules.  And she also knew the man who had the clout to break them.  “Be ready to play it tonight.”
Ellie’s eyes grew bigger than buckets.  “At the square dance?”
Cass only smiled and picked up her violin.  “Help me warm up a little.”  She grinned as her young companion rolled into a reel that would have made most grown fiddlers cry.  Accepted the challenge, cranking Rosie up to speed in ten seconds flat.
And pondered roads taken.
Ellie aimed for the crossroads that had called to nineteen-year-old Cassidy Farrell.  
And twenty-six years into that journey, of all the roads she traveled all year long, it was the few miles of detour to the middle of nowhere that she looked forward to most.
Because, despite all the things two and a half decades had changed, she still lived for the music.  Not the fame, not the accolades.  The pure, glorious beauty of what she and Rosie could create together.
And coming here helped her remember that.


Chapter 3

Marcus contemplated the front door of the inn about twenty feet away.  At Morgan’s current turtle pace, they’d be there in approximately four days.
Her small fingers squeezed his as she teetered, her footing precarious on the gravel walkway.  She adored her brand-new purple boots, but they deeply challenged her emerging walking skills.  He’d had no idea how important bare toes were to toddler balance.  “Almost there, slowpoke.”
She looked up and grinned, which nearly sent her toppling again.  He made a mental note to get her a lighter hat.  Or heavier snow pants.  Something.
Sophie came up the walk behind them, Adam riding kangaroo-style on her chest.  She smiled down at Morgan.  “Heard there were fresh blueberry scones to be had, did you, sweet girl?”
“’Cones.”  Morgan redoubled her walking efforts, nearly tying her feet in a knot in the process.
Marcus rolled his eyes and squatted down, holding out his arms.  “Want a ride?”
The scowl that hit her face would have scared most Army generals.  And sent Sophie into uproarious giggles.
He frowned—adults were supposed to help his parenting efforts, not hinder them.  “Don’t encourage her.”  The entire village thought everything Morgan did was adorable.  It was hell on teaching her any manners.
An audible click had him looking up again.  Sophie, eyes full of mischief, held out her cell phone.  “Notice any resemblance?”
He tried not to laugh—he really did.  But the picture on the screen was Morgan’s scowl on the face of a forty-eight-year-old man.  He shook his head at his daughter.  “How come you can’t copy my more laudable character traits, hmm, monkey girl?”
She beamed at him and reached for his fingers.  “’Cones.”
Scones, indeed.  He nodded his head at Sophie.  “You might as well go on in—we’ll be a while yet.  Someone has a mind of her own.”
“Like father, like daughter, I’d say.”  Sophie stuck her hands in her pockets and patiently followed Morgan’s determined waddle.  “Besides, we’re in no hurry.  Adam likes it outside.”
Apparently Marcus was the only one who wanted to sink his teeth into a blueberry scone today.  
Sophie squatted down again and cleared leaves and winter groundcover off a small circle of earth in one of the inn’s flower beds.  Then she laid her palm flat on the bare ground and murmured a few words.  
Marcus blinked as a bright yellow daffodil pushed its way up through the soil.  Moments later, it had two friends.  Just looking at them made him unreasonably happy.  “Are you crazy?  It’s the middle of March—they’ll be dead in a couple of days.”
“I know.”  She smiled up at him.  “But for the next two days, they’ll brighten the spirit of everyone who walks by.”  She patted the baby on her front.  “And Adam likes to watch them grow.”
The baby was indeed watching—and so was Morgan.
Sophie smiled at his girl.  “Want to see some more grow, sweet pea?”  She cleared another small circle of bare earth.  This time, her words were audible—a simple grow spell.
“Fower.”  His girl was enchanted.  Carefully, she dropped to her knees by the pretty daffodil and touched its bright petals.  “Fower.”
Marcus resigned himself to stale scones and crouched down beside her.  “Those are yellow daffodils.”
“Wehwoh.”  Again she touched the daring petals.
“She’s talking very well,” said Sophie, smiling.
With Lizzie and all the other womenfolk of the village babbling to her all day long, it was hardly a surprise.
Morgan looked up at Sophie, her pudgy little mitten-clad hands moving in the sign for more.
Sophie grinned.  “Last one—then it will be time to go in for scones, okay?”
Marcus watched the little circle of daffodils rise up through the soil.  The miracle didn’t lessen with repetition.  And given the village traffic through the doors of the inn most days, they would induce a lot of smiles.
Almost as many as blueberry scones.
He reached for Morgan’s hand.  “Time to go inside.”
She looked up at him, lavender eyes big and earnest.  And signed again.  More.
If it had been in his power, he’d have risen up a meadow of daffodils for her in that moment.  Gently, he brushed dirt off her cheek.  “Dada can’t grow flowers, lovey.”
Her eyes and her faith never wavered.
“It’s not a difficult spell.”  Sophie’s mind danced with mischief.
Good grief.  “I’m not an earth witch.”
“Morgan thinks you are.”
Marcus glared at the woman who was suddenly making his day difficult.  And couldn’t avoid the lavender eyes still watching his.
Fine.  They’d all just have to learn from failure, then.  Suddenly very grumpy, he brushed winter detritus aside and laid his palm on the soil.  Damn fool witches, trying to grow daffodils in frozen ground.  He grabbed the tiny little trickle of earth power that had mysteriously joined his magic a few months back and repeated Sophie’s grow spell.
Morgan watched the ground, eyes big.
Magic’s more than just words, monkey girl.  He waited for her lips to start quivering.
A tiny little shoot pushed up through the soil.
Marcus stared at it in total disbelief.  “I can barely open a blossom.  That shouldn’t be possible.”
“Maybe last year.”  Sophie raised an eyebrow.  “New powers often gain in strength.  When’s the last time you used them?”
He was a serious witch.  Not one who ran around making flowers bloom.
“Give it another push.”  She nodded at the small blade of green.  “One more and you might have a daffodil.”
He meant to say no.  Had it on the tip of his tongue.
And then Morgan nestled into his chest, still watching the bit of green.  “Fower.”
He laid his hand on the soil again and sent a pulse of magic, less begrudgingly this time.
When his daughter reached out to touch the new yellow petals, just as awed as she’d been the first time, he felt like he’d granted her kingdoms.
With a magic he’d had no idea he possessed.
-o0o-
Cass sat down at her desk, belly uncomfortably full of beef stew and biscuits.  That’s what happened when you went on a walkabout on a quiet Friday afternoon and let yourself get dragged into a kitchen table or two.
Or possibly five.  They all started blending together after a while—good food, apple cider, and understated anticipation of the evening ahead.
It was square-dance night in Margaree, and the highlight of most folks’ weeks.
Hell, playing backup fiddle to Buddy tonight was going to be one of the highlights of her year.
She wiggled her fingers, working out the kinks of three decades of intense fiddling, and contemplated her inbox.  Three hours until the music started, and she should probably be responsible for at least some of them.
Or not.  If she ignored business for long enough, Tommy eventually got to it.  What was the point of having a manager if you couldn’t occasionally be an irresponsible musician?  
Besides, the inbox almost always took.  It very rarely gave.  Cass leaned back in her chair, remembering the glow in Ellie’s eyes.  They would go supernova when she got to play tonight—Buddy hadn’t been all that hard to convince.  
Her life could use more things that glowed and gave back and filled her soul.  Even some of her audiences felt like work these days.  People in fancy clothes who had paid hundreds of dollars for their seats.  She much preferred the ones who toasted her with a beer from the shadows of their local pub.
A future she’d run away from at nineteen, fiddle in hand and fame in her sights.
All of which was an awful lot of whining from someone who loved what she did and got paid a whacking load of money to do it.  It was okay to feel tired—that’s why she escaped once a year and headed for this place.  The “edge of the world,” as Tommy called it.
A good fiddler lived for the edges—the places where the music threatened to tumble into wrack and ruin or soar to the heavens.
Cass breathed deeply, the one remnant of a long-ago drift through the world of yoga.  She also lived for the quiet moments, the comfortable ones.  Tonight would be a several-hours-long gift of those.  Sitting on a rickety chair, playing with the one man she’d never out-fiddle, both of them background for fun, chatter, and a lively tumble of people following the square-dance call on the dance floor.  Not taken for granted, exactly—just a comfortable part of the fabric of life in this cold, hard rock of a place.  A gift she cherished beyond measure.
She couldn’t live here—but to visit was pure, soul-filling pleasure.
And tonight she would try to say thank you.  The Scottish ancestry of most of Margaree’s inhabitants didn’t lend itself to big displays of emotion, so Rosie would have to speak for her.
Her fingers idled on the laptop keys, restless.  Readying.  Maybe it was time to do some shopping—Mum’s birthday was coming up.  Cass pulled up her browser and then chuckled.  Mum would faint if the Internet started sending her presents.  Maybe Dave would part with his recipe for porridge bread.  Mum would consider that a very worthy gift.
The small light in her chat window was glowing purple again.  Cass switched over and opened a coding window—she was feeling distractible.  “What are you on about now, little purple shadow?”
She snickered as it flashed at her twice.  Ghostie with a sense of humor.  With a couple of quick keystrokes, she made the text size bigger.  Impromptu 2 a.m. fiddling sessions weren’t increasing her sleep quotient any—no point squinting.  
Huh.  The log file was very interesting.  Cass reached for the bar of excellent chocolate she’d wheedled out of Dave on her way up.  Digestive aid for the beef-stew overload.
She’d hitched a little ride on the Internet bug that had been following her around.  The surprise was that apparently the bug had noticed.  There were several logged attempts to shake her rider—not serious ones, by the looks of them.  Just testing.
“Hmm, we’ve seen each other now, have we?”  Cass dug deeper into the scrolling lines of the log file and wondered, for the umpteenth time, what her life might have been like if she’d discovered computers before she picked up a fiddle.  Carefully, she scanned the tracker’s source code.  Competently done, and nothing appeared malicious.
A harmless virtual fly, following her around the ether from somewhere in California.
Curious, that.  She leaned forward, peering at her screen.  The heart of the ghostie’s coding was a few sparse lines—designed to exert a gentle pulling force.  “I’ll be damned.  You’re a little tugboat.”  Pulling where, she had no idea.
Intrigued now, she wrote a couple of new code lines of her own.  And threw up a firewall, just to be safe.  “What are you tugging on, then?”
She hooked her lines into the tracking bug.  Hit run.  And jerked her fingers up as the keyboard gave them a sharp yank.
Her firewall frizzled, fried by whatever had just reached out and tried to grab her.
Cass leaped out of her chair, putting several feet between her and her possessed laptop.  Well, damn.  The freaking bug was trying to pull her.   Adrenaline surged in her veins, the Celtic fighter awakened.
And then she heard the rocks’ soothing croon.
The little bug from afar meant no harm.
Cass glared.  Since when had the rocks been on speaking terms with Internet ghosties?
The rocks had no answer for that.
-o0o-
One of the true pleasures of old age was watching grown women you’d known since birth squirm like four-year-olds.  Moira pushed the glass a little closer to its intended recipient.
Nell eyed the innocent tumbler like it held witchbane.  “What’s in it?”
“I’ve no idea, my dear.”  Moira laughed, reaching for the second glass with a green silly straw.  It could only be meant for her.  “Some sort of dessert cocktail.  Aaron made them for us—he says the inn guests have been enjoying them.”
And Aaron was rather particular about keeping herbs, potions, and mischief-making small healers out of his kitchen.
Nell sipped, and her eyes brightened.  “It tastes like brownies in a glass.  Raspberry ones.”
It most certainly did.  Moira made a mental note to bloom more raspberries for their industrious innkeeper.  Lizzie’s indoor bush was doing marvelously well this winter, aided and abetted by several witches who adored raspberries.
Sophie, done shedding her dripping outerwear, took a seat at the table, reaching for the third glass.  “I was wondering why the bush was empty this morning.”
Crack-of-dawn berry raids had been one of the more entertaining parts of March so far.  Moira grinned.  Old ladies were up very early.  “I’ll go bloom a few more after we sit and talk a while.”
Nell snorted.  “No need.  I brought Aervyn.”
That would certainly take care of it.  “You might send him round to visit Marcus too.”  Her nephew could use a cheerful male influence in his life.  And maybe Aervyn could make some of the carrot stash disappear—the witchlings were complaining.
“I thought Marcus was messing with my tracking spell.”  Nell took another sip of raspberry goodness.  “But he claims innocence.  Whoever it was tried to activate the fetching code last night.”
That didn’t sound like her nephew.  For one, he wouldn’t have failed.  “What happened?”
“Dunno.”  Nell shrugged.  “But I set a snare that probably zapped someone’s channels a little.  Were any of your witchlings cranky this morning?”
“No.”  They had four healers in the village—even minor channel shock would have been detected within the hour.  
Sophie shook her head slowly.  “Even Marcus was happy this morning.  Grew some daffodils for Morgan.”
“Oh, really.”  Moira leaned back, considering.  That wasn’t tricky magic, but it required a fair dollop of earth power.  “I didn’t know he had that in him.”
“Neither did he.”  Sophie’s wry tone didn’t hide her large affection for their dour witch.  “Someone hasn’t exactly been practicing with his new power.”
“He hardly had a sneeze’s worth.”  Moira looked down at her own hands—some days, she had little more than that left herself.
“Well, he’s got more now,” said Sophie gently, also hearing what hadn’t been said.  “How much more, I don’t know.  It took him two tries to pull up a daffodil, but a little practice might improve that.”
Nell snickered.  “I think he’s getting some right now.”
They both followed her gaze out the window to Marcus in his hulking winter black, squatted down at the side of the road.  And Morgan, a tiny sprite in day-glow green raingear and purple boots, standing beside him, signing for “more.”
They could read his strained patience from here.  And even Moira’s eyes could see a breadcrumb trail of daffodils running all the way from the inn, bright faces dancing in the winter rain.
Ah, small children could go where even the angels feared to tread.  “It will be good for him.”
“Maybe.”  Sophie gazed on their sudden gardener a moment longer.  “It’s been a long winter.  He’s restless.”
“Aye.”  And to her way of thinking, that was a very good thing.  Moira smiled and pulled out a treasured bit of gossip.  “I hear he was singing in the library yesterday.”  The village, denied funding for a library of its own, had quietly turned a corner room of the church into an ode to books.  At this time of year, it was a hopping place.  And wee Kevin had sharp eyes and a sense of humor.  
Apparently Marcus had been humming Born to Run while holding a copy of The Very Hungry Caterpillar in his hands.
Nell topped up all their glasses.  “That sounds happy, not restless.”  She shrugged and sipped.  “And totally weird for Marcus.”
The inhabitants of Fisher’s Cove were getting used to his happy moments, but visitors were still fairly astonished at their local curmudgeon’s slow transformation.  “He needed to learn to enjoy contentment for a bit, I think.  But I’ve been waiting for his soul to begin squirming.” 
Both her companions looked surprised.
So young they were.  “He’s a forty-eight-year-old man who had a lot of his life stop at five.  Marcus Buchanan still has a fine lot of living to be doing.”  And she was very pleased to see it stirring.  “He was stuck in unhappiness for so long—it’s taken a while for his heart to realize it can grow wings now.”  
Sophie smiled slowly.  “He’s not going to find that a wildly comfortable process.”
Not at all.  But the caterpillar was indeed hungry—and that was a very good sign.
Hopeful.
Just like a trail of yellow daffodils in the heart of a Canadian winter.
-o0o-
Playing square-dance night at The Barn was always good for shrinking her ego back down to regular size.  Cass grinned as a small boy stopped his dancing long enough to actually notice the musicians.  Everyone else ate and talked and stomped around the floor greeting friends and working off their cabin fever.
Only Ellie’s glistening solo an hour earlier had stopped the chatter.
Most people would give them a nod or two sometime in the night, but Margaree expected its music to be good, lively, and long-lasting.  There were fifteen fiddlers who could have filled her chair and kept the dancers happy.
In the rest of the world, listening to Cassidy Farrell play was a great privilege.  In Margaree, she was just another “pretty good” fiddler.
And she loved it.
Buddy winked at her over his flying bow.  Damn, she was woolgathering again—he’d switched to playing background fiddle.  Her turn to show off a little.
Her hands moved before her brain did, tracking the feet of the four couples in the square closest to the stage.  Rosie crooned invitation, beguiling them to take notice of her patinaed wood and shiny strings.
It was the tall man with the white beard who noticed first.  Jenkins.  He looked her way, eyes twinkling.  Challenge accepted.
She gave him a chance to circle through the rest of his square.  With the quick nudges of people long used to each other, the other seven were ready less than a minute later.
Rick, the caller, looked over at her and grinned.  Time to have a little fun.
Cass drew her bow across Rosie’s strings.  A single, drawn-out double-stop.  
And then she began to play.  Fast and furious, with the glorious precision, lightning-fast licks, and supreme artistry that had made her famous.
The square of eight whirled to keep up, their ears barely needing Rick’s calls.  The music told them where to go.  Feet flew, centrifugal force tossing skirts, hair, and the occasional squeal high into the air.
All around the floor of The Barn, couples halted, with headshakes and laughter as they made their way to cider, grandbabies, and a good place to watch the show.
Buddy picked up the undercurrent of Rosie’s mad singing, his long, slow harmonies helping to keep at least a few feet on the ground.  Jenkins’ white beard flew by, two ladies clutched in his arms.  The small boy who had noticed her earlier had somehow made his way onto a dancer’s shoulders and was hanging on for dear life, his grin as big as the moon.
The audience had picked up the clapping, stomping rhythm of Rosie’s anthem, and more than one inhabitant of The Barn was giving their Irish roots a go, including one teenage girl whose feet were little more than a blur.
Cass looked again and grinned—the girl was face-to-face with her grandmother, and by the looks of it, the teenager was getting herself thoroughly out-clogged.
Gods, she loved this place.
She made quick eye contact with Buddy.  One more run-through, from the top.  Faster.
Bow in a blur now, she gave Rosie over to the madness, fingers and dancers and the smell of cider melding into a dream world.  Flying through the universe at the speed of light.  Even the rocks under her feet danced.
And then she reached the last note.  Flung it out into the world, dueling winter and cold and the thousands of miles between her heart and those she loved most.
Celtic defiance.  Nobody did it better than Cassidy Farrell.
Even if she’d had to leave home to do it.
The throngs on the dance floor clapped and whooped and hollered—for Margaree, that was a standing ovation.  Cass brandished her bow in quick acknowledgement of the dancers and took a seat, heart thumping and soul glad.
It wasn’t the accolades she played for here.  It was the rightness.
Buddy nodded once and started up again.  Something the speed of mere mortals this time.  Cass shouldered Rosie, grinned, and found a more comfortable position on her stool.  Back to second fiddle.  Buddy was set to go for hours yet, and it would be entirely embarrassing if her butt got numb before his did.
Her heartbeat slowed, moving in time to the slower pace he was setting.  She breathed in, feeling the rocks settling back into their eternal solidness.
It wasn’t often she could make them dance.
Her mind cast back, remembering the first time it had happened.  She’d been thirteen and walked the two miles to the cliffs, bringing along her fiddle.  Her old fiddle—the flirtatious and temperamental Samantha.  She’d flung notes out into the waters below, some long-forgotten teenage hurt streaming out of her heart and fingers.
And the rocks had risen up to meet her.  Twirled her in a slow, waltzing circle and helped her young soul feel whole again.
Cass reached out, thanking the solidness beneath her feet.  It had always been the firm ground beneath her footloose, defiant soul.
She felt the steadiness of the rocks enfold her.  And, defiance blown away into the ether, heard their new message.  A gravitational pull.  An offering, and a choice.
Her bow moved slower now, following Buddy’s lead.
And destiny settled onto her shoulders.
Her anonymous and strange Internet tracker was tugging.  Dave had pointed her in the direction of some obscure inn south of Peggy’s Cove.  And the rocks were calling her west across the waters—but not far.
No self-respecting Irish witch ignored one sign.  Three of them were tantamount to a dare.
Cass tucked Rosie more firmly under her chin.  A few more hours of fiddling with the angels, a good night’s sleep, and then she would go.


Chapter 4

An Irish traveler, following her heart.  Cass looked out the window of her sporty ride, watching the steady flow of traffic across the bridge in the other direction.  It wasn’t exactly a dusty road and a rucksack.
But still, she walked the path of generations that had gone before.  The footloose.  The restless souls.  Those with stories to tell and a need to move to do it.
It had always perplexed her parents, much as they loved her.  Only her nan had understood—the grandmother who could count on one hand the number of times she’d left the village of her birth.  It had been Nan who stood quietly at the window the day Cass turned nineteen, letter from Juilliard in her hand, and told her to go.  To walk the road she needed to walk.
Juilliard had only lasted six months—but the road had stretched out twenty-six years now.  Mile after mile, the first ones full of Ramen noodles and cheap bus tickets, the last ones well supplied with beef stew and good chocolate.
Cass grinned as a blast of icy wind pummeled the side of her car and hoped the bridge was built on good Nova Scotia rock.  Hell of a day for a walkabout, even with Dave’s care package riding on the seat beside her.
But the need to go had been clear.
The purple light had gone off on her computer right after she’d packed her bag to leave in the morning.  Maybe she’d scared it off with her fancy new firewall—but her heart couldn’t shake the conviction that it quietly approved of her travels.
A little tugboat whose work was done.
And Dave’s care package had been on the table when she’d come down for breakfast.
But it was the rocks that had spoken most firmly.  Across the waters and not much farther.
She looked out the window at the expanse of gray ocean rolling under the bridge.  Water nearly crossed.  So long as there was food and a little peace and quiet on the other side, she’d let all the little tugboats in her life guide her feet for a while.
Her cell phone rang as she reached the edges of Halifax.  Damn—she must be getting reception again.  She picked it up without looking.  “Hello, Tommy.”
“About time you picked up.  How’s life in the middle of nowhere?”
His growl sounded like second-generation Mafia—probably on purpose.  As a B-list actor, he’d played all the accented tough-guy parts.  Fortunately, that was as far as mediocre talent and a big nose had been able to take him.  However much he annoyed her, he was an excellent manager.
And a good friend.  One who understood her need to head for the hills far more than he admitted.  “It’s good.  I’m recharging.”
“That’s the point, doll.”
She snickered.  They both knew if he’d tried calling her “doll” in person, she’d have slugged him in his big nose.  “I’ll be ready to go in three weeks, as promised.”  April Fools' Day—it had somehow seemed appropriate.  “What’s up?”
“You want the big stuff first, or the annoying piddly details?”
They had a deal—he had to handle ninety percent of the piddly stuff without bugging her, and she didn’t get to hang up when he needed an answer on the rest.  “From the top.”
“The Kennedy Center wants you.  Celtic gala, huge promo budget.”
Even for Cassidy Farrell, that was pretty big.  And Tommy’s voice was suspiciously neutral.  “Okay.  What’s the catch?”
“They want you for a Thanksgiving deal.  Late November.  Kickoff to the holidays, all that.  Let you dust off those carols you like playing so much.”
Ah.  “That’s way past three months.”  She had an ironclad rule—no booking gigs more than three months out.  Her Irish soul couldn’t handle that much commitment.
“It’s the Kennedy Center, babe.”  Sinatra voice this time.
He was trying to make her laugh—that meant it was a really big deal.  “Did they promise you Batman’s car or something?”
“Would it close the deal?”
Damn.  That was serious.  “Why this one?”
“Lots of money, lots of fame.  Why else do we do this?”
It was easy to take Tommy at face value—she’d spent the first two years of their rocky professional relationship doing just that.  “Something else is going on here, dude.  Spill.”
Vague embarrassment filtered through her phone.  “Nonna wants to hear you play again.”
Tommy’s very Italian grandmother had landed on the banks of New Jersey as a young girl and never left again.  Claimed to have an allergy to trains, planes, and automobiles.  And she loved every inch of her grandson’s big-nosed soul.
She also made a mean lasagna and mailed one out to Tommy every month, regular as clockwork.  With instructions to share it.
Cass grimaced—and knew the deal was already done.  “You should have led with that, you know.”  She was good at resisting money and fame.  Mafia grandmothers were a whole ’nother kettle of fish.
“You’ll do it?”  The airwaves were back to gruff.
“Yeah.”  She sighed.  “Just this once.”  Even ironclad had to bend sometimes.
Her phone was silent for a long moment.  “Thanks.”
“I get a double helping of lasagna in April.”  The Irish knew how to negotiate.
“Done.”
“Hit me with the rest.”
She made her way through Halifax and its quaint, oddly polite traffic circles, listening to a litany of tour minutia.  Jonny’s new baby had arrived four weeks early.  Missing snare drum.  Bar in Portland promising the owner’s firstborn if she’d come back.
For Jonny, she listened as Tommy trotted out to the tour bus and found the blue-and-gold baby blanket squirreled away at the bottom of her knitting bag.  Hopefully the baby would be a Notre Dame fan like his daddy.  The drum could be replaced.  And the guy in Portland had some of the best microbrew this side of Ireland.  No promises, but he’d get a call the next time they headed west.
She spied her turn and angled left, straight for Cole Harbour and Jamieson’s.  Best food on the mainland—and they always let her play for her supper.  Or lunch, in this case.  “Gotta go, Tommy.”
He chuckled.  “Belly’s empty, huh?”
By rights it should still be full of three days of beef stew.  “Yup.  No idea if they have Internet where I’m headed next, so you’re on your own.”
He snorted.  Tommy didn’t believe in a world without Internet.  He’d never been to rural Ireland.  “I’ll send a carrier pigeon if I need you.”  The smile in his voice widened.  “Take care of yourself, okay?  I want the bouncy Cassidy Farrell back.”
Damn.  She’d even worried her Mafia manager.  “I just need some downtime.”
It worried her when he said good-bye.  He didn’t sound convinced.
-o0o-
Marcus turned the page of his book—and sighed as small hands tugged at his sleeve.  “I only made it two pages, monkey girl.”
Purple eyes twinkled up at him.  “G-an.”  
Morgan’s baby talk was mangled—and adorable.  And apparently far more comprehensible to all the womenfolk of the village than it was to him.  This one, however, he’d heard before.  “Soon.”
Her eyes darkened.  “Soon” was not Morgan’s favorite word.  “G-an.”  She tugged again.
Reading time was clearly over.  Marcus shook his head and got to his feet.  “Fine, we’ll go visit Gran.”  He’d tried explaining to a drooly Morgan once or twice that Moira was her great-aunt, not her grandmother—to no effect.  Neither of them believed him.
Morgan headed for the door, grinning.  
He grabbed a handful of pink off the edge of the rug and held it up.  “But you have to put your socks on first.”
And mittens.  And a hat.  And a jacket that made her look like an escapee from the prehistoric exhibit at the museum.
She contemplated his outstretched hand for a minute, a brooding scowl on her face.
And then plunked down on her bottom and held up her toes.  “G-an.”
He felt the grin crack his face, working muscles that hadn’t had nearly enough exercise in the last four decades.  “How come you couldn’t just leave them on in the first place, hmm?”  He dutifully dressed Morgan in socks every morning—and she just as steadfastly removed them.
Marcus slid her wiggly toes into a gaudy striped sock and grinned, oddly proud.  Typical Buchanan, always doing things the hard way.
Then again, he wasn’t entirely sure what typical Buchanan was anymore.  His life had changed beyond all recognition—and the many hours of the day required to keep Morgan fed, happy, and appropriately clothed for the volatile climate of Fisher’s Cove was only a part of it.
He missed Evan dearly—that hadn’t changed.  But the horror of his five-year-old twin disappearing into the mists was no longer the last memory he had of his brother.  And every time he saw Morgan, he imagined Evan close by, watching over the two of them.
Their guardian witch.
Grief still hit him at strange moments, but it was the kind of sorrow that time eased—and guilt was no longer its constant companion.
He picked up his daughter and kissed her cheek.  Guilt had left his heart—and so much had flooded in to replace it.  The cranky old bachelor had almost gotten used to loving someone so much that she undid him simply by sticking a wet Cheerio to her nose.  “Come on, sweet pea.  Let’s go see who’s out and about this afternoon.”
That, too, was an enormous change in his life.  He’d lived the last twenty years in his solitary castle by the sea—a big, rambling place.  He’d needed it to hold all of his sadness.
Now he and Morgan squeezed into a tiny, ramshackle cottage on the edge of a village that seemed to think the path to the beach ran through his kitchen.  And somehow, he could no longer work up the energy to be the least bit grumpy about it.
Morgan started wiggling in his arms halfway down the road to the inn.  He looked down at the rosy cheeks sticking out from her hood of bright blue wool.  “It’s still a long ways—how about I carry you a bit farther, hmm?”
She grinned up at him.  “Fower.”
Argh.  Marcus rolled his eyes.  “We left flowers all over the village yesterday.”  People were beginning to talk.
“Fower.”  This time, he was fairly convinced she even managed to bat her eyelashes.
He nuzzled into a cold cheek and growled.  “Your wiles are wasted on me, silly girl.”  A lie if there ever was one.  She got more adorable every day—and he got less immune.
“Fower.”
Perhaps reason would work.  “Forty-eight-year-old witches don’t learn new magic tricks.  Maybe Sophie will make you flowers.”
“Fower.”
It was damnably hard to argue with someone who only had a vocabulary of six words.  And he suspected an increase in her vocabulary wasn’t something to look forward to.
He plunked her down on the ground and slid off his glove.  At this rate, he was going to need to bribe a fire witch for some handwarmer spells, too.  With his other still-gloved hand, he pushed twigs and rotting leaves aside, working his way down to bare soil.  Morgan babbled happily at his side, anticipating her favorite part.
The power that came when he called to it was disturbingly strong.  Annoyed, he shoved a line of it into the soil.  And tried not to laugh as a whole clump of something lavender popped up.  Definitely not daffodils—and they matched Morgan’s eyes.  “Opinionated flowers, are you?”
His daughter leaned over and buried her face in the flowers.  He watched carefully—she was still fairly confused about the difference between sniffing a blossom and eating it, and his knowledge of edible plants was far too sparse to let her go about eating the greenery.
She pushed herself to her feet, a fair accomplishment for a child in snow pants, boots, and three layers of woolens.  And signed for “more.”
His knees weren’t as limber as hers.  Marcus cleared a patch a foot away from the clump of purple and sent another pulse of power into the earth.  And then frowned at the flower that rose up under his fingers.  Orange this time.  
Be darned if he was asking Sophie why the cursed plants were changing.
He wasn’t an earth witch, dammit.
Morgan grinned in approval—and then toddled three steps and plunked down again, looking at the ground expectantly.
Marcus sighed. It was going to take them all of the remaining hours of daylight to go a hundred feet.  Again.  Apparently they had to carpet the village in flowers first.
And soft-headed old man that he had become, he would probably go along with it.
-o0o-
Cass pulled her car to the side of the road, amused.  When Dave said “off the beaten track,” he wasn’t kidding.  Fisher’s Cove wasn’t more than three or four miles off the main highway—but she’d venture a guess that very few tourists found it by accident.  
Not the most logical place to set up an inn.  Hopefully it would be one of those quirky, underappreciated gems that she loved.  Dave rarely sent her wrong.
She was still a little way from the huddle of cottages, and slightly uphill.  Until she’d come around the bend in the road, she’d been fairly convinced that her scrawled directions had been written by pixies.
But the village was here, tucked behind some small, rocky hills that thoroughly hid it from the rest of planet Earth.
And like the music that flowed in her veins, it was ageless.  Houses on the edge of run-down, framed by brambles and browns that were probably lovely gardens in the summer.  A couple of nets hanging, and a cove with boats visible just beyond the village.
Not a postcard—but not an eyesore, either.  A humble, hardworking sort of place.
Oddly Irish.  Home, without all the restrictions.
A small group of children dashed out of a house and made a mad run for the front door of the church.  Cass grinned—the church had been their indoor playground when she was a kid, too.  The succession of priests had growled at them, issued proclamations about heavenly manners, and left out plates of cookies.
Her stomach rumbled at the thought of cookies.  She reached over and grabbed the last of the PEI fried potato skins she’d snagged on her way out of Jamieson’s.  The rest of the year, she ate like a normal person.  Something about Nova Scotia turned her into a hungry bear.
Which seemed backwards—this was supposed to be hibernation, Cassidy Farrell style.
She crunched, her potato-eating genes entirely happy.  And wondered why the rocks had brought her here.
Probably not for a game of hide-and-seek in the church pews, and the village wasn’t big enough for a decent pub.  But the rocks seemed to think she belonged here, and their tugging had been very consistent with Dave’s scrawled directions.
She grimaced and reached for the gearshift.  This was way too much thinking to be doing about a fishing village.  She’d found a comfy spot to lay her head in places far smaller and dingier than this.  The rocks would make their point clear in time—they always did.  Pulling her car back out onto the road, she drove slowly down the hill.
And smiled as she spied the biggest building in town.  That must be the inn.
-o0o-
The wind rattled something fierce this afternoon.  Moira walked to the window, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders a little more tightly.  Nearly enough to shake an old witch’s bones, it was.
It had blown like that back home this time of year.
She lifted a cup of tea to her lips, inhaling her gran’s old recipe.
A lot of nostalgia today—and it wasn’t just the smell of tea and the bite of the weather.  The old energies were moving, whispering tales and calling to those with the ability to hear.
So few ever bothered now.
Carefully Moira pulled a light stream of power.  And tapping into the wise and unpredictable magics of the crone, asked permission to listen.
The whispers got a little louder—and an old witch of small magics and open heart smiled as she heard their story.
A journey.  A song.  A choice.
The wind was blowing something in.
Moira set her cup on the counter and reached for her winter cloak.  If something was coming, she’d meet it in the way of the Irish.
With warmth in her heart, steel at the ready, and friends at her side.


Chapter 5

Cass pulled the front door of the inn shut behind her with haste—this part of Nova Scotia wasn’t any warmer than Margaree.  She put her hands over her frozen ears, not entirely sure which were colder.
Taking a long moment to grin at the spunky daffodils probably hadn’t been smart—but anything dumb enough to bloom up here in March deserved a little love.
“You must be from somewhere warmer than this,” said a musical voice from the hallway, amused.
“Nay.”  Cass blinked, trying to see into the shadows.  The voice held the lilting tones of home.  “I’m just a silly girl who left her woolies in the car.”
“Ah.”  An elderly woman stepped forward into the light.  “Well, I’d venture you’re big enough to decide for yourself whether to wear them or not.  I’m Moira.  Welcome to the Sea Trance Inn.”
It seemed like a big place for one little old lady to run, but Cass knew better than to underestimate an Irish grandmother, wherever she found one.  “I was hoping to get a room for a night or two.”
“You’ve come to the right place.”  Moira’s smile was welcoming, her hands already reaching for the jacket Cass was shedding.  “Come on in and have a cup of tea and get warm.  There’s a lovely fire here in the parlor.  Aaron’s gone to take some scones over to the church, but he’ll be back momentarily.”
It was the kind of hospitable chatter that anchored every hearth in Ireland.  And it made Cass miss her nan terribly.  “You sound so much like my grandmother.”
“Miss her, do you?”  Warm green eyes took in Cass from head to toe.  “You’ve been away from home a while, I’d guess.”
Scrubby jeans and a big sweater fit in just about anywhere.  “I go back.”  At this moment, her heart said it wasn’t nearly often enough.
“We all have roads to travel,” said Moira softly.  “Come sit a spell and tell me about yours.”
Manners very belatedly made their way through the pulsing homesick.  “I’m Cassidy Farrell.”
Green eyes glinted with humor and something else.  Almost a recognition.  “Ah, and of course you are.” 
Huh.  The name “Cassidy Farrell” meant something in some circles, but she hadn’t expected it to here.
And then the old lady leaned forward and touched her copper-brown curls.  “Named you for your hair, did they?”
Cass gaped—she’d never met a soul outside Ireland who knew the meaning of her name, and not that many at home did either.  “Yes.  My mum said I was born with these curls.  My grandda took one look at me and the name stuck.”
“A wise man.  It suits you.”  Moira smiled and gestured toward a doorway.  “Please come in—I assume the hordes will be here shortly.”
She didn’t have long to wonder.  The door opened behind her, a gusting wind blowing in along with a smiling woman and a young girl dressed in an enormous turquoise jacket.
Cass returned the smile, always ready to meet a new friend.
A head popped out of the sea of turquoise.  “Hi, Gran.  Who’s the new lady?”
“This is Cassidy.”  Moira helped with the formidable outerwear.  “She’s come to stay at the inn for a wee bit.”
Inquisitive eyes looked up.  “I hope you like strawberry shortcake.  Aaron only makes it in the winter if he has a guest who likes it.  It’s totally scrumptious.  I helped pick some of the berries.  Well, the ones I didn’t eat, anyhow.”  An impish grin joined the dancing eyes.  “If you like it, I’ll ask him really, really nicely to make you some.”
Cass was fairly certain that grin was well used to getting its way.  “Strawberries are one of my favorites.  We don’t get very many on tour.”
“What kind of tour?”  The smiling woman ruffled the little girl’s curls and then reached out a handshake in welcome.  “I’m Sophie, by the way, and this chatterbox is Lizzie.” 
Fisher’s Cove might be small, but it was definitely friendly.
“I’m a musician.  A fiddler.”  Cass took the offered hand and felt the glow of immediate kinship strengthen.  “Taking a bit of a break right now to smell the flowers.”
“You should come back in summer.”  Lizzie was not-so-subtly herding them all into the parlor.  “We don’t have very many things blooming right now, but Gran’s gardens are the best in the whole world.”
Summer was the height of music festival madness.  Last year, Cass had headlined twenty-seven.  She’d barely seen a flower.  
The rocks murmured under her feet.  Chiding, almost.
Lizzie led the way to a pair of enormous chairs closest to the fire.  “These are the best places to sit if you like to curl your feet up and stuff.  Gran says they must have been built for giants.”
Moira chuckled, already seated on a sofa, bag of knitting at the ready.  Cass detoured—the yarn was gorgeous.  Bending over, she ran a few strands through her fingers.  “It’s wondrous.  Like the color of crocuses in springtime.”
“Aye.”  The old lady looked very pleased.  “Sophie just dyed up a fresh batch for me.”
Ah, no wonder she felt like she’d found her people.  Cass turned and found the woman in question sitting at an old desk, a pile of ancient books in front of her.  “Do you have more?”
“More can easily be made.”  The slow smile offered friendship as well as an answer.  “Especially if you want to help babysit the dye pots.”
That sounded like just about the perfect lazy afternoon.
“A knitter, are you?”  Moira was digging into the basket at her feet.  “Here, these should work.”  She held up two pointy needles attached to a skinny cable.  “I only need one skein of this for wee Morgan’s hat.  I’ve two more if you’ve a mind to make yourself a wooly hat or some nice warm mittens.”
Two minutes later, Cass was curled up in a large and very cozy chair, knitting needles in her hands, cookies at the ready, and surrounded by new friends.
She leaned her head back into the lumpy cushions, feeling her soul exhale.
Fisher’s Cove—a little piece of home and heaven.
She closed her eyes a moment, fingers stroking the yarn under her fingers, and gave thanks to the rocks that had tugged her to such a place.  She’d make Nan a hat, soaked in the quiet magic of this little, secluded village.
The rocks thrummed back, well pleased.
Cass searched for the end of the skein of yarn and handed it to Lizzie sitting at her feet.  “Would you help me make it into a ball?”
The bright-eyed child set down her cookie and grinned, obviously well acquainted with such tasks.  Moira’s smile twinkled across the way, and Sophie hummed gently as she studied the pages of her dusty books.  No words, just the easy communion of kindred souls in a warm space on a cold day.
Perfection.
And then a man walked into the parlor.  A craggy snowman in black, with eyes that shattered her peace.
Cass didn’t need a sign this time.  Unless the rocks had suddenly decided to take up fiddling, their meaning was very clear.
It wasn’t for soft purple yarn and easy friendship that she’d been brought here.
He was why she had come.
She stood, needing to meet her fate on her feet.
And nearly fell over again as a tiny girl with lavender eyes followed him into the room, and fate landed a second punch.
-o0o-
Hecate’s hells.
He’d walked into the parlor of the inn every day this winter.  Not once had it kicked him in the balls.
Until now.
He barely saw the shape of her—dark curls and an even darker sweater working as shadowy backdrop for a face that registered as pretty.  Interesting, even.
Those would only have made him grumpy.  It was her mind that slammed into his nether regions and wouldn’t let go. 
Soft joy.  A soul breathing out.  Easy kinship with the world.
Three things Marcus Buchanan had never really had.
And then it all vanished.  The stranger slumped back into her chair, oddly limp.  Green eyes stared at him, wary, and then darted to Morgan.  “Hello, sweetheart.”
His daughter grinned and beelined the newcomer’s direction, still dressed in her winter woolies.  Marcus would have grabbed her—except he could barely breathe.
The new arrival wasn’t quite as shell-shocked.  “I’ve taken your chair, have I?  Come on up, then.”  With competent hands, the woman began peeling Morgan out of her jacket and heavy sweater.  
The ease was leaking back into her mind.
Morgan reached out for the curls framing her new friend’s face.  “Pwetty.”
“As are yours, little one.”  A gentle hand touched Morgan’s frizz of red, and then green eyes looked up at Marcus.  “She’s lovely.”
He dug his voice out of eternity’s trashcan.  “Her name is Morgan.”
“Ah, that’s a big name to live up to.”  The stranger smiled down at his girl and then glanced up again.  “I’m Cassidy Farrell.  Most people call me Cass.”
His ears listened through a thick fog.
Moira chuckled quietly from the couch.  “The big oaf there who’s lost his voice is my nephew Marcus.”
Even embarrassment leaked only slowly through the fog.  
Small fingers slid into his.  “Come sit down, Uncle Marcus.  As soon as Aaron gets back, we get to have some scones.  Is Morgan big enough to try one yet?  Pretty please?”
Fog vanished as parental responsibility crash-landed.  Rescued by a seven-year-old.  Marcus clutched Lizzie’s hand, holding tight to his portal back to reality.  “She can have a little nibble of yours.  Just a small one.”  A boon for his savior.  
Morgan would survive a small dose of sugar.  Probably. 
Lizzie’s eyes opened wide.  “Yay!  C’mon, Morgan.  Let’s go find Uncle Aaron!”
His daughter agreeably hopped down from the stranger’s lap and followed her surrogate sister down the hall.  Marcus watched them leave, bereft.
Nothing to shield him from green eyes now.
“Come have some tea.”  Sophie spoke from the old writing desk, mind full of quiet sympathy.  “I have chamomile or one of Aunt Moira’s special blends.”
He always had chamomile.  Simple tea for a simple man.  “I’ll have the blend.”  Today didn’t feel simple.
Sophie poured from a bright green teapot and glanced over at her books.  “I’m tracing the lineage of mugwort healing, if you want a research project.”
Not a trace of the laughter in her mind appeared in her voice.  He reached for the mug she offered.  “I’m sure Kevin would be delighted to help.”  His tone wasn’t quite as dry as he’d meant it to be.  He was pretty sure she sought clues to help her boy.  And if she truly wanted his help, he’d make the time.  
There were rules to belonging. 
A soft Irish lilt shaded the conversation coming from over by the fire.  Moira, entertaining their guest.  Something akin to gratitude tickled at Marcus’s ribs.  In their easy, competent way, they’d slid him out of the limelight and into a corner where he could watch.
They understood him very well.
Marcus sank into a chair, feeling comforted.  And vulnerable.  And a whole host of other things that hadn’t been part of his life until very recently.
He glanced over at their visitor, echoes of her mental signature still reverberating in his head.  He’d never felt someone so… alive.
It called to him.  And it terrified.
He took a shaky breath and lifted the mug to his lips, hoping it was one of his aunt’s calming blends.  And then set it down again.  The patter of feet in the hallway signaled the return of two small girls.
The precipice that was Cassidy Farrell would have to wait—he had a daughter to tend to first.
-o0o-
She was getting her feet back under her.  Literally.  Cass sat cross-legged, tucking bare toes under her balls of yarn, and tried to fight the universal Irish fondness for a good bout with destiny.
She was here to relax, not to dance with a difficult man the rocks thought she should fancy.
And most certainly not to topple head-over-heels in love with his child.
She glanced his direction, her fingers working their way into the soft yarn.  Seeking comfort.
He’d taken off his enormous winter coat and left an impressive pile of black wool in the corner behind him.  The sweater underneath was positively cheerful by comparison—a lovely teal blue that looked knit by very talented hands.  Moira’s work, perhaps.  Celtic knots, a beautiful tangle of them.
Somehow, the black had suited him more.
Morgan toddled over and held out her hands, offering up some unseen treasure.  The big man leaned over, his smile cracking a face clearly not used to happiness.
If she’d had her fiddle in her hands, Cass would have played the melancholy dark sounds that told of the unsmiling man in black.  And Rosie would have insisted on adding the odd, jarring notes of teal wool and smiles at small-girl treasures.
And the way all of them tugged on Cassidy Farrell’s soul.
She turned her back on Marcus and his daughter.  Ignored the steady, insistent singing of the rocks and her own traitorous Irish heart.  Men with babies weren’t casual stops on the road.  And anything more wasn’t possible.
Cass leaned over to the plate beside Lizzie and picked up a scone.  She was here for rest and relaxation, nothing more.  Three weeks of doing exactly what she wanted.  A little music, simple pleasures, and wandering where she willed.
A refueling before she gave her life back to the music.
She bit into the flaky goodness in her hand and closed her eyes in worshipful silence.
A very good start.


