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“I like the lingerie, Nell. Can I meet the woman
it fits?”

“What?” Nell was trying to debug a couple of
uncooperative lines of code, and her brother Jamie wasn’t making
any sense.

“I’m standing beside a giant bra, available in
eggplant, chocolate, and ruby. Says it’s size 34D, but either
that’s a big underestimate, or you shrunk me. Go for the red, by
the way—it’ll look good on you.”

“What? Oh, no.” Nell’s head snapped toward her
second monitor. She had been testing programming code on one screen
and shopping online for anniversary lingerie on the other. Sure
enough, a five-inch tall version of Jamie was currently on screen
two, ducking his head into the cup of a red lace bra.

He backed out and waved. “I’m impressed—nice
magic trick. Nice bra, too. What are you working on?”

Nell was grateful he hadn’t noticed the matching
garter belt and stockings already in her shopping cart. “Crap.
Sorry. I’m working on the fetching spell for Witches’ Chat, the
online witching community Sophie is adding to her site. The spell
is supposed to locate witches as they browse the Internet and
redirect them to our chat room.”

Jamie had climbed up the red-lace bra cup and
made himself comfortable. “Looks like the locating part works fine,
but I’m guessing this isn’t your chat room. If it is, I can
guarantee you high attendance from the male witch population.”

“Get off the lingerie, Jamie—that’s just
disturbing. Here.” Nell swiveled her two monitors toward each other
so Jamie could read the spell code. “Any idea where it’s going
wrong?”

Jamie squinted. “Hmm. So, first part, you
identify witches as they move around online. That’s the tracking
part, right?”

“Yes. Then we leave a sniffer cookie so we can
find them again. When the fetching part of the spell is turned on,
it should activate the sniffer cookie and pull our witch into chat.
We’re triggering the fetching, but it’s obviously not pulling
people to the right place.”

“I think I see your issue. You need to program
Witches’ Chat as a fixed variable in line sixty-two. Right now it’s
pulling people into your last known Internet location. Not that I
mind.” Jamie had turned the bra straps into his own personal monkey
bars.

“Dang. I see it now. Thanks for the help.”

“No problem. That’s a nice piece of spellcoding,
by the way. Can you send me back? I was in the middle of lunch, and
it was pretty good.”

“Oh, shit. You’re really in there?” Nell gave up
on line sixty-two. Clearly they had bigger problems. “It’s just
supposed to redirect you, not suck you into the net. I thought we’d
just grabbed a virtual version of you.”

“Like I said, nice piece of magic. We could use
it for the really advanced, witch-only levels of Enchanter’s
Realm.” Jamie was always looking for a new coding challenge for
their online-gaming world.

Nell knew even her spellcoding skills weren’t
that good. “I don’t have enough power working alone to write a
transporting spell. It must have piggybacked on your teleporting
skills.”

Jamie pillowed his head on red lace. “Yeah, that
could have upped the voltage. Let’s work on it, though—it could be
a real jolt for Realm. In the meantime, do me a favor—can you click
to the product photos of women wearing the bras? More fun for me
while you work on getting me out. Take your time.”

“Fortunately,” Nell said dryly, “I have ample
practice in reversing spell misfires.” She thought for a minute and
typed a couple lines of code. Waving goodbye to Jamie, she reached
for power.

“I ask the lines of power and spell,

Remember the steps you just now took.

Take this one you know so well,

Send him home to be and look.

As I will, so mote it be.”

…

Lauren paced back and forth in front of the
entrance to one of Chicago’s hottest new condo addresses. She shot
a distracted smile at the doorman and waved the real estate folder
in her hand in his general direction. Thank goodness for cell phone
ear buds, she thought ruefully. These days, talking to yourself on
the street didn’t draw much attention. It could be her little
secret that she carried on both parts of the conversation.

She was resigned about this particular showing.
The clients were wonderful people, but they had a long list of
demands. Truth be known, no condo in downtown Chicago was going to
meet their expectations. However, it was her job to show them the
loft, whether they were ready to be realistic or not. She hoped
they decided quickly. Nat would be grumpy if she missed yoga class
again.

A cab pulled up, and Lauren put on her best
realtor smile. “Kate, nice to see you again. You’re going to love
this loft—gorgeous views and a stunning kitchen. Will Mitch be
joining us?”

“I think so, but let’s head up. Mitch may be
able to tour a place at a sprint, but I like a little time to look
around.” Kate Greenley was beautiful, newly married, and on a
meteoric rise to the top of Chicago’s design world. None of which
explained her sudden pallor as the elevator started to rise.

Lauren laid a hand on her client’s arm and
sensed a touch of nausea. “Kate, are you feeling all right?”

Kate nodded and dug a granola bar out of her
purse. “It used to be that I could skip lunch without a problem.
Lately, it comes back to bite me. So, tell me about the condo. Does
it have the office space we wanted? How is the light?”

Reaching into her bag for the property’s
full-color glossies, Lauren started her spiel. She also kept a
surreptitious eye on Kate—February in Chicago, the flu was always
going around, and she didn’t want it.

They stepped out of the elevator into a striking
foyer. Floor-to-ceiling windows showcased the gray, windblown
expanse of the lake in winter. Not all clients loved windblown,
however. “You can imagine the stunning views in summer, with blue
skies and sailboats out on the water,” Lauren said.

Kate laughed. “No wonder you’re so good at your
job, if you can look out at that and see Lake Michigan in summer. I
like the lake in all its moods, even the less fashionable ones.
It’s one of the reasons a lake view was on our list.”

“Ah, yes, the list.” Lauren unlocked the door.
“As I’ve said before, Mitch’s spreadsheet is pretty daunting, but I
think you’ll agree this place hits a lot of high points. Let’s go
in and look around.”

She watched her client carefully and gave a
quiet inner cheer. She could see the designer in Kate captivated by
the spaciousness and modern design of the condo.

Knowing when to let a place sell itself, Lauren
moved aside and let Kate walk forward to the sixteen-foot-high bank
of windows overlooking the city and the lake. Good. One-half of the
client was moving the right direction. Now she just needed Mitch
and his list.

A discreet buzz told her she was about to get
her wish. She opened the door to let in Mitch Greenley. He looked
every inch the hip, young accountant, from the fantastic suit to
the mighty laptop under his arm. She coveted the girl version of
his suit.

“Good to see you again, Lauren.” Mitch entered
and reached for her hand. He looked over at Kate, and Lauren could
feel the newlywed happiness ooze out of him. The man might look
like a dispassionate numbers geek, but he was deeply in love with
his new wife. “Sorry I’m late, love. Tax season’s coming, and the
clients are getting demanding.”

“Dealing with high-strung personalities is one
of your best talents, sweetie.” Kate kissed him in welcome. “Why do
you think I married you?”

“And here I thought it was for my spreadsheets,”
Mitch said, tapping the laptop he’d laid on the granite breakfast
bar.

Lauren choked back her laughter. “Mitch, I think
this place will do well against your checklist, but let’s take a
look around and let you gather some first impressions.”

Kate grinned. “Spreadsheets are his first
impression. Come see this view, love—it really is marvelous. Even
on a dreary day like this, the light in here is magnificent.”

Mitch took his wife’s hand and together they
walked through the main living space. Lauren watched their
now-familiar routine. Even holding her husband’s hand, Kate took
the room in as a kind of dance, with sweeping gazes and impetuous
changes of direction. Mitch methodically turned to each of the four
corners, as if he was cataloguing against the list tacked to his
mental corkboard.

Clearly the bedrock foundations of their souls
were made of entirely different materials. Lauren would bet her
next commission that they had as little common ground in deciding
what to eat for dinner as they did in choosing their first married
home. Somehow, they made it work.

Lauren joined Kate in the middle of the room as
Mitch walked over to his computer. “Well, Mitch, how are we
doing?”

“It hits some of our top priorities, for sure.”
Mitch ran down the checklist in front of him. “Lake view, check.
Open and airy main living space, check. Hardwood floors—what is
that, Lauren? Bamboo?”

“Yes; random-width bamboo, and it runs through
the entire condo,” Lauren said. “I particularly love it in the
kitchen. It sets set off the chocolate cabinets and stainless steel
beautifully.”

Mitch turned around to take a longer look at the
kitchen. “Not sure I’m a big fan of open shelves instead of
cabinets. Where do we hide the ugly stuff?”

Kate, sitting cross-legged in the middle of the
empty living room floor, glanced up from her sketchpad. “No ugly
stuff in my kitchen.”

“Uh, oh,” Mitch said. “That’s her designer
voice.”

“We’ll just have to put the ceramic nesting
bowls from your Aunt Josephine up for adoption.” Kate eyed Lauren.
“A set of five, festooned with hand-painted pink pigs.
Interested?”

Mitch winced. “She’ll come to visit and look for
them; she always does. Isn’t it impolite to give away wedding
gifts?”

Kate grinned at him. “I’m not buying a home to
match pink-pig china, even for your favorite great-aunt. Besides,
we shouldn’t encourage her; she’ll just give us more. I like the
open shelves. I saw some copper-bottom pots the other day in a
kitchenware store that would look fabulous up there.”

Lauren had spent enough time with the Greenleys
to know Kate’s cooking skills maxed out at toasting bagels.

“Design inspiration,” Mitch whispered. He winked
at his wife. “See, I’m not even going to ask why you were in a
kitchenware store. I’m learning.”

Kate just giggled.

Mitch turned back to his laptop. “So, sounds
like we have ‘modern, well-designed kitchen’ covered, then?” He
glanced over at Kate for confirmation.

“Yes, I think so. I like the feel of the space
so far. Let’s live dangerously and skip down the list to the master
bathroom, shall we? I’m hoping there’s a big, jetted bathtub with a
view of the lake.”

Lauren took that as her cue and stepped forward
to lead the way into the master suite.

“Again, honey?” She stopped at the concern in
Mitch’s voice.

He moved to his wife’s side with impressive
speed. “Are you sure you’re not getting the flu? You looked really
peaked at home this morning, too.”

“I’m fine. Too many cups of coffee and not
enough food today, I guess. Let’s look at the rest of this place,
and then you can take me out for a nice dinner. I’m ravenous.”

Mitch shook his head. “Dinner now; you look like
a ghost. Lauren, can we come back in the morning to finish the
showing?” He put a hand on Kate’s arm to silence her protests.

Hmm, the sexy accountant takes charge, Lauren
thought. “Not a problem. The property is vacant, so I’ll just give
the listing realtor a quick call and meet you here tomorrow
morning. Nine o’clock?”

“Sounds good.” Mitch led Kate toward the door.
“I promise we’ll both eat a good breakfast first.”

Kate rolled her eyes at Lauren and waved. She
leaned into her husband as they walked toward the elevator. “Will
you wash behind my ears, too?”

Lauren didn’t need to hear Mitch’s reply to know
it had nothing to do with food. She could feel the sparks of heat
and humor from Kate as the elevator doors closed. It looked like
there would be time to get to yoga class after all.

…

“Aunt Moira, the Internet was not created by
black magic; I promise you.”

“Sure it must be, Sophie, or why won’t it do
what I tell it with this wee mousie?”

Sophie reminded herself to brew a little
patience tea before Moira’s next long-distance computer lesson.
“Let’s try it again. This time, don’t start the login spell until I
tell you.”

“Sophie, surely a scrying bowl would be easier,
no? Or I could send you Uncle Sean’s two-way mirror—it’s lovely for
a cozy chat.”

“I can chat with you that way, Aunt Moira, but
we can’t add in Nell, or any of the other witches I hope will join
us soon.”

“It’s a wonderful idea,” Moira said, “this
community of witches you want to build, but are you sure that the
Internet is the best place to do it? Witches have managed to find
each other without it for thousands of years, you know.”

Sophie grinned. Moira was a hereditary witch,
and her sense of tradition ran strong and deep. “I know it’s new
and different, Aunt Moira. I wish it were easier for us to find
each other these days. How long has it been since you had a student
who wasn’t family?”

“You’ve the right of it there, Sophie.” Moira
sighed. “We’ve only had a couple since you.”

Sophie often forgot she and Moira weren’t
actually related. Her childhood summers at Moira’s cottage on the
Nova Scotia coast, learning the craft and traditions of witching,
had created a family of the heart. “I miss you too, Aunt Moira.
I’ll come when I can this summer, to visit and to help.”