Chapter 6

“Well, now, and isn’t that interesting.”
Sophie shut her herbals logbook—clearly she wasn’t supposed to be getting any work done this day.  Not that she was surprised.  Cassidy had just left with Aaron to choose herself a room, and Marcus had taken Lizzie and Morgan over to the church to pick new library books.
She’d never seen a man quite so happy to be going to the library.
Sophie hid a smile and glanced casually at their beloved and very nosy elder witch.  “What’s up?”
Moira picked up her knitting, a very satisfied smile on her face.  “Perhaps you might drop a wee note to Nell on that laptop of yours.  Save an old lady needing to trundle out into the cold to do it.”
They’d given Moira a laptop for Christmas—and she steadfastly refused to carry it anywhere.  “And what is it that Nell needs to know so urgently?”
Green eyes twinkled enough to blanket the night sky.  “That we’ve fetched our witch, of course.”
Sophie stared.  “Witch?  You scanned her?”
“Of course not.”  Moira raised an eyebrow.  “You think I need such a thing to tell when one of my own has power running in her veins?”
It would be a waste of air to point out that not all the Irish were related.  Moira adopted people with relish and little regard for pesky things like genetics.  “You’re sure?”
“Can’t you feel it?  The rightness of it?”  Moira’s knitting needles clacked meditatively, her voice the soft, lilting one of her girlhood.  “And didn’t you see her eyes when she saw our Marcus?”
Ooooh, boy.  Getting left in the dust by an old witch again.  Either that, or Irish mysticism was running amok this afternoon.  That had been known to happen too.  
Sophie squinted at the happily knitting witch on the couch and tried to catch up.  She’d mostly been watching Marcus, and that had been plenty fascinating.  “Wait.  You think we’ve fetched an Irish witch, and you already have her snuggled up with the grumpiest bachelor on the planet?”  Which wasn’t an entirely fair description of Marcus these days, but still—the mind boggled.
And wasn’t entirely impossible, given his reaction to the lovely Cassidy.
“Aye.”  Moira’s smile was positively dreamy.
Sophie teetered between dismay and laughter.  
Green eyes sharpened her direction.  “What, an old woman can’t enjoy thoughts of romance now and again?”
It wasn’t the thoughts that worried Sophie.  Certain old women were known to be inveterate meddlers.  “I don’t know about Cassidy Farrell, but Marcus will spit nails if you try to interfere.”
“There’s no need.”  Moira was back to gazing mistily at her knitting.  “The fates are working now, and I don’t think they’ve any need of help at the moment.”
Sophie wasn’t as convinced of the fates as their resident mystic—but she didn’t entirely discount them, either.  “For now, she’s only a guest at the inn.”  Her witchy status and future love life were entirely hypothetical.
And yet oddly appealing.
“Ah, now you’re seeing it, aren’t you?”  
In her romantic teenager heart, yes.  The adult healer still thought this was insane.  “He practically ignored her.”  In between occasional growls.
“Indeed.”  Moira’s needles were speeding up now.  “But his eyes drifted her way often.”
It chagrined Sophie to realize she’d missed that—after giving Marcus a graceful way to hide in the corner, her attention had largely been for their intriguing guest.  She traced the rich old letters on the front of her herbals log.  “Really.”
“Aye.  She’s a woman used to having an audience, that one is.”  The words were pensive, thoughtful.  “Used to being looked at.”  A tiny smile lit Moira’s face.  “But I think perhaps she’s not used to being seen.”
The mystic was in full dudgeon today.  But that didn’t mean she was wrong.  Sophie considered the words carefully.  If Moira was right, the next few days could get rather interesting.
Fisher’s Cove was very good at seeing people exactly as they were.
-o0o-
The inn might be in the middle of nowhere, but Cass knew a world-class innkeeper when she met one.
Aaron qualified.  Outgoing, easy welcome, and laidback competence.  And if the scones were any indication, Dave’s rival in the kitchen.
She might leave that last part out of her report back to Margaree.  Or not—the Scots always appreciated a little friendly competition.
Aaron pulled out a couple of forms from behind a gorgeous vase of flowers, eyes twinkling.  “I can offer you pretty much any room in the house.  Will anyone be joining you while you’re here?”
Cass lifted her violin case.  “Nope, just me and my fiddle.  Will it be a problem if I practice in my room?  I can keep it to standard daylight hours if I might disturb anyone else.”
Aaron’s eyes lit.  “You play?”
“A little.”  Her automatic answers kicked in as she leaned over to fill out the guest card.  “You listen?”
“Yeah.”  He shuffled papers behind the desk.  “My grandparents live just outside of Margaree on Cape Breton.  I spent summers with them as a boy.  If you haven’t been out that way, some of the best fiddling in the world happens in that town.”
She looked up, intrigued by the connections.  “I just came from there.  Dave at the Normaway Inn sent me your direction.”
“Wow.”  Aaron grinned, clearly honored.  “I’ll see if I can whip up something for breakfast tomorrow that can hold a candle to his porridge bread.”
She’d landed in the right place—her certainty was increasing by the minute.  “Don’t worry, I’m not a picky eater.  Just a hungry one.”
“Noted.”  He took her guest card, glancing at the details.  And then his jaw dropped.  “Oh, my God.  You’re Cassidy Farrell.”
Okay, maybe this wasn’t quite the end of the earth.  He most definitely knew who she was.  “Yeah.”
“I knew I’d seen your face somewhere.”  He took in her battered violin case with new eyes.  “And that’s Rosie.”
Shoot, the last thing she needed was some innkeeper fretting about keeping her instrument safe.    One too many articles about her million-dollar fiddle.  The last guy in Maine had nearly driven her to drink.  “Don’t worry, I’ll keep her close by.  She’s my responsibility.”
He looked at her blankly.
Damn, she was getting paranoid in her old age.  “Sorry.  Some people seem to think she’s the queen’s jewels or something.”
“Ah.”  He smiled and handed her a room key.  “Those would be perfectly safe here too.  Everything will be, whether you choose to lock your door or not.”
She grinned.  “I usually forget.”  The Irish were not big on locks and keys.
“Then you’ll be right at home here.”  Aaron came around the desk and picked up her bag.  “Your room’s on the second floor.  It’s one of our smaller ones, but very cozy, and the best view in the house.”  He headed up the stairs.  “And it’s right above the desk here, so I might catch a few notes if you decide to do some practicing.”
He meant it.  No stars in his eyes—just easy appreciation.  The kind of fan she found in Margaree and not nearly often enough anywhere else.  “That sounds perfect, thanks.”
His smile was growing on her already.  “There’s nobody else here right now and we live in the cottage beside the inn, so feel free to play at whatever hours move you.”  He took the stairs two at a time, just like her brother Rory.  
Cass picked up Rosie and followed him.  “I might take you up on that—I’m a bit of a night owl.”
He turned around on the top landing, eyes twinkling.  “Well, you might find my wife or me wandering around then too.  One or the other of our twins is often up in the wee hours.”  
She never minded company.  “If you’d enjoy it, I’ll bring my fiddle down to the kitchen later.”
The quick pleasure in his eyes told her what she needed to know.  She’d be spending a lot of time in the kitchen.  
It wouldn’t be a hardship.
She stepped through the door of the room he indicated and realized that it wouldn’t be a hardship either.  Fluffy white sheets and colorful hand-knit throws pulled her, body and soul, toward a bed that was a tired musician’s dream.
Comfortable furnishings, bright splashes of color and old photographs on the walls, and a squishy round rug under her feet.  “Oooh.”  She turned back to Aaron.  “I’ll be staying a few more days than however long I told you.”
She hadn’t said, and they both knew it.  But she knew her innkeepers—he’d hear it as the compliment she meant it to be.
He grinned and backed out of the room.  “You wouldn’t be the first.  There’s food, fire, and curious villagers downstairs any time you want.”
She laughed.  And, indulging her inner six-year-old girl, made a leap for the bed.  
The landing was as soft as she imagined. 
Relaxation in full progress.  The man in the teal sweater and the rocks that thought he might be hers would just have to wait.
She had a nap to take.
-o0o-
For the first time in months, Marcus had no idea what to do with himself.
And a slightly crazed need to do something.  He’d grown used to his nice, predictable days.  Ones that didn’t involve strangers with green eyes and a mental signature that was still haunting his head.
He glared at his daughter, sound asleep in the corner.  Abandoned in his time of need.
And then his brain caught up with its own ridiculousness.  Morgan was fed and sleeping and his house was mysteriously empty of visitors, swarming children, or little old ladies looking for a cup of sugar or the latest gossip.
A miracle of major proportions.
Tiptoeing a tad belatedly, he made his way over to his easy chair and settled in with a very satisfied sigh.  Peace.  Silence and a new library book.
And an enormous, flashing icon on his laptop screen.  A neon-pink one.
Marcus groaned—very quietly.  It had clearly been too good to be true.  He leaned over and squinted at the flashing pink.  Urgent!  Duel Issued!
He hadn’t visited Realm in months.  Gaming was not designed for people with mobile babies.  In the time it would take him to plan a decent invasion, Morgan could probably eat half the plant life in Fisher’s Cove.
He typed a quick reply.  Go away.
Ginia’s preteen grin popped up on his chat screen.  “Can’t.  I need you.”
He hastily turned down the volume.  “I don’t have time for duels, Warrior Girl.”  Especially ones with the world’s best ten-year-old programmer.  “Isn’t there anyone else left for you to pick on?”
She snickered.  “I don’t want to duel you.  I need you to be my partner.  Realm’s having a tournament.”
He knew better than to take innocent looks at face value.  “And why exactly would that be happening?”
“We planned it.”  She shrugged.  “It’s winter and all.  Witches are bored.  Besides, you can’t be a parent all the time—Mama says that would make anyone crazy.”
He wasn’t certain a trip to Realm was the cure for that.  And he was most decidedly not bored.  “Well then, how about you go find a partner who needs some excitement in their life and let me get back to the only hour of relaxation I will probably get all winter?”
Her eyes lit up.  “You have a whole hour?”
“You aren’t listening to me, youngling.”  He added a growl, expecting it to be entirely ineffectual.  Nell Walker’s daughters didn’t scare, any of them.  “Go find somebody else.”
“Can’t.”  She tapped the pink spellcube.  “We’ve already been challenged.”
He had no desire to spend his one free hour trampling over some dumb gamer silly enough to challenge Realm’s top two players.  “I’m sure you can crush the upstarts without my assistance.”
“Not a chance.”
He frowned—Warrior Girl had wicked gaming skills, and she knew it.  “Who issued the challenge?”
“Kevin.”  
The boy was developing a nice game—but he was no idiot.  Marcus felt disquiet creep into his gut.  “And who’s his partner?”
She looked at him sideways.  “The Wizard.”
Disquiet landed with both feet.  “Your mother’s in the tournament?”
“Yup.”  Ginia grinned and added a shine spell to her sword.  “She said Kevin made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.  And she has a right to wrong.  Something about librarians and bushes.”
Demon wings and bat dung.  “Your father’s playing too?”  The Hacker’s exploits were legendary in any gaming era.
“I told you.  Everyone’s playing.”  She glared at him down the full length of her sword.  “And I don’t intend to lose.”
He made a brief wish that one day Morgan might have a fraction of Ginia’s confident grace.  And then gave in.  A duel might even keep his mind off of green Irish eyes.
He raised an eyebrow at his screen.  “Well then, we’d better formulate a plan.  Your keep or mine?”  The pub would be far too full of spies and eavesdropping spells.
“Mine.”  Her eyes danced a happy jig.  “Yours is full of pink bunnies.”
He kept the curses inside his head.
Mostly.
-o0o-
Moira watched their guest from the hallway a moment—it wasn’t everyone who could sit so quietly.  Or look like they could lift off into the sky at any moment.  A wanderer, this one was.  “It’s turned into a stormy day out there.”  The rain had blown in quickly—and it hadn’t taken much to convince Moira to sit out the bluster in the inn’s parlor.
Guests were particularly cherished on an inhospitable winter’s eve.
Cass looked over from her perch on the window seat.  “I like the storms.  They remind me of home.”
“Ah, and where’d you grow up, then?”  Moira set down the tea tray, ready for a good Irish conversation—the kind that lasted for hours and went nowhere in particular and everywhere important.
“County Galway.  Mum and Da are still there.  My sister Bri’s in Dublin, and Rory flits around depending on his mood.  He has a lot of them.”
Moira thought of Marcus and chuckled.  There was always a moody one somewhere in the family tree.  “Do you go back to see them often?”
“When I can.”  Cass turned, finally noticing the tea.  She unraveled from her neat ball on the low bench and glanced back out the window one last time.  “When I’m on this coast, I always like to go to the beach and imagine them standing there waving, just beyond the horizon.”
For fifty years and more, Moira had done exactly the same thing.  “Will you ever move back?”
“No.”  The answer came swiftly, and with sadness.  “I left because times were tough and musicians a dime a dozen.  And grew up into someone else while I traveled the world.  When I go back, it feels like the home of my childhood.”
But not the home of the woman grown.  That, too, Moira could understand.  “So where is home now?”
“I don’t know.”  Cass seemed surprised by her words—or perhaps only surprised that she’d spoken.  “I have an apartment in New York, but I hardly ever see it.”
Ah.  A plant without roots, then.  Moira sipped her tea and watched their guest stir in milk and sugar.  Very interesting indeed.  “And what brought you to our little corner of the world?”  Fisher’s Cove in March was about the furthest thing possible from a tourist destination.
“Dave in Margaree recommended it.”
That much had already been traveled through the grapevine.  It was the layers underneath that interested Moira now.  “It’s not a common time of year to be visiting Cape Breton, either.”
Green eyes looked up from tea making.  “No, it’s not.”
The invitation to talk had been issued—and anyone who’d grown up in Ireland would know that.  Moira contented herself with her own cup and waited.
“It’s the quiet months for fiddlers.”  Cass shrugged.  “I take a couple of weeks in the summer to go back home, too, but this is the time I take just for me.  I don’t mind the weather.”
It was so lovely to hear the song of home in someone else’s voice, muted by years abroad though it was.  “Make a living with your music, do you?”
“Mostly.”  The visitor’s smile seemed laden with words unsaid.
“It’s a good occupation for a wanderer.”
“My nan calls me that.”  Cass’s head tipped to the side.  “She’s the one who put a violin in my hands, too.”
A grandmother after Moira’s own heart.  “She sounds like an interesting woman.”
“In another time, she’d have been a warrior priestess, I think.”  Cass grinned.  “Or a bard.”
“A singer, is she?”
“Aye.  Says she turned me to the fiddle to cover up the creaks as her voice grew old.”  Their visitor settled back into the couch, love for an old Irish gran shining in her eyes.  “She can still stop a pub dead in its tracks with just a few notes.”
In Ireland, there was no larger compliment.  “It’s a great gift she gave you, then.  A love for music and a way to make your own.”
Green eyes sharpened.  “You see very clearly for someone I’ve just met.  Nan would like you.”
It was time to press a little deeper.  “Is she the one who taught you of power and magic as well, then?”
Blank shock hit Cass’s face, followed quickly by intrigue and a heaping dose of curiosity.  “You’re a witch?”
Moira nodded and sipped her tea.  “A bit of one.”  Time to see how well the girl knew her lore.  “I’m a Doonan.  My gran was a Gaughran.”
“My nan is a Cassidy,” said her namesake quietly.  
Ah.  The healer clan.  The girl wasn’t only named for her hair, then.  Life was such a gorgeous tapestry sometimes.  Moira smiled at the woman who was the latest bright gold thread in the weaving.  “And is it her talent you carry in your veins?”
“No.”  Cass shook her head slowly.  “Not the healing, anyhow.  I hear the rocks a bit, that’s all.”
It was another of the hereditary talents of the Cassidy clan.  Mystics, ones who heard the heartbeat of the stones under their feet.  It fit—the old magics had heralded her arrival.  “Well then, Cassidy Farrell, a very special welcome to Fisher’s Cove.  We’ve witches aplenty here—and a village well tolerant of our magics.”
And no witch who listened to the rocks had possibly come here by accident.
Moira cradled her tea, very well pleased.


Chapter 7

Cass made her way down the path onto the beach under gloomy skies that matched her sulky mood, mind full of restlessness.
Nan would have said that was just reward for anyone foolish enough to sweet talk her way into Aaron’s leftover Thai curry for breakfast.  Cass didn’t care—the curry had been divine, and it wasn’t spices that were riling her.  She wasn’t one who built up to a storm fast—but this one had been growing ever since she’d sent foot in Fisher’s Cove.
She glared in the general direction of the rocks under her feet.  “Not very informative, were you?”  Landed her smack in the middle of a village full of witches without so much as a warning.  Witches and a man with dark, craggy eyes and an angel of a daughter.
They’d invaded her sleep and her peace.
It felt like a high-stakes poker game with destiny—and she wasn’t impressed.  This was her time to relax.  Rejuvenate.  Sleep without dreaming of men with stories written into the lines of their faces.
The rocks ignored her defiance.  She imagined destiny did as well.
Cass walked out toward the water, the wind blowing icy mist into her face.  Perhaps, on a shore far away, Nan did the same, called by the magic that joined them.
She’d never felt like a witch, really.  Her hands lacked Nan’s talent for healing, and she’d never felt a desire to learn of the plants or remedies.  Music had danced in her soul, not the hereditary powers that ran through family trees all over Ireland.  They weren’t spoken of overmuch—but everyone knew they were there.
And in the case of Nan Cassidy, it was hard to miss.  Day and night, there were always people traipsing into her living room with some ailment or another—and most left better off than they’d come.
Nan just called herself a healer woman.  Which fooled no one and placated those who found the old ways distressing.
Having the occasional chat with a rock didn’t distress anyone.
Cass bent down, a glint of red catching her eye, and came back up with a piece of glass, worn by the rocks and sea and time.  A broken shard once, or a bottle carelessly tossed overboard.  She stroked it gently with her finger.  “And look at you now.  All lovely and weathered and ready to turn into something I can send back to Nan.”
Healer women usually loved green.  Nan had always adored the bright and fiery reds that clashed desperately with her hair.
Cass tucked it into her pocket.  Dave had said Aaron’s wife made jewelry—perhaps she could be talked into hanging it on a pretty chain or something.
“Careful,” said a boy’s voice behind her.  “The waves can be sneaky at this time of year.”
She turned, keeping one eye on the water.  “I grew up near the ocean.  It’s not going to get a chance to grab me.”
He looked at her seriously a moment longer and then nodded.  “Okay.  Sometimes the people who stay at the inn are kinda dumb, so we try to take care of them.”
Anyone who didn’t keep an eye out for rogue winter waves was more than kinda dumb.  “I’m Cass—what’s your name?”
The boy flushed.  “Sorry, I should have said that first.  I’m Kevin.  I was looking for my brother.”
The beach seemed pretty barren of life, other than the two of them.  “Unless he takes winter swims, I don’t think he’s out here.”
“He hasn’t yet this year.”  Kevin seemed skeptical that trend would continue.  “But he still manages to find plenty of trouble.  Mom says he got the family rapscallion gene.”
That was a big word for a kid.  “And which genes did you get?”
He looked out at the water and shrugged, suddenly diffident.  “The ones that like to read and stuff.”
Something tugged at Cass’s heart—she’d been the kid who hid in a room and played her violin for hours.  And took long walks on the cliffs talking to herself.  “I like to read too.”
His smile was oddly appealing.  “I have some books if you run out while you’re here.  Or we have a library in the church.”
She tried to imagine what a kid his age might be reading and went with what she’d been immersed in at eleven or twelve.  “Got anything on the history of Nova Scotia?  Or pirates?”
His grin said she’d hit a bull’s-eye.  “Both.”
“Awesome.”  She turned back toward land—even Irish genes weren’t idiotic enough to stand around on a stormy beach for longer than ten minutes.  “I’ll be in the parlor later, if you want to come by.  I have a book on the Celtic heritage of Cape Breton you might like.”
She knew she’d found a kindred spirit when his eyes lit up brighter than a Christmas tree.  Which wasn’t the answer she’d come to the beach seeking, but it wasn’t a message lost on her, either.
Whatever the rocks had in mind, she could find her own reasons for being here.
“Come on.”  Kevin jogged in place in front of her, clearly not very warm either.  “Aaron always has something yummy we can have if we promise not to invade his kitchen for the rest of the day.”
Cass snorted.  She’d smelled the kitchen on her way out—she wasn’t making any such promises.
Time for breakfast number two.
-o0o-
Marcus lined up ingredients on the counter.  Flour, sugar, baking powder, one rollaway egg, and cinnamon.  Morgan objected fiercely to teething biscuits with no cinnamon.  
Five ingredients, and he messed them up infernally often.  The last batch had been missing the baking powder.  Kevin and Sean reported that they’d survived a hundred-foot toss off a cliff.  
Marcus hoped they didn’t share that little tidbit with their mother.  She wasn’t likely to be impressed with their scientific methods.  Or perhaps she would—mothers could be proud of the strangest things.  He looked over at Morgan, sitting in her high chair playing with ice cubes.  “Your Aunt Sophie thinks it’s impressive that Adam can take his socks off.”
Morgan giggled, as she should—she’d been shedding her own socks since the day she arrived.
“Indeed.  I’ll be far more impressed when you can keep yours on.”  Perhaps.  He had an odd fondness for her naked toes, although they didn’t always smell quite so appealing these days.  
Nobody seemed to care, though.  All the world loved his daughter.  Including, evidently, green-eyed strangers.
Marcus clunked a stainless-steel bowl down on his counter with unnecessary force—and winced at the results.  Green eyes weren’t worth a headache.  “How come she intrigued you so much, hmm, little one?”  Morgan wasn’t shy, but she’d taken to Cassidy in a way that he’d never seen, her mind full of an odd sense of familiarity.
Fortunately their new arrival had been tolerant of sticky fingers running through her hair.  He looked over at his daughter’s attempts to stick an ice cube in her own red curls.  And stared. 
In all the days and hours and months he’d looked at his girl, he’d never once wondered what her mother had looked like.
Until now.
Oh, sweetheart.  He kept the words—and the sorrow and guilt of them—contained in his own mind.  And leaned over and kissed sweet red fuzz, the lump in his throat big enough to choke them both.  “Did your mama have curly hair just like you, lovey?”
Her mind had never held any visuals.  But in his heart, it felt right.  He brushed a hand over her curls and wished he could be everything to the child they graced. 
Morgan put a wet, cold hand on his cheek.  “Dadadadadadadada.”
He swallowed hard.  “Dada” would have to be enough.  Moving back to the counter, he got back to the daily business of being a father.  
The egg yolk had just landed in a plop on top of the flour when his back door opened, swirling in cold air and one cloak-clad visitor.  “Good afternoon to you, nephew.  And to you, wee lovely girl.”  Moira leaned over and kissed Morgan’s cheek.  “Playing with ice, are you?  Not a fire witch, then.”
Not a witch at all, as far as anyone could tell.  When Morgan had stopped traveling, she’d been left without a stitch of power anyone could detect.  Which suited Marcus just fine—she got into more than enough trouble as it was.  He turned to put the kettle on.
“No need for that, thank you.”  Moira put down the hood of her cloak, but didn’t take it off.  “I’m only staying a minute.  I came to deliver a message.  There’s a big dinner up at the inn tonight.  Lobster stew.”
His favorite—and in normal times, a very welcome invitation.  A warm meal cooked by someone else and plenty of able-bodied volunteers to keep Morgan out of the plant life.  
These, however, were not normal times.  They had a visitor.  Suspicion raked the back of his neck.  “And why might the inn suddenly be trying to serve me lobster stew?”
His aunt shrugged, rippling her cloak.  “To welcome Cassidy, I assume.”
Even he wasn’t addlebrained enough to believe it was that simple.  Marcus shook his head.  “Womenfolk and witches.”  Meddlers, all of them.
Moira’s eyes flashed.  “It’s Aaron who’s issuing this invitation, and the last time I checked, he was neither woman nor witch.”
That just meant the meddlers were pushing from the shadows.  “And who planted the idea of a big supper in the first place, hmm?”
“I’ve no idea.”  The innocence on his aunt’s face could be easily faked—the honest sincerity in her mind, not so much.  “I assumed Aaron had a whim, what with a new guest at the inn and all.”
Hecate’s hells.  Marcus took out his frustrations on the hapless egg.  “In that case, I apologize for assuming you were trying to run my life yet again.”
The eyes that watched him were thoughtful now.  “We’ve done rather a lot of that in the last year, I’ll admit.”
He slowed his attack on the mess in his bowl.  The last year had taught him much about his obligations in this continual dance of people through his house and his life.  It wasn’t always right to dump surliness onto the nearest visitor—even if they deserved it.  And sometimes, the best of them deserved honesty.  Aunt Moira was the very best.  “I was stuck.  Sometimes it takes a push to get a body moving.”
“Aye.”  One word, loaded with more empathy than most people received in their lifetime.  
Marcus resisted the urge to pull his aunt close and cradle her like the fragile old lady she was becoming.  Barely.  “I’m not stuck now.”
“No.”  The smile that bloomed on Moira’s face chased away all specters of fragile old ladies.  “Indeed you’re not.  May the winds be with you on your journey.”
And old Irish blessing, one he’d heard hundreds of times.
It had never made his gut clench before.
She touched his cheek.  “Come for lobster stew.  Anything more than that will be your choice.”
He had the oddest feeling she meant it.
-o0o-
Nell landed on Sophie’s front porch and pulled her collar up around her ears.  Damn freaking cold here still.  She knocked on the door very quietly.  Some babies slept through earthquakes and fireworks.
Adam was not one of those kids.
So visitors arriving at Sophie and Mike’s house walked softly, spoke in whispers, and ported politely onto the front porch instead of into the nice, warm living room.  Nell peered in the window, looking for signs of life inside.
“Come on in—he’s awake.”  Sophie grinned from the doorway, speaking in a normal voice.  “You must be freezing, dressed like that.”
Not in any normal climate.  Nell stepped inside and rubbed her hands together.  Which accomplished exactly nothing, so she pulled a little fire power into her fingers instead.  Better.  “You really manage to grow plants in weather like this?”  She was here to pick up an order of herbs.
“Some.  The ground around Moira’s pool is pretty warm.”  Sophie’s forehead creased.  “Didn’t Ginia want echinacea and lavender?”
Something like that.  Nell frowned, trying to remember where she’d put the list.  “Do those make sense for a cold?  Aervyn’s sneezing, and the girls don’t want to miss Bean’s birthday party.”  It was a good plan, presuming they could get whatever concoction Ginia was planning into their little brother—Aervyn was getting wiser in the ways of sneaky green stuff.
“Yes, they do.”  Sophie reached up into a large cabinet, coming down with three glass jars.  “But all of those are fall harvested, so she just wants the dried forms.  Those keep just fine, even in a Canadian winter.”
Nell rolled her eyes.  “Whatever.  I’m just the delivery girl.”
“Uh, huh.”  Sophie sounded skeptical, even as she carefully transferred crumbly green stuff to three smaller jars.
It was mostly true.  Somebody had to come—she’d just been happy to volunteer.  “The girls are on KP duty.”  The terrible consequences of a spaghetti-sauce lesson from Uncle Jamie.  “And I heard rumors there’s a new witch in town.”
Sophie laughed.  “I feel like I should be wearing a cowboy hat.”
“Aervyn’s got several, if you want to borrow one.”  Nell settled into a chair.  Her son had only sneezed twice—that didn’t qualify as an emergency.  “What’s she like?”
“Irish.”  Sophie’s eyebrows waggled.  “And Moira thinks she’s been sent for Marcus.”
Oh, good grief.  The gossip train hadn’t mentioned that particular detail.  Probably because it had come via the under-thirteen crowd.  “Kevin didn’t mention that part.”
Sophie’s jar of green stuff nearly hit the floor as she giggled and sneezed all at the same time.  “He’s a twelve-year-old boy.”
Truth—but a pretty observant one.  Nell felt a moment of pity for any woman the fates had decided to throw at Marcus Buchanan.  “Kevin said she plays the violin.”
“Yeah, she’s a fiddler.  Cassidy Farrell.  Aaron says she’s one of the best in the world.”  Sophie poked and prodded at the contents of a new jar.  Healer, distracted.
Aaron’s kitchen was always full of music of one kind or another, so Nell was prepared to trust his opinion.  She twiddled her thumbs, thinking.  Whoever had been messing with her fetching spell had pretty solid computer skills.  That didn’t sound like an Irish musician, but no way a strange witch landed in Fisher’s Cove in the middle of winter by accident.  “I assume she’s the witch we fetched.”  Sort of—it had been a bit of a coding standoff.
“I assume so.”  Sophie shrugged.  “Either that or you go with Moira’s theory that she was sent by the fairies.”
Aervyn had taken to blaming the state of his room on the fairies—Nell wasn’t buying that one, either.  “So assuming Cassidy’s not really here to torment Marcus, what do you think is going on?”
Sophie looked up, confused.
“Usually there’s a reason we fetched someone.  Sierra was aging out of foster care, Lauren had powers she didn’t know about…”  
“Hmm.  She tours a lot as a musician.  I think this is a bit of a vacation.”
Fisher’s Cove witches weren’t usually this gullible.  “When was the last time you had a tourist in the middle of March?”  Such lovely weather and all.
“Point taken.”  Sophie plunked three jars onto the side table beside Nell, brain clearly in gear now.  “Why don’t you stay for dinner?  Aaron’s cooking up a feast and Cassidy’s the guest of honor—you can do some detective work in person.”
It pained Nell deeply that she had to say no.  “We’re putting up a new Realm release tonight.”  All able-bodied programmers on red alert.  They were releasing a new set of levels.  With dragons.
“Ouch—good luck with that.”  Sophie grinned.  “How’s your coffee supply?”
“Not big enough.”  Given the average witch player’s penchant for trying spells they hadn’t properly tested yet, and the average dragon’s fondness for setting things on fire, nobody in The Dungeon was sleeping tonight.
The witchy mystery of Fisher’s Cove would just have to wait.
With one possible exception.  “If she flirts with Marcus, send up a bat signal, pretty please?”   Some things couldn’t be missed, even for renegade dragons.
Sophie chuckled.  “I’m pretty sure you’d feel the earthquake all the way over in California.”
Truth.  Nell scooped up the herbs.  Time to cure a sneeze.
And maybe learn a little more about Cassidy Farrell, too.


Chapter 8

It was a feast that would have done any Irish village proud.  Cass looked up and down the table, taking in the still-steaming pots of lobster stew, rolls that smelled of yeast and heaven, and faces that looked sublimely happy to be helping themselves to both.
Aaron sat at one end, a small girl in his lap, a ladle in his hand, and a smiling wife at his elbow.  Cass had already inspected the gorgeous necklace strung around Elorie’s neck.  Bits of glass shaped by rocks, water, and time.  Hopefully she’d be leaving with a dozen or so tucked in her bag.  Messages of resilience—and little bits of treasure for her magpie heart.
“Have another roll, my dear.”  Moira smiled from across the table, holding out a basket.
Cass had already demolished two while waiting for the stew to arrive.  “Maybe I’ll wait a bit.”
“Can I have one, please, Gran?”  Lizzie grinned up from a prized seat beside Cass.  “Little witches need lots of calories so we don’t get cranky.”
Cass blinked.  Even in Ireland, witchcraft was not spoken of so openly, and the girl was very young to have power.
“In that case—”  A boy down the table, face dancing in mischief, picked up a second basket of rolls. “Have another one, Uncle Marcus.”
The whole table laughed at some sort of inside joke.  
“Uncle Marcus can be kind of grumpy,” said Lizzie in a conspiratorial whisper.
That matched the lines on his face, but the man in question was clearly working fairly hard not to laugh at the scoundrel offering him a roll.  Cass felt the tug of attraction and scowled.  Men didn’t pull on her.  Music did.
Lizzie took the proffered, butter-laden roll from Moira and dunked it in her stew.  “I might even need another one.  Sophie says I did really big magic with my potion this afternoon.”
“I’m sure you did, my dear.”  Moira smiled fondly at the blonde child.  “Was your potion a success?”
“I don’t know yet.”  The imp factor in Lizzie’s eyes quadrupled.  “I could give some to Sean for dessert.  Sophie says if I’m really lucky, it might turn him into a frog.”
Most of the adults within hearing range chuckled, clearly well used to such possibilities.  Marcus raised an eyebrow at the boy.  “He might make a decent toad at that.”
It felt like something out of a Harry Potter novel.  Cass glanced across the table at Moira.  If the clan matriarch wasn’t disturbed by the easy talk of magic, perhaps it wasn’t the subject for hushed whispers it was at home.  “Magic lives so openly here?”
Moira nodded and offered Cass the stew ladle.  “At this table, always.  And in this village.  We are more circumspect in the wider world.”
Something in Cass yearned.  And boggled.  “Everyone here is a witch?”
“Nope.”  Lizzie was halfway through her roll already.  “Aaron’s not.  And we don’t know yet about the babies.  Morgan was a witch, cuz she was a traveler, but now she’s just adorable and maybe not a witchling anymore.”
Cass let the cheerful monologue flow over her, much as she did with a new piece of music.  And tried to absorb the miracle of a table full of people with power flowing in their veins.
The rocks hummed quietly beneath her feet.  And Cass, humbled by the gift they’d delivered, bent her head in apology.
Lizzie watched her quizzically.  “Are you okay?  You feel a little wobbly.”
Belatedly, Cass recognized the light buzz of a healing scan and raised an eyebrow at the small girl.  “I’m fine, thank you.”  And stirred up enough that she didn’t need a seven-year-old investigating.
“Uh, huh.”  The child healer nodded seriously and picked up her spoon.  “If you keep scowling like that, I have a potion that will fix you right up.”
The giggles were contagious—and most of them weren’t coming from the seven-year-old pixie.  Cass grinned, enjoying the little girl’s big personality.  “Quite the healer, are you?”
The serious nod wasn’t feigned this time.  “I work hard, and Gran says I’m pretty useful already.”
By Irish-grandmother standards, that was high praise.  It also suggested the village had a wealth of healers.  “You’re fortunate to have someone close by to train you.”  Girls and young women came from hundreds of miles away to spend a few days at a time with Nan, painstakingly learning the art, craft, and ancient psychology of healing magics.
Lizzie’s nod was that of a child well used to magical luxury.  “Gran knows almost everything, and Sophie’s the best healer of anyone.  Mike’s pretty good too, but he’s better with rocks and stuff.”
Cass’s fascination spiked.  She looked down the table at Sophie’s husband.  “What does he do with the rocks?”
“Melts them, mostly.”  
Ah.  That was rather a different kind of rock magic.
“Sean can melt stuff sometimes, too.”  Lizzie aimed a dark look at the mischief-maker who’d held out the rolls basket.  “But mostly he just causes other kinds of trouble—he’s a spellcaster.”
Those were rare as golden harps in Ireland—and as revered.  The blond boy at the end of the table was clearly just one of the gang.
“Kevin’s his twin, but he mostly likes books and stuff.  He can read minds and he’s a fire witch.”
Cass looked at the unassuming boy eating his lobster stew and wondered if he got overshadowed by his boisterous brother.  Maybe not—he’d seemed quietly sure of himself on the beach.  
All the children of Fisher’s Cove seemed rather convinced of their worth.  It spoke worlds of their life here.  She glanced at Moira, certain she knew where the heart of the village beat.
Moira nodded once.  A matriarch accepting the unspoken compliment.
“We thought Elorie wasn’t a witch, but she’s got Net magic.”  Lizzie continued on her journey of witch introductions.  “That’s kinda new, so you might not have heard about it yet.  She uses the Internet to make magic.”
Word had traveled.  Cass filed it away to ask about later—perhaps here she’d get a better answer than Nan’s confused shrug and muttering about pixies in the computer.
A quick spoonful of stew, and then the litany continued.  “Aislin and Lucas aren’t witches yet, but Gran thinks they might be, because twins often are, and they like to be cuddled a lot.  And Adam likes to be outside a lot, and we all know what that means.”
Moira smiled.  “It might only mean that he likes to be outside.”  
Cass listened to the easy banter and the cataloguing of powers sitting around the table, fascinated by what it said of the place and the people who lived here.  
And tried not to ask about the man who tantalized her most. 
-o0o-
Once upon a time, Lizzie’s run-on conversations had been enough to tip Marcus’s brain off its axis in two minutes flat.  And then, just like all the other intrusions that were a part of life in Fisher’s Cove, he’d gotten used to it.
But tonight, her chatter was tilting his mind again.
Not the words she said—but the ease with which she said them.  In front of a stranger.  Lizzie wasn’t an entirely unrestrained chatterbox.  If she spoke this easily of magic, there could only be one reason.
The woman with the green eyes and the mind bent on living was a witch.
And she tilted things far less rational than his brain.
He listened to Lizzie’s carefree introduction of the magical powers at the table.  Her guesses as to the babies’ future powers, her easy, childish summary of Mike’s phenomenal metallurgical talents.  And waited for her to get to what he most wanted to know, caution warring with some reckless gene he’d never known he possessed.
Evan was supposed to have gotten that one.
He could hear his brother laughing in the distance.
Lizzie glanced at him, eyes full of mischief.  “Uncle Marcus is our grumpy witch.  He makes storms and stuff, and he can read our minds but he’s supposed to have good manners about that, and Gran says he’s going to be a decent earth witch someday if he ever bothers to practice.”
Moira’s delighted laughter blended with more controlled snickers from the rest of the table.
The requisite scowl required very little effort.  “I’ve the earth powers of a gadfly, youngling.”
“Not anymore.”  Lizzie grinned at him, doubling down on her position.  “You’ve been blooming flowers all over the village.  Sean and Kevin couldn’t do that, and Gran can only do it these days because the flowers love her so much.”
“Lizzie.”  Sophie’s words were a quiet warning.
“She’s right.”  Moira’s voice lacked any incrimination.  “My powers wane, and anyone who tries to pretend they don’t does me no favors.  I’ve lived a long life and used my small powers well.  I’ve nothing to be ashamed of, and much to be proud of.”
It occurred to Marcus, fighting off a sudden lump in his throat, that the opposite was true of his own life.
And then Morgan reached for his roll, and he remembered how much his life had changed.
Cass was watching him, eyes and mind curious.  “The daffodils—they’re yours?”
He was capable of creating a class-three storm—and she wanted to know about his flowers.  Marcus pulled off a small piece of roll for his daughter.  “Morgan likes them.”  It came out more gruffly than he intended.
And irked him to no end that even for a moment, he’d wanted to impress her.
“They’re lovely.”  Her smile did things to his already off-kilter innards.  “I froze my hands off touching their petals when I arrived.”
That was all he needed—another female in his life who lost her common sense over a few winter blooms.  “Only an idiot forgets their gloves in this weather.”
She only laughed.  “I’ve been called worse.”
Only by fools.  She moved through the world with an ease that invited kinship, not derision.  “It seems you’re not a fire witch, then.”  He left the rest unspoken—somehow, pride wouldn’t let him entirely mimic a seven-year-old.
She shook her head, scooping more stew from the pot.  “Not much of a witch at all, really.  I feel vibrations from the rocks.”
He squinted—that sounded like New Age mumbo jumbo, not magic.
Mike looked a lot less skeptical.  “You feel the mineral formations, or the rocks themselves?”
Cass blinked.  “I don’t know, exactly.  My nan always said it was the rocks speaking to me, but I don’t think that was meant to be a scientific explanation.”
“Hmm.”  Mike scooped up the last of the rolls at his end of the table.  “If you’d like to work together some time, I’d love to link with you and see what you’re reading.”
Their visitor looked entirely blank.  “Link?”
Attention levels at the table increased considerably.  As did caution.  Witches suddenly being careful.  Moira leaned forward.  “Did you not do circle work where you’re from, my dear?”
Some of the confusion left Cass’s eyes.  “The healers do a little.  And we celebrated Sabbats in the forest, but I think that’s a different kind of sharing than what you mean.”
“Not so very different.”  Moira’s smile calmed the nerves at the table.  “We often work magic together as a group.  You’d be very welcome to join in while you’re here, if you like.  Circle work is good for the little ones.”
Marcus felt the spurt of laughter in their guest’s mind before he saw it on her face.  And cursed.  That was creeping dangerously close to mind-witch eavesdropping—he was doing a terrible job of keeping a polite mental distance.
He didn’t want to think about why.
Cass winked down at Lizzie.  “I think that’s a polite way of telling me I need to practice.”  She looked back up, more serious.  “I don’t know that I’ve anything to offer a circle.  My magic’s only ever been solitary.”
“I expect it’s somewhat like music.”  Moira filled tea cups as she talked, speaking in the deliberately casual way that any resident of Fisher’s Cove would recognize as meddling on the prowl.  “Very enjoyable alone, but you can do things together that a single musician can’t.”
It took a while for Cass to answer.  And when she did, sadness tinged her eyes.  “I usually play alone.”
“I heard you play with Buddy MacMaster once.”  Aaron, at the far end of the table, spoke into the sudden silence.
The sadness fled, replaced by deep respect and her trademark soft joy.  “He’s the best there is.”
“I don’t know about that,” said Aaron quietly.  “But the two of you together were something very special.”
Marcus had no idea who this Buddy was, but Cassidy Farrell obviously loved him dearly.  Her green eyes hummed with remembered happiness.  “I played with him the night before I came down here.  I’ll be headed back in a few days—if you have a Friday night free, you might come up.”
“The square dance.”  Their resident chef nearly glowed.  “I haven’t caught that in years.”
It irked Marcus to no end that he was now jealous of at least two men.
Aaron looked down at his hands, suddenly diffident.  “Would you play for us a little after dinner?  Only if it’s not too much trouble.”
A simple request from a man who never asked for anything.  The table silenced—and Marcus was well aware he wasn’t the only one who would bodily toss Cass out if she said no.
Something she laid to rest easily and well.  “About time you asked.”  She grinned and pushed back her chair.  “Let me go get Rosie.”
Marcus watched her go and sighed.  Her easy generosity wasn’t settling his innards any.
-o0o-
Sophie felt it the moment Cass’s first notes drifted through the parlor.  A quiet tugging.
Something settling into place.
She stopped in the middle of the genial melee, attention drawn by the shifting.  People moved around her, finding a comfortable chair or piece of floor, or in the case of the younger and more energetic, clearing a path for fun and dancing.
Her senses stretched, seeking the mysterious thing that had brushed against her magic.  Too many bodies in the way.  Her healer scan tried to move around the ebb and flow of heartbeats and channels and human energies.
No dice.
And no matter.  Sophie let it drop.  Her belly was full and a night of music awaited—two reasons to be content in the tangible and the real tonight.  She surveyed the room, looking for her son and a comfy cushion to sit on.
And saw her husband, Mike, standing dead still in the middle of the room, head cocked.  Listening.
She slipped through the growing crowd, curiosity more deeply tweaked now.
He saw her coming and smiled.  “Feel it, do you?”
She nodded and turned, checking in with the other earth witches in the room.  Moira, Kevin, Lizzie, Marcus—all apparently undisturbed.  
“Sean noticed,” said her husband softly.  “Not enough to stick with him, but he nearly walked into a lampshade when Cassidy started playing.”
Sophie frowned.  “You think it’s related to her music?”
“Has to be.”  His eyes drifted closed.  “Can’t you feel it?  She plays in time to whatever it is.”
Whoa.  “All I feel is a gentle tugging.”
One of his eyes slid back open.  “No, it’s got a beat.  A rhythm.  It rises and falls with her music.”
She and Mike were both earth witches, and both healers—but there the similarities stopped.  Her affinities were for plants and green things, heartbeats and brain neurotransmitters.  Ephemera.  Things with short, precarious life.  Her husband’s magics were for things more eternal.  Bones and genes, metals and rocks.
And of all the Fisher’s Cove witches, it was Sean who most shared his magic.
How music fit into all of that, she had no clue.  “Any idea what it is?”
Mike shook his head slowly, eyes suddenly glued to something on the other side of the room.  “No.  But whatever it is, our son feels it too.”
Sophie’s head snapped around in the direction of her husband’s gaze.  And found Adam, the boy who hated crowds and noise, sitting up in Moira’s arms.
Alert, happy, and enthralled by the music.
-o0o-
Moira treasured every moment the universe allowed her to stay amongst the living—but some were particularly special.
Somehow, on this bleak evening in March, she’d tumbled into one of them.
The music of faeries and angels weaved through the room, teasing some, waking others.  Calling.  Enticing.
There was magic in Cass’s bow—of that, Moira’s Irish heart had absolutely no doubt.  Talent, to be sure, and hours of fierce and focused practice.  But Cassidy Farrell had been born to lift her dear sweet fiddle to her shoulder and make people laugh.  Weep.
Dance.
Already the feet were moving, and given the close quarters of the village and the local penchant for joy, there would be more feet arriving shortly.
But while she awaited their arrival, Moira basked in the small miracle happening right in her lap.  Adam was a baby that most would have called difficult.  Restless.  In some of Ireland’s darker days, perhaps even possessed.
A boy not comfortable in his own skin.
A comfort beyond the ability of the healers of Fisher’s Cove to give him—they’d tried.  And Moira was quite sure Sophie tried far more often in the wee hours of the night than she admitted.  Love would demand it.
Moira kissed the head of the small boy in her lap.  He’d been there when the music started, restless as usual.  Momentarily distracted by the shiny pendant she’d worn just for him.  Aching for the outside, just as he always did.
And then Cass had begun to play.
An old healer’s hands knew what it was to feel a soul relax.  Patients did it when the pain went away.  When sleep overtook.  Or when death paid a final visit to one ready to go.  The soul of the bright, alert boy in her lap had answered Cassidy’s music with that same exhale.
Old witches knew how to accept glorious gifts and not ask for more.  But as Sophie and Mike gazed on their sweet boy, Moira offered up a prayer anyhow.
For the music.  And the child.  And the parents who loved him.
-o0o-
Cass collapsed into bed, utterly exhausted—and mind going a thousand miles a minute.  She’d played for six hours straight.  Not a record, by any means, but enough to feel it right through her body.
She hadn’t had the heart to stop.
Kevin had sat at her feet most of the night, mesmerized, a parade of little ones taking turns in his lap.
Moira had beamed from her place of honor on a large sofa, clearly the center of all that happened in this out-of-the-way village.
A smiling Aaron had seen to it that Cass had plenty of snacks, water, and an excellent Guinness to cap off her night.
And Marcus of the craggy face and mysterious eyes had watched from the corner, Morgan never far from his side.  Her griffin—her protector.  There was a story there.  She remembered a baby Nan had delivered, a tiny thing who had survived through sheer guts and a very long week of medicine and magic that had flattened any healer within fetching distance.
The babe had been fine—tough and fiery and adorable.  And his mama had lurked over him just like Marcus shadowed his purple-eyed girl.  Love tinged with fear.
Cass shook her head, sinking deeper into the soft pillow.  Rosie was seeing things again.  Maybe Marcus was just a little overprotective.
She sighed.  There had been plenty of tugs from the rocks, and from the man as well.  None of which fit the life of an itinerant musician looking for a few weeks of peace.  
Brooding men were not on the menu.
She smiled up into the darkness, pushing away the notes of discontent.  They weren’t right for this night.  The evening had been wonderful.  Full of people-watching—always one of her favorite pastimes, and that alone would have kept bow to strings for an hour or two.
But it had been the dancers who had kept her blood beating fast and her fingers flying into the wee hours.  Cape Breton was full of Celts—the Scottish kind.  Her Irish soul had jumped in delight when young Lizzie had stood up and started a proper Irish reel.
And then they’d started walking in the door—strangers with faces that spoke of long days outside and hands that spent many hours pulling nets and tending hearth and home.
But oh, they could dance.  The reels and clogging and jigs of her childhood.  A village driving winter away with the pounding rhythm of their feet.  The inn had been stuffed to the gills and then some—when she’d stepped outside to catch a moment of frigid night air, several hardy souls had been dancing on the porch.
So she’d grabbed Rosie and played a jig for them before heading back inside.
Cass chuckled up at the ceiling.  She might have resisted the temptation of dancers and babies with big eyes, but Rosie had no self-control at all.  Her fiddle had a true Irish heart.
And her fiddle loved it here in Fisher’s Cove.
It was always good for a traveler to find another place she was welcome.  A way station.  The good ones were a place to rest her feet and fill her belly.  The truly great ones restored her soul.
She rolled over onto her side and plumped the pillow under her head.  This one had excellent promise.  
With a last sigh, Cass drifted off to sleep, ignoring the persistent, gentle tugging of the rocks.  If they had something to say, they were darn well going to have to speak louder.


Chapter 9

Her fingers were creaking.  Cass ran Rosie through some light scales, trying to loosen the tightness.
She was getting old.  Once upon a time, all that ever hurt the morning after was her head.
The inn was quiet as a mouse and clean as a whistle—not a sign of the previous night’s entertainment.  Or of any living soul.  But Aaron had left out a plate of muffins and a note about cheese, fruit, and fresh orange juice in the fridge.
The innkeeper was sleeping in.
Cass wished she could do the same, but she’d been haunted her entire life by an internal rooster bent on getting up at the crack of dawn no matter what time she’d crawled into bed.  She should be grateful that dawn came so late at this time of year.
Her fingers had switched to random noodling, wandering over Rosie, picking out pleasing notes and little riffs of sound.  Ready to play.
Remembering Ellie’s glorious teenage musical angst, Cass let her hands continue to noodle, but with purpose this time.  Telling the story of Fisher’s Cove and the magic that resided here.
She resisted the harmonics that wanted to sound.  She didn’t want to hear about the man with the craggy eyes.  The light, bright notes that were Morgan, she allowed—the child wasn’t dangerous.
The rocks seemed amused.
Cass snorted and kept playing.
“That’s really different.”  
Quiet words from the doorway nearly got Rosie dropped on her head.  “Good morning—you’re up early.”
“Sean was snoring.”  Kevin grinned.  “And Aaron always leaves out breakfast in the kitchen.”
Ah.  That explained why the muffin plate held enough to feed half a village.  Likely it often did.  “Want to go scrounge?  I can probably scramble some eggs without poisoning either of us.”
“I can cook eggs.”  He shrugged diffidently.  “Maybe you can keep playing.”
Cass knew that look.  Almost-teenage boys weren’t the usual ones wearing it, especially when food called—but she knew when someone was smitten by the music.
And he’d been a steady audience at her feet the night before.
“How old are you?”  She sized up Kevin’s frame.
“Twelve.”
And not hit his teenage growth spurt.  Too small for Rosie, yet.  But it would be enough to give him a taste.  Cass held out her violin.  “Give her a try.”
Kevin practically stopped breathing.  “I don’t know how.”
“Of course you don’t.  Just try sliding the bow on the strings for a bit.”  Tucking Rosie under her chin, Cass demonstrated.  “See if you can get a pretty sound out of her.  Music’s just one pretty note connected to the next.”
Kevin took the proffered violin.  Set it carefully on his shoulder and reached for the bow.  And still holding his breath, laid it on the strings.
The first few notes sounded like a tortured cat—they always did.  Kevin giggled.  
Cass grinned.  “Try again.  Loosen your hold on the bow this time.  And be brave—Rosie likes a good, strong hand.”
Kevin tried again, his touch slightly less tentative.  The cat only sounded a little strangled.  Buoyed by progress, the boy kept sliding his bow across the top string.  One, single monotone note, reverberating in the inn’s silence.
Cass waited, patient—urging on his inner musician.  
Slowly, Rosie began to sound less like a cat and more like a fiddle.  Awakening.  And Cass saw what she’d already guessed was there.  Kevin’s posture was atrocious, his grip on the bow the stuff of teacher nightmares.  His arms were too short, and if he stuck his chin out any farther, he was going to drop snot into Rosie’s f-holes.
But his eyes were falling in love.  The rest could be taught.
She waited for a couple of passable notes, Rosie’s rich tones making the very best of a beginner’s first steps.  And then held out her hands.  “Here, let me show you how to change the notes a bit.”
Moving slowly, Cass laid her fingers down on the top string, working five notes up a scale and back down again.  Kevin’s eyes were glued to her movements.
She settled Rosie in his hands again.  “You try.”
He sorted out arms, bow, and fiddle and played a passable first note.  The second was flat enough to make them both wince.  Kevin yanked his finger up like he’d been shot.
Cass grinned—at least her impromptu student didn’t have a tin ear.  “Move your finger around a bit.  Can you find where it sounds right?”
It didn’t take him long—and his smile of satisfaction told her about more than his innate grasp of pitch.  Carefully, he set down a second finger, and this time, found where it belonged with impressive speed.
Slowly he worked his way up the five notes she’d played, straining a little on the tricky pinky finger.  Cass smiled and edged her way toward the door.  She wasn’t needed for a bit.  He had good ears—Rosie would teach him.
Her rooster had woken her well this morning.
Up the stairs she went, listening to Kevin’s painstaking notes.  And headed into her room, straight for the phone.  It was milking time and nobody answered, but she could leave a message.  “Mum?  Pack up Samantha, would you?  I think I’ve found her a new home.”  
Her three-quarter-sized student violin would be just right for Kevin’s lanky arms—and she was chock full of young-teen dreams.
-o0o-
Nell leaned back in her chair, fascinated.  And amused that no one in Fisher’s Cove was responding to her Internet pings.  Apparently they were all still sleeping.
She’d woken up early, courtesy of a sniffly little boy who’d needed tea, hugs, and a lullaby to send his germy self back to sleep.  Which had left his mama wide awake and bitten by the research bug.  Time to learn about their new witch.
Moira might ask the faeries—Nell was sticking with Google.
Cassidy Farrell was impressive.  A long and very successful career.  She’d won every award, charmed every head of state, Irish and otherwise, headlined every place worth playing.
They said she had the most talented fingers in a generation—and the hard-driving guts to take them where no one else could go.
None of which really told the story of what Nell had figured out in three minutes on YouTube.
Cass was magic.  Her music, even the grainy, tinny version on the Internet, was wild.  Deep.  The kind that yanked on you and made you dance and cry all at the same time.  And then teased you into laughter and started all over again.
In person, she would be irresistible.
“Researching the Sullivans?”  Daniel leaned over her shoulder and peered at the Irish genealogy site as he delivered an early-morning sandwich.
“Nope.”  She munched down the first bite of hoagie.  “Doing a little digging on our new witch.  Moira made some comment about her being well named, but I have no idea what she meant.”  
“Beats me.”  Daniel stole half of her sandwich.  “You coming back to bed?”
“Nope.  Too many dragons on the loose.”  The new release had been relatively uneventful so far, but Jamie had taken the night shift.  It was her turn, at least until the child labor woke up.
“Want help?”
She smiled—he’d always been happy to pitch in and code circles around misfiring witch mischief.  “I’ll let you know.”  Besides, he needed to save his strength—the great Realm Ides of March Duel kicked off in about three hours.
She pulled up YouTube again.  “Listen to this.”
It took four notes for the video to have her husband’s complete attention.  And she felt the same thing in his mind as her own.
Captivation.
From two people who rarely gave violins a second glance.
“That’s her?”  Daniel squinted at the screen, trying to make out the performer’s face.  
Nell switched to a tab that showed Cassidy Farrell in high-pixel glory.  Wild brown curls, green eyes, and a face that demanded you look.
Daniel’s summary was more succinct.  He whistled at the screen, long and low.
Yup.  By any objective standards, their Irish witch was hot.  Which kept threatening to give Nell a case of the giggles.  “Moira thinks destiny has delivered her for Marcus.”
Her husband nearly choked on stolen hoagie.  “What?”
“She’s seeing Irish stars and wedding bells.”  Or something like that.  “Figures we’ve fetched the perfect witch to live with our grumpy bachelor happily ever after.”
She’d expected amusement.  Instead, Daniel just stared at the screen, contemplating.  “Huh.  That could be interesting.”
Interesting?  Nell gaped, hoagie and dragons forgotten.  “Are you nuts?  Marcus would make any woman crazy in ten seconds flat.”  Even her daughters wanted to brain him with a two-by-four most days.
“He’s changing.”  Her husband’s eyes tracked one more time to the woman on the computer.
No way.  “He’s still a sexist curmudgeon.”  Even if he loved one little girl beyond measure and made pumpkin eggnog for another.
“Yup.  He is.”  Now the amusement hit Daniel’s mind.  “Wanna take a vacation?  I hear Nova Scotia’s beautiful this time of year.”
She pulled his head in for a kiss—he was irresistible, even when he was being an idiot.  “We have plenty of spies in place to let us know when the explosion’s coming.”  Nell glanced at Cass’s face.  “Somebody should warn her.”  Woman to woman.  It was only fair.
“I don’t think so.”  Daniel flashed a grin and clicked play on the YouTube video.  For several moments, he listened to the magic floating out of her computer speakers.  “I’m pretty sure somebody should warn him.”
Nell listened to Cassidy Farrell’s genius weaving a spell over the impersonal interwebs.  And wondered if her husband just might be right.
-o0o-
Sophie walked through the door of the inn, witch on a mission.  And laughed at herself as she shed her wet boots by the door.
She wasn’t here as a witch—she was here as a mama.  Magic might be the topic, but it wasn’t the reason.  Long into the night, Rosie’s songs had held Adam enthralled.  Called him into a place of contentment and ease that Sophie so often wished for her son—and so rarely saw.
And then he’d gone home and slept ten hours straight.
A woman could change the world on ten hours of sleep.  Or at the very least, try to solve a mystery tinged with magic and grace.  It had been such a gift watching Adam happy.
Outer gear finally shed, she headed back toward the kitchen.  If Cass was in residence, the smells coming from Aaron’s oven had to have her drooling.  Sophie sniffed appreciatively as she walked down the hall.  Orange and sweet egg and a hint of something a little more spicy.
She heard Cass before she saw her.  The traces of a lilt, so strange to hear from someone else.  For most of the people in Fisher’s Cove, Moira was Ireland.  
“Good morning.”  Aaron smiled in welcome and then turned back to his pots.  “I have scones coming out in just a minute, and some Thai curry if you’re staying for lunch.”
She was now.  The single thing she missed most about Colorado was the hole-in-the-wall Thai place down the street.  “I didn’t know you could make curry.”
“Twice in one week now.  There’s a new Asian market in Halifax.”  He picked up a spoon and sniffed.  “I got some things to try, and Cass here likes Thai food.”
Ah, that explained it.  Most visitors to Fisher’s Cove were looking for slightly more local fare.  Which was a crying shame, because Aaron was an apron-clad genius.  Sophie smiled at their visitor.  “In that case, I’m especially glad you came to visit, and I hope you’re staying a couple of months.”
Cass chuckled, clearly already at home in Aaron’s kitchen.  “Last night was pretty good incentive.  You were one of the last to leave, I think—you and the babe with big brown eyes.”
Well, that got to her topic of the morning pretty quickly.  “Yes, Adam’s my son.”
“He’s gorgeous.”  Cass poured a second mug of tea from the cozy pot sitting in the middle of the table.  “He seemed to like the music.”
Sophie felt a lump rising in her throat.  “He loved it.  He’s never that peaceful in a crowd.  Usually we’re outside walking the road with him.”  She could sense Aaron’s attention—still stirring his pots, but he was listening now.
So many people quietly worried about her little boy.
“Lots of babies like the music.”  Cass smiled.  “My mum says my nan used to play me to sleep when I was teething.  Says it worked better than bourbon.”
Well, those were two things they’d never tried with Adam.  Sophie wrapped her hands around the warm mug, debating how carefully to tread.  “Perhaps there was magic in your nan’s music, too.”
“Maybe so.”  Cass smiled, taking the words at face value and missing the question underneath.  “Or maybe your Adam will play the fiddle one day.”
She was pushing too hard.  Sophie took a breath and tried to relax.  The mystery didn’t need to be solved today—it was enough of a gift that it existed at all.  “If you play again while you’re here, I hope you don’t mind if we sneak in to listen.”  Probably with half the village in tow.  They had a few locals who could put together a passable evening of music, but Cass had grizzled old fishermen talking of angels.
“I play every day.”  Their visitor stood up, her eyes glued to the scones Aaron had just pulled out of the oven.  “Particularly if it earns me one of those.”
Aaron chuckled.  “The Sea Trance Inn feeds you whether you play or not.”
Cass winked at Sophie and shrugged.  “And I play whether anyone listens or not, but you and the babe are welcome anytime.  If he’s restless, bring him on by and I’ll see if I have my nan’s touch.”
The easy generosity was irresistible, even to someone who normally made friends slowly.  “If it does, can I sign my husband up for violin lessons?”
“Not in my inn.”  Aaron’s eyes were merry as he set two plates down on the table.  “I’ve heard Mike sing.  He’s as tone deaf as a rock.”
“Rocks aren’t tone deaf.”
It was an offhand comment, said by a guest staring in deep pleasure at a steaming scone.  And it tickled the small hairs on the back of Sophie’s neck.  Sometimes healers had to venture into the unknown with nothing but those tickles guiding them.  “The rocks like your music?”
“Mostly.”  Cass looked up, eyes less glazed by baked goods now.  “My nan says the planet listens better than most people, at least if you’ve got something worthwhile to say.”
A lifetime of conversations with Moira, and Sophie had learned to hear what hadn’t quite been said.  “Your grandmother is an earth witch.”
A noncommittal shrug.  “That’s a word that means something different on this side of the waters, I think.”
Maybe not as much as their guest thought.  With casual hands, Sophie reached for the vase of flowers tucked behind the sugar bowl and teased out a bud that was still closed.  A little morning glory needing just the lightest touch of magic to open its purple face to the sky.
Sophie smiled and sent it a gentle apology—the sky wasn’t so hospitable at this time of year.
“Ah.”  Cass breathed out quietly.  “Yes, my nan can do that, but most of our other healers can’t.”
“Not all healers are earth witches.  Lizzie is primarily a water witch, although she’s got enough earth magic to bloom a flower or two.”
“That fits.”  Cass nodded.  “She doesn’t dance like an earth witch.”
That was interesting.  “She’s unusual.  We think she might yet develop earth magics.  Often one kind of power developing can tug on others, especially when the witch is young.”  
“I didn’t know that was possible.”  Their guest looked at her uneaten scone.  “I’ve been away from the magic a long time.”
Sophie wasn’t so sure of that.  But her instincts were tickling again.  There were times to push—and times to back away gently.  Whatever flowed beneath the surface here, it wasn’t a simple conversation over scones.  She topped up both their mugs of tea.  “I think we can eat without burning our tongues now.”
Cass grinned.  “It would hardly be the first time I’ve scalded a body part or two.  Nan used to say I had the patience of a three-year-old boy in a mile-long line for the outhouse.”
That was the most apt description of Sean that Sophie had ever heard.  “We have one or two like that here.”  Fortunately, Fisher’s Cove no longer sported very many outhouses.  She smiled at their guest.  One more thing to find out before she put up her detective shield for the day.  “How long are you staying?”
“Not sure.  A few nights, maybe a week.”
The casual words of a traveler.  Sophie tried not to protest—ten hours of straight sleep deserved better than that.  She picked up her scone and took a bite.  
And watched bliss hit Cass’s face as she did the same.
Sophie grinned and made a little wish.  It wouldn’t be the first time Aaron’s cooking had turned someone’s short visit into a much longer stay.
-o0o-
Someone had cleared out all traces of pink bunny from his keep.  Marcus looked around—only one Realm player had that kind of power.
The one who had created them in the first place.
“She’s still eating lunch,” said an amused voice from over by the tree.
Marcus raised a reflexive shield and then relaxed it again.  If The Wizard had meant to behead or bespell him, it would have happened already.  In the gaming world, Nell Walker took very few prisoners.  He glared her general direction.  “I thought we were dueling.”  Morgan was napping under Lizzie’s careful watch.  He didn’t have all day.
Nell’s eyes flashed, mostly with humor.  “Want a fight, do you?”
No.  He was simply here to honor his commitments.  “I heard the old guard was coming out to play.  Someone has to teach the younglings to keep their shields up.”
The Wizard’s robe glittered.  
Marcus snorted—some things never changed.  Nell had always been more than willing to blow game points on flagrant displays of nothing useful.  “Parlor tricks.”
“Says the guy whose game points have probably molded from lack of use.”  The robe was doing something fancy and swirly now.  
“Some of us have children to raise.”  Belatedly, Marcus remembered who he was talking to.  “All of yours know better than to eat carpet fuzz or feed dirt to the kitty.”  Morgan had been very insistent and Hecate had been very unimpressed.  
“Yup.”  The Wizard leaned back against a sturdy tree.  “My life is all leisure and sunshine.”
He didn’t want to know what trouble they got into past the age of two.  “You’ve got time to duel.”
She grinned.  “Kevin asked nicely.  What’s your excuse?”
He had no earthly idea.  “Who recruited Daniel?”  There weren’t that many kids in the witch-only levels, and most of them weren’t nearly smart enough to find the tough old librarian, much less convince him to don his gaming shoes.
Unease entered The Wizard’s eyes.  “Moira.”
Oh, hell.  “How is it she’s become one of the more frightening denizens of Realm?”  A couple of years ago, his aunt had needed assistance to find the Internet at all.
“Never underestimate the Irish, I guess.”
Or old and sneaky witches.  Marcus leaned against a neighboring tree.  And hoped like heck that his partner had a plan.
The Wizard dimmed her robe, parlor games over.  “How’s it going with your visitor?”
Marcus turned a sharp eye on the fields of his keep.  “Where?”
Nell snorted beside him.  “Brown curly hair, green eyes, small talent with a fiddle?”
Oh.  That visitor.  “She’s not my anything.  She’s a guest at the inn.”  One whose music had the entire village chattering and his daughter trying to dance like the fleet-footed Lizzie.  Which so far had only bruised her bottom and her ego.
“There really is life beyond parenting,” said his companion quietly.
Marcus blinked.  That had sounded entirely too much like empathy.  “I’m aware of that.”
“Good.”  Nell pushed away from the tree.  “Then let’s head to town so I can crush you and that upstart daughter of mine into dust.”
That was more like it.  Marcus grabbed his sword, suddenly very glad to be back in Realm.  
A world with simple rules.  And empty of Irish witches who walked through life with a head of easy joy.