“There’s always room for you, sweetling. If you
had mind talents, I’d be asking you to join me here in Ireland.
We’ve just discovered my great-nephew Murphy can mind read, and we
haven’t anyone close by to show him how to stay out of where he
isn’t invited. He’s hearing all manner of things that aren’t meant
for the ears of small boys. He’s too little to send elsewhere for
training just yet.”

“That’s why we need an online community. Jamie’s
a mind witch; perhaps he can visit our chat room and help you out
with Murphy. Modern witches need to use modern tools.”

“Didn’t I just get on a plane and fly all the
way across the ocean? That’s modern enough for this old witch. It’s
a good idea, though, asking Jamie for help with the wee scamp
Murphy.”

“I hope we can use chat to help with the
witchlings, and beyond that, too.” Sophie played her trump card.
“So many gifts are going to waste. Not everyone comes from a family
that recognizes and nurtures power. You always told us an untrained
witch is both a danger and a loss.”

“Aye, Sophie, I know. It’s why I agreed to help
you.”

“Indeed. So let’s get started. We need to get
you into the chat room. Go up to the bar where I showed you and
type in www.amodernwitch.com.”

Moira huffed. “I’m not a total nimwit, Sophie; I
can get to your lovely little store. Didn’t I buy some of your
chamomile lotion just last month?”

“Aunt Moira, next time you want some lotion,
just ask. You don’t need to buy it.”

“I like to support witch commerce. Your
chamomile lotion is magic for my arthritic hands in the
winter.”

Sophie laughed. There was no point trying to
move Aunt Moira when she was standing on high moral ground. “I give
up—buy lotion as often as you like. Right now, let’s get you logged
in to Witches’ Chat.”

“Haven’t we been trying that for twenty minutes
now? So, I put my wee mousie over the yellow button, there. Then
what? This mouse creature keeps wanting to go somewhere else. I’m
thinking Murphy or one of the other small ones must have magicked
it on me.”

Sophie grinned. It was entirely possible. “I can
imagine several who might try, Aunt Moira, but you’re stronger than
any trainee-witch pranks, I’m sure. Click on the yellow button
first, then start the login spell. That will take you into the chat
room. I’ll be waiting there for you.”

When she heard Moira’s lilting spell begin,
Sophie crossed her fingers and clicked on the yellow “Witches’
Chat” button herself.

“I seek the ones who share my gifts,

To talk, to learn.

This portal will my power discern,

And let me in, as one of three.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Sophie: You did it! Can you
read this?

Moira: My eyes are fine,
Sophie.

Sophie: Indeed, they are.
Well, now you know how to work the login spell. We’ll meet Nell
here later today and find out if the fetching spell is up and
running yet.

Moira: That will be tomorrow
morning for me. I’ll see you then, dear. Is there an exit spell
too?

Sophie: No, just click on the
little X in the top right corner. Sleep well, Aunt Moira.



Chapter 2
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“Mama, Aervyn ported me again. Make him
stop!”

“Tell him to put you back.”

“But Mama!” It wasn’t normal for Ginia to sound
that mad at her little brother, even when he decided to use her for
teleporting practice. Nell backed out of the fridge and took a look
at her middle triplet. Then she promptly stuck her head back in the
fridge, trying very hard, and not very successfully, to muffle her
laughter.

“Mama. It’s not funny!”

“I’m sorry, honey.” Nell tried to look
appropriately sympathetic. Her normally mellow daughter was not
only steaming mad, she was soaking wet and naked, unless you
counted all the soapy bubbles. “Let me guess. You were having a
shower?”

“Yes! Aervyn ported me to the back yard. Without
any clothes on, and Nathan and Jake were there. Mama, boys saw me
naked. You have to make him stop.”

Nell sighed. How did they change so fast? Last
summer, Ginia had happily run naked through the backyard sprinkler.
“He’s getting better, Ginia. At least now he usually puts people
back where he got them from. Go jump in the shower again and rinse
off. I’ll talk to Aervyn.”

“You can’t; he ported himself to Uncle Jamie’s.”
Ginia flounced off, as only a mad eight-year-old can. She shot a
look back over her shoulder. “He stuck out his tongue at me,
too.”

Nell wondered what you could get for a
four-year-old witchling if you sold him on eBay. Cute curls,
adorable green eyes, and occasionally misbehaved magical
talents—for sale cheap.

A child with power was nothing new in Nell’s
family. Witch blood ran deep and strong down both sides of her
family tree. Nathan, her oldest, was already a skilled and powerful
witch at thirteen. He’d embraced his talents, well mentored by a
bevy of proud aunts, uncles, and grandparents.

Her middle three, her astonishing triplets,
hadn’t shown any signs of magic. It was early yet; plenty of
witches didn’t find their power until the turbulent teenage years,
even in a family well familiar with the signs of emerging
witchhood.

With Aervyn, however, there was no question he
would be a witch of immense power, the strongest seen in her family
for several generations. She’d known it when he still swam inside
her belly, his playful tugs on currents of power coming long before
she’d felt his first kicks.

You’d think that after triplets, giving birth to
one child would have been a piece of cake, but Aervyn had arrived
like a tornado. It had taken every witch in her family to hold the
birthing circle whole and welcome him safely into the world. The
awe in the room had been palpable.

Nell had worked very hard since then to keep
Aervyn’s life as normal as possible. Powerful witchling or not, he
was a small boy, and he had every right to be a small boy
before he shouldered the responsibilities that would come with his
gifts.

This month, that had meant calling in Uncle
Jamie, the only other person in the family with teleportation
skills, to quietly return stray puppies, kids, and Mercedes to
their rightful owners. She had plenty of reason to be grateful they
lived in Berkeley, where nothing weird attracted attention for
long.

Nell heard Ginia singing in the shower. Current
crisis over. She juggled a glass of root beer and a bagel with
peanut butter, weaving her way over to what the family called Nell
Central.

Two monitors dominated the desk, one with gaming
code and one with her online grocery order half done. She fixed a
typo in a line of code, picked two kinds of shredded cheese, and
sent Jamie an instant message to keep Aervyn for a while.

Then she toggled over to A Modern Witch to see
if Sophie had managed to get Moira into the chat room yet. A glance
at the blank screen told her that was still a work in progress.
Nothing sadder than sitting in a chat room by yourself, she
thought, taking a bite of bagel as she toggled back to finish her
grocery order.

…

Heat blasted Lauren as she opened the door to
Spirit Yoga’s class space. The hundred-degree temperatures of a hot
yoga class were always a shock. Nat offered more hot yoga classes
in the long, dark months of midwinter—something to do with ridding
the body of old and toxic energies before the renewal of spring.
Which was a fancy way of saying, time to sweat your butt off.

Lauren unrolled her mat at the back of the room
and laid out the rest of her paraphernalia. Taking a deep breath,
she settled quietly onto her mat and felt the calm begin to seep
in.

Nat had gone for a tropical feel in class today,
with light scents of vanilla and mango, flickering candles, and
streaming music that had a vaguely Caribbean feel. It wasn’t a
beach in Jamaica, but it was nice. Lauren took a slow, deep breath,
feeling the small muscles in her ribcage expand. Hold for a minute,
let the breath go. Eyes drift closed. Another breath. Settling in
to her rhythm, Lauren felt Nat’s centered presence enter the room,
the light touch of welcome on her shoulder.

As Nat walked to the front of the room, Lauren
let contentment slide over her. It was hard to feel anything else
in Nat’s presence. She radiated a sense of rightness that had been
irresistible to Lauren from the minute she’d walked into her
college dorm room ten years ago and found Nat in a headstand on the
narrow strip of carpet between the two beds.

If it hadn’t been for that initial upside-down
introduction, Lauren might have joined the masses who totally blew
their first impression of Nat. Natalia Elizabeth Eggerton Smythe
came from wealth, class, and impeccable breeding. It took longer to
see beyond to her artist’s soul, dancer’s need to move, and deep
well of generosity.

Lauren had known by the end of the first week of
college that her world would always be better with Nat in it. Life
as a high-powered realtor could get fairly insane, but she’d always
found time for Nat. Even if that meant sweating her butt off.

Lauren let the opening mantra wash over her and
soaked in the last few moments of rest before Nat went after all
those toxic energies with a vengeance.

…

Nell added four dozen eggs, a gallon of
chocolate-swirl ice cream, and a case of granola bars to her online
grocery cart and hit submit. $343.82. Yikes, and that would only
hold her brood for a week or so. All kids ate like famine was
imminent, but little witchlings were food vacuums. Aervyn had eaten
six scrambled eggs after his last training session with Jamie, and
then had dinner two hours later.

Taking the last bite of her bagel, Nell heard
the ping she’d been waiting for and turned to the monitor behind
her. Well, hallelujah—Sophie and Moira had finally made it into
chat.

Sophie: Nell, are you
there?

Nell: I’ve been here for
days, girl.

Sophie: Sorry—it took a bit
to show Aunt Moira how to work the login spell.

Moira: Haven’t I been working
spells longer than you’ve been alive, Sophie? It’s not the spell
that was the problem, it’s all this technology. Nell, this is an
odd way to be having a conversation, but I’m so very delighted to
have a chance to chat with you.

Nell: It’s been too long,
Moira. One summer soon, I’ll bring my brood to visit you. Maybe you
can convince Aervyn that not everyone wants to be teleported.

Moira: Oh my, he’s moving
people around now, is he?

Nell: He is. And speaking of
spells to move people around—Sophie, are you ready for me to turn
on the fetching spell?

Sophie: Is it behaving
now?

Nell: It is. Jamie and I
finished debugging it earlier today. I tweaked it to pull in only
one person at a time for a while. Thinking about Aervyn’s
teleporting escapades, I realized how crazy it might get if we
fetched a horde of witches all at once.

Sophie: Trust a mom to think
of details like that. Sounds good, and thank you for all the work
you’ve put in. Go ahead and turn it on.

Moira: While we wait, Nell,
tell us about the rest of your brood. How are my sweet girls
doing?

…

Crap, thought Lauren. She surveyed the pathetic
contents of her fridge. She was always starving after yoga
class—which hadn’t been a real problem until her New Year’s
resolution to stop eating out so much and use the money to take
some really nice vacations instead. The beaches and jungles of
Puerto Rico beckoned.

Sighing, she pulled a can of clam chowder out of
the cupboard. She hated clam chowder, which is why it was the last
edible thing left to eat in her apartment.

Lauren dumped the soup into a pot, put the
kettle on for tea, and dug out her laptop. Chloe from work swore by
some online grocery site. Since she clearly wasn’t getting to the
real grocery store often enough, maybe a virtual one would have to
do.

She clicked on Chloe’s email link and looked
around. It was grocery shopping for idiots. You set up a master
grocery list on the first visit. After that, you checked items on
your list to re-order and food showed up at your door twenty-four
hours later. Sweet!

Figuring it made sense to add basic staples
first, Lauren clicked on the link to Dairy, then to Ice Cream. They
stocked all sixty-three flavors of Ben & Jerry’s. She was in
love. Lauren checked off Phish Food, Karamel Sutra, and Mud Pie,
and clicked ‘add to master grocery list’.

Nell: Then Ginia hid Aervyn’s
favorite pajamas because he teleported her out of the shower, and
now she can’t remember where she put them. Oh, the light’s
blinking—the fetching spell is bringing someone in. Her name is…
Lauren.

Sophie: Lauren—hello, and
welcome to Witches’ Chat at amodernwitch.com. We’re delighted you
could join us!

Lauren: Me? Where am I? Where
did my master grocery list go?

Nell: We can send you back to
your grocery shopping in a minute. That’s a great site, by the way;
I use it to order groceries all the time. Beats loading twenty bags
into my minivan.

Lauren: It was my first time
there. Where am I now? What the heck is Witches’ Chat?

Sophie: It’s an online chat
room for witches to gather and talk. I hope we can support and
learn from each other as well. Nell, Moira, and I are the founding
three. You’re the first new witch found by our fetching spell, so
congratulations and welcome!

Lauren: You’re witches??
What’s a fetching spell?

Nell: We laid out a little
online sniffer that would detect power and pull witches here. We
didn’t want to invite everyone who thinks they’re a witch; that can
get messy.

Lauren: I think your sniffer
goofed. I’m not a witch. I’m guessing the online grocery people
won’t be thrilled at you hacking their site, either.

Nell: If I’d meant to hack,
they’d never know. The spell isn’t specific to that site, it just
happens that I did my grocery shopping this morning, and you must
have crossed over the spell trail I laid.