Chapter 10

Such haste, these young people.  Moira smiled at her magical pool’s latest arrival.
Nell slid into the warm waters, slightly out of breath.  “Okay, gimme the scoop.  I only have about ten minutes.”
That was plenty of time for a nice soak and catching up on the latest gossip, too.  The chatter had been flowing thick and fast this morning, and it wasn’t all about their new arrival’s magic fingers.  “She’s lovely, our Cass.”
Nell snorted.  “She’s smoking hot and probably has guys falling at her feet all over the continent.”  
That was likely true as well.  “Her beauty shines, but I was more speaking of her heart.  She’s made friends with half the village already.”
“Only half?”  Sophie had settled in contentment on the other side of the pool.
It was a good point.  Most people in Fisher’s Cove were smart enough to befriend a good Irish lass when they had the chance.  “She shared her music.”  Even leathery old fishermen had found Cass’s fiddle hard to resist.
“She calls magic while she plays.”  Sophie’s hands were no longer content, their restless motions shaping and reshaping the ripples on the water’s surface.
Ah.  Moira had wondered.  “It calmed wee Adam.”
“He slept all night.”  Sophie’s breath hitched.  “I need to know what she’s doing.”
Nell’s eyes narrowed.  “Wait, you mean she calls real magic?”
“Yes.  Mike felt it most strongly, and his tightest affinities are rocks and metals.”  Sophie’s eyes held aching sadness now—and hope.  A mother pleading.  “She knows how to help my son.”
Moira wished it was the hope she could feed.  “Our Cass was named for her grandmother’s clan.  The Cassidy bloodline has the old magics.  Some hear voices in the wind.  Others can sense the sun or the rain.”  And had been tormented for their inability to control any of it.
“Old magics?”  Despair leaked into Sophie’s voice.  “Those are unpredictable.  Hard to control.”
And very rare.  “Aye.”  Moira would have given her soul for it to be different.  Adam was hers, too.
“I don’t understand,” said Nell quietly.
“Well then, you didn’t pay enough attention in witch history.”  Moira knew her voice was overly brisk—something had to fight back the tears.  “The ancient powers are fickle.  Hard to possess and very difficult to call to your bidding.  They can’t be taught—a precious few are simply born with them.”
“Cass’s magic likely doesn’t respond to her in the way we’re used to.”  Sophie sounded almost bitter.  “And she’s only here for a few days.”
“Ah.”  Warrior light jumped into Nell’s eyes, but her words stayed gentle.  “Then do what you do best.”
“What do you mean?”  Sophie’s fists clenched under the water.
“Take small, persistent steps.”  Nell’s kindness filled the tub.  “And be brave enough to hope.”
Tears dripped from Sophie’s eyes—but the words had been the right ones.  Moira felt her heart fill.  Her time might be waning, but the witching community was in very good hands.  And she wasn’t entirely done yet.  “I do believe you’re not the only one who wants Cass to stay a while.  Young Kevin is enchanted with her violin, and I’d venture the faeries have whispered in the ear of my nephew as well.”
The mention of Marcus and faeries had the desired effect—her two companions glanced at each other, amused and skeptical.
Nell rolled her eyes.  “I don’t think he’s going to be much help.  Kevin can be quietly persuasive, though.”
He could indeed—and they had one other very powerful card to play.  “She’s also lonely.”
Sophie frowned.  “I didn’t get that from her at all.  She makes friends as easily as she breathes.”
“Aye.”  An old witch knew that sometimes even a wealth of friends couldn’t block a lonely heart.  “She’s walked the road alone for a very long time.”  Just like the Irish bards of yore.  A soul with a singular purpose.  And like her soul’s ancestors, maybe her feet tired—and turned toward hearth and home.
Something Fisher’s Cove had in abundance.
Sophie was quiet, thinking.  “She is tired.  I thought she just needed a little downtime.”
“Perhaps.”  Honesty forced the simple acknowledgement.  “But she came to us and we’ve welcomed her.  I’m very much wondering what Cassidy Farrell will do if we keep holding out our hands.”  Moira smoothed the rocks beside her, conscious of the magic that lived in their depths.
A magic their Irish visitor heard very well.  
And then she felt something odd under her fingers.  Moira looked down and gladdened—perhaps the rocks weren’t entirely done with their efforts just yet, either.  “Ah, well now.  Isn’t that interesting.”
Sophie looked confused.
It was a small crack—but a crack nonetheless.  Moira traced the fracture line running down the granite that shaped her pool.  “I do believe my wee tub has sprung a leak.”
Nell leaned over to look.  “Huh.  I’ll page my fire witch—he could use something to burn off his energy.”
Moira adored her small boy of the mighty magic, but he wasn’t the answer this time.  “Thank you, Nell, but not today.  This is for us to fix, I think.”  Earth magics ran strong in Fisher’s Cove, and they could use a good day’s work.
Perhaps aided by a visitor who knew how to hear the rocks.  
Nell’s eyes clouded—and then she caught up.  You’re a very sneaky witch.  
Moira only smiled.  Not nearly as sneaky as whatever force in the universe had managed to crack her pool.  
-o0o-
“Come on, Uncle Marcus—it’s an emergency!”  Kevin tap-danced on the edge of the porch, a rare level of urgent in his voice.
Marcus scooped up Morgan, still bundled in fifteen layers from her morning walk, and pulled the door shut behind them.  He hurried to catch up with his scurrying guide.  “Who’s hurt?”
“No one.  Sorry.”  Kevin slowed down, looking shamefaced.  “It’s not that kind of emergency.  There’s a leak in Aunt Moira’s pool.  Mike says one of the rocks wiggled and we need all the earth witches pronto.”
Hecate’s hells.  Marcus scowled down at the unfortunate messenger.  “I have about three whiffs of earth magic.”  Until last winter, he’d been entirely unaware he had any.  “I can barely bloom a flower.”  Perhaps a little more than that now, but still.
Kevin looked concerned.  “Mike said everyone.”  
“Then tell him to send for help from the west.”  Marcus turned in the gate of the inn, sighing.  “I’ll go see if I can help with Adam.”  Both his parents were earth witches of some repute—they might actually be useful.
“Lizzie’s got Adam, and  Aaron said you can drop off Morgan, too.”  Kevin hopped from one leg to the other and then held out his arms.  “Here, I’ll take her.  You’re kinda slow.”
Marcus sighed again.  Why did the young ones always think life had to be negotiated at light speed?  He handed Morgan over and headed for Moira’s garden, steps quickening.  Maybe Mike needed a full circle to fix whatever had broken—and however loathe he might be to admit it, that pool was the best thing in Fisher’s Cove.
He rounded the corner and ran into Sean barreling in from the beach, eyes huge.  “What’s going on, Uncle Marcus?”
Marcus caught the speedster just before he leaped over the fence.  “Jump there and you’ll squish Aunt Moira’s prize roses.”  And as he remembered from long-ago experience, her roses were well equipped to fight back.
“Oops.”  Sean looked mildly abashed.  “I guess we should use the gate.”
Given that it was only about four feet away, that seemed prudent.  Marcus gave the rickety old boards a push and followed Sean through at a somewhat more sedate pace.  He could already see the collected group at the pool, and no one looked to be panicking just yet.
Then Mike stepped to the side—and Marcus spied their Irish visitor’s dark hair.  Loose in the cold wind, her shoulders already hunching up.  
Silly woman.  
He yanked the thick wool toque off his own head, marched over to the gathered witches, and jammed it down on hers.  “Canadian winters require a little more care than whatever you’re used to.”
The mental reactions of the small group ranged from dismay to giving him a good swift kick in the head.  Cass had none of those.  She tipped her head, watching him with her murky green eyes.  “Thank you for that.  Your daughter took a liking to my hat, and I haven’t had a chance to replace it yet.”
Damnation.  Morgan had come home wearing a new one several sizes too big.  He’d assumed one of the women of the village had knit it for her.  “She doesn’t need it—I’ll have it back to you as soon as we’re done with whatever infernal emergency this is.”
“It was a gift, freely given.”  Now the green eyes chastised.  “A bit big just yet, but she’ll grow into it.  I already have some lovely yarn to knit another.”
She knit, she meddled, and she stood her ground.
All wildly undesirable traits in his world, no matter what his innards thought.  But the last year had forced some modicum of manners into his life, wanted or not.  “I’ll apologize, then.  And thank you for keeping my girl’s ears warm.”
It warmed his own overly much when she grinned, clearly forgiving him.  Marcus shoved his hands in his pockets and wished for a transport spell.  Anywhere else would do.
Anywhere at all.
“Ahem.”  Mike cleared his throat, clearly amused.  “If you two are done discussing wooly hats, perhaps we can get on with things?”
Embarrassment crept farther up Marcus’s neck.  “What exactly has gone wrong?”
“A wee crack.”  Moira spoke up from closest to the pool.  “One of the foundation rocks has shifted a stitch, according to young Sean here.”
The boy in question looked fairly sure of himself.  Then again, he usually did—and several-ton rocks weren’t in the habit of wiggling.  Marcus eyed the witch who was generally in close orbit to trouble.  “Any idea why it moved?”
Sean looked blank.  “No.”
“It’s a good question, though.”    Mike looked over at Cass.  “I don’t have a really solid idea of how your magic works—is this something you could figure out for us?”
“You can talk to rocks?”  Sean looked wildly impressed.
Cass looked gobsmacked.  “I—”  She stopped and stared down at the pool.   “I don’t really know.  I’ve never really tried to focus on a specific rock.”  Her shrug was a bit helpless.  “I hear a lot of them.”
“I can show you which rock.”  Sean’s earnestness shone through—the boy might be a somewhat cavalier witch much of the time, but he was taking this situation seriously.  He looked over at his brother.  “Maybe Kevin can help—he reads minds.  He can link us together better.”
Marcus tried to duck Moira’s pointed look, which worked about as well as trying to outrun the rain.  “I can assist with that.”  His powers were far stronger than Kevin’s.
“A quick circle, then.”  Mike reached for Sophie’s hand, and then Moira’s.  
Their elder witch met his outstretched fingers.  “I’ve not a lot to give you.”
“Not a problem.”  Mike’s voice was totally casual—and had Marcus jumping to Moira’s other side.  Their leader wasn’t entirely convinced this was going to be an easy fix.
Sophie already had Sean’s hand, uniting their three strongest earth witches.  Kevin joined with his twin next and reached for Cass’s hand.  I’ll link with Sean, Uncle Marcus.  You help Cass to hear.
Marcus kept his growl silent.  The boy couldn’t possibly know of the awkward currents in the air—and he was certainly the best person to be connecting to a totally unknown quantity.  He took their guest’s mittened hand.  “Have you ever mindlinked before?”
Green eyes met his—curious, but not at all afraid.  “No.  What do you need from me?”
Absolutely nothing.  Just relax your mind and give me a warning if you’re feeling at all overloaded.  I’ll be able to hear anything you want me to hear.  And he’d be going to very great pains to hear absolutely nothing else.
Her eyes opened wide, but nothing more.  Okay. 
He reached out a simple link, just as he’d done hundreds of times.  And felt her precise, disciplined mind simply… melt.  
Feather soft, she let his link float into place.  Will that do?
It took four decades of rigorous training to get a single word out.  Yes.
Hmm.  It’s much like listening to the rocks.  Her mind waited, alight with interest, curiosity, and a basic openness to whatever was about to come that was utterly foreign to him.  What is it I need to do now?
He wanted for her to simply hold still.  To be.  To somehow shine on him for long enough that he, too, could have a mind full of such grace.  Such ease.
Uncle Marcus?  Kevin sounded uncertain.  Are you ready for Sean to show Cass the rock now?
Gods.  His brain had picked a fine time to wither into insanity.  Marcus yanked his discipline back into place and threw a mindlink across to Kevin and his twin.  Go ahead.  Slowly.  She’s new to this.
And he wanted just a moment more in the light of her mental sun.
-o0o-
He was so very gentle.
Cass felt as if her hands were the only parts of her body that were real.  That and the mysterious hook in her mind that let her feel the man behind the craggy eyes.  She had somehow assumed he would be like the rocks—strong and sturdy.  Weathered with time.  And perhaps full of the sadness that would explain the lines on his face.
There were all of those things.
But mostly—he was gentle.
Even when it was the last thing on earth he wanted anyone to see.  She smiled.  A lifetime of music had taught her to hear all the notes, not just the ones that sang the loudest or gamboled through the prettiest tune.
Whatever Marcus Buchanan’s life had made him, he had been born gentle.
Can you hear us, Cassidy?  Two boyish voices pushed into her reverie.
She held steady, just as she always did for Rosie.  This speaking to minds was strange—and very cool.  Loud and clear.  Going to visit a rock, are we?
No, silly.  Sean’s mind patted her on the head like a cute toddler.  The rocks are right here.  They’re always here.
Cass tamped down on her surprise.  That matched her experience—but the rest of the world tended to think the rocks were hidden way down under the grass somewhere.  She opened her mind, letting the steady presence that was the rocks move to the forefront.  
Wow.  Sean’s voice was barely a whisper.  A very awed whisper.  Mike, do you see that?
Yeah.
Cass was pretty sure grown men didn’t usually sound that flabbergasted.  Damn.  She turned down the volume on the rocks some.  And confronted the challenge at hand.  I’m not sure how to find the rock we want to talk to.  Maybe I’m not hearing the right ones.
Uh, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.  Mike’s mindvoice still sounded wobbly.  Pretty sure you have contact with the mothership, Cass.
She had very little idea what he was talking about.
You hear the planet, I think.  I’ve never seen anything quite like it.
That didn’t seem grounds for shock and awe.  I just listen to the rocks.  Her head was squeezing uncomfortably.  Can we get on with this?  I don’t think my magic is used to this kind of linking.
The pressure on her head eased almost instantly.  Better?  Sophie’s mind presence was soothing, cool.  I cleared your channels a little. 
Cass didn’t bother to nod—clearly they were all far more seasoned at this than she was.  
Someone gave Mike a mental kick in the pants, which shattered the lingering awe in the group.  He chuckled.  Okay, let’s get moving.  Sean, can you hold the picture of Moira’s rock in your mind really clearly?  Like a beacon.  See if you can make it shiny or something.  Cass, we’re going to look around the rocks you feel and try to find Sean’s signal.
That seemed sensible.  Almost.  Can he make the rock noisy instead?  I don’t really “see” anything.  I hear.
The circle issued a collective groan in chorus with one young rock witch’s glee.
Cass grinned.  Apparently Sean was a fine noisemaker.
The group quieted, a suddenly disciplined vibe she innately recognized.  The attentive, sure movements of people long used to working together.  Musicians had it, and so did Nan’s healers.  A glow of energy from the other side of the circle—and then expectancy.  Waiting.
Sean’s speeding up some of the molecules in the rock’s surface.  Marcus offered competent, distant commentary.  If noise can be made, it should happen shortly.
She listened, ears straining to hear a new sound in the low, familiar beat of her rocks.  And nearly giggled when she found it.  Somewhere, far in the distance, came the distinct “argh” of a pirate.
I believe that’s what you seek.  Marcus’s mindvoice was dry as dust.
Cass couldn’t resist the urge to tweak him.  To bridge the distance.  That’s fine magic—he must make you proud.
Oh, he does that.  Finally, the touch of humor she’d been seeking.  In between bouts of making us crazy.
She grinned.  It probably took a certain level of maturity to appreciate Sean’s stunts.  Fortunately, tour buses were havens for the Seans of the world.  She had a highly developed appreciation for their hijinks.
And so, well hidden under his pithy words, did Marcus.  Cass leaned into his mental presence, moth to flame.
Can you find out why the rock has cracked?  Moira’s mind this time, tinged with light amusement.
Dangit.  Cass snapped her focus back into place.  Buddy would have whacked her on the head with his bow if she’d woolgathered this much.  She let herself sink down into the steadiness of the rocks, a lifetime of shared presence guiding her instincts.
Talking to the rocks was generally futile—if they had ears, human voices weren’t what they heard.  But she could listen.  With the skill of a master musician, she tuned out the sounds that didn’t matter now.  The low heartbeat, the surging of faraway molten flows, the jingle of pebble and sand’s eternal whispering dance.  
It was the pirate she sought.  
And what she heard when she found it made her smile.  A young rock, one that had been willing to be shaped by magic and love, having itself a little stretch.
Teenage apology from a rock older than humanity.
The rocks hummed.  Easily fixed.
We can help.  Mike held out a glowing nimbus.  
Cass stayed in rock communion, watching in awe as the trio of earth witches wove a delicate web of magic around the crack.  A pause as they joined forces with a power far larger and older than any of them and offered healing.
The crack melted away, a nano-moment in the sands of rock time.
Time to go.  Marcus sounded a bit alarmed.  Moira tires.  We need to close the circle.
After the slow beat of the rocks, it felt like a footrace.  Lines of magic snapping everywhere.  Connections lost.
Cass opened her eyes, suddenly adrift—and was comforted by Moira’s smiling face across the circle.  She sucked in a breath.  “The rocks were just having a little stretch.  They’re sorry they messed up the pool.”  As sorry as rocks got, anyhow.
She pulled suddenly cold hands up into her sleeves.
The rest of what the teenage rock had said, she planned to thoroughly ignore.  No hunk of granite got to decide who made her heart beat faster.
She turned and walked away, shaken by the pull of a gentle, complicated man and a tiny village in the middle of nowhere.
Music was her singular focus.  Her lifeblood.
She and Rosie could visit here—but they couldn’t stay.
And it troubled her that somewhere nestled in the touch of the rocks and the mind of the man, she had wanted to.


Chapter 11

Sophie opened the front door of the inn, Adam already craning his head.  “You hear her, don’t you, sweet boy?”  Curious, she released him from the carrier and set him down on all fours.
And watched, grinning, as her boy who usually hid in a corner beelined for the parlor as fast as his chubby, crawling limbs could take him.  Quickly, she slid out of her wet boots and followed.
Adam was moving more slowly now, head tipped up and eyes glued on the woman at the other end of the room.  
Cassidy smiled from her stool by the window and studied the small boy headed her direction.  “Heard the music, did you, love?”  She put her fiddle back up on her shoulder.  “What do you like best, hmm?”
Fingers flew into a melodic, glitzy version of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.  Adam sat up, wool longies bunched at his knees. 
Still watching him, Cass switched to something fast and bright that Sophie didn’t recognize.  Her son’s feet squirmed on the floor.
And then she felt the tug of distant magic, and Rosie began to sing something long, low, and melancholy.  Sophie felt her own earth power rising in response.
Adam began to sway.
Cass got down off the stool, crouching down beside the small, transfixed boy.  Note by note, she cocooned the two of them in soft, aching sound.
Sophie drank in her son’s silent, easy joy.  And wished for Mike.
Her husband had been exhausted after the tub repair.  Not from fixing a crack—for a witch of his power, that was all in a day’s work.  It was trying to follow Cassidy’s magic that had flattened him.  Trying to learn something that might help their boy.
But before falling facedown on the bed in a stupor, he’d said words that had lit Sophie’s mind on fire.  “Cass hears the planet, Soph.  Maybe that’s what Adam needs, too.”
It made an eerie kind of sense.  Adam was the child of two witches connected deeply to the energies of living earth and rock.
And it was the best clue they had.  
Something beat out of alignment in their son.  And a woman with a violin on her shoulder and a gentle smile on her face knew how to fix it.
-o0o-
Such a sweet baby.  Cass let the last notes of her improvised jazz lullaby fade into the room’s corners, her eye still on the lovely boy.  She spoke in low tones, pitched just loud enough for Sophie to hear.  “It’s rare for me to have such a rapt audience.”
“Your music is magic for him.”
Decades of training and Irish blood let Cass hear the unsaid things better than most.  “Tell me about your son.”  She looked up and met sober eyes.  “You worry about him.”  Lots of people did.
Sophie sank onto the floor, smiling as Adam crawled off toward a pile of blocks at the edge of the room.  “Some days.”
“Some kids are just different.”  Her brother Rory had been one of those.  Late to walk, late to talk—and as Nan was still wont to say, late to finish sowing his wild oats. 
“It’s more than that.”  Sophie’s fingers played with the tassels on the edge of the rug.  “I’m an introvert.  A scientist and a thinker.  But I’m happy that way, you know?”  She looked over at her son, busy pushing a block across the floor with his toes.  “Too often, Adam isn’t happy.”
Cass’s sympathy flared.  She’d seen it.  Adam squirming at the dinner table as the other babies sat happily babbling in someone’s lap.  “I saw Mike out walking last night.”  Under the light of the moon, a small head peeking over his shoulders.
“Letting me sleep.  Adam’s pretty nocturnal.”
Cass scooted one block on top of the other for the watching baby.  “He’s got beautiful eyes.”  
“Thank you.”  Sophie reached out and added a third block to the tower.  “Sometimes I get so caught up in what might be wrong that I forget all the wonderful things.”
The pieces came together for Cass.  “You’re a healer.  That must be hard.”
No words.  Just a head tipped down.
Oh, man.  Healing hearts was Nan’s work, not hers.  “He’s lucky, you know.”  She’d seen other things at the dinner table and in the dark of night.  “He’s very well loved, no matter what his struggles are.”
Sophie’s breath was shaky.  “Yes.  As are we.  I can’t imagine this journey without the people around us.”
It was the kind of tight-knit, loving community Cass had run from.  The kind that gave and took and didn’t leave enough energy for the all-consuming music.  “You must have lived here a long time.”
“Feels that way.”  The smile moved all the way to Sophie’s eyes this time.  “It will be two years come spring.”
Cass felt her laughter bubbling up.  “Wow.  You grow roots fast.”
Friendship reached across the few feet of empty space.  “It’s a good place to bloom.”  
The unspoken wish tore at Cass’s heart.  They would welcome her here, her and her fiddle that calmed troubled babies.  But travelers didn’t grow roots.
Naked toes knocked over the tower of blocks.  Adam’s laugh came all the way from his belly, and Cass chuckled at his infectious happiness.  Such a normal sound.
And then she saw the hesitant joy on Sophie’s face and realized it wasn’t normal at all.
-o0o-
It was the kind of sunny day that had the people of Fisher’s Cove wandering all over tarnation.  
Marcus waved at Sophie as she headed down the road with Adam, and ratcheted Morgan up his hip for the billionth time.  If he didn’t get to the inn soon, she’d want some more of her infernal flowers.  And hungry as he was, they’d probably come up shriveled and brown.
They’d spent far too long on the beach, come home ravenous, and then he’d burnt the last egg, landed the toast on the floor, and tried to feed his daughter a bowl of overly soggy oatmeal.
She had not been impressed.
Granted, it hadn’t looked very appetizing.  He grunted and slid Morgan up yet again.  Damn winter jacket was too slippery for child hoisting.  “Let’s go see if Uncle Aaron will take pity on us, munchkin.”
Anyone in the village would happily feed Morgan, but Aaron would have a few scraps for her father as well.  Arm ready to fall off, Marcus stomped up the porch stairs and deposited his daughter inside the door.  He took one last glance at the sun—odds are it would be gone by the time they came back out.
In his life, sunshine had always been ephemeral.
Morgan sat on the floor inside, frantically waving her boots in the air.  
“In a hurry, are you?”  Marcus bent down and slid them off her wiggling legs, and then watched in astonishment as she scurried toward the parlor.  Aaron was almost certainly in the kitchen.
It wasn’t until he pulled off his wool hat that he knew where she’d gone.  Bright, Irish-hued laughter spilled from the parlor as a small girl found her target.  
Marcus closed his eyes just for a moment.  He wasn’t ready for Cassidy Farrell again today.  Touching her mind once had been more than enough—and an hour of storm-making on the beach had done little to erase it.
She was only here for a few days.  A week at most.  As ephemeral as the winter sun.
He would fetch Morgan, beg some food in the kitchen, and leave.  There was no other sane answer.
Which might have worked—if Cass hadn’t begun to play.
-o0o-
Moira tipped up her face to the bright afternoon.  A smart witch always said hello to the sky, even when she was outside for only a moment.  Sophie had stuck her head in the cottage with a message—Cass was playing.
And Sophie’s eyes had said what her words couldn’t.
A mother’s wish.
So Moira had grabbed her cloak and left her tea, because she loved both the babe and the woman who wished on his behalf.
And if she caught a wee fiddling song or two while she was about her mission, so much the better.  There had always been music growing up—and until Cassidy Farrell arrived, Moira hadn’t been aware how much she missed it.
A few steps from the inn, she could hear the easy part of her wish well on its way to being granted.  The faint sounds of violin made their way out the crooks and crannies of the old walls into the brisk afternoon air.
Calling.
Moira let herself in the door—and realized she wasn’t the only one being called.  Marcus, however, wasn’t nearly so happy about it.  He stood, back to the wall, staring at the parlor with something akin to fear on his face.
And underneath it, a longing so fierce, so bright, it was a wonder the wall hadn’t melted.
It gave her heart such great, galloping hope.  There was no one who more deserved to be blindsided by something he fiercely wanted than her nephew.  
Moira stepped forward, holding on to his stalwart strength as she slid out of her boots.  “Come.  Show an old lady to her seat.”
It was a measure of their years together that he did as she asked.  And a measure of something entirely different when his hand shook as he did it.  Together, they walked into the parlor, one beautiful, scared man and the old woman who loved every inch of his cranky heart.
She wasn’t surprised at what they found inside.  Morgan was sitting on top of the table, her red curls leaning over Cass’s fiddle.  Their visitor sat in a chair, doing a skillful job of keeping her bow out of the toddler’s nose.
Lovely, dancing notes streamed from Rosie—and Morgan was enthralled.
Her father, however, was not.  Marcus made it to his daughter’s side in three short steps, nearly yanking her off the table.  “She’ll go deaf sitting that close.  And the table top is no place for a child.”
Moira winced, at both the tone and Morgan’s wails.
Cass was made of sterner stuff.  She looked up at the cranky man hovering over her.  “She wanted to see.”
Marcus’s face blackened.  “She’s a baby.  Much of what she wants is completely irrational.”
The baby in question was quieting now, her attention caught by the interplay in front of her.  Moira hid a smile—perhaps Morgan had some Irish blood in her veins after all.
“If I’d let her drink my coffee, you’d have the right to take that tone with me.”  Cass’s eyes snapped fire.  
An explosion built in the man she stared down.  Young and old watched, fascinated.
And then Cass reached out a hand and touched her fingers to his.  “She was hoping for some music, I think.  Why don’t you sit with her and I’ll play a little for the two of you?”
The giant crumbled.  Marcus nearly fell into the straight-backed chair behind him, eyes never leaving the green-eyed Irish witch who’d knocked him over.
Moira sat down on the couch, her own knees none too steady.  There were very few people who could breach the thick walls of Marcus Buchanan’s fortress.
And Cassidy Farrell had done it with the touch of her fingers.
-o0o-
He must have the flu.
Marcus sat in a hard chair, squirmy daughter in his lap—and felt like he’d been hit with a bubonic plague spell.
Hissing water ran in his veins, overheating and pushing painfully against the natural order of things.  His head radiated shades of the terrible morning after the night he’d discovered bourbon.  And something slimy and green threatened just on the edges of his vision.
He shuddered, a man overwhelmed with his own weakness.
Cass raised her violin to her shoulders, a witch oblivious to the devastation she’d caused.
Marcus would have run if his legs had still been attached.  Or if his daughter hadn’t cuddled into his chest, soft cheeks glowing as she waited for Rosie to sing.
With eyes only for the child, their visitor began to play, a lilting, light melody that spoke of flowers and meadows and days filled with sunshine.
It delighted Morgan.
And it drained the last drops of blood from Marcus’s heart.
-o0o-
Another ten seconds and her teeth were going to freeze.
Too damn bad.
Cass angled into the twists and turns of the road heading south and hoped the garda were sitting somewhere snug by a fire.  They might consider her speed a little extreme.  
Her hair streamed behind her, glorying in the sudden, unexpected winter freedom.  Ten thousand tiny pricks of salt mist lanced her face, scrubbing skin and washing away the trail of frustrated tears that had exploded as she’d left.
Fisher’s Cove had welcomed her, enticed her.  Filled her belly with good food and put a soft pillow under her head.  Assembled themselves into a gorgeous dancing, living, delighting audience for her music.
And then they’d dropped her headfirst into a pot of boiling water.
She resisted the urge to stomp on the gas pedal any harder.  Her mission was escape, not suicide.  
Another mile of desolate coast streamed by, the emptiness gradually soothing the wild beast clawing in her chest.   Cass reached up a hand to make sure her ears were still attached—and then, with a sigh, rolled up the windows.
A forty-four-year-old woman could only throw a tantrum for so long.  And even if her ears didn’t need it, the car’s snazzy red leather interior probably didn’t appreciate the frozen, pelting salt.
The sudden quiet assaulted her—and let the mind garbage she’d been trying to blow away come rolling back.
Sophie’s gentle, insistent offers of friendship and the unspoken pleas on behalf of her beautiful boy.  
Cass had no idea how to help him—just the pressing feeling that she should.
Kevin, and his mute desire to learn how to play.
And the man with the gruff manners and the gentle soul.  Such a mass of contradictions.  Rosie’s music had pulled him into the room, but his eyes had blazed with the need to run.  Fierce and proud—but a simple touch had scared him silly.
A man who invited no one into his life.  And she had the insane urge to push her way in anyhow.
Dammit, she was a musician.  A free spirit who had been happy wandering the roads for twenty-six years.  A woman who had chafed under the pressures and demands and commitments of a close-knit community in a land not so very different from this one.
The music that surged in her veins didn’t leave room for a life like that.
Tears pricked Cass’s eyes again.  And this time, she knew they needed release.  With the exaggerated care of someone toppling-over drunk, she pulled over to the side of the road.  Not that it mattered—she hadn’t seen another car in more than an hour.
Stumbling, vision blurred, she headed across the rocks to the lonely beach.
Solitude.  Not an easy thing to come by in the tiny village by the sea.  They lived together, ate together, chased small children together.
Did magic together.
She’d felt that awesome communion with others before.  Musicians—good ones—did it all the time.  It was a big piece of what pulled her back to Margaree for three weeks every year.
And a big part of what chased her away the other forty-nine.  Music didn’t share like that.  Not hers—it never had.
The rocks under her feet were a minefield now, grabbing at her toes.  She couldn’t run even if she knew where to go.  Cass slowed, swiping at the tears.  Hating the need for them.
She’d always been quick to cry, even for someone born in the green hills of Ireland.  But she wasn’t weak.  Three weeks of the year she softened.  Opened.
And somehow, this time, her soft nest had been tipped over.
But life wasn’t always fair, and usually Cassidy Farrell knew how to dust her knees and get back up.
Calmer now, she sat down on a large boulder and waited for the rocks to scold.  To tug.  And finally to soothe.
All her life, they’d offered her comfort.
Now, they only hummed.  A quiet, monotonous sound that didn’t have any answers at all.


Chapter 12

The next time she ran away from home, she needed to pack food.  Cass’s stomach had yelled at her all the way back to the village.  Almost loudly enough to drown out the sixteen voices fighting in her head.
Aaron set a tray on the kitchen table, loaded down with a mouthwatering array of snacks and two cups of tea.  
Cass eyed the second cup with unease.  She wasn’t ready to deal with the wise and needy hearts of Fisher’s Cove just yet.  Even the nonintrusive ones.  “You joining me?”
“No.”  He unloaded the tray with easy grace.  “We had a second guest arrive today.  She says she knows you.”
“She does,” said a voice from the hall.  
Cass spun around, heart in her throat.  And nearly knocked over the chair in her rush to hug the vision in the doorway.  
“Ah, now.  Shoosh, shoosh.”  Strong hands patted her head, much as they always had.  “It’s so very good to see you, a leanbh mo chroí.”

Good didn’t begin to describe it.  Cass pushed back and looked at Nan’s lined, twinkling face.  “What are you doing here?”  Nan Cassidy left her village only rarely.  To travel across the ocean was tantamount to space travel.
A smile slid into place under damp eyes.  “I heard you wanted your old violin.  She’s upstairs in my room, waiting for you.”
It didn’t begin to compute.  “I meant for Mum to mail it.”  Not send an eighty-two-year-old woman as fiddle courier.  Not that it had likely been Mum’s idea.
Nan’s eyebrows pulled together.  “You’ve been away from home for twenty-six years, Cassidy Meagan Farrell.  And not once in all that time have you asked for Samantha.  I came to see why.”
Oh, crud.  Cass squirmed away from the wise steel in her grandmother’s eyes.  “There’s a boy here who likes the music.  I thought he might like a chance to play, that’s all.”
“Mmm.”  Someone was entirely unconvinced.  “And there are no music stores in this great land, is that it?  Or you’re short on pennies to buy the boy a violin?”
She’d bought more than one over the years, for eager eyes all over the continent.  And it truly hadn’t occurred to her to do so this time.  Cass blinked.  “I just…  Samantha’s a good violin.  She deserves to be played.”
“Indeed.”  Nan helped herself to a muffin.  “We’ve hardly let her sit in a closet and molder.  She’s gotten two fine musicians off to a nice start.”
That possibility hadn’t occurred to Cass either.  “Oh, no—was someone using her?”
“No, child.”  Nan patted her hand.  “Don’t you fret about that.  She was sitting idle in my spare bedroom.  Waiting for that boy of yours, I expect.”
It kind of felt that way.  Which didn’t ease the voices in Cass’s head any.  And she was still feeling gobsmacked.  “You’ve never left Ireland.  You hardly ever leave the county.”
Nan smiled gently.  “I go where I’m needed.”
That usually meant sick patients or breeding cows.  Cass frowned, very sure she was neither.  “You felt pulled here?”  No one questioned Nan’s instincts—she’d saved countless lives showing up moments before the crisis arrived.
“No one is ailing, girl.”  The hand reaching for hers was warm and sure.  “I came to see you.  The rocks were calling.”
Damned interfering boulders.  Cass squeezed back, so very glad to see the person she loved most in all the world.  And for the first time in her life, truly cursed the rocks and their antics.
-o0o-
Such a delight it was to have a guest at her table who spoke in the melodies Moira had grown up with.  Especially one with a desire to chat—it was hardly an accident that Nan had shown up on her doorstep not two hours after she’d arrived.  And come alone.
Moira sat down, tea happily steeping in two cups.  “I’ve a lovely scone or two, if you’re wanting something to eat.”
“Perhaps by and by.  Young Aaron took good care of my stomach.  He’s a good man, he is.”  
Aaron was one of Fisher’s Cove’s best treasures.  “Wait until you taste one of his stews.”
“I’ll be looking forward to it.”  Nan’s smile spoke of more than just the stew.  She looked out the window at the mostly dormant gardens.  “You came over the waters, just like my Cassidy.”
She had.  “Aye, but without her talent.  She must make you very proud.”
“She does.”  Eyes gleamed bright with it—and with sadness.  “I miss her dearly every day that she’s gone.”
Such love.  Moira reached out a comforting hand.  “She’s a traveler still seeking roots, I think.  Perhaps she’ll yet find her way home.”  They both knew it was a lie—but the Irish knew the value of one that comforted.  
“She has a heart with a singular focus.  I believe she’ll settle when her heart is ready to make space for more.”  Nan looked out the window again.  “You’ve grown strong roots here.  Hardy ones that still love a bit of pretty frippery now and then.”
Conversational meandering—it was the way of their people.  “Aye.  Nothing wrong with a pretty bloom or two.”
“Or a glass of good green medicine, I’ll wager.”  Nan shifted her gaze from the window and winked.  “Miss Lizzie took me on a tour of your herbals pantry.  You teach the old ways here.”
Moira chuckled.  “Don’t be telling our wee girl that.”  Their youngest healer fancied herself a modern scientist these days, and they were doing their best not to disabuse her of the notion.  Herbal lore was a long road of learning, and anything that kept a student’s feet happy on the journey was welcome.
“The traditions die, even at home.”  Deep-green eyes swam with power and heartache.  “What you do here, it pleases me greatly to see.  A home for the old magics.”
And some of the newest, but today wasn’t the time to chat of Net power and the like.  “Your Cassidy has some of the old in her veins.”
“She does.”  Caution now, from a witch long used to taking care with what she knew.
Not everything Irish was wonderful.
Moira silently blessed the pragmatic, tolerant villagers of Fisher’s Cove who lived peaceably with the witches in their midst, happy for a glass of the green if they ailed and always ready with a cookie or two for a hungry witchling.  She studied her old and wily guest and took a cue from her Nova Scotia villagers.  They never used three words where one would do.  “Is she a healer?”
Nan blinked at the directness.  “My Cass?”
It was time to lay her cards on the table.  “She’s meant to be here.  You know that as well as I do.”
The nod came very slowly—but it came.  “Yes.  The rocks are strong here.”
Moira smiled.  “We’re a bit of a haven for those with earth magics.”  Even old bachelors unimpressed by their new powers.  
“Perhaps her heart readies after all.”  Nan nodded slowly.  “She will surpass me—I no longer know where her magic goes.”
“I’ve some experience with that.”  So many with such talent through the years, and each one so very dear to her heart.  “But that doesn’t mean a couple of old Irish grannies are entirely useless.”
Nan smiled, one crone to another.  “Old, I’ll give you.  But there’s power in these hands yet, and craftiness.”
Good.  They understood each other.  Moira stood up to collect the tea.  “Help me understand your Cass, then.”
Gnarled hands reached for the sturdy mug.  “She was born on the spring equinox, forty-five years ago, in the midst of a raging storm.”  Eyes glistened in memory.  “It was a difficult birth, but my daughter knew how to bring a child into the world.  And when that little bundle landed in my hands, I could see power shimmering on her like a halo.”
Something all the old midwives watched for—it had long been those babes who faced the most dangerous lives.  Not everyone loved a child with the ancestral powers.  “It runs in your family.”
“Aye.  We’re hereditary witches.  Kitchen witches and healers, mostly, with the occasional wee one who’s fey.”
Old words for mind magic.  Moira nodded, recalling her sense of Cassidy Farrell.  “It’s something different your granddaughter’s got.”
Nan’s brows flew up.  “And how would you be knowing that?”
Moira held out her palms  “As you said, there’s power in these hands yet.  I’ve a little earth magic and healing.  I’d know those in your Cass.”
Again, the slow nod, and a careful sipping of tea still piping hot.  Nan’s gaze gravitated to the garden once again.  “You’ve the magic of plants and growing things.”
“Yes.”  Comprehension dawned, and more old words.  “You’ve the rock magics.”  A healer of Mike’s ilk, then.
“You know of them.”
Moira smiled.  She probably knew more of them than almost any witch living.  “I’m a bit of a historian when I’m not out talking to my flowers.  The Cassidy clan has long been known for hearing the rocks.”  She considered her next words carefully.  “What lives in Cass is stronger than that, no?”  Mike had been awed by what he’d seen—and he wasn’t easily impressed.
Something akin to fear hit Nan’s eyes.  “I believe so.”
“She’s safe here.”  Moira spoke with the assurance of fifty Fisher’s Cove winters at her back.  “We’ve some experience with witches of unusual strength.”  That was an understatement—more power visited her kitchen every day looking for cookies than could be found in most of Ireland.
Nan looked down and spoke so softly her words were almost swallowed by the tea.  “I fear for what will be asked of her.”
Crones didn’t dodge hard truths.  “She’s had a long time to prepare.”
“Perhaps.”  The words were quiet now, with much history behind them.  “Time doesn’t always make a heart ready.”
Moira thought of Marcus, stuck for half a lifetime.  And Aervyn, asked to be so much, so quickly.  Elorie, who had waited with a ready heart for far too long.  And young Ginia, at ten, ready to face her destiny with more courage than most witches ever found in their lifetime.  She sipped her tea and met her visitor’s eyes.  “Aye.  But you raised her right.”  It was a grandmother’s highest compliment.
“It was a long time ago that she was mine.”
“I know.”  Moira looked out at her own garden, the place she’d nurtured for nigh on fifty years.  “But good roots matter.”  
-o0o-
Perhaps she wouldn’t be home.  Marcus gritted his teeth and made his way to Moira’s back door, fairly certain he wouldn’t be so lucky.
All he needed was a damned egg.  Which he would have plenty of if the cooks of Fisher’s Cove didn’t use his kitchen as the local grocery store.  Aaron had swiped his last half dozen less than an hour before Morgan had tugged sweetly on his pants and asked for “awfuls.”
Google had come up empty—waffles either required eggs or bizarre ingredients that he was very sure did not live in his cottage.
He reached the door, offered a quick prayer to the patron saint of bachelors, and entered as quietly as a man clad in rubber boots and winter wear could move.
And discovered not only was Moira home—but she had company.  Old Irish witch company.
The elderly woman with Cass’s eyes looked at him, bright interest shining from her mind.  “Well, hello there.  You must have come to save me from eating this whole plate of scones by myself.”
Marcus scowled—the scones were probably made from his blasted eggs.  “I’m not hungry, thank you.”  A lie, but an expedient one.  He focused in on his amused aunt.  “I need an egg, if you have one to spare.  Morgan wants waffles.”
“I’m all out, I’m afraid.”  She didn’t look at all sorry.  “But I’ve two dozen coming back with Aaron this afternoon.  You’re most welcome to as many of those as you need.”
He had his own coming back from the weekly village shopping trip, but that wouldn’t procure his daughter waffles for lunch.
“Perhaps a wee bit of porridge?”  The visitor smiled mildly.  “My little ones always liked a bowlful for lunch.”
Morgan hated oatmeal.  With a floor-heaping, wipe-it-in-her-hair vengeance.  “I’ll go raid Aaron’s cupboards for crumbs.”
“You won’t.”  Moira looked thoroughly horrified.  “I have a tureen of split pea soup in my fridge and I can whip up some biscuits in a jiffy.  Those don’t need any eggs at all.  Why don’t you go fetch my sweet girl and bring her back here?  We’ll share a bit of lunch together.”
He’d learn to cook his own biscuits in the fires of hell before he ate lunch with two meddling Irish grannies.  And given Morgan’s recent penchant for decorating her hair with the contents of her bowl, he wasn’t touching green soup, either.  “We’ll manage.  I’ve got Lizzie, Kevin, and Sean to feed as well.”  Maybe some of the evil macaroni and cheese powder in a box.  They all consumed it with unholy glee.
“There’s plenty of soup.”
“Sean and Kevin don’t eat runny green stuff.”  He had it on very good authority.
The stranger laughed.  “Neither did my Cassidy as a girl.  Avoided green food in all its forms.”
He didn’t want to think about Cass as a girl, a woman, or anywhere in between.  “She probably knew one too many healers who tried to slip things into her soup.”  He eyed his aunt as he spoke.  No telling what she’d done to her split peas before she turned them into food.
Her mind only chortled at him.  Which by no means meant she was innocent.  
“We’ve a duty to keep those we love well and strong.”  Moira smiled in communion with her visitor.
Damnation—two healers?  Marcus picked up the mental undercurrents.  “Those you love can darn well doctor their own immune systems.”
Two sets of eyes regarded him skeptically.
“Heal the sick.”  He wasn’t only speaking of coughs and colds now—the room reeked of meddling.  “Leave the well and happy alone.”
Smart Irish grannies didn’t miss conversational subtext.  Both of them graced him with impressive glares.  
He glared right back.  “She’s here to relax and eat some good food.  She’s got a right to do that without a couple of old witches deciding to help fate throw her a curveball.”  He ground to a halt, mystified by his sudden need to defend Cassidy Farrell.
The visitor from Ireland watched him for a moment, face as still as a world-class poker player.  And then she picked up her cup of tea, mind leaking satisfaction.  “Well, then.  It looks like fate might not need a hand at all.”
She smiled at him over the brim of her tea—and he knew the trouble he’d landed in was deep indeed.
-o0o-
Cass walked the beach and tried not to sulk.  Nan had wanted her daily communion with the rocks—and a granddaughter’s temper tantrum wasn’t allowed to get in the way.
She kicked a pebble or two.  Walk she would, but be damned if she was doing any communing.
“The rocks beat strongly here.  Perhaps they’re what called our ancestors to these shores.”  Wise eyes looked her direction.  “How has the road treated you this year, my girl?”
The same as always.  “It’s been good.  Too many shows, but I still get to play my little bars and pubs.”
“Good.”  Nan hopped nimbly over a big driftwood log.  “Those have always sustained you.”
Something no one else in the world really understood.  “The audiences are better there.”
“But finally not enough anymore, are they?”
It wasn’t really a question.  Cass frowned, not sure where the conversation was headed.
“Music has always been your one true love.”  Nan touched her hand to a cold gray boulder as they walked by.  “Until I got here, I thought it might stay that way.”
Something uncomfortable jiggled against Cass’s ribs.  “This is just a road trip.”
“Hardly, stubborn girl.  It’s the beginning of the rest of your life.”
The jiggling turned to earthquakes.  Cass eyed her grandmother sharply.  “And how would you know that?”
“The same way you know it, child.”  The words carried love—and chiding.  Nan was no pushover.  “The rocks talk to me, same as they talk to you.  And since you’re here, I assume you’ve done at least a passable job of listening.”
“I came for the food.”  It was truth, at least in part.  “I’m doing my annual walkabout—nothing more, nothing less.”
Nan’s grin was pure mischief.  “That’s the story you’re telling yourself, is it?  You always were a good one with a tall tale.”
A lecture she could have pushed away.  Nan’s insistent good humor had always been able to hold her face to the mirror.  “I’m not looking for a different life.”  The one she had suited her just fine.  Most days.
“Aren’t you?”  Green eyes met hers and didn’t look away.  “You grow weary, Cassie mine.  The rocks can feel it, and so can your heart.  When are you going to set down your sweet Rosie long enough to listen?”
The idea of putting down her fiddle literally closed Cass’s throat.  “I can’t give up my music.”
“Of course not.”  Nan sounded offended that the idea had been given air.  “Why on earth would you even consider such a thing?”
Cass threw her hands out over the waters and the rocky, empty beach.  “Who would I play for here?”
“Ah, child.”  A warm, strong hand touched her cheek.  “That’s a brave and good question to be asking, isn’t it now?”
Cass grasped the fingers.  And pleaded, mute, for the woman who had always been her biggest and best rock to make some sense of the shambles in her head.
  “Music is your heart and soul, a leanbh mo chroí.”  Nan walked them down the beach again, just as she’d done when Cass had been a small, boisterous child.  “You were smart enough to know that when you were a wee one.  I believe you’ll still dance with Rosie even when you’re an old crone like me.”
The stranglehold on Cass’s throat loosened.  “Then why am I here?”
The answer was a long time coming.  “Perhaps to see if your heart is ready to make space for other things to love.”
She’d spent twenty-six years believing that was impossible.
“Marcus looks a wee bit like your grandda.”
Cass wasn’t fooled by the apparent change in subject.  “It’s not about him.”
Nan only chuckled and stepped out of the way of a chasing tongue of water.  “He’s part of the mix, child, and I’d venture you knew it the moment you saw him.”
Grinding her teeth into dust was probably a dumb idea.  Cass tried anyhow.
“Don’t hide from the truth, child.  There’s more than one reason you’re here.”  Green eyes met hers and spoke from a lifetime of everyday courage.  “And you’ve the delight of seeking each of them out when they’re ready to be found.”
She didn’t want to look.  “I came here for some peace and quiet.”
Nan’s chuckles rolled out over the beach.  “Hardly.  But even if you had, that wouldn’t matter at all now.  You’re here, and that’s all that matters.  Let’s go on inside, and you can work on the first answer you’ve found.”
Cass frowned.  “And that would be?”
An eyebrow danced, amused.  “I assume I didn’t travel all the way over here with your old fiddle just to keep Rosie company.”  
Ah.  “No.  Samantha’s for Kevin.”
The sideways glance was oddly casual.  “Going to teach him, are you?”
Cass blinked—she hadn’t really thought that part through.  “Maybe you can show him a little.”  Nan had been the perfect teacher—funny, patient, and tough.
“I will not.”  The woman making her way over the rocks up to the road didn’t look remotely her age.  “I’d never deny you the pleasure of sharing what lives in you with another open and yearning heart.”
That described the look in Kevin’s eyes perfectly.  “Maybe he won’t like it.”
Green eyes met hers—and dared.  “You’re far more afraid that he will.”  
She hadn’t fooled Nan for a moment.  The squeezing in Cass’s throat was back.  “And if he does?”
The hands that squeezed hers were old and fragile—and still sang beautiful music.  “Then you will have found a new question, my lovely girl.  And being the brave soul that you are, you’ll have a need to answer it.”


Chapter 13

Her belly was full, her hands were warm, and she was out of excuses.  Cass leaned over and slid her old student violin up onto the bed, the case battered from one too many shortcut corners and barn-door squeezes.
Samantha, her first true love.
She ran her fingers over the dents and scratches, well aware several more had made it past the case.  Not a perfect instrument—those were far too hard to live up to.  She gave the handle a tug.  Time to get it over with.
Down the stairs she went, a fiddle case in each hand.  Kevin sat in the parlor, a stack of dusty books on the small table beside a chair big enough to swallow him whole.  He gave no sign he’d heard her enter.
It was the kind of focus that made for very good musicians.
She took a seat on the couch, pleased when a squeaky spring got his attention.  With casual hands, she laid both cases on the coffee table.  “Nan brought my old violin, if you’d like to give it a try.”  
He stared at her, eyes huge.  
She nudged one of the cases his direction.  “Her name is Samantha.  Go on—open it up.”
“I’ll be really careful.”  His whisper was reverent.
“That would be a shame.”  She grinned and freed Rosie from her velvet prison.  “Fiddles are meant to be played, and careful musicians miss out on half the fun.”  Very few in Ireland fit that description, but she’d met many here in North America.  Excellent technicians, but no soul.
Kevin was barely listening.  He’d opened Samantha’s case, a tentative finger tracing her lines and curves.
Cass tried to be patient.  Joy shouldn’t be rushed.
Eventually, the boy looked up, his eyes bright with wonder.  
Now she could push.  Cass picked up her bow.  “Just like the last time.  A nice, easy sound on that top string.”  She demonstrated on Rosie, waiting for him to join her.
His grip on the bow was much better this time—he’d been watching.  Unhurried, she moved into the five-note scale, nodding in approval as he followed her.  Samantha sang in her look-at-me tones.  
She’d never been a humble violin.
Cass switched strings, curious if Kevin could follow.
He did, and with more skill than she’d shown in a month of lessons.  And then flashed her a grin that said there was a little of his brother’s spunk hiding under the calm exterior.
Cass grinned back—and played the first four bars of a very simple baby reel.  At turtle speed.
His eyes got a lot bigger—but his first effort wasn’t all that terrible.  
She played it several more times, heeding his unspoken request, her movements on Rosie’s fingerboard slow and exaggerated.
Kevin finally nodded once.  And picking up his bow again, played a very competent eight notes.
There was no need for praise—his grin was the size of a small continent.
One short measure at a time, she walked him through the simple shape of the reel’s first four lines.  Slowly, giving his awkward fingers time to find each note.  He worked with intense concentration, picking up the notes with increasing fluidity.  A good ear to go along with his quick brain.
When they hit the end of the third time through, she stopped, assessing how much focus he had left.  And decided the eyes staring back at her had plenty.
She touched her bow back to Rosie’s strings.  “One line at a time.  I’ll play it, you play it back to me.  Like a conversation.”  Or, knowing Samantha, a fist-fight.  Time for Kevin to discover his fiddle’s personality.
She kept to turtle pace the first time through.  Four lines, each echoed back to her with careful beginner imprecision.  And then she headed back to the start and began picking up speed.  Not a reel yet—but not a funeral dirge, either.
Kevin managed two lines, and then his fingers tied up in a Chinese knot.  He looked down, bow dangling.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t keep up.”
“I think you can.”  She waited until his head tipped back up.  “Don’t think so hard.  Trust your fingers.”  Not usually a lesson for the first day. 
He nodded slowly and put his bow back on Samantha’s strings.  “Okay.”
Cass began at turtle speed again—but this time, she stepped on the gas pedal after the first line.  Inched toward first gear and teased her student to follow.
Kevin’s eyes widened, but he managed.  One line.  Two.
And then the magic happened.  His fingers got ahead of his brain.
Cass played on, her eyes glued to his fingerboard.  He had it now, the rhythm and the cadence.  Dancing with Samantha, who had clearly waited her whole life for just this moment.  
It wasn’t even close to perfect.  A fast turtle could have played faster, and there were missed strings and double ones, errant notes and flat ones.  But Kevin and his fiddle had found their voice.  Samantha’s fiery attitude blended with something steadier, but no less fierce.
Delighted, Cass pushed the new duo through one last time, playing harmony under Kevin’s strings.  And then she caught his eyes and fiddled them to a stop.
The applause nearly had two violins clattering to the ground.  Kevin spun around, cheeks red with something that wasn’t only embarrassment.
Assorted people flowed into the room, bringing a tumbling creek of praise and pleasure.
The boy took it all in for a long moment, and then turned away from his admirers, Samantha cradled in his arms.  “I have to put her away now.”  With careful hands, he set the violin in her battered case, and then picked it up, looking at Cass.  “I can go put her in your room if you like.”  He glanced at the sudden throngs.  “It might be safer than down here.”
He was just lovely.  Cass grinned.  “Don’t worry about that.  Samantha loves crowds.”
“Thank you.”  His eyes were shining again—and this time, it wasn’t all happiness.
Oh, crud.  She was a great, grand eejit.  Cass reached a hand to his shoulder.  “She’s yours now, Kevin.  You can take her anywhere you want.”
He sank slowly to the floor, his arms wrapped around a feisty and somewhat battered violin, eyes full of disbelief.  “Mine?”
No one better.  Cass sniffled, suddenly a bit overwhelmed herself, as a gangly boy sat on the floor and fell in love.
And then looked up to see Nan standing in a quiet corner—eyes full of approval.
One answer, found.
-o0o-
Something was up.
Sophie slid past the gathering crowd in the inn’s front hall, picking up little bits of chatter as she went.  Kevin had a violin now.  And Cass was going to play some more.
That was plenty of reason for an impromptu party in a sleepy fishing village.
Aaron walked in the door behind her, bags of groceries in his hands.  He grinned at Sophie.  “Looks like I better get cooking.”
Moira patted him on the shoulder.  “No need, dear.  Nan and I have that under control—we’ll have a good Irish stew bubbling on the stove in no time.  You go listen to our Cass play.”
Sophie didn’t miss the casually chosen words.  Cass was “theirs” now.  And the Irish grannies would have themselves a wonderful time taking over Aaron’s kitchen.  It was a mark of his true love of music that he only nodded, distracted, and let them.
Music started up in the parlor.  An invitation.  Sophie stepped under the archway, looking for somewhere to sit.  Mike had taken Adam off for a long walk, and she felt as lazy as a well-fed kitten.
Kevin sat in the middle of the room, a beat-up violin case in his lap, as star struck as Sophie had ever seen him.  And more than one inhabitant of Fisher’s Cove was wiping away a tear or two.  Something very right had obviously happened.
How lovely.
The music fit her mood.  Not dancing tunes today—Cass was keeping it gentle.  Lyrical.
Spying an unoccupied spot on the window seat, Sophie detoured long enough to grab one of the many hand-knit throws that lived in the inn—and nearly tripped over a very sleepy new arrival.
Aervyn rubbed his eyes, faced glazed in confusion.  
Sophie sat down and cuddled him into her lap.  “Hi, sweetie.  What are you doing here?”
“I dunno.”  His eyes were clearing, but he still looked fairly befuddled.  “Mama put me in bed for a nap because I was a grumpypants, and that nice lady was playing her music for me.  I wanted to hear it better.”
She brushed a hand across his forehead.  Tired magical channels.  “Was Kenna doing tricks at night again?”  Aervyn had been dragged out of bed more than once to help with his baby cousin.
“Yup.”  He shook his head, five going on forty.  “She’s trouble, that one.”
Sophie hid a smile—Kenna Sullivan came by her troublemaker genes very honestly.
“I heard that.”  Nell crouched down at their side, eyes on her son.  “I wondered where you’d gone, munchkin.”
“The music said I should come.”  Aervyn buried into Sophie’s shoulder.  “And my head hurts.”
The first was a mystery—the second was easily helped.  Sophie pushed a light clearing spell up his channels, and followed it with a gentle push toward sleep.  She smiled as the five-year-old powerhouse curled up in her lap like a baby.
“Here, he’s heavy.”  Nell scooped him up and deposited him on a couple of pillows, borrowing the throw to cover him.  “And thanks.  Ginia’s also napping thanks to Kenna’s antics.  I didn’t want to wake her.  I didn’t realize he had a headache.”
“Must have been quite a night.”
“Little punk niece of mine saw a dragon on Jamie’s computer screen and wanted to make friends.”  Nell sounded amused—and resigned.  “Hopefully she got it out of her system—I’m on duty tonight.”
Sophie just shook her head in shared sympathy.  Most toddlers who wanted to be dragons weren’t actually capable of making fire.
Nell rested a hand on Aervyn’s head.  “What do you think pulled him here?”  She looked over at Cass, still playing dreamy music in the corner, a pile of children at her feet.  “Maybe he heard there was a party.”
Aervyn had mentioned the music.  “How did he hear it from his bed?”  Berkeley wasn’t exactly within earshot, even for superboy.
“That would be the question.”
Not the only one.  Sophie frowned.  “How did you get here so fast?”
“Luck.  I’ve been testing a pairing spell for Jamie.  He’s worried that Kenna might develop porting skills and head for parts unknown in the middle of the night.  It’s like a locator beacon—if she gets out of range, he’ll know where she’s gone.  Aervyn and I were doing some testing yesterday, and I forgot to unhook us.”
Sophie raised an eyebrow.  There were probably only two witches in the world who could pull off that kind of spell, and one of them was asleep.  Suddenly her worries about Adam felt overblown.
“We all worry,” said Nell quietly.  She glanced over at Cass one more time.  “And it seems like I’ll be joining you in the question line for a certain musician.  She tugs on both of our boys.”
Sophie nodded.  And then felt some odd pieces connect in her mind.  “Maybe…”  She started slowly, trying the idea on for size.  “Perhaps it’s the same thing that tugs on her.”
Nell blinked.  “Not following.”
Sophie stared off into space, more certain now.  “Something brought her here, too.  And I’m not sure she understands it any better than we do.”
But she knew someone who did.
-o0o-
Moira looked up as first Sophie entered the kitchen, and then Nell.  She reached for more teacups.  “Come for a bit of sustenance, have you?  There will be cookies out of the oven by and by.”  Nan’s recipe.
Nell sat down, her eyes never leaving their elderly Irish visitor.  “You know something of Cassidy’s magic.”
Moira grimaced.  It was very direct, even for a California witch.  “Nan Cassidy, this is Nell Walker.  Retha Sullivan’s daughter, and mother to Aervyn.”  It wasn’t normal to lay out lineages from the children, but she suspected word of their wee boy had traveled far and wide.
Recognition hit Nan’s face.  “Ah, the young Merlin.”  
Nell’s eyes snapped fire.
“And a great galoot I am.”  Nan leaned forward, apology all over her face.  “No one wants such a comparison made to a child they love.  I’m not usually so loose of tongue and slow of brain.”
Nell sighed.  “And I’m not usually so touchy.”  Apology accepted.
So that was the word across the waters.  Moira met Sophie’s eyes and saw her own worry reflected there.  It wasn’t an unwarranted comparison, but Merlin had not lived a long or happy life—and sometimes people accepted the destinies others tried to hand them.
Then again, most of those people didn’t have Nell Walker for a mother.
Nan poured tea for the new arrivals, her eyes never leaving Nell’s face.  “What can I tell you of my Cass?”
Moira blinked—perhaps directness was contagious.
“You can tell me what’s in her music.  It pulled my son here all the way from California.”
Shock hit Nan’s face.  “That’s not possible.”
That wasn’t the answer Nell was looking for.  “People say that about Aervyn a lot.  They’re almost never right.”
Sophie spoke quietly, still standing over by the counter.  Always the watcher.  “Maybe a different question will help.”
Nan met the eyes of her fellow healer.  “And what would that be, heart sister?”
Sophie’s face flashed surprise at the old form of address.  “Aervyn wasn’t the first person pulled here.  Cass arrived, and now you’ve come.”
Ah.  Moira hadn’t connected all those dots.  She smiled at Nan.  “The quiet ones always have the trickiest questions.”
“Indeed.”  And when their visitor spoke this time, it was with deep respect.  “It’s a very good one—and perhaps teases at the answer as well.”  She looked over at Nell.  “I’m wondering if perhaps your boy has a touch of the old magics.”
For the first time, fear flitted across their warrior witch’s face.  “Aervyn doesn’t have just a ‘touch’ of anything.”
The old magics were fickle, unpredictable, and largely untrainable.  Moira felt the fear taking root in her own heart.
“The rock magics are gentle and steady.  They’re not to be feared.”  Said with all the conviction a wise Irish grandmother could bring to bear.  “I’ve listened to the rocks my whole life.  If your boy hears them, that’s a thing to celebrate.  The old magics are dying.”
That they were.  But still, Moira worried.  Very little was easy with their small boy.
“Your son has a dangerous life ahead of him.”  Nan spoke to Nell, her eyes not flinching from the truth.  “If he hears her music, perhaps my Cass is meant to help him one day.”
Nell nodded, her eyes gazing out a window and far away.  “Perhaps.”  A mother readying for the unknowable.
Moira’s heart hurt for the mother of the small boy she adored.  Even for their very bravest, power could be a heavy burden.
The sounds of music from the parlor swirled down the hallway.  Something happier now.  More rousing.
Moira leaned into its comfort.  And tried to trust.  
-o0o-
They’d somehow ended up back on the beach.
Cass pulled her new hat, knit late into a night of insomnia, down over her ears.  “It’s colder today.”
“You didn’t finish your porridge.  Nothing keeping your belly warm.”  
Nan was a great believer in the powers of a bowl of morning oatmeal.  Cass scowled.  “I ate enough.”
The old lady beside her merely gazed out at the winter waves.  “Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you, a leanbh mo chroí, or are you just going to sulk and grump?”
Forty-four was probably a bit old for sulking.  “The rocks—they’re not making sense.”  Just quiet, monotone humming.  Nan was one of the few people on earth who would understand how disturbing that was.  “For two days now.”
“Ah.  Interesting.”
The Irish never spoke in one-word sentences. “What’s interesting?”
“It sounds to me like they’ve a message for you.”
“And what would that be, exactly?”  The sulks were back in full force.  
“I think you know, child.”  Nan’s voice carried steel—she’d always been tolerant of exuberance and strong feelings, but never of poor manners.
“Sorry.”  Cass kicked a rock in disgust.  “This is the time of year when I let everything go and come here to relax and remember why I play in the first place.  I didn’t expect mysterious messages.”  Or all the other things that had come with her arrival in Fisher’s Cove.
“I think that’s exactly right.”  Nan looked entirely too pleased.  “Remembering why you play.  That’s precisely what the rocks are asking you to think about, Cassie mine.”
Now her grandmother was being just as mysterious as the rocks.  “I play because I love music.”
“Aye.”  A long pause, punctuated by two mad seagulls and one very unlucky oyster.  “And?”
Because it filled a space in her soul nothing else could touch.  Because it made the rocks dance.  But none of those were new.  “Something’s changing.”
“Yes.  For forty-odd years, the rocks have done nothing but support and anchor you.”
Fear battered the inside of Cass’s ribs.  “And what, I don’t need an anchor anymore?”
“That’s the question of an impudent teenager.”  A wise healer at her toughest.  “And you’ll not get anywhere at untangling the mess in your heart until you find a better one.”
She hadn’t been on the receiving end of one of Nan’s lectures for almost two decades.  Cass blanched, even as she tried to hear the words.
Her grandmother’s eyes softened.  “It’s not the rocks that are changing, love.  It’s you.  And perhaps the anchor you need is changing too.”
Cass’s soul rose up in protest.  “I don’t want to change.”
“Indeed.”  Nan’s eyes twinkled now.  “And you’ve done a very good job of dragging your heels.”
Cass stared, nonplussed.
Nan turned toward the water.  “Home is just beyond the horizon there.  Green hills and rocky shores.”
“I know that.”  The shortness in her voice had a mind of its own.
“You believe it’s there.”  Nan had plenty of temper to match.  “Even though you’ve never seen it from here, you believe Ireland’s just beyond what your eyes can see, no?”
It was basic geography.  “That’s different.”
“Not so very, child.”  Strong fingers reached for hers.  “What runs through our blood has always been just beyond what our eyes can see, but we know it to be there.”
“We hear the rocks.”  And there it ended.  Especially if they stopped making sense.
“Yes, and that comforts me, even when you don’t come home nearly often enough.  But that’s not all that moves in you, and part of you has always known it.”  Nan paused, her eyes taking in the gray ocean waters.  “And part of you has always run from the knowing.”
That sliced something Cass hadn’t known could bleed.  “I’m a traveler, not a runner.”  Runners were cowards.
“Aye.”  Nan’s voice soothed as skillfully as it had cut.  “And you’ve the courage of ten, love, and I’m not saying any different.  You ran to your music, and a glorious thing you’ve done with it.  But when you’re ready, there’s a piece of the journey you’ve yet to take.”
Cass felt a weight settling on her shoulders.  “I’m just a fiddler.”
“You’ve a rare gift.  One that you’ve shared with the world all your adult life.”
That sounded final somehow.  “I’m not done playing.”
Lilting Irish laughter floated out over the water.  “Of course you’re not.”  Nan paused a moment, still looking off toward Ireland.  “The most powerful thing a woman can know is who she is.  You’ve always had a very good sense of that, and it’s taken you far.”
It had taken her to the ends of the world and back.  Cass wasn’t sure she was ready to let go of that.  “Who I am is a traveler.  A musician.”
“Who you were, child of my heart.”
Cass felt her frustration bubbling up.  “What are you saying?”
Green eyes didn’t waver—they never had.  “Who you are is changing, my girl.  It only remains to be seen if you’re willing to listen and brave enough to let Cassidy Farrell grow into the woman and witch she’s meant to be next.”
To make room for more than the music.
The idea terrified Cass all the way down to her thick wool socks.  “How do I do that?”  The words hissed through a throat half closed.
“You trust.”  Wise eyes looked deep into hers.  “You’re used to being in control of every note.  This time, let the song find you.”


Chapter 14

It was Nan who had taught Cass that the best cure for a sad heart was to go on living.  So she was visiting a friend for breakfast, good Irish oatmeal in the pot under her arm.  And trying her damnedest not to be sad.
Even if Nan was winging away on some impersonal plane in the early-morning sky.
Cass took another breath of the sharp morning air as she walked up to Sophie’s cottage.  And smelled something other than oatmeal and Nova Scotia sea breeze.  Paradise—but not the edible kind.  She opened the door and sniffed again.
Yes.  Yummy and definitely not food.
Curious, she stripped off the layers of woolens that seemed to be having babies the longer she stayed in Fisher’s Cove.  And then giggled as a stream of creative cursing emanated from the kitchen.
A head popped into the hallway.  “Good morning.  Come on back.  I have my hands full at the moment.”
Cass followed Sophie’s disappearing shadow—and found herself in the middle of what looked like an exploded herbals shop.  “Wow.  What happened?”
“I’m making potions.”  Sophie turned from the stove, her hands covered in something slimy and pink.  “My new funnel slipped out of my hands when I was trying to fill the bottles, so I’m hunting for it.  It’s in this pot somewhere.”
Sane people didn’t stick their hands into a pot on the stove.  
Sophie looked over her shoulder again, eyes kind.  “How are you doing today?”
“I’ll be okay.”  Or not, but talking about it wasn’t going to help.  Cass held up her own pot.  “I brought breakfast, if you’re hungry.  Oatmeal cooked the old Irish way.”
“Yumm.  Give me two minutes to finish this batch.”
Cass sidled over, moving carefully past piles of dried green stuff, bottles of elixirs, and a bunch of other things she didn’t recognize, even after years of cleaning up Nan’s herbals room.  “Batch of what, exactly?”
“This one’s just a lotion to help babies to sleep.  It’s fast becoming my bestseller.  Doesn’t work on my own kiddo, sadly.”
No self-pity, even though Adam robbed their sleep almost every day of the week.  “You know,” said Cass softly, “I’ve heard you worry—but I’ve never heard you complain.”
Sophie turned her head, still fishing in the pot.  “He’s my son.”
Love wasn’t always that simple.  And neither was friendship.  “I could play for him again.”
“Thank you.”  Sophie’s big spoon chased aimless bits of globby muck around her pot, unspoken words heavy in the air between them.  “When you play, Mike feels magic stirring.”
So much for getting past Nan’s visit.  Cass felt the bands on her chest tighten again.  She was just a simple fiddler.  “Maybe he hears the rocks.  They like it when I play.”  She could hear the weak hope in her voice.  Anything to dodge what destiny seemed determined to pin to her shoulders.
“Maybe.”  Sophie started to say something else—and then she drooped.  A moment of weighty silence and then she turned away from the stove and washed pink gunk off her hands at the sink.  “Sit.  Please.”
Cass sat, still hugging the porridge pot, and waited for the other shoe to drop.
“I’m so sorry.”  Sophie sat down, two bowls in her hands and eyes full of apology.  “I know your gran just left and your heart is hurting.  Let’s eat breakfast and talk about something totally different.”
Cass ladled out the porridge, breathing in the comfort of a smell rooted deep in her childhood.  And kicked herself for being utterly selfish.  She sat in the kitchen of a sleep-deprived woman who made potions so other peoples’ babies could sleep.  
And set aside her own needs to ease a friend’s sadness.
Destiny could take a hike—but friends were a different matter altogether.
Cass ran her spoon around the edges of the bowl, an old childhood trick for avoiding a burnt tongue.  The rocks weren’t something she discussed.  Or even knew how to talk about.  They just were.  “It’s something I’ve lived with all my life.  I don’t really know how to explain it.”
“Hmm.”  Sophie trailed a spoon around the edges of her own bowl, but didn’t eat.  “I hear the flowers sometimes.  They whisper almost, as if they carry a message just beyond my hearing.  Aunt Moira says they’re messengers of the old magics.”
Such things were said in Ireland only in very hushed tones.  Cass marveled again at a place where power lived so openly.  “Then you know something of what I sense.  A presence.”  She shrugged, the words still feeling inadequate.  “A guardian, almost—it’s been there so much of my life.”
“That sounds beautiful.”  Sophie sounded almost wistful.  “The flowers sometimes tolerate me, but that’s all.  They love Aunt Moira, though.”
Cass guessed there wasn’t a living thing on earth that didn’t love wise Irish grandmothers.  “I felt the rocks for the first time while I played my music on the cliffs just outside our village.  I was throwing a teenage fit.”  It had felt much more serious at the time.  “So I guess I’ve always thought of them as comforting.”
Sophie reached for something green, crumbling it into little fragrant bits over her bowl.  “What do they feel like?  The flowers are almost like a light wind.”  
Rocks were a little more sturdy than blossoms.  Cass shook her head at the proffered green stuff.  “A thrumming, mostly.  Vibrations.  A little bit like a really slow heartbeat.”
“A heartbeat.”  A slow smile bloomed on Sophie’s face.  “That’s just lovely.”
Cass tipped her head down.   It was lovely—until the heartbeat tried to meddle in your perfectly fine life.  She drew a frowny face in the top of her porridge with her spoon and started to eat.
Sophie’s voice was tinged with humor.  “Do you always give your oatmeal a face?”
“Always.”  Yet another of Nan Cassidy’s small legacies.  “We all do.  My brother Rory isn’t any more of an artist than I am, but my sister Bri has a mean talent with brown sugar and some berries.”
Sophie laughed.  “Berries we’ve got.”  She dug under a nearby pile of potion ingredients and held out a tin.  Cass examined the contents cautiously—anyone who’d grown up around the village healer knew to inspect such offerings before eating them.
Sophie chuckled.  “Safe, I promise.  They’re some of Marcus’s last batch of dried cranberries.  Very tasty, and no green stuff.”
Well, if a woman couldn’t trust her friends, she was in a heap of trouble.  Cass took a couple, surprised by the tangy sweetness.  They were delicious.  She added a handful to the top of her porridge.  “They’re good.”  It was probably bad to sound so surprised.
“Yup.”  The healer’s eyes twinkled.  “Beware his cookies, though.  He’s taken to sending out batches of them on a regular basis.”
Maybe in exchange for all the food that had certainly flowed his direction—Cass knew her village life.  “Not a baker?”
“He has a bit of an aversion to sugar.”  
She was duly warned.  “Is there a potted plant I should feed if I get offered one?”
Sophie grinned and reached for more cranberries.  “Nope.  Just find yourself a witchling.  They seem to forgive him his terrible cookies.”
“They see what lies beneath.”  Kids always did.  Cass stabbed her spoon into her porridge and watched the cranberries sink into oatmeal goop.
“You like him.” 
Damn.  She should have stayed in her room and brooded.  “He sneaks up on you. Like a complicated piece of music.”  The kind she’d never been able to resist.
Sophie raised an eyebrow, amused.  “And what are you going to do about that?”
“What can I do?”  Sadness landed back on Cass’s chest with a force that took her breath away.  She looked around Sophie’s kitchen.  “This isn’t my life.”
Sophie looked at a sweet photograph sitting on the window ledge.  Mike, hands curled around a tiny, naked, newborn Adam.  “Sometimes life changes.”
Cass stabbed a cranberry.  You didn’t start playing a ballad in the middle of a reel.
You just didn’t.
-o0o-
He had the luck of a foot soldier on permanent latrine detail.  Marcus watched, resigned, as the parlor’s most popular inhabitant squatted down in front of Morgan and twinkled her green eyes at his daughter.  “Well, hello, a leanbh mo chroí.  Did you come to hear the music again?”
“Her name’s Morgan.  Not Alanna.”
Moira chuckled from the couch.  “I do believe our visitor’s speaking Gaelic.  A leanbh mo chroí means child of my heart.  My gran used to greet me with those same words.”  She smiled kindly at Cass.  “And I believe I heard your nan calling you the same thing.”
Marcus scowled—the Irish might adopt small children as easily as breathing, but he didn’t have to like it.  Not his child.
Morgan plunked into her new friend’s lap.  “’lanna.”
Outvoted by all the females in his life.  Marcus sank into a chair on the other side of the parlor, displeased with the world.  Only after he’d settled in did his brain register the sadness in the room.  Cass smiled at the child on her knee—but her mind dripped with sorrow.
He looked over at his aunt.  “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”  Quiet words that carried sorrow of their own.  “Her gran’s gone back to Ireland is all.  We dropped her at the airport this morning.”
He tried to be happy that there was one less meddler in Fisher’s Cove—but he knew what it was to miss someone you loved.  “Does Cassidy go back to Ireland often?”
“No.”  Moira shook her head, eyes sadder now.  “And it breaks both of their hearts that she doesn’t.”
He didn’t understand women.  “What, she’s got some terrible fear of flying or something?”
“Nothing so simple.”  Old hands worried the fringe on a brocade pillow.  “Ireland’s a country steeped in tradition.  It doesn’t change quickly, especially with all the young ones leaving to find work and livelihood in the big cities or across the waters.”
They weren’t speaking entirely of Cass now.  And it was making him cross to try to follow the winding conversation.  “She can’t visit because they’re a little behind the times?”
 “It’s always been hard for strong, independent women to make their way in Ireland.  Especially ones who have tasted freedom elsewhere.”  The words drifted now, an old lady talking mostly to herself.  “To go back is a reminder that it isn’t truly home anymore.  And a temptation to pretend that it is.”
Against all will, he knew how that felt.  His precious home on the cliffs felt empty when he trekked there now—a hollow, sterile castle.  It would bring a tidy sum when it sold—and leave him king of a cottage that was little more than a hut.
Cassidy Farrell didn’t even have a hut.
He cursed as sympathy breached his defenses, flowing over carefully laid sandbags as if they were just so much flotsam.  “She seems to like it well enough here.”
His aunt’s eyes widened in surprise.
Damnation—where in the hell had that come from?  “Maybe she just needs to find a village of her own.”  Preferably one far away from his meager little life.  
It was the best one he’d ever had.
And every time a certain Irish witch touched her bow to her violin, he had the awful urge to upend it.
His aunt was watching him with her wise, knowing eyes.  “She’s given up a home for the sake of her music.”
He couldn’t help but hear the words she didn’t say.  Marcus picked up a book and jammed open the pages.  It wasn’t his job to help Cassidy Farrell find a place to call her own.
Moira let out an exasperated sigh and picked up her knitting.
He ignored her.  And peered over the edge of his book.  Grown men didn’t squirm.  They did, however, keep judicious watch over their children.  
Over in the corner, Morgan was showing Cass her treasures—a couple of things swiped from Moira’s collection of pretties.  Why a smart woman let toddlers run around with fragile glass, he would never understand.
She said all children needed their treasures.
And Marcus had never been able to deny Morgan’s shining eyes.
“They’re beautiful.”  Cass leaned over the latest one, chuckling.  “You must be a magpie, a leanbh mo chroí.”
The Gaelic, so casually said, grated on something deep in his heart.
Moira spoke under her breath, and with far too much compassion.  “A simple expression, nephew.”
For some.  Not for him.  Morgan wasn’t some toy to share, and Cass wasn’t some woman of the village who would be there next week and next year when his bright-eyed daughter went looking for her.
She was the child of his heart, dammit.  Not a homing beacon for a lost musician.
-o0o-
A fiddler who couldn’t listen to two things at once would find herself out of work darned fast.  Cass murmured over Morgan’s pretties, enjoying the small girl’s babbling, and absorbed the quiet words of the conversation on the other side of the room.
The Gaelic had slipped out.  It was a common endearment back in Ireland, but Cass was honest enough not to blame it on something so simple.  Nan had always called her that—and she hadn’t been nearly ready to let her sturdy grandmother climb onto a plane.
Threads, even small ones, comforted.
But that wasn’t what had her wanting to curl up into Morgan’s squishy little body and simply disappear.  It was a few simple words from an old woman who understood far too much.
To go back is a reminder that it isn’t truly home anymore.
For twenty-six years, Cass had gone back to Ireland only reluctantly.  Happy to see the people she loved, proud of who she’d become.  And while discontent always teased the edges of those trips, she’d never stayed long enough to let it fully bloom.
Ireland didn’t have an easy place for Cassidy Farrell.
She felt more at home in any number of places all over the world.  Including this one.  
Nan’s words floated back into her heart.  Who you are is changing, my girl.  Let the song find you.  
Cass’s fingers clenched.  This wasn’t a morning for bravery or musical composing.  It was one for comfort.  And the adorable child in her lap was a good start.
She gave her fellow magpie a squeeze and looked over at Marcus.  “She’s lovely.  I like to collect pretty things as well—is it all right if I give her a trinket or two?”
“What is it with women and frippery?”
Any more dour and his face would get stuck that way.  Cass felt a sharp urge to tweak him and grinned.  That hadn’t changed either—Nan had always called her an imp.  “I’ve plenty if you’d like a bauble or two for yourself.  Something blue, perhaps, to bring out the flecks in your eyes.”
The poor man nearly spasmed in shock.  “My eyes are brown.”
Moira was doing an admirable job of not laughing outright.  “I don’t know—I’m thinking those flecks are more purple, my dear.”
Cass held in her giggles and gave a serious nod.  “Well, I’ve purple jewelry aplenty as well.  And a shiny amethyst hair clip, if that’s more to his liking.”  
Marcus resorted to growls, his cheeks an adorable red.
Cass grinned at Moira and then took pity on the poor man.  She touched Morgan’s hair, amused by the wild fluff.  “Perhaps you’d like that one instead, sweet girl.”  It would be perfect for a baby—no little bits to come off if she tried to give it a taste.
She smiled at Marcus.  Maybe she’d knit him a hat instead.  She owed him one.  And embarrassing him again might be kind of fun.
She made it halfway up the stairs before she heard the notes playing merrily in her head.  And cursed.
She’d never been able to hide from a really good song.
-o0o-
Left edge over right, a twist in the middle, and a dampener to keep it from going off unexpectedly.  Marcus finished another eavesdropping spellcube and added it to his pile.
And shook his head even as his fingers began to weave the next.  Morgan was asleep and here he sat, amassing gaming weapons because his head was too full of erratic thoughts to join her.
He assessed the pile beside him.  Lightning bolts next, because The Wizard would most definitely show up with some, and Warrior Girl’s were always pink and glittery.
He had standards.  
A small whirlwind blew over the ramparts, stirring up dust and making him sneeze.  He scowled—his standards didn’t extend to wasting game points housecleaning a castle.  If it was cleaning he wanted, there was a perfectly good kitchen back in real life that could use some scrubbing.
He thought of Cass again and wondered if she had a house somewhere.  Castle, or ramshackle cottage, or something entirely different.  Did it honor her Irish heritage or eschew it?  He knew a little of chasing both.
It wasn’t always easy to make peace with the roots you had been born with.
And it was darn hard to make peace with his persistent, meandering thoughts about a woman who was a temporary guest in an inn that happened to be down his street.  For all the mystique and music and captivating green eyes, she was only a visitor.  One who had made no claim to being anything else.
It was everyone else laying those suppositions at her feet.  And when he’d felt her mind draped in sad, missing the grandmother who shared her kinship with life, he’d wanted to be one of them.
Happiness, he could resist.  The disappearing of it…
He thumped a nitwit cube onto his pile with far more force than necessary.  And somehow found it fitting.  Except in this case, it hadn’t taken a spell to leach the gray matter out of his ears.
He was a grumpy old bachelor in a one-horse town in the middle of nowhere.
And she was a witch with far too much hold over his thoughts, far too many easy smiles for his daughter, and a violin that touched places inside him words had never gone.
Marcus issued a growl to the night sky and listened to it bounce back, a weak bear cub of a sound.  He leaned back against the ramparts, sighing.  It was definitely bad when even his curmudgeon moments fell flat.
He remembered how Cass’s mind had felt when he first met her, so full of easy joy.  A face-forward embracing of life that was so totally different from his own.
Sadness was far more familiar—and feeling hers had done something sharp and twisted to his innards.  Until he figured out what to do about that, apparently he wasn’t going to be getting much sleep.
A sound, barely audible, trailed through the night air.
He looked over and saw a shape hovering in the shadows.  A familiar one, and normally a friend.  Tonight, perhaps, young Kevin had spying on his mind—but something about the body language spoke of sympathy, not stealth.
Marcus sighed again and tossed up an invisibility barrier.  He didn’t need twelve-year-old watchers—even kind ones.
-o0o-
Night.  
Cass sat on her bed in the dark and let the comforting shadows simplify her world.
Nan had left with a long, rib-sticking hug and an old Irish blessing—and it felt like she’d taken part of Cass’s lungs with her.  All day, it had been hard to breathe.
She hugged a pillow to her chest, wishing fiercely for the woman who understood her best to come back.  And then stopped breathing altogether as realization hit.
She was always the one who left.  Nan would know all too well how this felt.
Cass blinked back tears.  And then let them gush as the rocks thrummed gently under her feet.  They were good company—but they weren’t Nan.  She let the pain in her eyes spill over, washing down her face just as the hum of the rocks washed over the rest of her.  And wished it wasn’t so damn hard to grow up.
It took a while to realize she wasn’t the only one throwing tears at the world.
A baby outside her window.  Crying.
Cass squeezed her eyes closed.  Not her problem.  Little ones cried, and the world was full of people better suited to soothing them.
The cry escalated to a wail.
Morgan, maybe, although it was hard to imagine that sweet face balled up in anger.  Or her daddy letting her out in the dark of night.
Cass scooted off the bed and walked to the window, pillow still clutched in her arms.  And saw what she should have guessed in the first place.  Adam.  Poor little uncomfortable babe, thrashing at the world he’d found himself in and never quite made peace with.
A form that wasn’t big enough to be Mike bounced in place in the universal dance of baby calming.
It wasn’t working.
Even through five layers of woolies, every line of his mother’s body screamed frustration.  Patience on its last, hair-thin string.
Cass watched as Sophie tried, three times, to continue down the road.  And every time she took a step away from where she stood at the intersection of road and path to the inn, Adam’s wails escalated.  Only an idiot would have missed his message—he wanted to come inside.  A baby with a compass that only pointed in one direction.
The pillow dangled from Cass’s arms.  She was exhausted, heartsore, and grumpy—but she wasn’t an idiot.  And she wasn’t so pathetic that she couldn’t help a friend.  She reached for Rosie, lying on a desk in the corner.  “Wake up, sweet girl.  Looks like we have some work to do.”
She’d play, and he would sleep, and one mother would live to fight another day.
A lullaby or two.  The slow, ponderous ones Adam liked best.
It was just music.  Whatever Nan thought, it was just music.