Lauren wondered if this was a good time to shut
down her wireless connection and run a virus scan. However, that
sounded like about as much fun as the square-footage calculations
she was already trying to avoid. The sales guy at the Apple store
had assured her Macbooks were almost impossible to hack.

A screaming kettle interrupted her train of
thought. Time for tea, although she wasn’t sure a little chamomile
tea was going to get her very strange evening back on track. Not
that she minded a little strange, but witches? Were there seriously
women in this century who thought they were witches?

Lauren considered and rejected the soup. It was
bagel day at the office tomorrow; she could last until then.

She poured water into her favorite blue mug and
set the tea ball in to steep. Looking at the whimsical and lopsided
mug with affection, she suddenly found humor in the left turn her
night had taken. Witches 2.0. Crazy, but probably harmless, and
definitely entertaining. The fetching spell was a nice touch. If
nothing else, it would be a great story to share with Nat over
lunch tomorrow.

Carrying her mug back to the couch, Lauren
settled in and prepared to have fun. She’d always been a sucker for
the slightly loopy.

Lauren: Sorry, I had to go
make my tea.

Moira: Ah good, we thought
maybe we’d lost you, child. I have a cup of tea myself, although
it’s morning tea for me.

Lauren: Morning?

Nell: She’s on vacation in
Ireland. It’s 5 am there.

Lauren: Yeesh. I don’t do 5
am. Ever.

Nell: Me neither, but I’m in
California and Sophie’s in Colorado, so it seemed like the best
compromise on time for all of us. Tell us about yourself. Maybe you
have some minor talents you’ve never thought of as witchcraft.

Lauren: I’m pretty good at
selling real estate, and I make a mean pasta sauce. I think that’s
about as special as my talents get.

Moira: Lauren, you must be a
witch, love. Nell doesn’t often make mistakes with her
spellcasting.

Nell: Gee, thanks, Moira. I
think the spell’s fine. I tested it on my kids—Nathan and Aervyn
got fetched, the triplets didn’t, although a few strange things
happened for Ginia that make me wonder. Maybe she’ll grow into
power yet.

Lauren: You have triplets???
Wait, I’m losing track of the—Moira, I’m definitely not a witch. No
cauldrons or broomsticks or pointy hats anywhere.

Sophie: Aunt Moira might have
a cauldron somewhere—she’s got a talent with herbs—but you won’t
find a lot of modern witches with pointy hats, and very few of us
can fly. That whole broomstick thing has always been pretty much a
myth. Harry Potter didn’t help us out there.

Lauren: That’s too bad; I
thought Harry was kind of cute. If you don’t fly, what do you
do?

Sophie: My talents are with
plants and a bit of healing. Nell is great with complex spells.
Moira has a little bit of lots of things. She trained me. Do you
happen to have a garden?

Lauren: I live on the fourth
floor of a walk-up apartment building. The closest lettuce leaf is
probably miles away. Scratch that; nothing grows in February in
Chicago. Does that fail me on the ‘am I a witch’ test?

Sophie: Oh, no. Most witches
can do a few of the same basic things, but our stronger talents
often vary quite a bit. Some are good with growing plants or
healing people, some can mindspeak or feel emotions. Some, like
Nell’s son Aervyn, have more unusual talents—he can transport
things. Moira has a cousin who is a very powerful elemental witch,
particularly with air and water. He can make the biggest storms
you’ve ever seen.

Lauren: Do you all have
witches in your families? I can promise you, there are no witches
in mine.

Nell: Some of us are overrun
with them. About half the people in my family tree have at least
small amounts of power. Similar story with Moira’s family, although
I don’t think the power runs quite as strong in all branches of her
family. We’d be hereditary witches, where the power is passed from
generation to generation.

Sophie: And I’d be the other
kind of witch, where power shows up with no obvious family
connection. As far as I know, none of my close relatives are
witches. It’s hard to know sometimes, though—not everyone is
accepting of witches, so many people keep their talents fairly
hidden.

Moira: Power calls to power,
Sophie. You’d know by now if you had any family with talent, I’d
think. Lauren, it sounds like you would be a non-hereditary witch,
then. Back in the day, we used to track more of you down as
youngsters, but it’s difficult now.

Lauren: Pretty sure I’m a
hereditary non-witch. It doesn’t sound like my pasta sauce
qualifies me.

Nell: You said you’re good at
selling real estate. How does that work?

Lauren: I meet clients and
try to match them with property for sale. Good research, good
connections to stay ahead of the competition. No magic
involved.

Nell: You’re good at it?

Lauren: Damn straight.

Nell: Hmmm. There are
negotiations involved in closing a real estate deal. Perhaps you
have some skills at mind reading?

Lauren: That would be
amazingly handy, if somewhat unethical, but no, I’ve never heard
the conversations in someone else’s head.

Nell: Do you pick up any
feelings? Sorry for all the questions. Sometimes people use power
without realizing they do. Just trying to take some guesses.

Moira: If only we could scan
you in person, dear, wouldn’t it be so much easier to figure this
out...

Lauren: Scan?

Sophie: People like Moira,
who have experience training witches, can do a simple scan to read
basic power levels. They can also conduct some simple tests to see
where someone’s talents might lie.

Nell: Moira, that’s not a bad
idea. Chicago’s a long trip for you, even if you weren’t in Ireland
right now, but perhaps Jamie could go. Lauren, Jamie is my baby
brother. He’s a talented witch and an experienced trainer—most in
my family are, with all the witchlings around. Would you be open to
meeting with him if he’s free to travel?

Lauren: Is he cute?

Nell: He’s my brother; don’t
ask me that.

Sophie: He’s very cute.

Lauren: Sounds like the
weirdest blind date ever.

Moira: He’s a very skilled
witch, Lauren. You’d do well to trust him to test your powers.

Lauren: So guys can be
witches? Sorry, still stuck on the pointed hats and broomsticks
stuff, I guess.

Moira: Many of history’s most
talented witches are men. The world fears a powerful woman most, so
it’s women who have been most noticed, and most hunted.

Nell: Uh, oh. Don’t get Moira
started. We’ll save the history of witching for a new day.

Sophie: Lauren, we hope
you’ll be back. We’re planning to chat every Wednesday night.

Moira: How will she do the
login spell then, if she can’t consciously tap her power?

Nell: For now, Lauren, if you
want to join us, just go to your grocery site again next Wednesday.
I’ll set up the spell to fetch you from there. Keep an eye out for
Jamie; he should find you in the next couple of days.

Lauren was back at her master grocery list—Phish
Food, Karamel Sutra, and Mud Pie ice cream all added. She shook her
head. It had almost been like falling into an online role-playing
game, without the visuals.

Three interesting but completely loopy women
were going to send her a tall, dark, and handsome stranger. To test
her for hidden witching powers. Yeah, that was going to happen.

It had the makings for a good virtual-reality
game, though. They had been oddly amusing. Some people might think
it would be fun to be a witch.

And that is why you shouldn’t skip dinner, girl.
Lack of food causes serious detachment from reality. Lauren
squinted at her computer and dared it to misbehave again.

Given the empty state of her cupboards, she had
a grocery order to finish. Then she was going to stretch her
self-imposed eating-out rules and hit the corner store for some
kind of sustenance.



Chapter 3
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Sophie: Morning, Nell. Good
afternoon to you, Aunt Moira. I know we hadn’t planned to chat
today, but last night was a bit of a surprise and I wanted to put
our heads together. What did you think?

Nell: The big twist was
fetching someone who has power, but doesn’t know it. That’s a bit
of a wrinkle.

Sophie: No kidding. How do
you suppose the spell managed that? I assumed it would need to
sniff actively channeled power to work. Lauren’s power is most
likely latent, no?

Nell: Dunno. Sometimes spells
take unforeseen turns. It’s possible it can sniff latent power, or
it’s possible Lauren has at least some ability to channel and
direct her power and just isn’t aware of it. Moira, what do you
think?

Moira: Well, a good trainer
can often sense latent talents, or talents just beginning to bloom.
But most often, that emergence happens long before a girl is grown.
I’d guess Lauren’s power is active, at least in some small ways.
And an untrained witch is a dangerous witch.

Sophie: You drummed it into
us often enough, Aunt Moira.

Nell: No kidding. I think I
mumble it in my sleep some nights.

Moira: Important things bear
repeating. History is full of stories of witches who came into
their power suddenly and did terrible damage to themselves and
others.

Sophie: Lauren’s an adult,
though. Surely she isn’t going to start bursting things into
flames.

Moira: It’s not likely, lass,
I’ll give you that. More likely she has a quiet bit of earth magic
or a little empathy, and those are unlikely to do any serious
harm.

Sophie: Small powers that
have slipped under the radar—that would make sense.

Moira: It’s not the only
possibility, however. If there’s even a small chance she has
stronger powers, or the potential for them, we need to find out. We
didn’t plan to find ourselves an untrained witch, but we did. I
think we have an obligation to our part in this, and to her.

Nell: Moira, you’re our good
conscience. I agree with you, though. That’s why I offered to send
Jamie her way. I’m all about a virtual witch community, but some
things just can’t be done on the Internet. Jamie can verify that
Lauren does indeed have power and do at least a basic scan of her
talents. That would put us in a much better place to know how to
help her.

Sophie: Assuming she wants
help. Not everyone wants to be a witch. It seemed like she took it
all in good humor last night, but she might feel differently once
she realizes this is real and we’re not just three amusing crazy
women.

Moira: The only way to start
a journey is to move your legs. Sending Jamie is a good idea, if
he’s able to go. He’s a bit unconventional in his methods, but he’s
a good trainer.

Nell: I’ve already spoken to
him. We just finished a big update for Enchanter’s Realm, so he’s
got some free time coming, and he’s happy to ‘make first contact’,
as he put it. I think Lauren’s picture might have helped; she’s not
hard to look at. He can leave for Chicago tomorrow.

Sophie: Are you going to let
Lauren know? Do you have any way of contacting her?

Nell: Sure, but probably none
that wouldn’t make her think we’re stalkers. She’s a realtor. I
assume Jamie can find her in a public place and do a basic
assessment that way. If she’s got power, he can take it from
there.

Moira: That sounds a bit
underhanded, Nell dear, surprising her that way.

Nell: I don’t think we’re
trying to hide anything. I can’t think of a better way to handle
it. I know if I got an email saying some strange guy was coming to
visit, I’d be more than a little freaked out. Jamie’s got a lot
better chance meeting her in person.

Sophie: I have to agree. I
got the feeling she didn’t take us quite seriously last night, but
she still chatted with us. I don’t want to scare her off before we
ever meet her.

Moira: Jamie’s a good lad. He
can be trusted to do what’s right.

Sophie: I think so, too. Let
him know the login spell, Nell. Maybe he can check in and give us
updates every so often. And to totally change the subject for a
minute, when will we see the Enchanter’s Realm update? I’m so
addicted.

Nell: We’ll upload it in a
couple of weeks. There are some new levels. We have a lot of online
players now that have built up enough power to need some new
challenges. Jamie came up with a couple of really devilish
ones.

Sophie: I always think it’s
funny that a family of witches makes their living creating a gaming
world that lets other people pretend to be witches. Well, and
entertains some of us real witches, as well.

Nell: We do what we know. I’d
better run—I hear crashes from the basement. I’ll let you both know
when Jamie heads to Chicago. Safe travels back from Ireland,
Moira.

Sophie got up from her computer to stir the pot
of soup on her stove. How would it feel to be a witch and not know
it? Well, that was a silly question—how could you feel any way
about something you didn’t know? How strange it must be to be able
to touch power, but not know what it was, to not know what you were
capable of, or at least, not fully realize.

She sipped the soup and reached toward the fresh
herb pots on her windowsill for a bit of final flavoring. Some
thyme and maybe just a little dill. She remembered very clearly the
summer she’d gone to Nova Scotia with her parents to visit her
great-aunt Phoebe.

She’d been eight-and-a-half years old and
playing outside in Aunt Phoebe’s wonderful gardens. Even as a young
child, the plants and flowers had called to her. She spent hours in
the garden, touching soft petals and leaves, running through their
names and uses in her mind. She read about them in a book Aunt
Phoebe had borrowed for her, The Wisdom of Plants and Their
Healing Properties.

One day the friend who had lent Aunt Phoebe the
book came to visit. Her name was Moira, and she had walked in the
gardens with Sophie. She’d told her about some of the flowers that
weren’t in the book, and taught her a couple of little rhymes to
help the flowers open and bloom.

Sophie smiled as she poured soup into a bowl,
her heart full of memories and love. As a little girl, she had
watched a blossom open in her hand and been enthralled. Moira had
recognized her emerging power and quietly arranged for her to come
back the next summer for a longer visit to learn about the
plants.

Sophie didn’t really remember when she had
understood she was a witch. For her, the magic and the plants had
always come together. She’d gone back, summer after summer, to
learn about herbs and flowers and their uses. She’d learned more
little rhymes—some for growing, some for increasing potency, and
eventually, some for healing.

It seemed like she’d always known Moira was a
witch. At eight, that wasn’t such a difficult thing to believe. Nor
was it much of a reach to believe she shared the magic. The rhymes
had been such fun. She didn’t remember exactly when they’d become
spells, and the plants a way of channeling her power.

Maybe it was easier when your gifts were quiet
ones like herbals and simple healing. Sophie had spent enough time
with Aunt Moira’s family to be well aware that not all magic gifts
were so gentle.

She remembered Mary Margaret, who had strong
elemental magic and lit fires in her sleep. For more than a month
while she was coming in to her power, someone with magical skills
and a big bucket of water sat by the bed as she slept.

Or Niall, who could hear minds and used to hide
in the barn because he couldn’t quiet all the voices in his head.
It had taken him almost two years to gain barriers enough to handle
a family dinner without turning white from the strain.

It was unlikely Lauren’s gifts were that
intense—it would be hard not to notice voices in your head or fires
in your bedroom. Probably she had less conspicuous powers, the kind
that didn’t emblazon ‘witch’ across your forehead in big letters.
That was a good thing. In a modern world that didn’t believe so
much in witches, the more visible kinds of talents could be hard on
their bearers.

Jamie would test Lauren soon enough, and then
they’d know. Meanwhile, Sophie would enjoy her soup and get back to
work. Several lotions and salves were running low, and the herbals
room was overflowing from winter solstice harvesting. Everything
was nicely dried out now—time to turn it into more products for her
website.

She’d make up some more chamomile lotion to send
to Aunt Moira, as well. As thoroughly modern as she was in some
aspects of her life, Sophie never forgot to honor the hands she had
learned from, in the best of witch tradition.

…

Lauren heard the muted buzz and knew the doorman
had let the Greenleys up. She’d wanted to let them walk up as a
couple this time to get a feel for what coming home together might
feel like. The weather had cooperated, a crisp and sunny morning
that did wonderful things for the lake view and big windows.

“Kate, Mitch, welcome back.” Lauren opened the
door for her clients. “I hope you’re feeling better today, Kate.
Did Mitch bring you breakfast in bed?”

“You think I let him in the kitchen?” Kate
laughed, all smiles and bubbly energy. “I’m no culinary genius, but
he’s dangerous. He buys a mean bagel, though. We’re set to go.”

“Let’s pick up where we left off, then, and head
back to the master suite. There’s a bathtub with a view I think
you’ll love, Kate.”

Lauren led them into the simple but surprisingly
warm space. There were bamboo floors and restful green walls, and
Shoji screen doors covered the closet & bathroom entrances. “It
has a bit of a Zen feel, I think, but still fits with the modern
look of the main space. Cozier, though.”

Kate sank to the floor in the middle of the
room. Lauren wasn’t surprised. She had long since figured out this
was how her client ‘tried on’ a space in her head. What she didn’t
expect was Mitch to join his wife, back to back, cross-legged on
the floor, computer on his lap. “Lauren, give us a minute, will
you?”

“Sure. I’ll be at the dining room table if you
need me.” A lesser realtor might tremble, but Lauren recognized the
signs of a client shifting into decision mode. Excellent. They’d
toured most of the available downtown condos in the Greenleys’
price range, and she very much wanted to get them matched up with a
home. The big commission would be nice, but mostly she loved to
succeed at the challenge of putting people and places together.

Sitting down at the table, she pulled out her
Macbook and started to deal with email backlog. Being a good
realtor was all about timing, and she knew how to wait when
necessary, how to gently push when that was necessary.

It didn’t take long before Mitch and Kate walked
over to join Lauren. She closed her computer. “Now that you’ve had
a chance to talk, what do you think?”

Mitch tapped his fingers on the table and looked
at his wife. “We’re almost there. We really like this place and the
property you showed us on Tuesday. As you keep reminding me,
nothing will hit everything on our wish list, but I think we have
two really great choices. The real-estate market is pretty quiet
right now, so we’d just like to take another day or two to make our
decision.”

Lauren was surprised. Truthfully, she’d expected
them to walk out of the master suite with a decision made. They’d
had that ‘turning point’ feel about them, and her instincts weren’t
often wrong. One of her best talents was knowing when a client was
truly ready to buy.

She looked at each of them carefully. Was one of
them putting on the brakes? That wasn’t the vibe she was getting,
but always possible. “Do you really feel like you have two choices
that could make you happy, or do we need to keep looking?”

“They both feel like solid possibilities,” said
Kate, and then seemed to find her own words funny. “That sounds
like something Mitch would say. It’s a big decision. Maybe it’s
just something we need to try on for a couple of days. It’s the
same feeling I get when I need to let a design percolate for a bit.
Usually something good comes of it, so I’ve learned not to push
when I have that ‘almost, but not quite’ feeling.”

Saying all the right realtor speak to calm
client nerves, Lauren did a gut check. Like Kate, she trusted her
instincts. This client was ready to buy. Once clients got to that
point, they usually felt a click with the right place. ‘Solid
possibilities’ wasn’t a click.

The Greenleys had been very clear about what
they wanted, and she’d found them good options. They’d likely be
happy with either property, but neither one was the ‘click’.

Trusting her instincts had made Lauren one of
Chicago’s brightest young realtors. She had a reputation for
matching people with the right property. Sometimes that meant
careful legwork on the client’s wish list, and sometimes it meant
ignoring the client’s wish list. Her gut said it was time to show
the Greenleys something different.

“Before you sit down to think, there’s one more
property I’d like to show you.”

Kate raised an eyebrow. “I thought we’d seen
pretty much everything.”

“In downtown condo living, you have. The place I
have in mind doesn’t fall into that category. Sometimes I take my
clients to a property that’s a little different. The contrast might
help you weigh your wish list a little differently, or gel your
decision on one of the properties you’ve already seen.”

Kate nodded. “I do that for a design sometimes.
Show clients a couple of options outside what they’ve asked for. I
think our wish list is pretty solid, but I’m happy to take a look
at one more place.”

“It’s unoccupied, so we could head over there
now, or any time in the next day or two.”

“I have a doctor’s appointment in an hour. Mitch
is insisting—he thinks I’m overdoing it at work.” Kate grinned
fondly at her husband. “However, I can do mid-afternoon. Does that
work for you, love?”

Mitch nodded.

“Great, then let’s meet at three this
afternoon,” Lauren said. “Here’s the address. It’s in South Loop,
an easy walk from the Van Buren El station.”

…

Nat strolled down the street toward Santana’s to
meet Lauren for a late lunch. Even in the chill of February, she
tried never to rush. Her childhood had been full of schedules and
timetables and a constant sense of needing to move a little faster.
One of the small joys of adulthood was moving at her own speed.

Pulling open the door of their favorite
neighborhood eatery, Nat took a moment to appreciate the funky
décor. Gorgeous glass tiles topping the reception counter, sexy
black & white photography on the walls, cozy booths of suede
and wood. She waved to the owner and walked over to their usual
corner table where Lauren waited.

“Hey, Nat!” Lauren held out a hunk of bread.
“Try some of this, it’s still warm.”

“I’m so addicted to this stuff.”

“I don’t think anyone is meant to resist warm
bread when it’s this cold out.”

Nat dunked her bread in the ready plate of olive
oil, balsamic vinegar, and salt. She savored the smells and the
quiet joy of a best friend to share them with. “You look happy. Did
good things happen at work?”

“I think so.” Lauren smiled at the waiter
delivering glasses of the house red wine and ordered fettuccine
Alfredo. “I think I’m going to sell this great South Loop
brownstone to clients who wanted a downtown loft.”

“They really liked it?”

“They haven’t seen it yet. I’ve just got a
feeling.”

Nat didn’t bother to ask. Lauren’s ‘feelings’
were legendary, especially where real estate was concerned. “You’ve
got some fancy magic. I hope it works out.”

Lauren laughed. “You sound like the witches from
last night.”

Nat could feel her eyebrows crossing. “You’re
selling a house to witches?”

“No, I’m going to sell a house to the newlyweds
I’ve been working with for a couple of months now. Last night, I
sat down to order groceries online—”

“Ran out of food again?”

“Yeah. All I had left was a can of clam
chowder.”

Nat rolled her eyes in sympathy. Lauren was
practically allergic to clam chowder. That can might have been the
one left over from the apartment they’d shared right after
college.

“Anyhow, you have to create this master grocery
list, and I went to add ice cream.” In between bites of fettuccine,
Lauren filled Nat in on her strange detour from Karamel Sutra into
a chat with three women who claimed to be witches.

“So, let’s see if I have all this.” Nat spooned
up the last of her minestrone. “You got sucked out of the virtual
ice-cream aisle by a fetching spell because these three women think
you’re a witch? And they want to send a cute guy to check you
out?”

“Sounds like the weirdest blind date ever,
doesn’t it? I keep expecting some dude from a reality TV show to
pop up beside me with a microphone.”

There could be worse things than a mysterious
man showing up in your life, thought Nat, but she rolled with
things a little more easily than Lauren. “I need to go shopping for
ice cream tonight. It’s not fair for you to have all the fun.”

“I’ll send you a link. If they suck you in, ask
them to send two guys.”

“Will do.” Nat pushed back from the table. “I
have class to teach. If a tall, dark witch shows up, I expect to be
the first to know. My life could use some shaking up.” As could
Lauren’s.

Lauren grabbed one last slice of bread from the
table. “If I meet a witch, honey, he’s all yours.”

Nat walked out the door of Santana’s and
wondered. The last thing Lauren expected was for her handsome witch
to actually show up. Nat wasn’t nearly so sure. Life sometimes
moved in very crooked lines.

…

Lauren saw the Greenleys coming down the street
toward the brownstone where she stood waiting. Mitch seemed his
usual self, but Kate was radiating emotion, a confused and bubbly
kind of joy with a side helping of shock. Something was going on,
but whatever it was, Mitch seemed immune.

“Hey, you two. Thanks for coming to see this
property. As I said, it’s quite different from what you’ve seen up
until now. Why don’t you head in with me, and we’ll check it
out?”

“It was a nice walk here through the
neighborhood,” Mitch said. “I imagine in the summer it’s really
pretty with all the trees.”

“This neighborhood is well known for its trees.
Lots of parks and green space, but still very close to downtown and
both your jobs. This is a rehabbed two-story brownstone. There are
four units. I’m going to show you one on the main level.”

As Lauren opened the door, a bouncy young woman
walked up, pushing a stroller. “Hey, hold the door for a moment, do
you mind? Are you looking at the Edwards’ place? It’s right across
the hall from us. This is a wonderful building—the people who live
upstairs are really friendly. I’m Jenn, and this cutie is Nolan.
He’s going to wail from hunger any minute, so we’d better head
inside. I hope you love the apartment!”

Without giving anyone a chance to get a word in,
she maneuvered Nolan and stroller through her door and disappeared
with a wave and bright grin.

Mitch laughed. “I guess it wouldn’t be hard to
get to know the neighbors. Cute little boy.”

Lauren opened the door to the vacant property.
“She called it an apartment, but it’s over two thousand square feet
of space. All recently remodeled, but still with a sense of history
that fits the building. Why don’t you look around a little, get a
feel.”

Kate walked past Lauren into the middle of the
living room, spun around twice, and kept moving. It was her normal
tour, but on fast forward. Lauren would have chalked it up to the
client not being impressed by the property, but she could still
feel the waves of emotion coming from Kate.

Mitch seemed a little befuddled by his wife’s
speed, but he walked around as well. Lauren imagined he felt lost
without his spreadsheets. “What are your first impressions,
Mitch?”

“It’s definitely different from what we’ve seen.
I like it, though. The old wood floors and high ceilings are really
nice, and the fireplace in here is amazing. I like the views, too.
A tree outside your window definitely isn’t something you’d get in
a condo.”

A good start, Lauren thought. He was keeping an
open mind.