Chapter 15

Sophie looked down at the soft skeins of yarn in her hands.  They felt awkward—like a bribe, instead of a gift.
Perhaps, in the way of most complicated things, they were meant to be both.
She tugged open the door of the inn and spied Aaron arranging flowers in the hallway, a bright-eyed girl in a carrier on his back.  “Morning.  Hi, Aislin.”
The baby waved both hands and babbled gleefully.
Such a cutie.  “Helping your daddy with the dusting, are you?”
“It was either that or take a nap,” said Aaron dryly.  “Her brother’s sound asleep—apparently he’s allergic to dusting.”
Sophie laughed.  “Smart boy.”
He looked at the yarn in her hands.  “I assume that’s not for me.”
It most certainly wasn’t.  Aaron was a man of many talents, and he’d sat in on Kevin and Sean’s knitting lessons more than once, but even Aunt Moira had looked at his sample and suggested it might make a lovely fishing net, with so many holes.
Fortunately, Aaron had a sense of humor.
“Is Cass here?”  It was entirely possible she wasn’t—the villagers had taken to swiping her lately.
“I think so.  Kevin brought by a stack of books earlier, so you might check the window seat upstairs.”
The inn’s bay window on the second floor had the best view in the village.  Big rocks, crashing waves, and in the summer, a panoramic view of Moira’s gardens.  Sophie slid out of her boots and jacket.  “Can I steal some cookies on my way up?”
“Maybe.”  Aaron grinned and jiggled the small girl on his back as he dusted already spotless bookshelves.  “Elorie’s been in from her studio twice already, and I’m pretty sure I heard Sean and Lizzie sneaking in the back way.  Yell if the canister’s empty.”
Not once in almost two years had Sophie reached into Aaron’s cookie jar and come up empty.  The man might not be a witch, but he could have made a convincing case otherwise.  “Thanks.”  She leaned in to kiss Aislin’s cheek.  “Do a good job supervising, sweetheart.”
She raided the canister and walked up the stairs to Aaron’s chuckles and more of Aislin’s wild babbling.  When that one learned to talk, she was going to give Lizzie a run for her money.
Sophie made plenty of noise as she traveled down the hall to the nook with the bay window.  She knew better than to surprise a witch deep in a book—the last time she’d done so, poor Kevin had nearly set fire to one of Moira’s precious history texts.
Alert green eyes greeted her as she came around the corner.  “Good morning.  Come to do some reading?”
Honesty won out.  “Not really.  I was hoping to talk with you a bit.”
“Sure.”  Cass shifted pillows, making room in the cozy nook.  “I’ve had enough tea this morning to be floating, but Aaron has some really good cookies downstairs.  I’ll go raid the jar and be back in a minute.”
Sophie held out the small basket in her hand.  “Already raided.”
“A woman after my own heart.”  Cass spied the contents of Sophie’s other hand.  “Oooh.  Forget the cookies—what are those?”  
“A small gift.  They came out of my dye pot yesterday and dried by the fire overnight.  It’s a lovely wool—polwarth and cormo and a little silk mixed in.”  Sophie stopped her babbling—most people didn’t much care about the science behind the pretty stuff.
“The colors.  It’s got every shade of green I’ve ever seen, all in one place.”  Cass had the skeins in her lap now, stroking them like a kitten.
Now came the tricky part—the last thing Sophie wanted to do was chase away the simple happiness in her new friend’s eyes.  “I talked to your nan, asked her to tell me about where you grew up.  It was the hills she spoke of most, and all the many greens they become in spring.”
They’d put their heads together over her dye pot, too—this hadn’t been the first try, just the most beautiful one.  The first batch had gone back to Ireland in the bottom of Nan’s handbag.
Cass sucked in a breath.  “That’s exactly what they are, isn’t it?  The hills of home.”  She tipped her face into the yarn, and when she finally looked up, her eyes shone.  “It’s a truly beautiful gift.  Thank you.  I’ll borrow some of Moira’s needles again and see if I can turn it into something worthy.”  She held the yarn up to her cheeks.  “One of those hooded cowls, maybe.”
There was more.  “I washed it in some herbs that help bring clarity and peace.  I was hoping you’d find them comforting.”  Sophie pressed on, the rest weighing on her.  “You’ve brought Adam such peace.  I wanted to find a way to say thank you.”  
“There was no need for that.”  Cass’s eyes were slightly wary now.  “I was happy to play for him.”
It was well past time for the hardest parts of what she’d come to say.  “I know.  And I want you to know I’m very grateful.  I can’t help the wish that lives in my heart that you could stay here in Fisher’s Cove and play him to sleep every night.  I’m his mama, and you make him so happy.”  
She smiled, wanting Cass to believe the next part as well.  “I used to live in Colorado.  Grew deep roots there, the kind that feel permanent.  I came here every summer, and I know it broke Moira’s heart a little every time I left.”
“Why did you go?”  The words were quiet, and spoken mostly to the yarn.
“I needed space and time.”  And other things more complicated.  “My calling is herbs, and I knew it needed my complete attention for a while.  I hid away in my house in Colorado and tried to learn everything there was to know.”  To get ready for her real calling, although she hadn’t understood that then.
“They say you’re the best.”
Sophie squirmed.   “They say that about Cassidy Farrell, too.”
Eyes met in understanding.  Focus and sacrifice.  Being the best in a generation didn’t come without a price.  
Sophie paused, remembering the tearful partings at the end of each summer—and just how important it had been to go.   “I know what it is to need to journey, as a woman and as a witch.”  And she knew what it was to finally come home—but that wasn’t what she’d come to say.  “I would never try to get in the way of that, not even for my son.”
Cass’s face crumpled.  “I’ll come back.  And when I do, I’ll play for him.”
“I know.”  Hands reached for each other now, two friends who understood each other and the hurting of the other’s heart.  Sophie looked hard into green eyes that matched every shade in the yarn.  “I wanted to say thank you for your gift.  And only thank you.  Don’t let my wish be your burden.”
Cass looked down at the yarn underneath their linked hands.  And spoke so quietly the words were barely heard.  “I’m not sure what to wish.”
Sophie knew that part of the journey too.  “Give it time.  Not everything blooms quickly.”
“Okay.”  Cass nodded slowly and released one hand to swipe at her tears.  “Then maybe it’s time for a good old-fashioned Irish remedy for trying to move too fast.  Let’s go find me some needles.”
-o0o-
Ah, things were afoot in Fisher’s Cove.
Moira closed the door behind her departing visitors.  Sophie and Cass were leaving down her walkway, heads bent together companionably.  It was lovely to see.
Friends—and ones who had come to borrow knitting needles for yarn that Moira had gone to some pains not to covet.  A truly lovely gift from a wise healer who understood the soul of her new friend.
The tea kettle whistled, ready with its never-ending supply of hot water.  Moira turned and nearly bumped into Nell.  “Oh, my.  Isn’t it a mite early for you to be up?”  It would be the crack of dawn in California.
Her guest took a large swig from a cup that smelled of dark coffee.  “Haven’t gone to bed yet.  I was on Kenna duty last night.  Thought I’d stop by for some gossip before I catch some sleep.”
Moira withheld her lecture on the evils of caffeine before bed—Nell was well aware of the biochemistry and old enough to have earned the right to ignore it.  “Well, let’s see.  Sophie and Cass have become friends, our lovely fiddler handles sadness in the way of all the Irish, and Marcus has declined the offer of an amethyst hairclip.”
Nell sat down, her eyes bright with laughter.  “It sounds like there’s a story behind all of those, but the last one has the best punch line.”
They were nowhere near the end of the story just yet.  Moira told the tale of Cass’s teasing. 
“Hmm.”  Nell contemplated a plate of muffins, still warm from the oven.  “Do you think she meant anything by it, or was she just trying to cheer herself up?”
Marcus had a good friend in Nell Walker, even if neither of them admitted it most of the time.  “I think he’s thoroughly caught her attention, but she’s wary yet.  Morgan’s easier.”  Which also had her nephew worried, even if he wasn’t admitting that, either.
“Everyone loves Morgan.”  Nell brushed that off with the ease of a woman well used to having her children adored by a vast community.
“Aye.  And Cass has had rather a shock these last few days.”  It was often hardest to look in the eyes of those who loved you most.  “We’ll know soon enough if she’s brave enough to round the bend.”
“She doesn’t seem weak.”  Nell contemplated her coffee, musing.  “Her music isn’t.”
It certainly wasn’t.  “You’d know something of a strong woman facing an unexpected turn in the road.  It isn’t always weakness that’s the problem.”
“Yeah.”  Their resident warrior witch snickered, suddenly amused.  “Especially if Marcus Buchanan is standing around the corner.”
Ah, they did such a good job of pretending not to have each other’s backs.  And Nell  wasn’t wrong—Marcus was a difficult man.  “He’s not all that awaits around the bend.”
Nell slurped her coffee, thinking.  “What else do you see?”
A heart squeezed.  “Nan described Cass as a soul with a singular purpose.  Music has been her whole life.  You’d know something of that, too.”
Her guest stared, perplexed.
How quickly the young forgot.  “I remember a woman obsessed with her computer.  Day and night, nothing but lines of code and the world you were creating.”
“It’s how programmers work.”  Nell was still confused.
“The best ones, yes.”  Moira smiled gently.  “And as I recall, you were none too happy when Daniel showed up.”
“Yeah.”  Nell breathed out slowly.  “It was hard to make room.  Even harder when Nathan arrived.”  Eyes filled with empathy over her cup of coffee.  “Cass would have to let go of her music some.”
“Yes.”  And to someone who had held on to only one thing for most of her life, that would feel a little bit like letting go of breathing. 
Amusement hit Nell’s eyes.  “Tell Marcus he will need to be persistent.”
Moira was quite sure that was a message better delivered by the warrior witch herself.  Or possibly her husband.  “Marcus and Morgan are not the only thing calling Cass to a different life.”
“Her magic.”  Nell sobered.  “Do we know anything more about that yet?”
Only feelings and instincts, and the quiet words of an old Irish healer who had known Cassidy from birth.  “Her nan thinks more of her magic awakens.  And that the time approaches when she will need to decide what to do with the gift she has.”
They sat in silence for a while, two women who knew well what it was to tangle with sharp bends in the road.  
Nell cleaned up crumbs from her muffin.  “What do you think she’ll choose?”
That was a question keeping Moira awake at night.  “I don’t know.  It will depend what her heart is ready for.  A traveler’s discipline is in putting one foot in front of the other every day, whether you want to or not.  A musician’s is much the same, I would think.”
“Yeah.  This is different.”
It certainly was.
“Maybe Marcus is right to be cautious.”  More desire to protect coming from the woman who claimed not to like the most cranky resident of Fisher’s Cove.
But she wasn’t right about what was needed.  “Oh, quite the opposite, I think.  It will be courage that wins this day, not caution.”
Nell’s eyes narrowed.  “What are you up to?”
That was the beauty of it.  Moira was pretty sure she didn’t need to be up to anything at all.
-o0o-
Marcus stared at his closing front door, bemused.  It was the girl children on the meddling trail this morning—and so far, he couldn’t find a lot of reasons to be disagreeable.
Morgan had just teetered off happily, holding Lizzie’s hand, bound for greener pastures.  Something about cookies and a sword fight.  Mike was supervising, so it was probable that nobody would actually get run through.
And if they did, the man was a passable healer.
Marcus huffed and settled into his gaming chair.  Two whole hours of freedom, guaranteed by a seven-year-old who generally meant what she said.
His laptop screen pinged.  Sophie grinned at him from video chat, looking unreasonably happy herself.  “You ready to go?”
Apparently the Realm duelers had recruited everyone.  “They’re scraping the bottom of the bucket if they want the two of us.”
Her eyes twinkled.  “Speak for yourself.  My skills aren’t that rusty.”  She dusted her fingers on her shirt.  “And I’ve been practicing my bunny-slipper spells.”
He was never going to live that down.  And would have suspected her of being in cahoots with Ginia, except that Warrior Girl was awaiting him in her castle.  Strategy session.  He frowned at his screen—might as well collect intel on the way.  “Who’s your partner?”
Sophie laughed merrily.  “You really are rusty if you think I’m going to spill my secrets that easily.”
Hmm.  Nell and Kevin were the duo who had issued the global challenge, but most of the other partnerships were murky.  “I hear Govin’s playing.”  Smart tacticians concerned him, especially if they were teamed up with crafty healers.
“Mmm.”  Sophie was reading her screen, which might be evasion—or honest distraction.  “Do you know who’s working with The Hacker?”  
Marcus grinned.  Nell’s husband, Daniel, was easily the most fearsome coder in Realm.  And what he lacked in magic, he made up for in plain sneakiness.  “Yes.”
Sophie’s eyes got crafty.  “And are you going to share that information?”
Not unless it was to his advantage.  He was fairly certain Aunt Moira and Daniel were the team to beat.  If he was very lucky, their elder witch was on babysitting duty this morning.  Lizzie had seemed to think so.
Then again, Daniel could probably run circles around the rest of them single-handedly for days.
Ginia was paging him.  “My presence is required at Warrior Girl’s castle.  May the best witches win.”
He ported into Realm with Sophie’s laughter ringing in his ears.  She was far too cheerful for his liking.
A warrior with blonde curls and pink armor awaited him none too patiently.  He raised an eyebrow.  “I’m not wearing princess gear.”
“Hardly.”  Her eyebrow mirrored his.  “I expect yours is old, black, and rusty.”
Something like that.  He tried not to be amused.  “Beware those of us with a little rust on our joints, youngling.  Your father is a fearsome competitor.”
Warrior Girl shrugged, clearly not all that worried about a lowly librarian.  “Mama can take him.”
Maybe.  Evidence over the years was somewhat divided on that account.  “Regardless.  A lot of Realm’s old talent is back for this duel, and you’d do well to respect it.”  
Ginia giggled and stepped up to peer over her ramparts.  “Silly.  We invited you.”
He wasn’t entirely sure that was a form of respect, but he had better things to do than try to teach a preteen girl to mind her elders.  “Have you been up to anything useful this morning?  Defenses, perhaps?”  A good warrior always protected himself first.
“Sure.”  She waved negligently at a pile of spellcubes as tall as a house.  “I’ve got force fields, rainbows, whackers, puffballs, silencers, sticky feeters, and glitter clouds.  And a couple of new things.”
Marcus grimaced.  Only a ten-year-old girl would have dreamed up a cloud of glitter as a defensive weapon.  Sadly, it was extremely effective.  The last time he’d had the misfortune to meet up with it, he’d sneezed purple glitter for a week.  He hefted the bag on his back.  “I have some nice tracker bugs and mobile ears.  With this many teams, a little reconnaissance is in order.”
“Spying’s boring.”  Warrior Girl was still peering over the ramparts.  “Let’s just go find someone and have our first duel.”  She grinned.  “It will help get your rust off.”
He growled.
“Excellent.  Kevin owes me three eavesdropping spells.”
Marcus blinked at the non sequitur.  “And why would that be?”  Trading with the opposition was generally a bad idea.  Too many Trojan horses.  
“I bet him I could make you growl at me in less than five minutes.”  Her eyes sparkled.  “Only took two.”
Marcus briefly wondered at his partner’s true allegiances.  “And why were the two of you wanting me grumpy?”
Ginia leaned over and touched his cheek.  “He said you were sad.  Grumpy’s way better than sad.”
It nearly undid him.  One kind touch from a child.
He squeezed her hand once and picked up his sword.  “Let’s go pick a fight, fearless leader.”
She led the way and he followed, feeling substantially lighter.
There had always been people willing to reach into his sadness, and he had the sudden, uncomfortable urge to do the same.  Because for all she hid it behind poking humor and purple hair clips—a certain Irish witch was still sad.
-o0o-
Life went on, even when you didn’t have any idea what bar or measure you were on.  Cass looked over at the eager face of the boy standing in the inn’s kitchen and tried to simply be in the moment.
Kevin surely would.
“Ready?”  She’d decided to move lessons to the kitchen.  Aaron would enjoy seeing the innards of a musician in the making, and they might not get quite so much company this way.  Besides, it was the way she had learned, and generations of Celtic fiddlers before her. 
Kevin was already unpacking Samantha, with a care she’d rarely shown the poor violin.  Cass looked over at the cook stirring pots on the stove.  “Any requests?”
Aaron sent her an easy smile.  “Nope.”
The best kind of audience.  She picked up Rosie.  The baby reel had been a standard starter piece, but young Kevin’s eyes spoke of a different kind of soul.  She waved her bow at him.  “Have a listen and see if this is the kind of thing you might like to play.”
The slow ballad appealed to her today, and she put a goodly dose of the Cassidy Farrell talent into her playing.  Kevin was the rare youngster who might appreciate that a slow, quiet song was as worthy of skill as the trickiest reel.
Cass had been about thirty-five before she’d learned that lesson.  A late bloomer on so many fronts.
She pushed that thinking away.  It was a ballad, not a dirge.  Both members of her audience listened raptly, a fiddle hanging from one set of hands, a dripping ladle from the other.
It would have been a waste of words to ask if the song pleased Kevin or not.  She set Rosie down on her knee.  “Ballads move nice and slow to give your fingers time to think.  It will take some work, but I’m pretty sure you can manage this one.”
“It’s a lot to remember.”  Kevin gulped, a little overwhelmed.
That’s what happened when the teacher showed off.  Cass shook her head, ready to make amends.  “It only uses the top two strings.  You’ll be fine.  We’ll go a little bit at a time.”
“Would it help to be able to listen to it whenever you wanted?”  Aaron walked over to a shelf, looking vaguely embarrassed.  He picked up an iPod and microphone setup—a very nice one.  “I set it to record so I could remember Cassidy Farrell playing in my kitchen.  I meant to ask, but I forgot before you got started.”  
He looked like a small boy caught raiding cookies.  She smiled, happy to ease his guilt.  “You’re welcome to your memories, and it’s a fine idea for Kevin here.”  He’d be able to listen after she left.
The rocks grumbled under her feet.
She refused to wobble.  Leaving was the plan—and until she had a new one, the plan was darned well going to stay in place.  A musician had to have some song to play, even if it suddenly hurt her ears.
She smiled at Kevin.  “Let’s go bar by bar, shall we?  And then we’ll make sure you have a copy of whatever Aaron’s captured on that toy of his.”
Both men blushed, Kevin far deeper.  “He’s not going to record this part, is he?”
No.  The student would hear only the mistakes—not his talent.  She winked at Aaron and began, leading the boy on the stool through the music measure by measure.
He had a good ear, and she’d been right.  The ballad suited Kevin down to the ground.  Slow notes made the mechanics easier for a beginner—and let through something else she’d been positive was there.  
He leaned into the notes.  Felt them.  Told a story with eight simple notes and a horsehair bow.
He was going to make a damn fine musician.
It would be worth the drive every year just to hear him get better.  Maybe she’d even make the trek more than once a year.  Come in summer.  Smell the flowers.
Her fingers clenched around Rosie’s strings.  You couldn’t be a musician halfway.  And the temptation to stay would only get stronger.
Just as it did every time she visited home.
Cass set Rosie on her knee and let her student play alone.  Hearing his tentative, stumbling notes fed something she hadn’t known was hungry—and it settled her.  She could do this.  And she could visit.  Maybe even more often.  
Life had more than two choices.  She just needed to find them.  
And whatever the tangle of her larger purpose here, this hour was pure magic.  Cass waited until Kevin worked his way through the little ballad several more times.  And then, fairly sure her student had his notes now, she shouldered Rosie and started picking out a gentle counterpoint to his melody.  Simple harmonies.  Quiet ones that wouldn’t disrupt a beginner and his playing.
Kevin grinned, listening as he played.  And Aaron pushed a little button that Cass was quite sure had his iPod recording again.
She knew what he would capture.  The shaky beauty of a new musician and a jaded old one, caught up in the insidious pleasure of making music together.
Today, she would revel in it.  There were plenty of other days to play alone.


Chapter 16

Marcus stood outside Moira’s back gate and contemplated the inn’s side entrance.  In Realm, he’d invoke invisibility, waltz up to the second floor, and leave his package outside Cassidy’s door.
In real life, he had a toddler holding his hand, the package was wrapped in screaming pink tissue paper, and Tuesday was the day Aaron scrubbed the inn from top to bottom.
They would be about as invisible as a Las Vegas casino sign.
Maybe he could bribe Lizzie to make the delivery—but he’d have to walk the entire length of the village to do it.  He looked down at the bright pink tissue paper and cursed for about the hundredth time of the morning.  In the dead of night, it had looked boring and gray.
So many things that seemed sane at 2 a.m. turned out badly.  He looked down at his daughter.  “Let’s go home, shall we?”  They could just pretend it had been a nice walk, deep-six the package in the back of the hall closet, and get on with the rest of their day.
Morgan looked up at him, a classic Buchanan scowl scrunching her features.  “G’an.  Fowers.”
Moira was the last person on earth he wanted spying the package under his arm.  “We’ll get flowers later, sweetheart.”
“Fowers.”  Said in the tone of voice that suggested his daughter was going to have no trouble locating the terrible twos.
In the summer, there were flowers all over the village.  In the dead of winter, his options were very limited.  Marcus bent down, resorting to sheer bribery.  “How about we go bloom a whole bunch of flowers right in front of our cottage?”  
It was an excellent offer—she’d been asking every time they passed through their rather barren yard.  So far, he’d managed to convince her that Buchanans didn’t festoon their land with flowers, mostly by the expedient method of picking her up and carrying her inside.
Morgan tipped her head, considering.  And then gave him one of her classic impudent grins and turned back to the gate.  “G’an.  Fowers.”
Hecate’s hells.  The gods must be laughing at him this morning.  Marcus racked his brain for a better bribe—and then heard footsteps behind them.  He offered up a quick, wordless prayer for a minor earthquake.  Or a moose to fall out of the sky.
Anything that might distract the three women standing behind him.
“Good morning to you, nephew.”  Moira leaned past him and touched Morgan’s cheek.  “And hello, sweet girl.  Have you come for a visit?”
Morgan smiled, purple eyes bright with confidence that Gran would give her everything she wanted.  “Fowers.”
“Of course, sweetheart.  Any that you like.”  Moira looked up at Marcus, a clear message in her eyes.  No one got to be rude in her presence.
Marcus ran through all of the words that had ever landed him cauldron-scrubbing duties.  Quietly.  And then tucked the package in the folds of his cloak and turned to face the music.  “Good morning, Sophie.  Cassidy.”
Sophie, kind to the core, averted her gaze from his cloak.  He was pretty sure that wasn’t enough to save him.
Cass watched his face, puzzled.  “Good morning.  We were just out for a bit of a walk on the beach.”
Her mind wasn’t as sad today.  Marcus scowled.  He didn’t want to know that.  “We’re going home.”  They weren’t—the defiance in his daughter’s head was perfectly clear.
“Were you bringing me a wee gift?”  Moira reached for the package with innocent delight.
Damn.  He’d forgotten that the seventy-four-year-old woman liked getting presents at least as much as the average toddler.  “It’s not for you.”  He waited a beat—she was going to be far too happy about what happened next.  
He’d licked a cold railing in winter once.  This was about to be worse.  Taking a deep breath, Marcus handed the package to its intended recipient.  “A small gift.  I was hoping it would cheer you up.”  It was his last charitable act of the decade.  Or possibly longer.
Cass reached for the pink monstrosity, eyes puzzled.  The other three members of their motley little gathering watched in silence, fascinated.
And Marcus wished harder for teleporting skills than he ever had in his life.
He could not, however, manage to yank up his mind barriers tight enough to keep out what happened next.
Cassidy peeled off the outer layers of pink, carefully stuffing the paper in her pockets.  And when she got to the simple frame inside, only stared.
Someone watching from a distance might have thought she didn’t like it.  The man uncomfortably linked with her mind caught the full force of her sad, tangled, overwhelmed, astonished gratitude.
And to his eternal shame, it made him babble.  “I did it up on the computer.  I’m not much of an artist, but digital renderings aren’t terribly difficult.”  It had taken him half the night.  “I should have put it in a tube so you could take it with you.”  Only an idiot gave a big glass-covered piece of dubious art to someone who spent their life on the road.
Moira moved to Cass’s side, infernally curious, and lifted her hands to her cheeks, quite overcome.  “Oh, my.  It looks just like her.”
Of course it did.  He’d begun with a photograph of Nan borrowed from Sophie’s camera.  Not a good one, but adequate for his purposes.  Finding some stock footage of Ireland hadn’t been terribly more difficult.
He bent his head, embarrassed in every atom.  He should have just given her a cookie.  Or a puppy.  Or any of the normal things people did to try to cheer someone up.
Cass looked up, astonished pleasure all over her face.  “It’s wonderful.  You did this for me?”
“He’s very talented,” said Sophie quietly, throwing him farther under the bus.  She moved to look at his work.  “And I don’t think I’ve ever seen one he’s done that’s quite this lovely.”
Sophie was one of about three people in the world who knew he’d done all the artwork for his Realm high keep himself.  
Cass reached out to touch the digitally painted face of her grandmother.  “Could I get a smaller copy?”
A politeness.  Something she could tuck out of the way more easily.  Marcus reached for the portrait of the woman with Cassidy’s eyes.  “Certainly.”  Escape.  Finally.  
Her hands clenched on the frame.  “No.  You misunderstand.”  Cass cuddled the unwieldy square to her chest, eyes unnaturally bright.  “I want this one.  I’ll treasure this one.  I was hoping for another copy I could send to Nan.”
Strange things were happening to Marcus’s knees.  
And he had no earthly idea what to say.
“Fowers.”  Morgan, blithely unaware of most of what was going on, wobbled impatiently from one booted foot to the other.
“Ah, do you want to go see the gardens, lovey?”  Cass smiled down at the small girl.  “Why don’t you come with us, then?  We were headed to pick some bouquets for the inn.”  She looked back up at Marcus, her eyes still riding high with emotions he didn’t want to see.  “I can walk her home when we’re done.”
“I’ll take her.”  Marcus was amazed he could speak at all.
Cass gave him an odd look.  “I don’t mind.”
“I need some air.  We’ll get you your flowers.”  Buckets of them.  He’d take escape however it came.
“Not alone, you won’t.”  Moira smiled at him sweetly, face all elderly innocence.  “I remember the last time I left the Buchanan boys alone in my garden.”  She reached for Morgan’s other hand.  “Let’s go teach your da how to properly cut a flower stem, shall we?”
Marcus followed where he was led.  And felt amusement scattering his embarrassment to the winds.  Evan was still getting him into trouble.
And his wise old aunt was still helping him out of it.
-o0o-
A fire crackled in the parlor’s ornate fireplace, warming the inn and the two women sitting on the room’s most comfortable couch.
One stared into the fire, body language anything but serene, a beautiful piece of digital art in her lap.
The other waited for her new friend to be ready to talk.
“He holds her so tightly.”
Sophie wondered if Cass could hear the knots of confusion in her voice.  Something was building in their Irish visitor—and Morgan wasn’t the main cause.  “He has reason to.”  And clearly she’d been voted the witch to have that conversation.
Green eyes were looking her way now.  “Reasons you can talk about?”
Oh, to have a life where the lines were clearer.  Sophie fussed with the knitting in her lap, looking for a signpost in the wilderness.  “Tell me what you’ve learned of him so far.”
“He’s kind.”  Cass nested deeper into the other end of the couch, tucking a pillow under her knees.  The portrait of Nan hadn’t budged from her lap.  “He’s absolutely devoted to Morgan, and Lizzie would follow him to the ends of the earth even though he does nothing but growl most of the time.”  The words slowed.  “And he’s known some kind of very great sadness.  It’s left him bitter, I think.  And it made him gentle.”
Wow.  Marcus would have fits if he knew she read him that well.  Sophie weighed the scales a moment longer and made her peace.  Cass deserved to know what she flirted with—and perhaps Sophie could lighten his burden by being the one to tell it.  “He had a twin brother.  They did everything together, every moment of the day.  And they both had magic very young.  Marcus made storms, and Evan was a fire witch.”
Cass winced.  Even in Ireland, they knew what that meant.  “You must have been very busy.”  
“It happened before I was born.”  Sophie swallowed hard—it still hurt terribly to speak of a small boy’s loss, whether she’d known him or not.  “They were so busy putting out fires that they didn’t notice he was an astral traveler as well.   One night, his spirit flew to the stars and didn’t come back.”  
Horror hit Cass’s eyes.
“Marcus tried to save him—nearly crippled his own channels in the doing.”  She’d seen the echoes of anguish in the auras of the healers who had spent months nursing the broken boy.  They’d repaired what could be mended.
“Oh.”  The sound whooshed straight out of Cass’s heart.  “How old were they?”
“Five.”  Younger than Lizzie—a bright sprite whose biggest worry was a good hiding place for her light saber.  Sophie gave up on her knitting and stared at the fire, still trying to make her own peace with unfathomable unfairness.
Cass sat quietly on the other end of the couch, tears tracking slowly down from green eyes.  Sorrow for a boy she’d never met.  And for the man who had lost him.
Sophie finally choked back her own sadness and looked back over at the witch who had been fetched to be part of this.  “He lost half his soul that day.  And grew up into a sad, cranky, lonely man.”
Cass managed a smile.  “He’s more than that now.  What happened?”
The very best part of the story.  One that leavened all their sorrows with giggles and delight.  “Evan sent Morgan.”
Eyes widened—but not in doubt.  
Good.  Sophie picked up her knitting again.  Breathing deeply, she settled in and began the tale of a small girl with lavender eyes and the two brave men who had fought the universe to keep her safe.
And wondered, even as she wove the tale, how the newest chapter would end.
-o0o-
Moira made her way slowly through the dormant beds and old creeping vines of her garden, happy to keep pace with Morgan’s steps and her nephew’s glacial thinking.
She felt oddly disinclined to push him.  “There are some lovely flowers in bloom over by the pool.  Some for the inn, and perhaps for a few of the villagers as well.”
“Aaron can pick his own damn flowers.”
Well.  She might not be planning to interfere just yet, but tolerating that kind of manners was quite different.  “Don’t growl at me just because you’re cross with yourself.”   Her nephew had been visibly, nakedly kind—and that wasn’t going to rest easy in his heart.
The man still fancied himself a curmudgeon.
The glare wasn’t any friendlier than the growl had been.  Moira shook her head, feeling a mite cranky herself.  
And then a hand reached for her shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  I’m feeling protective of Morgan today, probably overly so.  I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”
A faerie could have knocked her over with a wee sprig of Irish moss.  Moira stared, garden mission forgotten.  He was entirely wrong about what was making him grumpy, but that didn’t change her astonishment any.
“What, a man can’t apologize?”  Marcus raised an eyebrow.  “Lizzie says it’s good for me and I need to practice.”
She tried not to laugh, truly she did.  And succeeded not a whit—it was far too easy to imagine their youngest healer saying exactly that.
Marcus shook his head, moderately amused. 
Since when did he find Lizzie’s antics openly funny?  Moira considered him.  Really looked.  And what she saw pleased her greatly.  “There are far too many women in this village trying to mold you, aren’t there?  And we’re not looking at the man you’ve become.”
A man well capable of holding his fate in his own hands.
She turned away from his startled gaze.  It wouldn’t do for him to see the depth of her pleasure.  “Very well, then.  Let’s find some flowers, shall we?”
“That’s all you’ve got to say?”  He sounded skeptical—and a little dazed.
“Were you hoping for more?”
He stomped down the path after her.  “Perhaps.”
She grinned at her sleeping garden.  “I’d be happy to offer an opinion, if you’ve a question to ask me.”
It pained him, she could tell.  He kicked and scuffed through her dry leaves like the small boy who’d squashed her prize petunias.  But when she reached the patch of flowers by the pool and turned, he had a question in his eyes.
A serious one.
Marcus grabbed for a flower at random.  “Do you think I hold Morgan too close?”
Ah.  He would put her first—for the last year, he’d done little else.  “At this age, I’m not sure there’s such a thing as holding them too tightly.  And she spends plenty of time playing with Lizzie and visiting with the rest of us.”
His exhale was harsh.  “It’s hard to let her do even that much some times.  I’m afraid I’ll turn around one day and discover she’s gone.”
Such love lived in him.  And such fear still.  Moira picked a pretty tiger lily.  “You’ve had a life where many who love you have left.”  His brother.  His parents, unable to deal with either the child who had gone or the one who remained.
His baby daughter, not tethered tightly enough to this plane.  Her, they’d been able to bring back.
“I have to let her grow up unafraid.”  He stared at Moira, eyes fierce.  “I want you to tell me if I’m holding her too tightly.  Please.”
Her heart broke a little for him.  And rejoiced.  “You’re a very good father, Marcus Buchanan.”  She looked at his brave face and decided to answer a question he hadn’t asked.  Just one.  “It’s not Morgan you hold too tightly.”
His face froze—and his fingers mashed one of her favorite violets.
She rescued the bloom and steered him toward the less-tender daisies.  “Evan was once the reason you closed yourself off from possibility.  Don’t let Morgan be that reason now.  It’s not necessary.  She’s well-loved and resilient—whatever makes you happy will make her happy.”
It was obvious that the idea that he deserved to be happy still fit like a coat three sizes too small.  It was also obvious that he was at least considering what she obliquely suggested.  The emotions running across his face were a lovely and breathtaking story of a man contemplating a leap off a cliff.
Moira turned to her petunias and snipped.  A canny old Irish witch knew when to leave budding miracles well enough alone. 
-o0o-
So many things were clearer now.  And some important ones far more muddy.
Cass sat in the window seat of the inn’s second floor reading nook, nested in a pile of pillows.  And looked at the portrait of Nan, full of life and luminance and comfort, leaning against the wall.
The man who had made it saw so much.
Sophie’s story was still causing fracture lines in Cass’s heart.  Simple, painful words, told by a woman who felt every one of them deeply.
And like the best music, it had come with many layers.
Morgan, and her father’s need to keep her close and safe.
The abject bravery of a man who had faced his deepest fear and his oldest sorrow to protect the small girl with the lavender eyes.  
A baby he’d dared to love.
A miracle and a tale for the ages.  And it had all happened in a sleepy, out-of-the-way fishing village.
It had been the story of a hero.  Of a heart crusted with sadness that had still opened to the light.  And the astonishing community that had loved the man.  The kindness—decades of it—that had saved him.  She had watched Nan heal enough patients, and fail to heal enough others, to have some idea of what the journey must have been.
Her musician’s ear had taken in all the layers, all the notes.  The woman had no idea what to do with what she’d heard.
Because the man who wore teal sweaters and bloomed flowers for his daughter in the dead of winter wasn’t broken.  Scarred, yes.  
But not broken. 
And there had been one thing Sophie hadn’t said—but it wove through every word.
Marcus Buchanan deserved a life that never shattered him again.
He didn’t need an itinerant Irish musician treating his life lightly.  Especially one who had apparently tumbled into a bit of a crisis herself.  Cassidy Farrell had always known who she was, what she wanted to be.  That was suddenly about as clear as the dim shadows out the window.
Evening dark approached.  The gloaming.
Cass looked again at the picture of Nan, sitting in the Irish hills of impossible green and light.  And knew that no one would have less patience for a confused witch feeling sorry for herself.
Or for one who tread heavily on a kind heart.
It was time to find the part of this song that knew where it was going.  Or an ending and an exit Cassidy Farrell knew how to play.
-o0o-
So peaceful when she slept.  Marcus reached a hand down to Morgan’s curls, smiling when she cuddled into his hand.
She hadn’t been nearly so happy when he’d tossed her into their cold and clanky tub to rinse the split-pea soup out of her hair.  It was green—he should have known better.  Punk girlchild.
He had no idea how he’d ever breathed without her.
Aunt Moira had that much wrong.  He was already happy.
Not sparks-and-pipe-dreams happy, but the kind of everyday contentment that still astonished him when he thought of it.  Even when the bathroom was drafty, his daughter was cranky, and the kitchen still had cold soup congealing on the floor.
He’d lived with pristine floors and faultless plumbing.  It hadn’t held a candle to this.
One last look and Marcus backed out of Morgan’s bedroom, doing the automatic dance that would keep him off the two floorboards that squeaked.  And shook his head ruefully.  Fear was a damn stupid reason to be avoiding a sorely needed bathroom renovation.  It wasn’t the ramshackle cottage that held the secret to his happiness.
She was sleeping in her bed.
He slipped into the kitchen, wanting the cup of tea that heralded his precious solitary hours in the dark.  Come summer, he would sit out on his porch and watch the colors light up the sky.  This time of year, that was still courting frostbite.
He reached for the light and then paused, attention caught by the shadows moving outside the window.  Well-lit shadows tonight—the moon must be full.
It was strangely beautiful, the row of practical, commonsense cottages down each side of the road, punctuated by the occasional weathered tree and a whimsical trellis or two.  It still amused him that the fanciest of those belonged to Uncle Billy, the village’s best fisherman.  Said he used it to repair his nets.
Nobody said anything about the pretty clematis that trailed up it the rest of the time.
Two human-shaped shadows walked down the road arm in arm, pausing now and then to peer at something in the moonlight.
He watched them, his two shadows, oddly caught by the ease between them.  And then the taller of the shadows turned and Marcus saw the lumpy shape on his back.  Ah.  Mike and Sophie.  Their son liked to be outside.
He’d seen less of the two of them out on the road lately.  The village whispers said it was Cassidy’s magic.
For the sake of the two shadows on the road, Marcus hoped not.  He felt her mind far too often.  And the part that loved this little fishing village by the sea was at war with the one that had twenty-six years of practice being a fiddler on the eternal bardic road.
He knew from painful experience that the happy parts rarely won those kind of fights.  And how miserably hard it could be to try to look in the mirror and see someone new.
He imagined it was that much harder if the current person in your mirror was the talented, buoyant, vibrant Cassidy Farrell.  Giving up Marcus Buchanan, crusty old bachelor, was hard enough.
Sophie and Mike leaned into each other outside his window, their shadows merging briefly into one.
It occurred to Marcus that he’d had that, once.  A twin.  One half of something greater.
He couldn’t stop the small voice wondering what it might be like to have that again.  