They both looked up as Kate blew back into the
room. Lauren took one look at her and knew. Click. Big, fat click
with a capital C. Go figure. Nothing about this place should have
been right for them, but it obviously was.

Lauren knew what to do when a click that strong
hit one half of a couple. She got out of the way.

“Mitch.” Kate grabbed his hand. “There are
stained-glass windows and a fireplace in the master bedroom. The
other two bedrooms are cozy and cute, and I’m sure one could be an
office. There’s a breakfast nook in the kitchen, and a wonderful
sun porch, and even a little yard.”

Mitch’s face was a study in astonishment. “You
want stained-glass windows and a yard?”

“I didn’t until I saw them. Lauren, you’re a
genius. This is our home. It needs to be ours. It has a glass block
shower in the bathroom and a huge bathtub.”

“Well, those are on the list, at least,” Mitch
said wryly.

Lauren had been watching Kate carefully, and she
saw the emotion coil and prepare to explode.

“We need a new list, Mitch. We’re having a
baby.” Kate stood motionless and watched her husband. Shock crossed
his face, followed quickly by absolute and stunning joy.

Lauren slipped out of the room, tears coming to
her eyes. She could feel delight beaming through the whole house,
an expanding of love already making room for the new life.

It made sense now. Babies changed everything,
especially real estate wish lists. Yards, good schools, nice
neighbors, stability. This place had it all.

Real estate was never done until the deal was
signed, but it was a solid bet she’d found the Greenleys their
home.



Chapter 4
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Who the hell traveled to Chicago in February?
Especially when they lived in sunny California. As Jamie walked out
of the airport in search of a taxi, he wished he’d packed something
a lot warmer than his leather jacket.

He loved Nell, but it would have been really
nice if her latest project had sent him somewhere about eighty
degrees warmer. What crazy person lived in a place like this? The
cold was mean, and the wind was just plain cruel.

Putting his hands in his pockets, Jamie muttered
under his breath and lit a couple of small fire globes. They didn’t
help his face, which felt like the skin might be freezing off, but
maybe his fingers would survive long enough to text a few choice
curses.

Nell was going to owe him big for this one. Only
his big sister would dream up an Internet spell to troll for
witches, and then manage to hijack some poor, unsuspecting soul who
probably wasn’t a witch at all.

As co-crafters of the gaming code for
Enchanter’s Realm, Jamie had plenty of reason to respect Nell’s
talent for complex coding and tricky spells. However, both could
get out of control occasionally. The unfortunate recent episode
where three beta testers were turned into actual frogs came to
mind. They’d both been up all night reversing that particular
misfire.

So unlike Moira and Sophie, he wasn’t going to
be surprised if Lauren was just a nice girl without an ounce of
witching talent, latent or otherwise. Non-hereditary witches
weren’t very common. In all likelihood, she’d just been in the
wrong place at the wrong time and been grabbed by Nell’s spell. He
gave her props for tolerance. Not everyone dragged into an online
chat and called a witch would be so easygoing about it.

Normally he’d have admired Nell’s creativity,
but right now he was pretty sure his own creativity was frozen.
Where were all the taxis in this blasted city? He was hungry,
cranky, cold, and had a possible witch to track down. She’d more
than likely be a dud as far as power went, but Nell was
unfortunately right. They needed to be sure.

…

It was only a matter of time before the little
boy tried to climb onto the food conveyor belt at Sushi Station.
Lauren watched the toddler in the next booth and waited for him to
make his move. She saw it in his eyes first, and then his little
body moved with shocking speed.

His dad caught him in midflight without even
looking up. Lauren shook her head, amused. Parents must get secret
special-ops training. The little boy shot her a mile-wide grin and
sat down, at least temporarily, to eat his edamame beans.

Lauren picked a tempura roll off the conveyor
belt, and then couldn’t resist helping herself to some edamame
beans, too.

“If those are all you eat, you’re a cheap date,”
said an amused male voice over her shoulder. Lauren swiveled around
and took a good look at the man sliding into the booth across from
her. “I’m Jamie. I’m totally famished, so I hope you don’t mind if
I grab some food while I introduce myself.” He grabbed a couple of
plates and popped a roll into his mouth.

Lauren stared open-mouthed. This was the kind of
guy you’d definitely remember meeting. She had a client later this
afternoon, but—oh, crap. Her realtor-trained name recall clicked
in. The witch from last night. Her brother was a Jamie. Oh, holy
God. They’d really sent her a guy.

Jamie looked up and must have read the
astonishment on her face. He swallowed, grinned, and held out his
hand. “Sorry, let me try again. I’m Jamie—Nell’s brother. You’re
Lauren, no? Excuse my table manners. Growing up the youngest of
seven, you learn how to grab food fast. This is a lot better than
the stale pretzels we got on the plane.”

“I’m sorry,” Lauren said. “I had no idea they
were serious. About sending you, I mean. Well, about all the other
stuff too.” This was more than a little weird.

Jamie held up his hands. “Don’t shoot until you
hear me out, okay? The women you chatted with last night are all
great people, but they had no idea they’d find someone who didn’t
know she was a witch.”

Getting weirder. “I’m not a witch. How did you
find me, anyhow?”

“Nothing spooky. Nell had your name, and she
Googled you. Chloe at your office said I’d probably find you here.
I was hoping you’d be willing to talk with me for a few
minutes.”

Chloe would do that. Lauren sat back. Her brain
might have shut off there for a moment, but no realtor worth her
license stayed that way for long. Jamie was definitely prime guy
material. He had a strong and mobile face, with laughing green eyes
and a mop of curly black hair.

She tended to trust her first impressions, and
her initial sense of Jamie said a heaping dose of charm layered on
bad-boy good looks. Nothing said creepy or dangerous enough to
leave a perfectly good lunch uneaten. What the heck. Witches 2.0
part two. It couldn’t be any worse than the speed-dating thing
she’d been talked into last week, and she was hungry.

She cast around for a reasonably normal topic of
conversation. “Seven kids? Your mom must be a saint.”

“They had four, decided to have one more, and
had triplets.”

“So, how are you the youngest, then?”

“I was born seven minutes after the first two
landed. Makes me the youngest.”

Lauren grinned. Definitely bad-boy charm. “And
you milk it for all it’s worth. Nell has triplets too, doesn’t she?
I can’t even imagine. I’ve heard that multiple births run in
families, though.”

“They’re pretty common in hereditary witching
families.”

End of normal, meet-cute-guy interlude, Lauren
thought. Switch to meet-cute-guy-who-thinks-he’s-a-witch part of
the program. She sighed. “So, Nell was serious; you guys believe
you’re witches?”

“I am a witch.”

Lauren wasn’t sure whether to laugh or leave.
“And yet you look so normal.”

“I’m a pretty normal guy. I like to eat, play
baseball, geek around on the computer, ride motorcycles.”

“Normal guys don’t think they’re witches.”

Jamie watched Lauren steadily. “Your beans are
cold.”

Lauren looked down at her edamame beans and
choked back a shriek as small tongues of flame danced over the
surface of the plate. A few seconds later, they disappeared.

“Go ahead, try them. They’re warm now.”

She reached out a finger. Sure enough. Holy
shit. “Handy trick.”

“Tough audience.” Jamie shrugged his shoulders
and gestured toward the conveyor belt. This time he spoke just loud
enough for her to hear.

“Rise above your landed place, float on
air,

Stay in line and hover there.

As I will, so mote it be.”

All the plates on the conveyor belt slowly
levitated. Lauren looked incredulously around the restaurant. Was
she seriously the only person noticing two hundred floating
plates?

“People generally see what they expect to see,”
Jamie said. He turned to grin at the little boy behind him, who was
watching the plates with glee. “Little kids are sometimes the
exception.”

The plates quietly settled back down, except for
one plate of edamame beans that floated over to the delighted
toddler.

For the second time in less than ten minutes,
Lauren felt her brain come to a dead stop. This time she wasn’t
entirely sure it would start back up again. The man had levitated
plates. Hundreds of plates, with what had sounded a little too much
like “double, double, toil and trouble”.

Lauren grabbed a plate of tiny pastries off the
conveyor belt. When in doubt, reach for chocolate. She considered
herself a pretty rational person, but those plates had definitely
been airborne. “Is this like telekinesis or something? How did you
do that?”

“It’s a form of telekinetics. There are lots of
ways to think about power. Scientists tend to focus on the outcome,
so if you move something with your mind, they give it a fancy name
and call it telekinesis. In the witching world, we work more with
the ‘how’. I called on air as the conduit of power. I could just as
easily have called on the air to create a nice breeze in here, or
blow out all the candles, but I was trying not to attract a lot of
attention.”

Floating plates was subtle magic? Lauren gave a
mighty effort to wrap her head around the impossible. “The words
you said—that was some kind of spell?”

“Yeah. Some witches work without any words and
rhymes, but for most of us, it turns up the wattage on a spell.
Don’t need to say it out loud, though; that was just to get your
attention.”

“And you learn this stuff how, exactly?”

Jamie grinned. “Witch school.”

Lauren pictured a line of kids on broomsticks
and laughed. The kid at the front of the line carried a steaming
cauldron and looked suspiciously like Jamie.

“I thought Nell said you don’t do cauldrons
anymore.” Lauren stopped dead, suddenly totally unamused. “Wait, I
wasn’t thinking that. You didn’t say it. How am I seeing it? Get
the hell out of my head!”

Jamie held up his hands. “Don’t shoot. I’m not
in your head. I just added some power to projecting my thoughts.
You read them. Not everyone can, even with me boosting the volume
some.”

“You’re telling me I read your mind?”

“Close enough. You read an idea I pushed out,
which is a little different. You’re welcome to try grabbing
something else if you want.”

Lauren had never been able to hang onto a good
mad when she was amused. She couldn’t stop the snicker. “I bet you
use that line on all the girls.”

Jamie looked puzzled, and then laughed. “Didn’t
mean it that way, but I’ll have to remember that line; it’s a good
one.”

She saw Jamie surrounded by swimsuit models. Her
temper fought a losing battle with her sense of humor. “Hey. Cut
that out.”

“Sorry, that was probably overkill.” Jamie
looked down at her hands, and Lauren realized she was holding her
chopsticks like a weapon. Against a witch sending visions of
Playboy bunnies. Yeah, that would work—good job, Lauren.

Jamie grabbed another plate of cream puffs and
handed it over. Apparently she’d demolished the first one. Well, at
least he hadn’t floated it over. Then he just sat and watched
her.

“What?”

Jamie shrugged. “Waiting to see how freaked out
you are.”

Oh, pretty freaked. “I don’t meet guys who can
float plates every day.”

“There’s that. But I meant about maybe being a
witch yourself. I guess you have no good reason to believe me, but
you clearly have at least some mind magic.”

She might, after a good night’s sleep and a lot
of ice cream, wrap her head around Jamie being an actual witch. But
she was damn sure she’d never levitated plates, and she warmed her
food up in a freaking microwave.

“I don’t know what mind magic is exactly, but
you’re the first person I know who can put thoughts in my head. If
you’re the witch, it seems like that’s on you, not me.”

Jamie stayed in the line of fire. Brave man.
“I’m intentionally making those thoughts easy for you to read, but
with training, you could do that without help. Mind magics can be
subtle. You might experience them as really good intuition, or
something like that.”

Lauren shook her head. Sorry, Jamie, not buying
it. “Intuition isn’t magic.”

“No. Not always. But someone with unusually good
intuition might have some mind powers. You’re a realtor—are you
good at what you do? Ever have a sense for what a client might do
before they do it?”

Lauren’s automatic denial died halfway out.
Twenty-four hours ago, she’d had lunch with Nat and predicted the
Greenleys would buy the brownstone they’d never seen.

Dammit, those were just good realtor instincts.
Weren’t they?

She shook her head. “Floating plates, maybe
that’s magic. Good instincts—I say those are just good
instincts.”

Jamie looked at her for a long moment, and then
started stacking their plates. “I don’t think talking’s likely to
convince you. We can do more to test where your talents might lie,
but here’s not a great spot. Is there a nearby park or something
where we might have a few less people in the immediate
vicinity?”

She could still laugh after all. “It’s the
middle of winter out there. The parks are totally empty. Feel free
to go for a walk in one, if you want. I’m heading home. Sorry, this
has gotten a little too weird for me.”

She knew Jamie was watching her as she walked
out of Sushi Station. Why did she get the kind of blind dates where
the guy levitated plates? Seriously, what were the odds?