Chapter 17

This was going to make her crazy.
Cass reached for her phone, hit the name at the top of her contact list, and hoped like hell this wasn’t an enormous, life-smashing, idiot-worthy mistake.
The man on the other end of the phone muttered something unintelligible.
She took long enough to roll her eyes and then got down to business.  “How flexible is the schedule for the next few weeks, Tommy?”
Silence at the other end as her long-suffering manager digested the words.  “Depends, lover girl.  How badly do you need it to be?”
She ignored the concern streaming over the cell-tower waves.  “Whatever you can get me.”
“Sweetheart, I can clear the decks if you need me to.  What the hell is going on?”
Her fingers clutched the phone, suddenly adrift in a world with no schedule.  No place to go.  “Hell, no.  I’m fine.  I was just hoping we could keep things mellow for a week or two.  Tiptoe back in slowly.  Give the guys an easy stop or two.”
“The people up there believe that kind of bullshit?”  Tommy’s tone was thoroughly aggrieved now.  “The guys can’t wait for you to get back.”
Her roadies worked yeoman’s hours—and to a person, they loved it.
Dammit.  Cass stopped her pacing and turned, face-planting into a pile of pillows.  She barely held in a pitiful teenaged-girl wail.  “I don’t know, Tommy.  Stuff’s kind of changing around on me.  I’m feeling a little lost.”
Those were big words to toss at a guy proud of his Mafia roots.
“You having yourself a midlife crisis?”  
He sounded skeptical, and she could hardly blame him.  “No idea—what do those feel like?”
That earned a chuckle.  “Fast cars, hot babes, and really bad judgment.  Not that I’d know for sure or anything.”
She snorted.  Tommy bunked down every night with the taciturn woman who ran her road crew.  “Gail would never let you get away with that.”
“Don’t I know it.”  Spoken by a guy utterly convinced he spoke truth.  And one who worshipped every step Gail’s cowboy boots took.  He paused.  “So what’s going on up there, anyhow?  You’re not in Margaree, so it’s not some sexy fiddler tempting you.”
That was a little too close for comfort.  “I don’t know, really.  There’s a boy who wants to learn to play the violin.  And a cute baby who likes to fall asleep listening to Rosie’s lullabies.”  It sounded absurd, out there in the open.  “The innkeeper makes a killer Thai curry.”
Her manager laughed.  “That sounds more like you.”
It did.  And yet it wasn’t the part that was holding her here.  “Sorry—I think I’m just kind of at loose ends.  I’ll try to get them tied back up.”
“You have a bigger work ethic than anyone I know.”  For Tommy, the tone was absurdly gentle.  “You need a little space to clear your head, you just let me know how long.”
It felt like more than head clearing that she needed.  “I’ll let you know, okay?”
“Anytime, doll.”  Words meant to make her laugh.  And then a rough clearing of a throat far more used to sarcastic wit than anything else.  “You’ve been doing this for a really long time.  It’s okay to stop—you know that, right?”
Tommy had a lot in common with a certain pair of Irish grandmothers.  She wished she believed any of them.  “I’ll call you.”  She hoped like hell he couldn’t hear the tears starting.  
They ran down her nose onto the pillow, hot wet streaks disappearing into the soft white cloud.  Not everything in life had such a soft landing.  She loved the music, and her crew, and the chance to see the world on her own terms.  And whatever tiredness might occasionally land between her shoulder blades, she loved the road and touring and the strange life she and Rosie had built.
If walking away was easy, she’d have done it long ago.
Cass picked up her violin, confused, sad, and out of sorts.  And let Rosie find the words she couldn’t.
-o0o-
He’d never heard her play like this.
Marcus stood in the kitchen, frozen, his fingers whitening around the borrowed eggs.  Wailing notes assaulted his soul, scrambling what little balance he’d begun to regain.
The music sang of tears.  Of the empty spaces in a heart and the impossible task of filling them.  Of flailing against a world that asked too much and gave too little.
He knew the words.  He’d spent forty-three years of his life feeling that way.  And not once had he been able to tell his story with any kind of eloquence.  Hearing it out loud twisted his insides like storm-wracked seaweed.  And it broke his heart.  
Cassidy was full of life and light—she shouldn’t know this story.
The notes slowed now, gulping tears making way for melancholy.  The light, opening to the dark.  He reached for magic, knowing, even as he did, that nothing healed what came from the shadows.
And froze, power swirling, as the story shifted yet again.  Cass fought back now, sneaky, quick notes of dancing light poking at the things in the dark.  Daring them.
His throat clenched.  Only fools made that kind of dare.
And then, just like Morgan’s silly daffodils, the notes, so bright and pure and defiant, abruptly died.  Swamped by the heavy tides of a sad heart.
He felt his own defiance beating against the will holding it in.
The world needed Cassidy Farrell bright.
Marcus listened to the somber march—and felt something cracking inside.  He’d spent his whole life wishing for the impossible.  To do it again was unthinkable.  No matter what was trying to flutter to life deep in his heart.
Her journey was hers to walk.  And no damn female, right down to his tiny daughter, gave any thanks for being carried.  He clutched the eggs and headed for his boots at the inn’s front door.  Morgan.  And an omelet for Lizzie with “nothing gross” in it.  He had his own road to walk.
One last time, he tipped his head to the sounds coming from above. 
The music had shifted again—and this time, there were only tears.
Marcus paused, a lifetime of invaded privacy weighing down his feet.  And then, very carefully, he set two brown eggs down on the side table in the foyer and started up the stairs.
-o0o-
It wasn’t Aaron.
Cass had that long to think when she opened her door—and then her brain switched off altogether.  
His eyes were so gentle.
Marcus Buchanan stood outside her room, every hulking, cranky inch of him—and looked at her with a kindness that took her breath away.
“Hello.”  It pained her to speak, knowing it would shutter his eyes.
“I came for some eggs.”  His face held confusion now—a small boy who had woken up from a dream and found himself on a strange planet.  
She was no more immune to the boy.  “Those would be downstairs in the kitchen.”
He nodded slowly.  “I heard you playing.”
“Ah.”  Cass stopped, unsure what to say.  Rosie’s song had been deeply personal today—but most people would hear only the talent.  The well-played notes.
The answer hit his eyes long before he spoke.  He wasn’t most people. “You sounded sad.”
She swallowed, unable to lie to his kindness.  “I was.  I am.”  He saw so much.
“I’m sorry.”  Simple words, meant deeply by someone who clearly knew what it was to be in such a place.  He stared at her for the longest time.  “Does playing like that help?”
“Sometimes.”  Usually.  “It’s like a good cry.  Takes some of the energy away from my bad mood, at least.”
He’d turned, looking at random things down the hallway.  “It was beautiful, you know.”
He meant it.  “People on this side of the ocean always want to chase away the sadness.  The Irish are a bit different.  We tell the stories of our sorrow.  Wallow in it a bit, I guess.”
He nodded, silent now.  But she could read his face—he had found his own story in Rosie’s notes.  She reached out to touch his arm, needing some connection with the kindness that had come to her door.  “I hope it helped you to listen.”
“I have to get back to Morgan.”  He shifted away, her fingers sliding off the warm wool of his sweater.  And then stopped.  “You could come have tea with us.”
It was obvious he meant it.  And just as obvious that he’d shocked every inch of himself with the offer.
For a moment, she only looked at him, drinking in what had come to her door.   And felt the echo of Rosie’s sad notes make way for something new.  
She was done standing still.  You didn’t find a new song moping in your room. Cass slid her fingers into his.  An anchor in a world that was suddenly bereft of them.  “That would be lovely, thank you.”
She didn’t miss his acute embarrassment as their fingers touched.
But she fully intended to ignore it.
-o0o-
What in tarnation had he done?
Marcus stood at the stove in his ramshackle cottage, mutely wishing for the huge kitchen of his coastal retreat.  The one that had about an acre of granite countertop to put between himself and the woman sitting casually on a stool awaiting her tea.
They’d walked down the road companionably enough, the wind blowing hard against their cheeks.  Something about putting one foot in front of the other had made conversation unnecessary.
Putting a kettle on to boil was having exactly the opposite effect.  He swung around to the fridge.  Time to make lunch.  
And dammit, the eggs were still at the inn.
He looked over at their seven-year-old watcher, eyes wide with curiosity and well-developed gossip radar.  “Lizzie, I left the eggs sitting on the table by the inn’s front door.  Why don’t you go pick them up?  See if Aaron will spare another two or three.”  The fridge’s other lunch options ran to strained carrots and teething biscuits.
“Okay.”  Lizzie jumped up, suspiciously agreeable.  “Want me to get some bread and peanut butter, too?”
That might suit seven-year-old palates.  “That would be fine.  And a container of stew from the freezer.”  Aaron would forgive them the theft.  He looked over at Cass.  “You like stew?”
“I like anything Aaron cooks.”  She grinned at Lizzie.  “But peanut butter works for me, if that’s easier.”
It wasn’t easier—sandwiches took about three minutes to make, and then he wouldn’t have anything left to hide behind.
He watched, mute, as Cass helped Lizzie into her jacket and boots, chatting easily with the young girl.  Morgan sat on the floor watching, suspiciously calm about her playmate’s imminent departure.
And Marcus felt the impossible tugging on him again.
Which finally helped him find his voice.  He bided his time, waiting until Cass returned to her stool in the corner of his kitchen.  “So when will you be leaving?”
She jerked a little—and her mind snapped in pain.  
Damnation, when would he stop kicking at other people to deal with his own hurts?  “I’m sorry.  You don’t need to answer that.  I’m not used to having company over the age of seven in my kitchen.”  And he hadn’t meant to be cruel.
“No, it’s okay.”  Her mood lightened a little.  “It’s a question most people would be able to answer.”
His brain stuttered to a shaky halt.  He didn’t have to ask.  The truth of it was clear in her mind—she really didn’t know.
That was new.
She watched him now.  “I was on the phone with my manager just before you heard me playing.”
Marcus had the sudden urge to run a sword through a man he’d never met.  Visions of sharks in suits swam through his head.  “He’s pressuring you?”
“Tommy?”  Cass shook her head, chuckling.  “No.  Usually I do that to myself just fine.  He did his best impression of a mother hen and promised to clear my schedule for weeks if I wanted him to.”
Again, he didn’t have to ask.  Rosie had made the answer clear enough.
“I don’t know what I want,” she said softly.  “I’m forty-four years old, and I don’t know where I want to be next week.”
He wanted to tell her the answer.  He wanted to rail against her not knowing.
Instead, he felt sympathy slinking in.  “When Morgan arrived, I didn’t want to stay.”  He pulled all the cooking utensils out of their canister by the stove, needing something to organize.  “Heck, it started earlier than that.  I came for a visit.  Stayed to help with Moira after her stroke.”  The Buchanan household had far too many slotted spoons.  “It took me more than a year to stop telling people I was just here for a visit.”
“How did you know?”
He wasn’t entirely sure.  “I guess it just grew on me.  And one day I wasn’t standing with one foot on the road anymore.”  Which sounded like a pathetic way to choose a life.  He looked over at his daughter.  “She helped.  A baby needs a good place to grow up.”
“This is a good place.”  The smile in her voice had him unable to look.  “And you love her very much.”
That had kind of snuck up on him too.  “Yes.”
“Do you miss your old life?”
And there, the gap between them yawned greater than the Grand Canyon.  The old Marcus Buchanan hadn’t been living.  He’d only been marking time.  “I thought I did.”  His big kitchen and his bathrooms—all three of them—with the heated floors.  “Sometimes I still miss the solitude.”
“Not much of that in a small village.”  She spoke with the sureness of someone who had lived it.
“No, there isn’t.”  A constant stream of humanity, dropping by and talking and borrowing anything he hadn’t nailed to the floor.  Except his slotted spoons, apparently.   He stopped himself from enumerating Fisher’s Cove’s many virtues.  Cassidy Farrell wasn’t going to change her life for the world’s best lobster stew.  “Perhaps it was what I needed.”
Cass stroked the edge of his well-worn counter, almost talking to herself.  “It isn’t at all what I imagined I needed.”
He had no idea what to say.
And no time left to say it.  The cheerful sounds of a returning child clattered in his back door.  Marcus went to rescue the eggs, feeling exactly like he had in the days right after Morgan had arrived—dazed, confused, and blindsided by feelings he’d thought long dead.
He reached for the bag Lizzie carried.  “What did you do, rob the pantry?”
“Nuh, uh.”  His food courier pulled off a mitten with her teeth.  “Uncle Aaron packed it.  There’s fried chicken and some kinda soup and grilled cheese sandwiches and brownies if we eat the rest of our lunch up first.”
He’d been in the inn’s kitchen not half an hour ago, and there had been no sign of Aaron, brownies, or fried chicken.  “You’re sure this is for us?”
“Yup.”  She plopped her coat down on top of her boots and wiggled wooly toes.  “He’s cooking over at Gran’s today because the oven at the inn is cleaning itself, and anyone who wanted anything to eat should mosey on down.  Didn’t you read the note on the fridge?”
Her babble melded into the dazed and confused layer in his brain.  Marcus took the bag to the counter, reaching inside.  It was exactly like the first days with Morgan.  One foot in front of the other.  Shell-shocked survival.
“Here, I’ll help.”  Cass moved in, reaching for the container of soup.  “Where are your bowls and plates?”
He’d never been this close to her.  Not once.
She was tiny.  He hadn’t expected that somehow.  Her curls frothed out in wild disarray at the level of his chin, smelling vaguely of something from Sophie’s potions.  He reached out a hand, touching the nearest of them.
Her eyes met his.  Searching.  Seeking.
“I can feed Morgan.”  Lizzie scooted by them, opening the door of the ancient, cranky fridge.  “Orange stuff or green stuff?”
The room tilted back to upright.  Marcus stepped back.  He had responsibilities, very real reasons he couldn’t just take a leap into vivid green eyes.  “Carrots, please.  I’ll feed her.”
Morgan was already toddling over to the sturdy wooden chair that held her booster seat, and Lizzie hopped up on a stool, awaiting her lunch.  Cass smiled and reached for his motley stack of plates.
It should have been the kind of interruption that dragged him thoroughly back to reality.
He looked down at the woman still a foot from his chin, busy divvying up grilled cheese sandwiches, and realized it hadn’t done that at all.  
There could be more days like this.
It was bad enough to feel that possibility vibrating in his own mind.  It was far worse to hear it echoing in hers.


Chapter 18

Ah, the joys of a kitchen full of women.  And the pleasant quiet that landed when they departed.
Moira watched as the village contingent got on their boots and headed out the door with cheerful waves.  One surprise party for Aaron underway, assuming they could keep all the chatter away from the ears of the man who had designated himself the quiet caretaker of Fisher’s Cove.
Sophie closed the door behind the last of the ladies and grinned wryly.  “Well, that was interesting.”
Nell, Witch Central’s lone, but very capable, representative, snickered and swept cookie crumbs into a neat pile on the table.  “Which part?”
It had been a bit of a rumble on all fronts.  A compromise menu that included lobster stew and Jamie’s world-famous spaghetti sauce, fifteen different ideas about how to keep the most connected guy in Fisher’s Cove in the dark, and a rather vocal debate about who should provide the entertainment.
Or rather, what they would do if Cassidy Farrell wasn’t around in two weeks to do the honors.
Sophie sat down at the table with a sigh.  “No one wants her to go.”
Nell dusted her neat pile of crumbs off the table.  “This might be a crazy question, but has anyone asked her to stay?”
For warriors, the world was so very black and white.  Moira cozied her hands around a still-warm cup of tea.  “I think she knows she would be welcome here.”
“That’s different from an invitation.”  Nell leaned back, frowning.  Tilted her head back and forth, studying her two companions.  And then started to laugh.  “Hold on.  You’re waiting for Marcus to ask her?”
They were, at that.
Their Berkeley witch had an attack of the giggle-snorts.  “Hell will freeze over first.”  
Moira smiled, well pleased with the nuggets of gossip tucked away in a quiet corner of her heart that said otherwise.  “It’s often quite chilly in these parts.  And I’ve faith in my nephew.”
Two sets of eyes looked at her, one wildly skeptical, the other afraid to hope.
Hmmph.  Moira stared them down, hiding her amusement.  “Men have asked such questions since the beginning of time.  I’m quite sure he can manage.”
Nell shook her head, unconvinced.  “Not the Marcus Buchanan I know.”
“Look more closely,” said Moira softly.  It was time for the world to open their eyes.  “You don’t think a man can change?  He’s a forty-eight-year-old bachelor who can change a diaper as well as anyone in this room.”
“Yes.”  Sophie nodded slowly.  “But that’s a far cry from asking a grown woman to be a part of your life.”
It was.  And yet…
Moira assembled her arguments.  First, for the healer.  Looking at Sophie, she reached out to cup the small bouquet of daffodils sitting by the window.  Delivered by Marcus and a wee smiling girl just this morning.  “He has new magic emerging.  A man halfway through his life.”  Magic just didn’t work that way.
Sophie touched a finger to bright yellow petals and exhaled.  “True.”
Moira found a small bud, not yet opened, and pushed a tiny trickle of power.  She smiled when it opened—these days, that was sometimes in question.  “And what does a plant require to bloom?”
Sophie frowned.  “Water, sunlight, good roots.  Or a touch of magic.”
Exactly.  “His magic blooms.  He’s found his water and sunlight and roots.”  Perhaps a little later than most, but blooming, nonetheless.
Sophie studied the flower.  And as she did, hope slowly came to life in her eyes.
Good.  One down, one to go.  Moira looked over at their warrior witch.  “And tell me, how is his gameplay these days?”
Nell blinked.  “He hasn’t been around Realm for months.  Well, except for the duel.”
Her students were slow today.   “And, what have you noticed in his dueling, then?”
“Huh.”  Nell was thinking hard now.  “I thought it was Ginia’s influence.  They’ve been a very creative team.  Adaptable.  Daring, even.  A lot of shifting gears on the fly.”
Precisely.  “And Marcus is allowing himself to be all of those things.”  Perhaps pushed and prodded a little by a partner who embodied the word “adaptable,” but her nephew was more than capable of digging in his heels.
That he hadn’t spoke volumes, at least to one old witch.
Sophie and Nell looked at each other and shrugged.  Considering.
Eyes half open—for today, that would have to be good enough.  “Give him the benefit of the doubt.  I think he might surprise us all.”
Nell looked down at her vibrating phone and grinned.  “Apparently I have my first chance to find out.  Gotta go.  Marcus and that rabble-rousing daughter of mine have been spotted near our team’s spell cache.”
Well, now.  Poking a stick at the warrior—quite the bold move.  Moira turned for the teapot, hiding a smile.  
She didn’t believe her nephew was done being bold just yet.  If they were very lucky, he’d only just begun.
-o0o-
Sophie sat at the table, not sure whether to stay or go.  And somehow hoping the wise woman who had always been her guide would make the decision for her.
Moira moved about her kitchen, taking care of the bits and pieces that company always left behind.  And said not a word.
So much for someone else taking charge.  Sophie sighed and refilled her tea cup.  “Am I the only one worried that he might ask and she might say no?”
The old woman’s motions stilled.  “No.”
“It takes two to bloom together.”  Sophie felt her worry deepen, even as she assembled the words.  “Cass wants to believe she’s a simple musician.  A traveler.”
Wise eyes met hers.  “Can you blame her?”
Not really.  And that was part of what had Sophie tangled.  “Magic comes with responsibilities.”   So did families and small-town lives, but it was the first that haunted their itinerant musician the most.  And that she acknowledged least.
“Aye.”  
And Cassidy might have a bigger helping of those responsibilities than most.  “Mike says he thinks she hears the planet.”
“Aye.”  Said more softly now.  “And those of us with small powers can’t ever truly understand the burden of those of you who hold something larger.”
Something clenched in Sophie’s chest.  “I’m just a healer.”
“No, my girl.”  Moira’s eyes ran over with love.  “You’re the strongest healer I’ve ever known.  The evidence of that lies inside my own head.”
Repairing the stroke damage had taken every healer the witching world could port on a moment’s notice.  “I didn’t work alone.”
“No.  You worked with the help of the child who will one day surpass you.”
Sophie gripped her tea—this wasn’t the oracle she’d come to consult.  “Ginia.” 
Moira nodded.  “Our Lizzie will be a good healer.  She’s talent and training and a tough mind and strong heart.”  
But Ginia had all of those and deep, vast power.  All wrapped in a steadfast desire to be a ten-year-old who loved glitter and hijinks.  Sophie nodded, wondering, as she often did, just which way the teaching flowed.  “We all want to be something simple.”
“Exactly.”  An old hand reached out to touch her cheek.  “A young girl.  Or a woman who mixes potions on her stove.”  A touch of humor hit Moira’s eyes.  “Or perhaps even a grumpy old bachelor.”
The wise matriarch waited, and Sophie filled in the rest.  “Or a fiddler.”
“Yes.”  
Sophie considered the odd tapestry that threatened to weave the fiddler and the bachelor together.  “For someone who’s usually bent on matchmaking, you’ve been awfully quiet.”
Moira smiled into her tea.  “That I have.”
Sophie frowned—when a certain elderly witch chose, she could keep her cards very close to her chest.  “You don’t approve?”
“What on earth would give you that idea?”  Moira’s eyes fairly crackled.  “She’s a lovely Irish lass with a sturdy heart and magic in her fingers.  What could be more perfect for that boneheaded nephew of mine?”
It never paid to question the judgment of old witches.  “So why no meddling, then?”  Not even a good nudge that Sophie was aware of.
“We’ve meddled aplenty with Marcus.”  Moira stared off into the distance, pensive now.  “Each of us has a free will and we need to stretch and grow it, just like every other leaf and branch that keeps us healthy and strong.”
From oracle to wise one, all in one cup of tea.
“When wee Morgan arrived, our Marcus was still so very hurt.  A plant rent asunder from its soil, the roots dry, the petals withered.”
Marcus would have a fit at that description, but the healer in Sophie understood.  “He needed nursing.”
“Aye.  When a plant’s that close to death, it’s the gardener’s job to be making decisions.  My nephew still had some kick in him, but he needed good, strong hands showing him where the growing soil lay.”
“And now?”
“Now he’s healing.”  Moira’s voice wavered even as she smiled.  “He’s found good soil, and grown some sensible roots and leaves.  Collecting sunshine, he is.”
“Blooming.”  Sophie looked down at her hands, remembering his shock as the first daffodils had come up from the dirt under his palms.
“Yes.  And that means it’s no longer our place to do the watering.  That will be up to him.”  Moira’s eyes twinkled.  “And there’s a good Irish lass with her hand on the watering can too, I’m thinking.”
One who couldn’t figure out what she wanted to water.  Quite the pair they were at the moment.
Moira picked up the teapot, her voice carefully casual.  “It’s perhaps not our Marcus who needs a gardener at the moment.”
Cassidy.  “I can’t.”  The words ground past the sudden lump in Sophie’s throat.  Fear.  And guilt.
“A good friend is often the one who best does the nudging.”  Said very gently, by one who was a very good friend.
“It’s so hard for me not to be selfish.  To want her to stay just for my sweet boy.”
“A good healer is selfless,” said Moira slowly, empathy pooling in her eyes.  “Pours herself into the care of others.  A truly wise healer knows how to add in her own needs so that the healing not only empties, but also fills.”  She reached out a gentle hand.  “You, my dear, are well on your way to being a truly wise healer.  Not all that feels difficult and complicated is wrong.  Let go of your guilt.”
Sophie stared at the old woman who was anything but empty.  And felt something thirsty inside her soul reach out for the water.  
-o0o-
Marcus dusted off his sword and restrained himself from joining Warrior Girl’s dance of victory.  Barely.  The Wizard’s army of illusion spells faded, cut off from their maker.  
Ginia hadn’t outmagicked her mother—she’d outhacked her.  And Nell’s sidekick, suddenly alone and in way over his head, had been unable to cover all their flanks.
Kevin stared at the spellcube that had failed him, face inscrutable.
Oh, hell.  Marcus leaned over, speaking quietly.  The last thing he needed in Realm was a reputation for kindness.  “It was a damn good idea.  Would have kept her hopping if it had worked.”
“I know.”  The boy looked mournful.  “I’m not so good at coding on the fly yet.”
He was better than all but a handful of people in Realm.  “You’ve been in this level what, six months now?”
“Seven and a half.”
Good.  Pride would carry him far.  “I’ve been here longer than you’ve been alive.”  Sadly, not an exaggeration.  “And you’ll note how often I take on Warrior Girl in code-to-code combat.”  As little as he could manage—even when he won, he ended up sporting something pink and furry.
Kevin grinned.  “She totally got The Wizard.”
Ah, the fickle loyalties of youth.  “Yes, she did.”
The grin went supernova.  “I’m gonna go get a really good seat.”
Marcus frowned, trying to follow the lightning change of subject.  “Why?”
“Because.”  Kevin was already reaching for his very-depleted rucksack.  “You’re going after The Hacker next.”
Not without restocking their spell cache and having a long conversation with his partner.  She might have outcoded her mother, but The Hacker was legend for a reason.  Marcus shook his head.  With parents like that and superboy for a brother, you’d think the girl would be growing up with an inferiority complex.
He was pretty sure Ginia had never felt inferior in her whole life.
Marcus leaned over Kevin’s spell and took an educated guess.  “You have a trigger in there?”
“Yeah.”  The face was back to mournful.  Defeat, snatched from the jaws of something amazingly close to impasse.  “More than one.”
Marcus raised an eyebrow.  The number of people who could finesse multiple triggers was very small.  Perhaps he shouldn’t be offering the boy any advice.
Kevin frowned.  “You think that’s what broke?”
“That’s where I’d look.  Check that your layers aren’t twisted.”  
“Thanks.”  Kevin’s eyes gleamed, his fingers already pulling up lines of code.  “And good luck.”
They would need it.  Marcus signaled his partner in crime.  “Morgan could wake up any minute.  Perhaps we should consider how to defeat our next foe.”
Nell snorted, amused.  “Not the same way you got past us.”
“No.  Not that way at all.”  Ginia’s voice had the distant sound of someone thinking far too hard.  She rounded on Kevin, nose still stuck in his lines of code.  “I’ll trade you all my game points for the stuff in your rucksack.”
The boy stared, dumbfounded.  “It’s practically empty.”
“I know.”  Warrior Girl picked up the rucksack, dusting it off.  “But I need to get rid of my points.  I want Dad and Aunt Moira to ignore me.”
That was insane.  “You’re the one with all the firepower left.”  They’d blown most of Marcus’s stash trying to distract The Wizard from her daughter’s coding stunt.
Ginia shrugged, fingers already initiating the trade.  “We won’t need it.”
His partner was out of her pink and glittery mind.  
She grinned.  “Dad says that when you’re fighting a superior enemy, it isn’t your strongest stuff that matters.  It’s your biggest surprise.”
They were going after The Hacker with his own advice and a puny rucksack of weapons?  Good grief.  Preteen impudence was going to get them both ground into dust.  “And what exactly would our biggest surprise be?”
“You.”  Gina grinned.  “You have earth magic now.  You’re going to bloom some sparkly pink flowers.  Really pretty ones.  They take hardly any game points.”
He was not.  Marcus glared at Nell and Kevin as they slid down a convenient tree trunk in a tandem fit of mirth.  The Wizard took one look at his face and laughed harder.
Warrior Girl reached into Kevin’s bag, tossed out a simple rope spell, and walked off, singing.
Marcus looked at the two suddenly sober witches tied to a tree.  Considered Daniel and Moira’s penchant for the absurd.  And hurried to catch up with his swaggering partner.  “I’m not making them pink.”
Ginia grinned.  “You could make them green, like Cassidy’s eyes.”
The growl that came out of his throat would have subdued a phalanx of dragons.
His puny companion giggled.  “She’s really pretty.”
The next growl sounded more like a strangled cat.  “Watch your step, youngling.”
“Are you going to kiss her?”  Warrior Girl danced away, waving a bunny-slippers spellcube in warning.  “If you want to, you should.  Mama says she first wanted to kiss Dad behind server number three, but she didn’t, and she’s always regretted it.”
That was far more than Marcus had ever wanted to know, past, present, or future, about Nell and Daniel’s love life.
And more than any child of ten should know about anyone’s kisses.  Or servers, for that matter.
Ginia opened her mouth one more time, her mind a bundle of questions that all had Cassidy’s name attached.
“Let’s go.”  Marcus jumped at his own sudden bellow.  “I’ll bloom the damn flowers.”
It suddenly seemed the lesser of two evils.  
-o0o-
Cass listened to the end of Kevin’s ballad, well pleased.  “You practiced hard.”  
His cheeks flushed.  “I like it.”
He a lot more than liked it.  “Are your fingers sore?”
“Not too bad.”
That was a screaming lie, but she let it pass.  “It will get better—you’ll build calluses soon.”  She handed him a small tube.  “This is something my nan mixes up for my fingers.  You only need a tiny bit, but you might ask Sophie to see if she can make more before it runs out.”
The boy examined the tube, curious.  “What’s in it?”
Cass just raised an eyebrow—anyone raised around healers should know the answer to that question.
He grinned and shoved the tube in his pocket.  “Right.  We don’t want to know.”
Smart kid.  Cass reached over and picked up Rosie.  “Want to learn something new?”  
“Yeah.”  One word, said with eyes bright enough to light up half the village.  He picked up a worn backpack tucked behind a chair.  “Marcus let me borrow some of his recording stuff.  He said it’s old and he doesn’t need it anymore.”  
Cass raised an eyebrow at the top-of-the-line equipment that came out of his bag.  She’d seen it the day before, sitting in its brand-new packaging in a certain grumpy witch’s kitchen.  The man was a total fraud.  “Do you know how to use it?”
Kevin nodded seriously, plugging all the bits and pieces together.  He tapped the touch screen a few times and nodded again.  “Okay, it’s ready.  You can play now.”
Quickly, she ransacked her mental repertoire.  Another ballad, maybe—but one with a sense of humor this time.  “This one tells the story of a slightly clumsy knight errant, gone off to save his princess.”
Her student rolled his eyes.  “How come they always want to save the princess?”
She’d asked Nan that very same question once.  “Because poets and songwriters love to tell three kinds of stories.”  She paused a beat, enjoying his quick attentiveness.  “Our best moments, and our worst ones.”
He didn’t wait long.  “And?”
It was always helpful when a musician could count.  “And our dumbest ones.”
Kevin’s giggles still held the delightful remnants of little boy.  “This is about some of the dumb ones, right?”
At his age, she’d definitely thought so.  These days, it was something else she heard in the knight’s quest.  Something bright and important, managing to shine through human foible.  She shrugged and shouldered Rosie.  At twelve, she would only have heard the stumbles.  Maybe Kevin would be different.
She played the ballad, enjoying the determined, awkward efforts of a man who had picked up a sword only because he loved.  And the wisdom of the princess who had seen beyond the errant knight’s bumbling.  It had always been one of her favorites, written by a bard with an uncommon sense of humor.
Nan had always insisted it must have been written by a woman.
Watching Kevin’s eyes glint with amusement in all the right places, Cass wasn’t entirely sure.  She finished the ballad and waited for him to turn off the equipment.
He flashed her a grin.  “I’m going to use that for my new keep in Realm.  Maybe next time we’ll win.”
She’d heard bits and pieces about the online game.  “The Irish have used music to fuel victory for centuries.”  Although generally not ballads of bumbling knights.  “Lost today, did you?”
“Yup.  Got our butts kicked by a girl.”
He sounded awfully impressed by said girl.
“She had a little help,” said a voice dryly from the doorway.
Kevin grinned down at Samantha and said not a word. 
There was a story here—she could smell it.  Cass set down Rosie, curious.  “You won, did you?”  Talk of the Realm duels had been leaking through the village.
“Yes.”  She’d never seen anyone look quite so embarrassed about victory.  Marcus nodded at her student.  “Kevin acquitted himself quite well, however.”
“They were awesome.”  Kevin grinned—clearly in on the source of the embarrassment.  And close enough to manhood to know he wasn’t supposed to admit it.  
Cass sat back, enjoying the interplay between the man and the boy who clearly worshipped him.  Not all knights were as bumbling as they thought.  Or as grumpy.  
Mischievous eyes turned her way.  “Maybe you can write a ballad about it, Cass.”
Given the many shades of purple Marcus had suddenly turned, she was sorely tempted.
“Kevin.”  Something odd tickled Marcus’s voice.  “Why don’t you take your recording and plug it into my computer?  You can use the composing program I showed you to save it.”
The boy’s eyes lit up, but cautiously.  “Can I use it after my lesson?  I want to try to play the new song.”
Cass knew a dismissal when she heard it.  “Go ahead, Kev.  I’ll get some tea and be right here when you get back.”
The lure of the electronic gadgets was strong.  One last look and the boy flew down the hallway, wires dangling in every direction.
Cass grinned and hoped he remembered to put his boots on before he hit the outdoors.  And then she looked back at the man with something to say.  “What’s on your mind?”
Dark eyes watched her for a while.  “He’ll be hurt when you leave.”
Guilt coated her words and made them harsh.  “He’ll have had lessons from one of the best fiddlers on the planet.”
“I know.”  He paused, looking at Rosie and Samantha, resting together on the parlor’s table.  “I didn’t know you taught.”
“I don’t.”  An automatic answer to a question asked a thousand times.  Cass sighed—the automatic didn’t seem to be true any longer.  “Who I am appears to be a bit of a moving target this week.”  She avoided looking his direction.  “I don’t suppose you’d know what that feels like.”
The silence lasted a very long time.  “I had a twin brother.  We spent every waking hour together.  He died when I was five.”
She nodded slowly.  “I’ve heard.”
“Of course you have.  There’s no privacy here.”  He didn’t sound angry—only resigned.  “When he died, he took who I was with him.  I spent the next forty-three years imagining myself to be someone else.”
Gods.  He could strip her heart in a second.  No one else could do that.
“I know what it is to stand between worlds.  And I did some damage before I figured out where I was headed.”  The fierceness in his voice had gentled.    Some.  “Take a care.  He’s only a boy.”
She stared, shaken, hearing words beneath the words, as he backed up into the shadows and was gone. 
There was a moment in all music.  A pause, right before the finale, that warned the audience to find their balance.
She knew, deep in her gut, that this had been one of those moments.


Chapter 19

Five people had waylaid her on her short trip to Moira’s pool.  Sophie shook her head as she stepped through the back gate.  Things were on the move in Fisher’s Cove, and a lot of people were worried about a certain Irish fiddler.
Starting with a wise boy holding his beloved violin—Kevin had knocked on her door at the crack of dawn.  She’d barely sent him back home when Moira had shown up, bearing breakfast scones and concerns of her own.
And Aaron had flagged her down from the inn’s back porch, perturbed about his favorite guest.
Sophie slipped through the flower beds, easily imagining the wild beauty they would become in spring.  And saw Cass, sitting in the warm water, her head tilted back against a handy rock.
She debated—and then left her robe at the edge of the pool.  Cass wasn’t going to find privacy today, not with so many worried about her.
Fisher’s Cove was taking its stand.
Cass opened her eyes at the gentle splashing as Sophie entered the pool.  “Good morning.  I figured I’d have company soon.  I have no idea why there aren’t twenty people in here every hour of the day.”
Sometimes there were.  And it told Sophie what she wanted to know—Cass hadn’t really been seeking solitude.  She took a deep breath and prepared to give a friend a push off a cliff.  Guilt be damned.  “Adam slept through the night last night.”
Cass smiled, a bit perplexed.  “That’s good.”
“He fell asleep in his own bed, listening to Aaron’s recording of those lullabies you played in his kitchen.”
Green eyes widened.  “That worked?”
“It didn’t at first.  Whatever happens when you play, whatever Mike and Adam feel, it isn’t there in the recording.”
“Maybe they just like live music.”
Sophie hid a grin—apparently Marcus’s grumpy face was contagious.  “Maybe.  But I have a different theory.”
Cass raised an eyebrow.  “You’re sure you’re not Irish?”
All witches were, a little bit.  Sophie settled deeper in the waters.  She’d had a lot of hours to think, watching her son calmly sleeping in the night.  “When babies are first born, it’s a bit of a shock.  They live in this nice, warm, dark, regulated world, and then suddenly it all changes.”
Green eyes on the other side of the pool squinted, less wary now.  “You think Adam had trouble with the change?”
She’d always thought so.  “For most babies, we wear them on our chests, let them listen to our hearts, and they slowly learn to regulate themselves.  To adapt to this new world.”
“To breathe, and sleep, and be happy.”  Cass nodded.  “Nan’s big on wearing babies.  She said I wouldn’t sleep at all unless I was curled up against someone’s heart.”
The answer shimmered in the light mist of the pool hanging between them. Sophie hoped her friend was ready.  “When we talked about listening to the rocks before—you told me they were like a heartbeat.”
It took a moment.  But then she saw rightness bloom in Cass’s eyes.  Recognition.  A witch finally understanding what moved in her veins.
And then she saw fear.
Sophie willed her fists to relax.  Healing was a hard road to walk—the witch had to be willing.  “I think your music is like a baby carrier.  It helped Adam hear the rocks.  Hear the heartbeat.”  
Shock bloomed on their Irish witch’s face.  However much she felt their truth, hearing the words shook her.  Hard.
Sophie pressed on, needing to get to the part that mattered most.  That might make it easier for all of them.  “I think he’s learning to hear it himself.  And maybe Aaron’s recording helps him to remember how a little.  It didn’t at first, but now it does, because he’s getting better at listening.”  She breathed, letting the pure joy of that sit for a moment.  “You’re healing him.”
“I’m just a fiddler.”
A mother’s love kept pushing the guilt away.  “And I’m a gardener and someone who enjoys making pretty yarn in a pot.  But that’s not all of who I am.”  Which had probably been a lot easier to accept at eight years old.  She’d grown up knowing what lived inside her.
Cass wrapped her arms around her knees under the water, a woman curling away from truth.  “Nan would know if I was a healer.”  
Maybe the language was wrong.  Sophie dug for something that might sit better.  “That’s my word.  What do you call the person who can help others find the center of the music?  Its meaning?”
“A genius.”  Amusement flitted across Cass’s face.  And then understanding.  “Ah.  A good performer can do that.  And the best teachers.”
Now they were getting somewhere.  Sophie cursed herself for not starting there in the first place.  “Exactly.  Like you did for Kevin, showing him how to feel that ballad from the inside.”  Aaron’s recording had babies now—every house in Fisher’s Cove had one, much to Kevin’s enduring embarrassment.
“He’s got nice talent.”  Cass’s face was easier now.  “I was only unlocking what was already inside him.”
“Exactly.”  Sophie spoke quietly, waiting for Cass to hear her own words. 
Green eyes were still wary—but they saw now.  “You think I did that for Adam.  Helped him learn to hear the rocks.”
“Yes.”  Him and so many others.  But that much was only a feeling.  An inkling.  Sometimes a witch had to think things out for herself.  Even if she might have the power to help her audiences feel the planet’s very heartbeat.
Cass sat motionless on the other side of the pool, chin propped on her knees.  Thinking.  And still not entirely convinced.
But Sophie also saw what she had most hoped for.
A witch no longer entirely afraid.  And, perhaps, a friend no longer stuck.
“Music has always been the core of me.”  Quiet words, spoken into rippling waters.  “I don’t know what happens if I let that go.”
The healer had no good answer for that.  But the mother did.  “So don’t let it go.”  She waited for Cass’s eyes to meet hers.  “I don’t love my husband any less because I love my son.  The core of who we are can grow.”
Cass set her head back down on her knees again, staring at the rippling waters.
A seed.  Waiting.
-o0o-
It hadn’t been a soothing visit to Moira’s pool—but it had been a sleep-inducing one.
Cass slid farther down the inn’s most comfortable couch and tugged the throw up under her chin, quite certain she wasn’t the first person to be tempted into a nap in its cozy depths.
So many things to think about.  Later.
Gentle sounds bubbled in the room, much as they had when she’d napped on Nan’s daybed as a little girl.  Moira and Lizzie sat at the table, huddled in quiet conversation over several jars of crumbly green herbs.  Aaron did the accounts for the inn, keeping an eye on his twins over in the corner.
Sean sat with them, constructing an endless, looping train track and patiently rebuilding what the babies destroyed.
Cass opened her eyes all the way.  There had been three babies with Sean just a moment ago.
Small hands tugged on the edge of her blanket.  
Ah.  Baby number three.  Cass smiled at the roaming girl, noting her surprisingly droopy eyes.  “Tired, are you, lovey?”  In her current state, Cass had no trouble understanding that.  “Want to come cuddle with me?”
Morgan held up her arms and waited for an assist.
That required more energy than Cass had planned to expend on the way to sleep, but she finally got the two of them settled, Morgan a comfortably heavy weight on her chest and already well on the way to dreamland.
The sound of the rocks humming contentedly in her ears, Cass pulled up the hand-knit blanket one more time and closed her eyes.
Morgan’s quiet whiffling was adorable.
Or perhaps she was already dreaming.
-o0o-
Marcus had no idea how parents survived without mind magic.  Even on a good day, he lost Morgan somewhere in the bowels of Fisher’s Cove at least once.
A problem made larger by the number of people willing to let her in their doors, and a child who would toddle anywhere for a cookie and a hug.
He’d left her playing in Moira’s house long enough to go help Uncle Billy carry a new net down to his boat and had since tracked her whereabouts through half the village.
However, he had her now.  He’d been strolling past the inn when he’d caught the edge of a sleepy little mental sigh—the ones she made as she stirred in her crib just before rolling over and settling back in.  Probably curled up in the parlor again.  She was like a cat, always headed for the nice, warm fire.
Her mind was melting back into incoherence.  Sound asleep again.
He closed the inn door gently.  Not that it mattered—his girl slept through earthquakes, sword fights, and home invasions on a regular basis.
Lizzie spied him first, grinning from the table where she sat with Moira.  Herbal studies.  It always amused him that Lizzie could recite the properties of hundreds of green things, but wouldn’t eat a single one of them.
Aaron was scowling at his computer, which could only mean it was time to do the inn’s books again.  The results were always good, but getting to them generally caused considerable pain.
Aaron’s twins played in the corner, happily deconstructing a train track.  The track’s chief engineer had his head on a pillow, eyes drooping.
Marcus shook his head—it was a strange day indeed when Sean O’Reilly was about to take a nap.
Morgan must be on the couch.
Marcus moved forward, angling around the end of the biggest piece of furniture in the room.
And felt his heart stutter.
His daughter was asleep—curled up in the arms of the woman who shared her riotous curls, love of daffodils, and utter disregard for his bad moods.
They looked as though they belonged together.  Possibility caught fire in his gut.
He reached out a link to Cass’s mind.  Needing.  Wanting.
And crashed headfirst into her dream.  A stage.  A bright and glittery one, with people stretching as far as the eye could see.  She played for them, and for the invisible people beyond the edges of the light.  A wild and delirious song, one that screamed of battles won and souls lost and held thousands captive with every note.
He’d known she was a star—but he’d never felt it.
And in her dream, Cassidy Farrell reveled in it.
Marcus backed away, watching the dream go black.  Looked down on his girl, utterly content in the arms of a woman who lived for the stage.  And felt anguish rip him in two.  
He scooped Morgan into his arms, deaf to her instant protests.
And glared down at bleary green eyes.  “You can’t be halfway here.”
Confusion looked back up at him.
“Go.  I won’t have you breaking her heart.”  An impossible bravery fought to the surface and pushed out two more words.  “Or mine.”  
-o0o-
His eyes weren’t gentle anymore.
Cass struggled to wake up, brain still clogged with music and dreams and the cries of a bereft small girl.  
And then his mind punched again.  Go.
Pain slicing her soul into tiny shards, she stumbled to her feet.  Blood drained as she ran, his eyes chasing her out into the cold, biting wind of the village where she no longer belonged.
Boots two sizes too big slapped at her feet.  Not hers.
Cass stumbled to a stop, agonized, underdressed, and still dazed from sleep.  Stood in the middle of the only road of Fisher’s Cove, blanket pulled tight in helpless defense against the wind.
And raged.
She had no words.  Only fury and torment.  


Chapter 20

It hadn’t taken much work to find their wounded Irish witch.  Lizzie and Kevin had been sitting sentry duty at the bottom of the stairs, their eyes hurting.  Respecting the privacy of a witch whose heart was cracking.
So many had fallen in love so quickly.
And if Moira’s instincts told her right, she was about to add to the hurt.
She paused at the top of the inn’s main staircase, catching her breath and checking in with the healer’s wisdom that had guided her path for so many years.  Sometimes pain was necessary to make things right—but it still made her shudder to do it.
She made her way along the hallway on the second floor, reaching out to touch the bits of beauty Aaron had adorning walls and various nooks and crannies.  He was a man who understood the value of nurtured roots.
It was time another soul heard that message.
Moira rounded the corner to the reading nook, a great gray expanse visible through the panes of glass.  Cass sat huddled in a corner of the window seat, a picture of misery.
And covered in three wooly blankets, all knit by witchy hands.
Moira touched the top one, a swirling mix of lavender and teal.  “Sophie dyed the yarn for this one.  I knit it up myself last winter.”  Good and warm, which was useful after you’d fled out into the winter’s cold half-dressed.
The eyes that tipped up to hers had long since run out of tears.  “I screwed up.”
“Perhaps.”  Moira took a seat—close enough for comfort, far enough away not to push on a fragile heart.  “Or perhaps not.”
Cass stared out the window, her eyes as bleak as the landscape.  “I make friends easily, everywhere I go.”
It was the way of the bard.  “That’s not a failing, my lovely girl.”
“They’re going to hurt when I leave.  Not just Morgan.  Kevin, too.”  Cass swallowed hard.  “They’re just children—I forgot how easily they love.  It didn’t occur to me to take more care with them.  Keep my distance.”
“You’re neither foolish nor blind enough to believe that.”  Moira let the harsh undertones in her voice stand—she wanted her words to be heard.    
“It’s time for me to go.”
Not for those reasons.  “Aye.”
Astonished eyes met hers.  “I didn’t expect you to agree with me.”
Oh, they were far from agreement just yet.  Moira looked out the window herself, always enjoying this bird’s-eye view of her gardens.  “Do you know where you’ll be headed?”
“I don’t know.”  The honest confusion of a heart adrift.  “Maybe it doesn’t matter—I go back on tour in a few days.”
A few days was enough time to change a life.  “It seems to me that a traveler ought to know her next destination.”  Journeys were a good thing.  Aimless wandering was a different matter entirely.  “Some place calls to you, no?”
Cass shook her head in momentary defiance.  “I don’t have time to go to Ireland.”
“That’s not the kind of place I was thinking of, my dear.”  It wasn’t the child who needed caring for—it was the woman.  Ireland was the home of the girl.
Green eyes narrowed.  “Then what exactly did you mean?”
Moira sighed—it wouldn’t do to let her inner pleasure show just now.  Temper almost always meant the patient was getting better.  “We all have places in the world where we feel rooted and watered.  It isn’t weakness to take time to be nourished.  Go to yours.”
Cass flared—and then deflated and nodded slowly.  “To Margaree.”
Moira had made the journey to the heart of Celtic music once or twice.  It was a place of honesty and hard work.  And deep, abiding passion.  As a nest, it would do just fine.  “A place well worth resting a while.  ”
The lovely woman across from her wavered.  “It feels wrong to go.”
And that was a very good thing—but it wasn’t yet enough.  “It seems that it also feels wrong to stay.”
Sad eyes met hers.
A crossroads on the journey.  Moira recited a quiet blessing for safe travels.  And hoped she was doing the right thing.  “Kevin and Morgan are not the only ones who will shed tears when you go.”  She squeezed hands strong from years of discipline and practice.  “Go find your truth, Cassidy Farrell—and know that you carry a piece of this old witch’s heart with you when you go.”
Cass’s eyes had found a new supply of tears.  And as Moira stood, her own weren’t entirely dry either.
-o0o-
It had always been Rosie who knew how to speak when she couldn’t.  Cass poured her aching heart into the instrument on her shoulder, every note painful.
And every one inching her feet back underneath her.
A traveler, finding her balance before she hit the road.
And a witch, trying to find her courage.  Perhaps it wasn’t cowardice to leave, to go seek solace in the music and the rocks and the people of Margaree.
But she had one thing to do before she went.
A gift she wasn’t at all sure was in her power to give.  
Cass gentled the music now, preparing.  Gathering.  Sophie and Nan believed healing lived in her hands.  The power to share the rocks with others.  A conduit for the heartbeat of the planet.
It sounded absurd.  Her fingers danced, quick notes of disbelief.  She was only a simple fiddler.
The rocks hummed steadily under her feet.  They were simple too.
Cass closed her eyes, fingers slowing to a quiet lullaby.  And setting aside all notions of the impossible, prepared to show a small boy where to find the gentle heartbeat of sleep.
She sank down into the timeless vastness of the rocks, letting them soothe.  Listening.  Ears seeking a baby this time.  A boy not quite in step with his world.  A child loved so very deeply by two who lived in harmony with the earth.
Ever so slowly, distinct beats emerged.  The quiet notes of each life in Fisher’s Cove.  Some bright and quick, others ponderous and slow.  One at the center—wise and waning and well beloved by the rocks.  That would be Moira.
Cass marveled.  The rocks had never shown her this.
A dancing brightness that was Lizzie, and the quiet sureness of Kevin.  Those with earth magics were the music’s clearest notes.  Cass shifted, playing in harmony with those she could hear best.  Seeking the two that should be strongest.
Marcus, she wouldn’t find.  He had fled, Morgan tucked in the back of his car, even as gentle hands had brought her in from the cold.
She would go so that he could stay.  
His note wasn’t here, but she played for him anyway.  Apology.  And sorrow.  A wish, and a hug for the small girl who couldn’t possibly understand.  
And then, heart ready to crack, Cass moved on, listening for the waterfall chord that was a family in constellation.  
She found them, clustered.  Waiting.  Healer, rock witch, and a baby whose note was still muddy and uncertain.  Rosie picked up Adam’s signature, her rosewood and ebony shaping the note he was trying to be.  The baby’s muddy sound cleared, resonating in time with Rosie’s exacting harmony.
Again and again, Cass drew her bow.  Solidifying.  Teaching.  
And then remembered she was leaving.  Adam needed an anchor that wasn’t victim to a musician’s whim.  He needed the rocks.
Carefully, quietly repeating the note that was Adam, she backed into the womb of the rocks.  Calling him to follow.
His sound wobbled, shaken by the growing distance.
Babies needed to be held close.  Cass riffed in frustration.  Rocks didn’t move.
And then she knew the answer.
Mums and daddies held their babies close.  And this baby’s daddy knew the rocks.  It was time to teach him to listen.
-o0o-
When your husband was six-foot-three and pulled metal from rocks for fun, you didn’t expect to see him start swaying.
And when he was as tone deaf as Moira’s coffee table, you didn’t expect to hear him humming.
Especially humming a note that made your baby boy vibrate.
But Sophie was a healer.  And whatever was suddenly happening in her living room was pure healing magic.  The kind where you held very still and didn’t interrupt.  Adam had gone from slightly cranky to still and calm—and Mike had pulled enough power to melt a freight train.
Sophie closed her eyes, acknowledging the only possible source.  Rejoicing in the evidence in front of her—and grieving for what else it must mean.   The flowers had been whispering for hours.  And Aunt Moira’s face had been streaked with sorrow.
Cassidy Farrell was leaving.
A woman torn had run into the rough edges of a man awakening to his life.  And now the woman was stepping out on the next step in her journey.  A friend in pain, leaving behind the very best gift she could.
Sophie scanned Adam, looking for any signs of distress—and felt them in Mike instead.  Her giant was running out of gas.  Pulling every ounce of power she could reach, Sophie stepped to his side.  Whatever Cass was doing, it was damn well not going to fail because Adam’s daddy needed a few more cookies.
Mike squeezed her hand, grateful for the assist, and still utterly focused on his odd monotone humming.  A note Sophie heard as much with her body as with her ears.  Their son listened, the same way as he did when Rosie was in the room.
And then it stopped.  Her husband’s magic shut off with a crunch and he toppled to the couch none too gracefully, eyes glued to Adam.  The baby sat on his bright green play rug, attention back on his blocks.  Happy.  Content to push on the wooden cubes with his toes, child engineer in the making.
Sophie put a hand to Mike’s forehead, clearing his channels almost automatically.  “What was that?”
“A lesson.”  Her big man’s words wobbled, high emotion in his eyes.  “She showed me where Adam belongs.”
That made little sense—and all the sense in the world.  
Mike hummed three notes.  “That’s what we sound like.  The three of us.  You’re the top one.”
The sudden humor of it caught Sophie by surprise.  “She taught you music?”  Mike couldn’t sing Happy Birthday without setting the village cats to wailing.
His grin was the size of Adam’s head.  “Yeah.  She did.  Adam is the lowest note in the whole village.”
That hurt.  Sophie looked at their son and murmured her pain.  “He’s always on the outside.”
“No.  Not like that at all.”  Mike kissed the top of her head, comforting and insistent.  “The low notes are like the roots of a plant.  The foundations.”  He smiled into her hair.  “The next lowest note in the village is Aaron.”
The quiet, steady man who was the glue of Fisher’s Cove.  Sophie closed her eyes, suddenly overwhelmed.  “Hum them again.  The three of us.”
She felt Mike’s lazy pull of power.  The rumble of his chest.
And this time, when he hummed Adam’s note—the baby hummed back.
Sophie soaked in the sound of treasure.  And then she got to her feet, one act of limitless friendship inspiring another.
Her husband frowned.  “Where are you going?”
To do the right thing.  “To offer to look after Morgan for the night.”  Assuming Marcus was back in town—and an elderly witch hadn’t gotten there first.
Her husband’s eyebrows practically bounced off the ceiling.  And then he connected the dots.  “You think that’s a good idea?”
She listened to the still-echoing vibrations of a family chord and knew the answer.  “Yes.  I do.”  Marcus and Cass deserved to hear the music they could be together.
Mike grinned.  “Tell Marcus good luck.  And that if he needs help making a diamond ring, I’m his guy.”
Sophie rolled her eyes even as she fingered the wedding ring on her own finger.
And glancing one more time at her baby boy, took heart.  Miracles were absolutely possible.
-o0o-
A fool’s errand.
And he was definitely a fool.  Marcus reached down for his daughter, her mittened hands still carefully guarding their treasure.
A little glass trinket they’d found as he’d stomped through the market in Halifax, trying to occupy his daughter and right his capsized soul.  He wished he could blame the shiny purple fairy playing a violin on his girl.
But it had been his fingers that had reached for the utter silliness.  And his heart, run through by a trinket, that had known it was time to come home.
To apologize.  To beg.  To hope that the ridiculous bit of shiny glass Morgan had cradled the whole way back would somehow begin to mend the damage.
He held his daughter as gently as she held the musical fairy and tipped his face down into her fuzzy hair.  Wishing.
Cassidy Farrell had an enormous heart.  He could only pray it was big enough.
Feet heavy, he walked up the stairs.  Morgan nestled into his chest, silent and watchful.  The most important walk of his life.
He made it almost all the way to the top before he knew.
She wasn’t here anymore.
Frantic, he lunged the last few steps to her room and pushed open the door.
Empty.
He stared at the vacant space, the vibrations of Cassidy Farrell already seeping away.  And felt his hope seep along with it.
Marcus stood in frozen despair, the gray finality of the empty room soaking into every atom.  
And heard, of all things, the voice of a ten-year-old girl in his head—strong and clear and staring down the battlements of Realm.  Are you going to kiss her?  If you want to, you should.  Mama says she first wanted to kiss Dad behind server number three, but she didn’t, and she’s always regretted it.
He teetered, speechless.
And felt his atoms launch a rebellion.
He didn’t want a life with any more regrets.  For reasons he couldn’t begin to fathom, Marcus Buchanan was ready to fight for what he wanted.
And he knew where she’d gone.  Anyone born in Nova Scotia knew of the place Cass nestled in the happiest part of her mind.
The one not so very different from here.
Crazed hope began a drumbeat in his chest.
He would remember later that Morgan made nary a peep on their hell-bent run across the village, the little fairy still clutched in her mitten.  And that daffodils had pushed up through the earth as they’d run.  Yellow bits of color, cheering his haste.  
Faster.
Marcus thundered into his aunt’s house, ignoring the other women of the village seated at her kitchen table.  “Can you watch Morgan?”  Reality slammed into his chest.  “I might not be back until tomorrow.”  He set his girl down, arms suddenly weak.
Pleasure snapped from her mind.  “For as long as it takes, dear one.”  She reached for his hands, their growing frailty a lie.  She was the strongest person he knew.  
He drank from what she offered him—and then pulled her in for an awkward hug.  “You’ve always been the best part of me.”
She put her hands on his cheeks, over-bright eyes drilling into his.  “Go.”
Doubt assailed him one last time.  “Am I doing the right thing?”
“Yes.”
Marcus spun—and then spun back.  “Is she the one to do it for?”
His aunt’s voice never wavered.  “I don’t know yet if she deserves you.  I know only that she might.”
That would have to be enough.  His brain spun crazily, loose cogs suddenly without a wheel.  “There’s food for Morgan in my fridge.  Lizzie knows what she likes to eat best.  And her blankie is at the inn under the blue sofa—Sean or Kevin could fetch it for you.  It has to be her purple one, she won’t sleep with anything else.”
“Hush now.”  He was being herded to the door.  “The day has not yet come that I can’t take care of one small girl.”
He knew that.  He just wasn’t sure the day had come when he could leave her.
A firm hand pushed at the square of his back.  “Go.  You’ve a right to know your own heart.  And hers.  Morgan will be fine.”
She would be.  He wasn’t nearly so sure about himself.
As he bolted for his car, chased by demons, wishes, and pounding need, he heard more of Warrior Girl’s words in his head.  It’s not what’s strongest that matters.  It’s what’s most surprising.
His laughter hiccupped out around the strain.  Gaming advice was a hell of a way to run a life.
But for a man who’d barely had a life, it was all that he had.  It would have to do.


Chapter 21

Dave had taken one look at Cass’s face and tucked her into a remote corner of The Barn with Rosie and a heaping plate of French toast.
Ellie Brennan had shown up ten minutes later, out of breath and far too casual.  To practice.
A message from the careful Scots of Margaree.  They hadn’t sent Buddy.  They’d sent a young girl ready to stake her life on all things being possible.
Cass listened to the same raw teenage angst she’d heard a week before—and felt the music land its punches.  Ellie’s talent.  The soaring comfort of being back in a part of the world where fiddles were limbs and music was just another way of breathing.
And the daring.  
It reverberated in her bones and shook the heart that stood poised on the edge of a limitless abyss.  Cass had jumped before—but Rosie had been in her hands and Ellie’s teenage exuberance had been in her veins.  Now she was old, cautious, and aware the world wasn’t simply Cassidy Farrell’s plaything.  
Ellie didn’t know fear, yet.
There were hearts at stake.  A tiny girl with purple eyes.  A man who had walked through hell and come out the other side still able to love.  A boy who didn’t share Ellie’s flamboyance, but might well share her talent.  A quiet healer who had made room for a new friend and a wise Irish matriarch who dispensed truth and comfort and so touched the part of Cass’s heart where Nan had always lived.
Somehow, in less than a fortnight, she’d acquired a clan.
And clans came with rules.
Ellie had switched music now, to something less angsty and more complicated.  A girl trying to grow up.  It tormented something painful and raw in Cass’s chest.  She reached for Rosie and started picking out a harmony.  Soft, insistent sound that flowed underneath the notes of a young woman contemplating what freedom might look like.
A warning.  Freedom’s cost was very high.
Ellie grinned and played faster.  Brighter.
Oh, sweet girl.  Be careful.  Cass doubled down on her harmony.  Long, slow notes.  A foundation.  Holding the feet of brightness to the ground.  Remember your roots.
Brightness only laughed, content to float and fly and dance toward the horizon.
The urge to protect—to ensnare, to warn of things that lay over the horizon—was fierce.
And then the words of Nan, twenty-six years in the past, floated up through the pain.  Go, child.  Fly.  And when you’re done and ready to come home, you’ll know.
The younger Cassidy Farrell had only laughed, sure that day would never come.
Only now did the older Cassidy, travel weary and heartsore, realize how terribly hard it must have been for Nan to toss her into the sky.  
Cass drifted Rosie’s harmony to an end, no longer fighting Ellie’s shining flight.  This wasn’t about Ellie.  It was about the woman who had flown away long before her time.
And was perhaps ready to come home.
-o0o-
From one misbegotten village in the middle of nowhere to another.
Marcus jerked his car to the side of the road next to an enormous barn and cursed his empty stomach, his foolish quest, and the green-eyed witch who’d brought him here.  
Eight hours ago, he’d felt like the knight errant Warrior Girl dared him to be.  A long, hungry drive later, punctuated by ridiculous treks across barren beaches in search of exactly the right pebbles, and he was ready to plant his sword and hand over the keys of the kingdom to whichever dragon was ready to promise him a warm bed for the night.
Which probably meant he was hallucinating, on top of all his other woes.
There was an impressive crowd of cars parked outside a place known only as The Barn.  The gratingly genial man at the front desk of the inn had said he would find Cassidy here.
And while the man’s mind had teemed with questions, he’d asked not a word.  Only promised to set aside a room key for Marcus should he need it.
Knights errant weren’t supposed to think of rooms and beds and earthly comforts.  The smart ones didn’t drive lonely roads in the middle of dark winter nights, either.  Marcus jammed a wool hat on his head, pulled his sweater up around his ears, and made a run for the door.
A lady twice his age held it open for him, smiling sweetly.  “Coming to hear the music, dear?  You should wear a jacket—you’ll catch your death running around dressed like that.”
He scowled, disoriented by the bright light, the warmth, and the friendly lecture.
“Don’t harass the man, Mildred.”  A large hand clapped down on his shoulder.  “He’s new here.  Let’s buy him a beer before the ladies get their hands on him.”
That sounded ominous—both the beer and the ladies.  Hunger clawed at his insides.  He’d used every ounce of magic on the journey here.  Seeking.   Trying to prop up his wavering, crazed bravery.  “Is there anything to eat?”
The weathered, friendly face looked surprised.  “Didn’t we see you parked outside the inn?  Dave has the best food in town.”
Damn small towns and their gossip chains and eagle-eyed inhabitants.  “I just got here.  I was hoping to find Cassidy Farrell.”  He couldn’t feel her here.  
“Yep, heard she’s playing tonight.”  His new friend angled them through the crowd.  “That’s young Ellie Brennan up there right now, though.”
Marcus craned his head, trying to catch a glimpse of the low stage.  Reached out with what spluttering remnants of mind magic he still had.
Nothing.
“Here, you can eat this while you listen.”  A paper plate bearing a stuffed pastry nearly crashed into his chest.  “Got you one of the ones with flounder.  Unless you’re one of those mainlanders who likes cow.”
He’d have taken one with pebbles and seaweed.  Marcus picked it up, his fingers yipping at the heat, and took a bite anyhow—a burnt tongue would be a small price to pay for sustenance.   
The flaky crust registered first, full of still-too-hot buttery goodness.  And then his taste buds found the innards.  He chewed, doing homage to the single best thing he’d ever eaten.
Fuel for the feeblest of knights.
“They could bring an army to its knees, couldn’t they?”  Blue eyes twinkled as his companion bit into one of his own.  “Mildred makes them.  Dave’s been trying to get the recipe out of her for going on thirty years now.”
It was a worthy quest.  Marcus stared down at the flimsy paper plate and plastic fork that had come along with the food of the gods.  “Thank you.”
“First one’s on me.  You want another one, find Mildred’s granddaughter.  Two dollars for fish, three for cow.  Cass will be on in just a few minutes.”  The man with the large hands disappeared into the crowd, a blur in the crowded warmth.
Marcus took another bite of the delicacy in his hands, steamrolled by a town where you could buy heaven for two dollars.
And then the music sank in.
Not Cassidy—he knew that before the first three notes registered.  The music was young and light and lacked her supreme confidence.  But it tugged at him nonetheless.
Slowly, a man in a daze, he worked his way through the chatting throngs, bits and pieces of their mental chatter bouncing off his weakened barriers.  It might look like they were ignoring the music, but whoever was playing had their attention.
And she was surprising them.
When he made his way close enough to see, the last thing he expected was a child.  A gangly, bright-eyed girl, fingers dancing on a patinaed violin that looked a century older than she was.
A white-haired head leaned in.  “That’s our Ellie.  Good, isn’t she?”
He wasn’t much of a judge of fiddling, but he knew presence when he saw it.  Ellie, whoever she was, knew how to wrap an audience around her little finger.
His Cass could do that.
Marcus felt half the inhabitants of Middle Earth pounding on his skull from the inside out.  His Cass.
His lanky informant leaned in again, chuckling this time.  “And here comes Buddy to show her how it’s done.”
The man who walked onto the stage next, fiddle already on his shoulder, was old enough to be Ellie’s great-grandfather.  And the moment he played his first note, respect flared everywhere in the hall.
He still wasn’t Cassidy Farrell—but his mastery needed no introduction.  Ellie wanted to be great.  Buddy knew that he was.  In an understated, modest, grandfatherly kind of way—but this was not a man in doubt of his talent.
Marcus watched, last nerve straining, as the old man sat down on a stool about ten feet from the young girl.  She stood straighter, eyes ready.  And then he winked at her and his fingers began to fly.  Something fast, furious, and Celtic to the core.
It was a dare—even Marcus could figure that out.  
Ellie grinned, lightning quick, and chased after the man three generations her senior.
And then Cass walked out.
For Marcus, it was as if all the lights in the world had dimmed.  All the sound.  Through concrete walls, he heard her pick up Ellie’s response.  Toss the dare back at the old man.  Ever so dimly, he saw the crowd in The Barn pause their chatting and their dancing, all eyes pointed at the stage.
His heart saw only her.
He’d seen her play sitting on a chair in the parlor of Aaron’s inn.  He’d never seen this.
Mesmerized, he watched his green-eyed Irish witch.  She didn’t play for her audience—she melded with them.  The love of life that had so enthralled him in her mind flew out her fingers now.  Enticing.  Calling, the notes of her fiddle a thread stitching every person in the hall to the three of them at the front.
He’d wondered, somewhere on the long, lonely drive up, if maybe she preferred a life as the one in the limelight.  The trio up on the stage answered at least that much.  Whatever else had driven Cass away from Fisher’s Cove, it wasn’t a need to be the star.  Her notes played just underneath Ellie’s, pushing the girl.  Encouraging.  Joined with the old man in intricate harmonies that made the skill in his seasoned fingers shine.
Marcus inched closer, wishing inanely for a violin and some meager ability to play it.  A spot, however small, in her circle of magic.  You’re so very beautiful.
It was clear she heard him.  Rosie stuttered a whole measure of notes, to the utter astonishment of the two who played with her.
He saw her urge to run.  And then he felt her feet plant, somewhere deep in the ground underneath The Barn.
And turning to face him, Cassidy Farrell played.
Not a dare now.  And not a trio.
Something alive and defiant and without a name.
And everything in him rose to meet it.
-o0o-
He was here.
Cass let the fire and angst and confused, shuddering hope blaze into Rosie’s strings.  Her eyes had yet to find him in the hall—but her heart felt him.
Buddy nodded quietly.  Off to their left.
She thanked the eagle-eyed old man.  And turned to face her destiny.
He stood about two square-dance circles away from the stage, but nobody was dancing now.  Pragmatic Celts had gotten themselves out of the craggy man’s way and found a good spot to view the action.
Because action was coming—not a soul in The Barn was in doubt of that.  A moment, poised on the brink of happening.
And a choice.
She could see it in his eyes.  Marcus Buchanan might have chased her across half of Nova Scotia—but he wasn’t coming the last twenty feet.  That was hers to do.
Or not.
The rocks had gone silent, just like the people of Margaree.  A world, waiting for Cassidy Farrell to decide.
Slowly, Rosie still spitting fire, she turned in a full circle.  Looking.
At the young girl who stood on the brink of a journey that had left twenty-six years of dust on Cass’s boots.
At the old fiddle master, playing for the people of his village.  One of the best in the world—and he rarely left home.
At the faces she looked forward to seeing every year.  Continuity.  Belonging.  A fabric where Cassidy Farrell was a pretty thread—just one, but one that mattered.
At the small girl who looked a little bit like Morgan, dancing gleefully in the middle of the floor, oblivious to the patterns moving around her, but part of them.
And finally at the man with the face that knew sadness and the heart that was unfathomably kind.  The man who stood there with one of Mildred’s pastries clutched in his fist and called her beautiful.
She looked.  And then she closed her eyes and listened.  Truly listened.
Not to the rocks.  Or to the expectation beating in Margaree.  
To her own heart.  And to the notes streaming from her violin.  Defiant, yes—Rosie would never go easily into the night.
But she would go.  It was time for a new journey.
With a last, fierce riff, Cass brought her fiddle’s anthem to an end.  Handed it, fingers shaking, to a gobsmacked Ellie Brennan to hold.
And slowly, letting the theater and import of the moment sink into her bones, stepped off the low stage.
She saw Dave standing over on the side of the floor, eyes full of avid curiosity.  In the way of the Scots, he wouldn’t ask—but he would find out.
It occurred to her that she might be seeing the familiar faces of Margaree far more often.  And something deep inside her that had been walking the road for twenty-six years gladdened.
Two and a half decades of dust falling off her boots, she walked over to the man in black, standing there with pastry juice running down his fingers.  “Do you square dance?”
The horrified look on Marcus’s face was answer enough.  It didn’t matter—by the time the ladies of Margaree were finished with him, he would.  A grumpy bachelor was no match for tough Scottish grannies with a need to dance.
He stared at her for the longest time, not moving.  And then he reached into his pocket and held up the fist not occupied by Mildred’s pastry.  “My aunt says that flowers have a language.  Each one has a meaning.”  He surveyed the contents of his hand.  “I’m hoping these do as well.”
She looked.  A mess of random pebbles and pretty colors, some still damp from ocean waters and winter rain.  And nestled in their midst, the three that mattered.  
A large and craggy bit of granite, too big to be a mere pebble.  He probably thought it was ugly.  
A small and sparkly treasure the color of Morgan’s eyes.
And a rock in vivid green.
An offer.  From a man who’d stopped in the middle of a manic drive in the dead of winter to pick stones from a beach.
Muddled joy grabbed Cass’s throat.  “I’ve never been a pebble before.”
“I’ve never been a lot of things before,” he said, so quietly she barely heard him.  “But I’d like to try.”
It was the first time she’d ever seen his gentleness leak all the way to the outside.
She laid her palm over his, the bits of granite and green and sparkle cupped between their hands.  “Okay.”
And then grinned up at him, sunshine bright, as the people of Margaree did a decent approximation of a jubilant human earthquake.
-o0o-
People never applauded for him.
As he felt joy bloom in Cass’s mind and heard the ruckus bust loose around them, that was the single fragment of clarity left in Marcus Buchanan’s brain.
The applause was never for him.
He looked down at their cupped hands, and then back up at her radiant face.
And oblivious to pastry and pebbles hitting the floor, pulled her in close.
He tucked the joyous, vibrant, defiant Cassidy Farrell under his chin, tight against his heart.  And simply swayed.  She fit.  He had no idea how their story ended just yet.  But she fit.
Perhaps he wasn’t a totally incompetent knight errant after all.


Chapter 22

Ah, what a momentous day for so many people.
Moira stood in the middle of the main and only road of Fisher’s Cove, loving the chaotic beauty that flowed around her.
Every villager in town, including Andy on his crutches, had come to send the travelers off.
An enormous bus sat on the road, Cassidy Farrell’s larger-than-life face next to dancing letters proclaiming the great Swordfights and Lullabies tour of 2013.
It was going to be a short tour.
And according to her manager, one booked to the gills.  The sharp and funny man with the promising name of Tommy had driven the bus into town the day before.  Here to pick up his girl—and promising to bring her back.
He’d sworn the latter over a cup of tea at Moira’s table.  And behind the swagger and the big-city attitude, she’d seen enough love for their Celtic fiddler to believe him.
Things were moving fast enough to have even the most romantic hearts swooning—and the more practical ones hopping trying to get all the details in order.  You didn’t take a baby on a road trip without a multitude of those.
And Marcus was as marvelously befuddled as Moira had ever seen him.  She linked elbows with the old woman beside her.  It had taken Nan Cassidy two whole cups of tea to recover from her trip through the Internet.
And then they’d set to blessing the bus with a vengeance.  It would travel with all the protection two Irish grannies could muster.
“It’s really happening, isn’t it?”  Sophie joined them on the side of the road, three insulated cups in her hands.  “Morgan’s all excited about her bus ride.”
Sophie and Elorie had quietly taken care of getting a toddler and her daddy ready for an epic journey.  Clothes, blankies, and hand-knit teddy bears, all safely stashed away in their new home on wheels.  Video of swordfights and daffodils and Lizzie singing sweet Irish lullabies to remind Morgan of home.  Moira sniffled.  “I’ll miss them so.”
Sophie smiled.  “They can port back any time they want.  Nell’s got it all set up.  And you can port to the bus for a visit any time you want.”  She nudged Nan.  “That goes for you as well.”
Tears pricked green eyes.  “It will take me a while to work up my nerve again.  But I will.”
Moira knew something about old Irish nerves.  She suspected the bus would have a visitor by dinnertime.
She sighed, a tinge of sad sharpening the happiness, as it should.  She’d still miss her small girl and her nephew and the lovely Irish witch they’d found.  And she’d miss watching Marcus’s face.  Somewhere on that bus ride, he was going to finish the transformation into a man who lived a largely happy life.
Nan turned to the healer beside her.  “And how is your wee boy doing?”  
Just another of the happinesses cradled in Moira’s heart.  The village had been quietly abuzz for days.  Dreams, vivid ones.  Of music.  And rocks.  Her own had been of a planet’s gorgeous lullaby.  
But none had been more touched than their lovely, uncomfortable boy.
“He sleeps.”  Sophie’s quiet words were drenched in gratitude.  “And if he wakes, Mike sings a bit and he goes back to sleep.  And he’s happy.”
The last Moira had seen for herself—and it warmed her to the very cockles.  No one knew yet if it would stick.  But it had lasted some—and his guide would be back soon enough, ready to learn more of her own powers.  
It wasn’t only the woman coming back to Fisher’s Cove.
The witch had also chosen.  She had said little—but the bus also contained half of Moira’s books on healing and the old Irish clans.  Set right next to a motley collection of Nova Scotia beach rocks that Cass guarded far more carefully than her million-dollar violin.
Moira grinned.  They’d learned that little tidbit when Tommy had arrived and discovered Morgan holding Rosie in her lap.  They’d also learned a little something of Cassidy Farrell’s temper.  Morgan would hold Rosie any time she wanted.  It had been decreed.
The bus ride would go just fine.
Marcus moved through the crowd, Morgan in his arms, still looking gobsmacked.  Moira shed a tear—it was only right.  
But oh, how happy she was with what she saw.  A man with surprisingly firm roots, healed enough to fly.  And the woman beside him, finally daring to put down some roots of her own.  Cass would be very good for Marcus—her wings were strong and tested.
And Morgan, sweet, smart girl that she was, would delight in them both.
The trio had been very quiet about the future, talking only of the journey of the next few weeks.  But Marcus, bemused though he was, had given Aaron a set of detailed renovation plans.
And it had escaped no one’s notice that they included a music studio.
“We should go say goodbye,” said Sophie softly.
“A moment, first.”  Moira set her feet in Fisher’s Cove soil and pulled the remaining trickles of power that were hers to call.  And smiled as Sophie’s much more capable magic and Nan’s wise and sturdy offering joined in.
A blessing for the road.  For clear skies.
For joy.
And for the travelers’ safe return home.
-o0o-
Soon, he’d have to let her go.  Marcus sat on the bus and held Cass close, breathing in the shape and smell and vibrant life of her.
In the chaos of the last few days, holding her had become his anchor.
Her fingers laced through his.  Joining.  Belonging.
So many things felt awkward yet.  But this wasn’t one of them.  Gently, he tilted up her chin and kissed first one cheek, then the next.  “It’s time to go.”
Her smile lit up things he hadn’t known were dark.  “Yes.”
He let her go with no small regret and reached out to buckle his very inquisitive daughter into her car seat.
Cass settled into the seat beside Morgan and strapped herself in.  “Ready to go see the world, sweet girl?”
Marcus felt the uncomfortable squirming of a wrong not yet made right.  
“I’m sorry.”  He waited until she looked up, curious.  And then had no idea what to say.  He felt the engine of the bus rumbling to life underneath them.  “The Gaelic you call her…”
“Ah.”  Understanding hit green eyes.  “Moira is right—it’s just an expression.”  She looked back down at Morgan and smiled.  “‘Sweet girl’ works just fine, doesn’t it, love?”
“I heard your grandmother use it.  The Gaelic.”  Marcus swallowed—it was still hell on his equilibrium to be so open.  “And your mind sings when you hear it.”
“Yes.”  A tinge of caution now.
He wanted to banish her wariness to the dark side of the moon.  “I’m old and cranky and set in my ways.  And I don’t love easily.”
Her eyes danced, amused.  She knew.  And she would wait for him to find the damnable words.
He looked down at his lap, cheeks flaming.  “I don’t love easily—but Morgan does.  And I don’t want to get in the way of that.”  He’d ripped them apart once.  He would never do it again.
She touched his face gently.  “You didn’t know then that I would stay.”
He heard her sorrow—and the self-recrimination.  “I do now.”
It was Cass’s turn for red cheeks.  She fussed with Morgan’s straps, adjusting things that didn’t need fixing.  “Your da wants you to learn some Gaelic, little monkey.  How do you feel about that, hmm?”
By all that was holy, he was going to get the last of this out.  “I want her heart to sing when she hears it.  Just like yours does.”
“Well, then.”  Words a bit shaky, but the smile behind them was radiant.  “She should hear it from two people, no?”  She looked down at Morgan.  “You think your da should give it a try, a leanbh mo chroí?”
Marcus tried once and butchered the Gaelic right properly.  He grinned ruefully.  It still sounded like “alanna” to him.  “That will just bruise her ears.”
“Oh, I think she’s tougher than that.”  Cass’s smile was a little soggy.  “I wrote a song for the two of you.”
He stared at her, brain suddenly overtaxed.  “What?”
She reached for her fiddle, never far from her side.  Morgan watched, eyes wide, as Cass began to play.
Marcus felt it drill right down to the place that loved Morgan beyond measure.
He shook his head, resisting.  It was only a pretty lullaby.
The notes assailed him again, daring him to doubt their power.  And then quieted, no less commanding.  And told the story of his fierce, endless, gentle love for his daughter.
Cass trailed off, last notes fading into the ether.  “I called it Alanna.”
Marcus closed his eyes in gratitude.  He already knew that.  
His place that knew how to love beyond measure quivered.  And made room for his green-eyed Irish witch.
-o0o-
The miles flew past the windows, just like always.  On the road again.
And yet, so much had changed, and not only the interior of her bus.  Tommy had moved mountains to get it changed up enough to contain a small child.  It was only temporary—they had a beach house rented in South Carolina.  A tour hub a little more suited to a toddler.
And perhaps to the threesome they were becoming.
Cass looked over at the pebbles, neatly housed in a little hand-hewn, glass-topped box half filled with gray Fisher’s Cove sand.  A gift from Mike and Sophie and Adam—who knew what it was to be a trio.
She put out her hand to soothe Morgan, wiggling in her car seat.  Dreaming, maybe.  Or waking up.  The baby stuff was very new yet.
Marcus was watching her still.  Watching the two of them.  He had been for hours.
Cass tried not to squirm under his gaze.  So much lived in his eyes.  “I’m glad you’re here.” 
He smiled.  “You had responsibilities.  I understand that.”
It wasn’t nearly that simple.  Yes, she had three more months of tour booked—and Cassidy Farrell played her gigs.  But it was more than that.  It had been a very long journey, and the final measures deserved to be played.
And then the new song would start.  “I have a standing invitation to play Friday nights in Margaree.”
His eyes met hers, seeking something.  “You could play in Aaron’s inn.”
She had considered that.  And Aaron had made it very clear she’d be welcome any hour of the day or night.  “Fisher’s Cove is meant to be off the beaten track, I think.”  A few would make the journey simply because she was there—but not many, and that felt right.  Protective of the magic and the community that thrived there.  “The world already comes to Margaree.  I can meet them there whenever I want.”  
“Will it be enough?”
Still he doubted her.  Cass felt the hurt grating in her chest.  And then the thrumming of the rocks.  Listen harder.  Look.  
She studied his eyes, needing to know.  And found the answer the rocks already knew.  It wasn’t her he questioned, but the pull of a life in a small fishing village.  Life with him.  She met his eyes and invited him to see.
She felt his mind link in gingerly, the intimacy new and still a little frightening.  She tried to lay out the life she imagined.  A chance to play what and when she pleased.  Driving to Margaree for a square dance when she wanted.  A ceilidh with Kevin in the parlor of the inn, surrounded by happy faces.  Maybe a recording of her own songs one day—Tommy would be over the moon.
A life where, slowly, she could learn of the power in her hands and her heart and how to use it.  
And how to be one of three.
She felt his doubts seep away.  All but one.
This mind-melding thing went both ways.  Cass reached out, trying to figure out what still sat uneasy for the man used to a difficult life.
You see so much.
She smiled—and allowed the mindlink to slide away.  Her fingers reached for his.  They were two people who had spent half their lives walking solo.  Together was going to take practice.  “Tell me.”
His hand squeezed hers in reply.  He looked at the pebbles, eyes tracing their shapes.  “I learned things about you, seeing you on the stage in Margaree.  Some of who you are is most alive when you play for an audience.”
“Yes.”  And it mattered deeply that he understood that.  But he was missing a piece she’d only just found for herself.  She looked over at Morgan, conveniently stirring from sleep.  A small girl with impeccable timing.  Craning her neck, Cass called to the front of the bus.  “Hey, Tommy, can you stop for a minute?  First beach you see.”
“It’s all beach, doll.”  He chuckled, already braking.
Cass unbelted herself and reached for Morgan’s straps.  “Come outside, sweet girl.”
The toddler reached out, content to go where the wind blew.  Her father wasn’t quite so easy.  Marcus frowned, forty-three years of caution a hard instinct to overcome.
Cass grinned.  Moira was right—her job was to be the wings.  “Trust me, okay?  I have something to show you.”
It pleased her greatly when he simply nodded.  Reaching for Rosie’s case, she breezed past Tommy and off the bus, into a blustery, sunny, early-spring day.  She turned and waited for Marcus to disembark, Morgan in his arms.  “Come on, it won’t take long.”
Quickly, she led them out to a flat spot on the rocky beach and slid Rosie out of her case.  No one was dressed for the stop, but it wouldn’t matter.
Some of the most important things didn’t take very long to say.
Cass put her fiddle on her shoulder and faced the waters, new family at her side.  Listened to the rocks thrumming under her feet, so strong and steady here.
And played, with all the talent, skill, and soul she possessed, leavened with a heady dose of joy.  The rocks danced, delighted that she finally understood.
Cassidy Farrell on a new stage.
Fingers flying, she beamed her heart, her magic, and her happiness out into the universe—and trusted that Marcus would see the truth.  Others might see an empty beach.  Today, and from now on, she believed otherwise.   
She would always have an audience—and those who needed to listen would hear.
The two standing with her already had.


I won’t skip the wedding—I promise :)

It will be in A Lost Witch.  And I’ll have a 
 small surprise earlier than that for you…


 Swordfights & Lullabies
  (a short visit to Cassidy Farrell’s last tour)
 I’ll try hard to have it out in April!

A Lost Witch (book 7 - June 2013)

 That will complete this first series and the
 “fetching witches” storyline.  
 And then in September 2013 comes the 
 first book of a new
Witch Central series.
Wait until you see what’s in store for
 your favorite witches!


all current books in the A Modern Witch series

 Visit www.deborageary.com to 
 sign up for my new releases email list
 and know when each new book is published.


Thank you!

I hope you’ve had a wonderful time immersed in my witches :-).  If you have a moment, please help others enjoy these books, too.
Lend it.  This e-book is lending-enabled, so please, share it with a friend.
Review it.  Help other readers choose what to read—tell them why you liked this book.  If you do write a review, please send me an email at deborageary@gmail.com.  I’d like to gift you a copy of the next book in this series as a small way of saying thanks.
Want the next book in the series?  Visit www.deborageary.com to sign up for my New  Releases email list.  
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