…

Moira: Hello, girls.

Sophie: Hello, Aunt Moira.
Nell, have you heard from Jamie yet?

Nell: No, but his plane was
running late, so he hasn’t had much ground time in Chicago yet.
He’s crashing with his friend Nash from college. He promised to
check in when he got to Nash’s place. Oh, hang on, he’s instant
messaging me now. I’ll tell him to join us in here.

Jamie: This is Jamie, here to
report on ‘first contact’ as ordered.

Nell: Smart ass… how are you?
Did you find Lauren?

Jamie: Yep.

Sophie: AND…?

Jamie: She’s got nice
legs.

Nell: I’m sure that was worth
the plane flight for you, but the grown-ups here want to know if
you had a chance to assess her before you hit on her.

Jamie: Sort of.

Nell: Grrrr!!

Jamie: Sorry, sorry. I’m
eating pizza and typing one-handed. Long answers interfere with my
pizza consumption.

Moira: That’s what levitation
spells are for, dear one. As I recall, you’re quite a skilled
levitator. Surely you can lift the pizza, and then you’d have two
hands to type, now, wouldn’t you?

Sophie: Aunt Moira, you’re
hysterical. Jamie, you heard her—be a multitasking witch. What
happened when you met Lauren?

Jamie: Fine, I put down the
pizza. I hope you all appreciate the sacrifices I’m making here.
First off, Nell, I don’t hit on trainee witches. All kinds of
issues with that. Wasn’t that kind of spark between us, but even if
there was, I’d have waited until I handed her over to someone else
to train.

Moira: Ah. She has power
then.

Jamie: She does. I did a
basic probe when we first shook hands. Got a plenty high-enough
read on the voltage meter.

Nell: Duh. My spells don’t go
that wrong.

Jamie: Really? I seem to
remember some of our beta testers turning into cute little hoppy
frogs a couple weeks ago.

Nell: And who ‘forgot’ to
proofread that code?

Moira: Children, squabble
later. Jamie, you say Lauren has power. Were you able to refine
your reading any more than that?

Jamie: Not a lot, sorry. How
strong her power is, or in what areas, I can’t be sure. She’s not
very happy with the message. She’s pretty damn sure she’s not a
witch. Didn’t think I was either, and a crowded restaurant limited
my options for showing her.

Nell: Oh, God. What did you
do?

Jamie: Relax, nothing big.
Levitated some plates for a few seconds. The only person who
noticed besides Lauren was the toddler in the next booth, and he’s
not talking.

Moira: People see what they
want to see.

Jamie: That’s what I told
Lauren.

Sophie: So when the plates
floated—nice trick, by the way—did that convince her?

Jamie: That I was a witch, or
at least had some telekinetic powers—I think so. I damn well hope
so. It took some effort to pull off a levitation spell when all I’d
had to eat all day was a few pretzels.

Nell: Way to take one for the
team, brother mine.

Jamie: That’s a freebie. You
owe me for the rest. I think it’s still legal to shoot the
messenger here in Chicago.

Nell: Oh, shit. What
rest?

Jamie: Well, I ran a couple
of really basic tests while we talked. She didn’t notice anything
when I grabbed power before the levitation spell, and I did it
fairly loudly, on purpose. So her elemental talents are likely weak
at best, but she can read broadcasted mind images, and the volume
doesn’t have to be all that high.

Moira: A mind witch,
then.

Jamie: I think so, but you
know as well as I do how tricky mind-witch powers can be to
evaluate in a crowd.

Moira: Indeed, I do. I also
know that it’s a little easier for that talent to fly under the
radar. Mind witches don’t set things on fire, but she may well be
unintentionally manipulating the minds around her.

Jamie: I understand the risks
well enough. The problem will be convincing Lauren.

Sophie: How did she react to
the mind broadcasting? I presume she read what you sent, so surely
she’s aware that’s not typical?

Jamie: If a strange guy
showed up, did a few magic tricks, and then you got some images
from his mind, what would you think?

Nell: Crap. She thinks you
did it.

Jamie: Bingo. She might
believe I’m a witch, but it’s going to be a whole different can of
worms to convince her that she is. I can’t do that without at least
some cooperation on her part.

Nell: Dang. I was hoping this
might resonate for her at some level—most of our trainees have at
least some sense that they have unusual talents.

Jamie: I’m pretty sure she
was telling you the truth when she believes she doesn’t have any.
Empathy’s not one of my stronger skills, but I didn’t get any sense
she was hedging. I might have made a little headway asking about
intuition right at the end of our conversation. She’s the top
realtor in her office.

Nell: I wondered about that.
Mind powers would be pretty useful for a realtor.

Jamie: Hopefully I planted a
seed, but mostly I think she was just backpedaling from the weird
guy who can levitate plates.

Sophie: Well, maybe first
contact was a little rough, but this is one of the reasons we
started Witches’ Chat. We may not have intended to reach an
untrained witch this quickly, but we did.

Moira: Aye, we have a
responsibility here. An untrained witch is a dangerous witch.

Sophie: Not that I don’t
believe you, Aunt Moira, but what are the possible dangers
here?

Jamie: The biggest is what
Moira already mentioned. Lauren could be manipulating minds around
her without realizing it. Pushing people into homes they don’t
really want, manipulating negotiations, that kind of thing.

Sophie: That’s not good.

Moira: Also, like other
talents, mind powers can amplify in times of great emotion or
stress. There was a woman back when my grandmother was a girl. No
one knew she was a mind witch until she went into labor. It was a
particularly difficult birth. No one in the room with her was ever
right in the head again, including the babe.

Sophie: That’s awful. How
tragic.

Jamie: Now I know why you all
sent me to surprise her. Thanks a lot, guys.

Nell: Be brave, brother mine.
She’s not likely to come up with anything a trainee hasn’t done to
you before.

Jamie: That’s not exactly
comforting.

Moira: It isn’t meant to be.
Untrained witches should always be handled with care. Jamie, you
need to speak with her again.

Jamie: I don’t think I’m
exactly her favorite person right now. Anyone else want to come to
Chicago? Weather’s lovely.

Moira: Perhaps she just needs
some time to think. It must have come as a bit of a shock to
her.

Jamie: Even if she steadies a
bunch, it’s still a pretty sticky situation. I really need to be
alone with her to do a decent assessment of her mind power. Other
people send out too much mental interference.

Nell: Try a park or
something.

Jamie: It’s as cold as the
North Pole here.

Nell: Nuts. Well, why don’t
you hang with Nash tonight and go visit her in the morning. Maybe a
good night’s sleep will change her perspective some.

Jamie: It’s a little weird to
show up on her doorstep. She probably already thinks I’m stalking
her.

Moira: You haven’t a choice,
Jamie. You can hardly test her for mind powers in the middle of a
crowded restaurant. Hopefully you’ve established enough trust today
that she’ll let you in. If not, we’ll keep trying.

Moira stood up from her computer and went to
fetch a cup of tea.

It was a delicate business, an untrained witch.
No one wanted to invade Lauren’s privacy, but if she was a
mind witch, a stranger in her home was only the first of many
intimacies they would request.

And she couldn’t shake the feeling that this
particular turn of events had been meant. Fate could be a very
tricky thing.

…

It might be a two-pint night, Lauren thought as
she considered the mostly empty container of ice cream. Lunch with
a witch seemed like it ought to qualify.

She nestled deeper into her beloved couch. She’d
worked the entire interior design of her downtown loft around the
couch, and it had been worth it. It was her nest—a squishy,
earth-toned mass of deep pillows and interesting textures.

Cuddling her feet under the handmade throw that
had been Nat’s housewarming gift, Lauren leaned her head back into
a pillow and exhaled deeply. When you’d had a really weird day,
there was no better place to hide from the world.

If it weren’t for the matter of a couple hundred
plates floating in the air, she could just slide Jamie into the
ranks of her more offbeat acquaintances. However, the plates were
hard to ignore. She supposed that had been his point. If you were
trying to convince someone you were really a witch, fancy tricks
were probably pretty handy.

And that wasn’t really the crux of the problem.
Lauren sighed. If you couldn’t be honest with a pint of Ben and
Jerry’s, you were in serious trouble.

She liked quirky people. Heck, she kind of
collected them. Telekinesis was a little quirkier than most, but if
that’s all this was, she’d probably just add Jamie to her
collection of interesting friends. See what other cool tricks he
could do.

But why in all that was holy did he have to
think she was a witch too? That was kind of a deal breaker on the
relaxed-but-quirky friendship front.

She sighed again. It was also hard to dismiss.
The man floated plates. Maybe witchy powers could sense
other witchy powers. Nell’s fetching spell had seemed to think it
had grabbed a witch. And pretty much everyone who knew her could
vouch for her uncanny instincts.

God, was she seriously sitting here wondering if
she had some mysterious powers tucked away under her kidney, or
something? Lauren unfolded her legs and dug out of the couch.
Definitely time for a second pint.








Chapter 5
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Jamie bespelled the outer-entrance door lock on
Lauren’s apartment building. No point warning her he was on the way
up. He hoped the coffee and bagels would earn him enough of a
pardon to get past her front door. In this weather, anyone should
appreciate coffee.

He’d hung out with Nash last night and done the
guy thing—pizza, beer, talking about random shit as they surfed the
sports channel. If he was really lucky, Lauren had done whatever
suspicious women do at night and was in a more receptive mood this
morning.

A man with three older sisters should know how
to handle female moods. Hell. A man with three older sisters knew
when to run for cover.

Nell was really going to owe him. Schlepping all
Aervyn’s teleported stuff back for weeks on end had been bad
enough, but at least she’d fed him well, and it was warm in
California. He wondered if magical powers ever just froze to
death.

Did the woman have to live four stories up in a
building with no elevator? Who designed places like this?
Grumbling, he climbed the last few steps and knocked on Lauren’s
door.

His timing was excellent. She still looked half
asleep. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t get anywhere with a
fully-awake Lauren.

She obviously gave serious consideration to
closing the door in his face. He tried to look as innocuous and
unwitchlike as possible, and resisted the temptation to send out
even tiny calming vibes. The decision needed to be entirely
hers.

“Coffee first. Talk later.” She grabbed a cup
and walked back into her apartment. Jamie took a deep breath and
followed her in. She hadn’t dumped the coffee on him. Yet.

Recognizing a fellow coffee addict, he said
nothing, just unwrapped a bagel & egg sandwich and handed her
half. For a few minutes, they ate and drank at the kitchen counter
in relatively companionable silence.

“I appreciate the coffee and breakfast. Do I
want to know why you’re outside my door at nine on a Saturday
morning? I won’t even ask how you know where I live.” Lauren picked
up a funky green can and started watering her plants.

“Nothing weird. Power of Google.” Jamie paused
until Lauren turned to look at him. “I’m sorry I made you
uncomfortable yesterday.”

“You’re making me uncomfortable now.”

Jamie tried humor. It had gotten him out of a
tight spot with her at the restaurant. “Usually I like hearing that
from a woman, but I’m guessing it’s not my charm and good looks
that are making you nervous.”

Lauren snickered. “I’m not sure whether to be
grateful or frustrated, but I don’t think there’s that kind of buzz
between us.”

“Thanks, I think. Probably good in this case,
though. Sexual vibes can get in the way of a good assessment. We
need to know if you have any power, Lauren. If you do, it needs to
be trained.”

Lauren gave him a steady look. He had to give
her credit; she didn’t shake easily. “You push your luck. I’m still
wondering whether it was a good idea to let you in. Coffee’s a
decent bribe, but I’m not sure it lets you stay.”

She resumed watering her plants. Jamie was
pretty sure they were all drowned by now. “Yesterday,” Lauren said,
“you seemed pretty convinced I had power. Why is your story
different today?”

Oh, boy. Jamie had hoped it would soften her
discomfort to let the assessment speak for itself, rather than the
bull-in-a-china-shop approach that had failed miserably yesterday.
Clearly she wasn’t going to let him off that particular hook.

“Can we park that for a bit? If we start doing
some of the basic steps in an assessment, the answer will be pretty
obvious to both of us fairly shortly. Give me an hour. If you still
think you’re not a witch in an hour, you’ll be right, and I’ll
leave you in peace.”

Lauren’s eyes were back to suspicious. “What
exactly is an assessment? I don’t want you inside my head.”

“Fair enough. I think Nell told you that I
work—we both work, sometimes—as trainers for young witches. The
first step in training is to do some simple tests to identify where
someone’s power lies.

“There are seven basic categories of witching
talent. Some witches only manifest one type of power; a very few
have all seven. Most of us have one or two stronger gifts and a
couple of minor talents. The tests are simple and as non-intrusive
as possible. We do them on children regularly. They’re nothing to
fear.”

“Easy for you to say.”

Jamie took a gamble. “You let me in. I think you
did because at least some tiny part of you wonders if I might be
right.”

Lauren sat down and just looked at him for a
minute, clearly having an internal debate.

Jamie resisted the urge to tap into her upper
layer of thoughts. First, it wasn’t strictly ethical. Second, she’d
shown some initial signs of mind powers yesterday, and she might
actually feel him tap in. He suspected that would not end well.

He read her assent before she spoke it. The
power of coffee and bagels shouldn’t be underestimated.

“Okay,” Lauren said. “For now, I’ll roll with
this. You have an hour to try to convince me that I have more than
just good instincts.” She sighed. “And I’ll do my best to keep an
open mind.”

Phew, thought Jamie. Now he just had to tread
carefully during the test. The last person he’d tested was a cute
seven-year-old girl missing three front teeth. She’d been entranced
when he made rainbows dance inside her head. Lauren seemed destined
to be a little pricklier.

He guided them both toward the couch in the main
living space. It looked insanely comfortable, and was pretty
clearly where she hung out at home. The safer she felt, the better
the test would go. Lauren settled on one end of the couch and he
folded into the other, deliberately stacking some pillows between
them. A clear physical separation was best, at least for now.

“I’m guessing this will be easier for you if I
give you a bit of an introduction to what I’ll be doing and what
we’re looking for?” At Lauren’s nod, Jamie kept going.

“In the past, witching talents tended to be
categorized on results—you had weather witches, kitchen witches,
mindspeaking witches, witches that were good with charms and
potions. In recent years, there’s been a lot of effort to
understand how witchcraft works, and we tend to categorize a little
differently now.”

“Sounds pretty scientific for ‘double, double,
toil and trouble’.”

Jamie grinned. “Shakespeare didn’t help us out
any more than Harry Potter. Sorry, I can skip the details if you
want.”

“No, that’s fine—I like information. So, how do
you classify modern witches?”

“The first question we ask is what kinds of
power you can tap. There are five different power sources. The way
you do magic, and the types of magic you can do, depend on what
types of power you can access.”

“So like earth, air, fire, water?”

“Those are all elemental energies, which are one
type of power source. Many witches work with only one or two
elements. Those with earth power, like Sophie, tend to be very good
with plants and herbs. People who work with air and water can
really impact weather. I have a cousin who chases storms for a
living. Fire witches were battle mages in the old days. It’s not a
hugely common talent these days, perhaps because most battle mages
didn’t live long enough to pass on their genes.”

“So, magic is genetic?” Lauren looked intrigued.
That was a good sign.

“Not always,” Jamie said. “I have a cousin who
does witch genealogy. In some families, the inheritance patterns
are really obvious. Other times, they make no sense at all. Then
you get someone like Sophie, who isn’t related to any witches, but
has strong talent.”

Lauren finished off her bagel. “Okay. So far, I
follow you. What are the other four power sources?”

“Mind powers are one.”

“Like telepaths?”

“Yeah, and empaths. Those are receptive skills,
when you can read someone else’s words or emotions. Most mind
witches can also send into someone else’s head.”

Lauren raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound so
friendly.”

“Like most witching powers, it can be used for
harm or good. One of Moira’s daughters works in a hospital with
children about to go into surgery. She pushes them words and
feelings of comfort. It’s pretty cool to be able to calm a scared
kid facing a difficult operation.”

Lauren nodded slowly. “I remember having my
tonsils out. It was terrifying.”

Jamie debated with himself, and then took the
opening. “Hospitals are full of lots of scared, hurt people. You
might have sensed more of that than most kids would.”

Lauren raised the other eyebrow. “Interesting
theory. Let’s go back to the science. Elemental powers, mind
powers. What else?”

“Life-force energy. That’s usually where you
find the healers. Most healers are limited by the amount of their
own life force they can safely use up. Some, like Sophie, can link
their healing to elementals and not drain themselves as much.”

“Is it dangerous for the healer?”

“It can be,” Jamie said. “All witchcraft can be
dangerous. That’s why training matters; it decreases the
risks.”

“Cheery. What else have you got for me?”

Jamie wasn’t used to students who wanted to hear
this stuff. “The last two power sources are a lot less common. Some
witches are good at what used to be called animal magics—speaking
to animals, or even shapeshifting. A lot of shamans had these kinds
of powers. We’re still learning and testing, but the power source
seems to be our own DNA, the energies of a shared evolution and
prehistory.”

Lauren’s eyebrows just kept traveling higher.
Jamie hoped it was a good thing. After shapeshifting, maybe mind
powers would sound fairly normal. “Some witches can access power in
the astral plane, or the afterlife. This is where you find your
mediums, time travelers, fortunetellers, oracles. They’re pretty
rare.”

Lauren laughed. “Not so much. I can turn on the
TV and hire you as many as you’d like for just two dollars a
minute.”

Jamie grimaced. “They don’t do us any favors
either. There are plenty of fakes.”

“If I pretend I’m crazy, I can almost wrap my
head around a weather witch or someone who can mindspeak. Time
traveling, shapeshifting—sorry. Too big a leap for my first
day.”

Jamie grinned. “Tell me about it. I have a
great-uncle who shapeshifts. It’s entirely creepy. The first time I
saw him shift, I was about four, and I had nightmares for a
week.”

“Why would he do that where a child could
see?”

He hoped telling Lauren some of his family’s
crazier escapades wasn’t a bad idea. “It wasn’t on purpose. I’d
been playing snake wars with my brothers. We’d bespell little
plastic snakes and fly them through the air at each other.

“My uncle happened to walk around the corner at
the wrong time and got dive-bombed by plastic snakes. He was old
and couldn’t see all that well, and apparently he was terrified of
snakes. He shapeshifted into a hawk in self-defense. Scared the
three of us silly.”

Lauren shook her head. “Sounds like you earned
that one. Your brothers are witches too? How did your parents
survive?”

“Mom’s a witch, and a good one. She has some
precog—she sometimes catches bits of the future. We didn’t get away
with much, although I still don’t know how much of that was magic
and how much was mama instinct.”

“Are all seven of you witches?”

“Nope. Until us triplets, Nell was the only
witchling. Dad’s not a witch. He’s an old-school video-game
programmer and Mom’s an illustrator. They met in college and
created the first version of Enchanter’s Realm. That’s the
online-gaming world Nell and I run now.”

“He married a witch? Did he know?”

Jamie laughed. “We live in Berkeley. Dad always
says Mom was one of his more normal first dates. I don’t think she
hit him up with her spellcasting until a bit after they met,
though.”

“He has a point. There are some pretty strange
dudes here in Chicago too. I definitely wouldn’t have let some of
them in my front door.”

“Thanks, I think.”

Lauren shrugged. “So far, it’s been fairly
entertaining. So, can all witches cast spells?”

“Most can do a few basic things, but some
witches are good at more complex spells. My mom’s a spellcaster,
and so are Nell and I. Don’t think any of us will hold a candle to
Aervyn, though. He’s Nell’s son; he’s four, and a heck of a
witch.”

“You have four-year-olds casting spells?”

Not much way to stop him, thought Jamie. “Power
needs to be trained. His showed up strong and early, so we work
with him. He’s a really normal kid when he’s not messing with
power.”

Lauren studied him. “He matters to you.”

“Sure. He’s my nephew, and also my trainee. He’s
hard to resist; most people love him.”

“Why is he so powerful?”

Jamie shrugged. “No one knows. Spellcasting runs
in our family, so maybe he got an extra dose of the genes or
something. We just need to find someone who can handle channeling
for him.”

“Channeling?”

“Sorry, this is turning into more of a lesson
than you probably ever wanted. You know how we talked about the
five kinds of power? The last two types of witching talent are
about what you do with power.

“Most people access limited amounts of power
they can use personally or share in a group. A few witches can act
as channelers; they can sense power and act as a conduit. Not much
use individually, but a channeling witch can make a circle
immensely more powerful.

“Spellcasters are good at organizing power and
turning it into something useful. They tend to lead circles, shape
the power into a spell. Nell’s a great spellcaster, just like
Mom—she can weave together five or six power streams and execute
some really intricate spells. We think Aervyn will follow in her
footsteps.”

Lauren’s eyebrows were on the move again. “It
doesn’t seem a bit crazy to stick that much power into the hands of
a small child? Can he access power himself, or is he just a
spellcaster?”

“Oh, he’s got plenty of elemental power too, and
he’s a strong mind witch.” A smart cookie, Jamie thought. She could
pass a test on witching categories, even if she doesn’t believe any
of it.

He hoped she was at least considering the
possibility that some of what he said was true. It would make the
next steps easier.

“So, when we assess a witch, all we do is figure
out their affinity for various power sources. Not all of them. For
now, we’ll assume you don’t time travel or fly with the
eagles.”

Not this week, Lauren thought dryly, loudly
enough that Jamie couldn’t help but hear.

Better amused than afraid. “I’ll set a couple of
spells in place that will amplify your talents enough so we can
assess them properly. It’s not possible for me to create what isn’t
already there, and I can’t make you stronger than you would be with
some training. It’s just a way to make your untrained abilities a
little more visible and easier for me to monitor.

“I can’t do this without your consent. At any
point during the testing, all you have to do to shut down the
spells is to withdraw your consent. Do you trust me to do this?”
Jamie hoped to hell she did, since no one really had a Plan B if
she refused.

Lauren looked into his eyes hard and long. Then
she shrugged and nodded.

Jamie reached for her coffee cup and put it on
the side table. Lesson number one: no hot substances in the hands
of trainee witches.

“Let’s start with something we touched on
yesterday. I’m going to create some images inside my head. I’ll
send them toward you with varying strength—think of it like volume
control.

“At first, you’ll definitely know what I’m
imagining. I have just enough power to push an image loud enough
for anyone to hear, witch or not. Then I’ll dial down the volume,
and we’ll see when you can’t read anymore. All you need to do is
relax and tell me what pictures come into your mind.”

As he talked, Jaime mentally cast a simple
training circle, more to protect Lauren’s furniture than anything
else. If he was wrong about her elemental powers, that would keep
anything outside the circle from getting scorched.

Lauren laid her head back on a pillow and tried
to clear her mind. “My friend Nat always says to picture a happy
place. Maybe the beach, or the coast highway on a motorcycle.
Wait—” Her eyes popped open. “Was that you? Curvy road, blue skies,
motorcycle?”

Jamie nodded. “Outside Carmel. One of my
favorite places to ride. Come to California one day and I’ll take
you on a tour.”

“It was beautiful. Might be worth the trip. So,
this is telepathy?”

“Not exactly. True telepathy would require an
active use of power by you to read something I wasn’t projecting on
purpose. Right now, we’re just trying to figure out how sensitive
your receiver is, more or less. Let’s try again. Keep your eyes
closed and tell me what you see. I’ll keep sending pictures, so
just keep talking.”

Jamie picked up with the Carmel highway scene
again, and made them both happy by spending a few minutes just
curving down the road. Interesting. She could feel the wind, the
heat, the vibrations of the bike. Most people just got visuals.

He added a touch of feeling. Oh, yeah. She
picked up on the sense of freedom and exhilaration right away.
Definitely some empathic talent.

Slowly Jamie dialed back the volume on various
parts of the mental story he was sending. Fascinating. She was
losing the visuals now and just pulling in the sensory stuff. He
had both an unusual and highly sensitive mind witch on his
hands.

He opened a second, careful channel to monitor
her. It was always good to be cautious. Gently he eased her out of
the first test.

Lauren’s eyes floated open. “Okay, that was fun.
I’ve never been on a bike before. I might not be able to resist
now.”

“Wind chill’s a little steeper here in Chicago,”
Jamie said. “That was interesting. You picked up on the non-visual
pieces really well. That’s fairly uncommon.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “So, do I have ‘witch’
stamped on my forehead now? If motorbike-ride daydreams are the
full extent of my talents, that seems pretty harmless.”

Jamie wasn’t dumb enough to tell her just how
wrong she was. “For now, let’s just say you have an unusual
sensitivity to fairly low-volume mind projections.”

Lauren smirked. “That sounds suitably geeky.
I’ll put it on my business cards.”

Jamie threw a pillow at her. Why were his
trainees always the ones with maturity issues? “Close your eyes
again. I’m going to stir a few elemental power currents, just like
I did at the restaurant yesterday, only without visual effects. I
want you to tell me if you sense or feel anything.”

Jamie reached for power and gathered a basic
elemental web. He went gently at first, softly pushing threads of
power closer to where Lauren sat. A trained or sensitive witch
would have felt even those gentle touches.

When she didn’t respond, he pushed a little
harder. Then he separated out each element one at a time and did
the magical equivalent of pouring a bucket over her head. Within a
couple of minutes, he was absolutely sure she was deaf, dumb, and
blind when it came to elemental magic.

“You’ll be thrilled to know you’re most
definitely not an elemental witch.”

Lauren opened one eye. “Does that mean I can’t
make a storm?”

“Pretty much. It’s the most common talent, but
it tends to be weak for most. Unfortunately for those of us who
test and train witches, it also runs crazy strong in a few, and
generally their control sucks. At this point, I can be pretty sure
you’re not going to set me on fire or pull a hurricane off Lake
Michigan.”

“Now there’s good news.”

Jamie resisted the temptation to light a
decent-sized fire just to tweak her lack of belief. It was a really
comfortable couch and hadn’t done anything to deserve scorch
marks.

“For this next test, I just want you to follow
some basic instructions. Eyes closed again.”

Lauren lay back into the pillows one more time.
“This is almost better than napping.”

“We’ll start easy. Wiggle your toes. Do girls
always paint their toenails; is it a rule? Never mind, don’t answer
that. What’s your favorite color?”

Jamie quietly stopped talking, and just
projected words with his mind. Lauren, open your eyes. If your
favorite color is blue, why are your toes red?

“Nail polish is a mood thing.”

Jamie caught the visual of her nail polish
drawer in all its neat little color-coded rows. He mentally elbowed
her. Wow, how much nail polish does one woman need? Do you
organize your clothes by color, too, or are you just anal about
your nail polish?

He saw the moment Lauren realized she was the
only one talking out loud. Unfortunately, pissed-off mind witches
could really broadcast their displeasure. Hers was edging into
panic.

This was the part of the program where he needed
to tread very carefully. Cranky witches could be really touchy
creatures.

“I told you to stay out of my mind. Out.”

Jamie winced. “You don’t need to yell. Trust me,
your mind is making plenty of noise. I wasn’t in your head. In
fact, I took some pretty careful precautions to stay out.”

“Then how the hell do you know I have a
color-coded nail polish drawer? And why can I hear you talking in
my head?”

“You met me halfway, Lauren. Even as untrained
as you are, you can push images well enough for me to pick them up.
Emotions, definitely. Feel free to ratchet down your mad anytime
now; it’s hurting my head. I’d say you have pretty much the full
package of mind-witch powers.”

Lauren was still steaming. “Maybe you just have
darned sensitive receptors.”

Jamie risked a laugh. “Nope. My mind talents are
pretty weak. Not as useless as you are with elemental power, but
not near sensitive enough to pull off what you’re accusing me of. I
can’t read worth a darn unless you’re sending.”

He heard what she wasn’t saying and tried to
speak to her fear. “Lauren. Remember, I have the amplifying spells
in place. No one on the street is hearing your thoughts as you walk
by. This is a taste of what you could do with more training, but
you’d also have more control.”

Lauren just stared.

Back off, big guy. She needs time and space,
which means you need a fast exit plan. “We can talk more about all
this later. Time for a break now.”

He looked at Lauren’s wide eyes. Shit, he wasn’t
managing this very well. Most people he tested very much wanted to
be witches. “I know it’s a lot to deal with. One step at a time,
okay? For now, I’m meeting a friend for lunch. Come with me.”

Lauren managed the beginnings of a smile. “I
think I need some time alone, but thanks.”

Jamie wished he knew how to offer her a little
comfort. “No problem. Will you let me in if I come back later this
afternoon? I can show you some of the first mind-witch training
exercises.”

He got at least half a grin this time. “I’ll
consider it.”

She was already finding her feet. That was good.
If she was half the witch he thought she was, there were some
interesting times ahead.

Jamie gambled again and tried using the one
piece of information he had inadvertently picked up from her mind.
She wished someone named Nat were here. “It’d be really helpful to
have someone willing to play along—do you have an open-minded
friend who might like to try some mind reading? The kind of thing
we did with the motorcycle, nothing creepy or invasive.”

Lauren nodded slowly. “Reinforcements might be a
good thing. My friend Nat’s coming over for dinner. She’s
unflappable, and one of the few people I know who would think
floating plates are really cool.”

“I don’t think you’ll be floating anything, but
someone you trust is perfect. I’ll come an hour earlier so we can
do some initial prep work. Do you guys eat Chinese? I’ll buy
dinner.”

“Yeah. I like lo mein, she likes lettuce wraps.
Ice cream would get you bonus points.”

Jamie left Lauren sitting in the corner of her
couch, hugging a pillow. He pulled out his phone and tried to pick
up a wireless signal even before he’d left her building. She wasn’t
the only one who needed reinforcements.



Chapter 6
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Jamie: Nell, that is a touchy
login spell. It told me I had the wrong password twice.

Nell: It’s meant to keep out
troublemakers, brother mine :-).

Jamie: Be nice to me, punk
sister. I have at least partially good news for you.

Sophie: That must mean Lauren
let you in.

Jamie: I brought coffee and
bagels. I also ambushed her early in the morning. Figured I might
get further if she wasn’t entirely awake.

Moira: Surely that wasn’t
necessary, Jamie? Such manners.

Jamie: I didn’t know how else
to play it, Moira. It didn’t seem like good manners would get the
job done in this case. Since she let me in, I figure it wasn’t such
an awful choice.

Sophie: Were you able to test
her?

Jamie: Yeah, got a solid test
done this time. Total dud on elementals, but she’s at least
moderately strong on all forms of mind magic. I’m going back
tonight to start some basic barrier work with her.

Nell: No elemental
powers—that’s unusual. How did she do with the testing?

Jamie: She was pretty
overwhelmed when I left. Most of the people we test want to be
witches, or at least know they’re different. I’m not used to being
the bearer of unwelcome news.

Moira: Is it unwelcome,
Jamie, or is she just needing some time?

Jamie: I don’t know. She can
project emotions with a hell of a wallop, and she definitely got
pretty wound up. I can’t blame her, honestly. We don’t usually
start with the mind-witch training because it’s so much more
invasive.

Nell: That, and it’s usually
the elemental powers that get witchlings into trouble.

Jamie: Well, that too. But
there’s a lot more intimacy involved in mind-reading practice than
working with candle flames or blooming flowers.

Sophie: The first magic I
ever did was helping a flower bloom, and you’re right—I didn’t even
realize at the time that Aunt Moira was assisting me.

Moira: I remember that,
Sophie dear. You were so excited.

Jamie: She was actually
pretty relaxed for receiver testing. It’s when I tested her on
projection that she reacted strongly. She feels like I invaded her
headspace.

Moira: I’m sure you had
better manners than that.

Jamie: Did, but there’s no
reason for her to believe that.

Sophie: What now?

Jamie: She has a good friend
coming over for dinner. I’m going to try to work some basic
exercises with the two of them. Once Lauren has a bit of barrier
control, she can experiment a little on her own.

Nell: She still thinks it
might be you doing all this.

Jamie: It’s the most rational
explanation, if you don’t believe in witches.

Nell: Tell her your
mind-witch talents are really wimpy.

Jamie: I did, actually, but
it’s not words that will convince her at this point. She needs to
do something with her own powers that can’t be explained any other
way.

Moira: Wise. She’ll feel
safer with a friend by her side, as well.

Nell: Sounds like it’s still
a little rocky, but honestly, I think that’s about as good a start
as we could have hoped for. I’m not sure there’s any easy way to
spring this kind of news on someone.

Jamie: One more thing. You
guys might want to consider what the next steps are if she’s
stronger than average. I think there’s a decent chance of that.

Moira: Mind powers can be
hard to measure, initially.

Jamie: I know, but she picked
up very soft broadcasting—emotional and sensory undertones
included—with no training.

Moira: Oh, my. That
definitely puts her on the stronger side of things.

Nell: Well, you can handle at
least the basic training with her.

Jamie: I can. But leaving a
reasonably sensitive mind witch on her own with only rudimentary
barrier training doesn’t sound like the world’s best idea.

Moira: And we won’t, if it
comes to that. One step at a time, lad. Get a better read on her,
and then we’ll formulate a plan.

Jamie: Thanks. It was a bit
of a shock to find that kind of strength, actually. You’d think
someone would have noticed.

Sophie: She doesn’t live in
witch central, Jamie. Lots of empaths can cobble together mental
barriers if they don’t get training, so that might be why she
didn’t have any sense of her powers. If she doesn’t have any
elemental magics, those are the ones that usually hit teens
hardest, so she might have come gradually into her powers without
really realizing it.

Jamie: I hear you, but still.
She’s strong, Soph. I don’t have any real data to say that yet, but
that’s what my gut says. It’s usually the weaker talents that
manage to slip under the radar.

Sophie: Does she have any
healing talents?

Jamie: Didn’t test those yet.
I’ll throw that in tonight if I have a chance, but I’d say not. I’d
guess that her empathic sensitivities, in combination with healing,
would have made her too vulnerable to pain in others to live as
normally as she does.

Sophie: That combination
usually produces the most powerful healers.

Jamie: Indeed—but can you
think of any empathic healers that made it to adulthood
undetected?

Moira: No. And we’ve a lot of
empathic healers here. They’re so over-sensitive as children until
they get some barriers in place. I’ve seen some empaths live as
non-witches, though. That’s an easier skill to hide or ignore, if
it’s all she has.

Nell: She could be a
spellcaster, too. That would be a nice mix. Easier to coordinate a
circle when you can send everyone a mental map of where a spell is
headed.

Jamie: There’s no way to know
right now. She’ll need more training before we can assess that, of
course. Sorry to repeat myself, but what do we do about
training?

Nell: What’s bothering
you?

Jamie: Right now, it’s just a
gut feeling. I’ll go back and start some basic work with her on
clearing and setting barriers, but I’m no good to her beyond a few
lessons. If she’s as strong as I think she is, once she opens those
channels a little, she’s going to need more training, and
quickly.

Moira: You have a point
there. If she’s fairly sensitive, basic barriers aren’t going to be
enough.

Jamie: She lives in the
middle of downtown Chicago—there are people everywhere. If her
sensitivity is high and her barriers are shaky, that’s not
something we can walk away from.

Moira: Indeed. For her safety
and theirs.

Jamie: Exactly. I don’t want
to leave her unable to function, and I sure as heck don’t want to
leave her unstable and a danger to others.

Nell: If it comes to that,
we’ll figure something out. You’re just the first line.

Jamie: Good point. I need
some downtime, and then I’m headed back over for dinner. We’ll see
where Chinese food and ice cream take us. First contact report
complete, over and out.

Nell clicked out of chat and rolled her mouse
around aimlessly. Jamie didn’t get worried without good reason.
He’d worked with plenty of trainee witches. Heck, he was Aervyn’s
primary trainer. Power, even abundant power, wasn’t enough to make
Jamie jumpy.

Maybe Lauren’s legs were just too distracting.
Knowing Jamie, that was the real problem.

...

Nothing was more delicious than a Saturday
afternoon nap on the best couch in the world. Lauren stretched in
contentment and considered rolling over for a second dose of
lethargy.

She’d earned it this morning. Coffee-bearing
witches who could talk in your head and long-distance snoop into
your nail polish collection were hard work.

It was still possible this was all Jamie.
His mind magic, his apparently very real powers. She
definitely preferred that theory.

Unfortunately, if it were true, it meant three
women in a chat room and a guy in California had formed this wacko
conspiracy to convince a sane woman she was a witch. Her ego just
wasn’t big enough to think she was the chosen target of a very odd
witch hunt.

What was that Sherlock Holmes line? Eliminate
the impossible and whatever’s left, however weird, must be true.
Something like that.

So, maybe she had some feeble telepathy. In
Jamie’s world, that made her a witch. In her world, it probably
just made her a better realtor. She had good gut instincts, and
really, how much bigger a stretch was it to think your brain could
sense things, if you believed your guts could?

Lauren rolled over and decided to take nap part
two after all.

…

Nat danced her way down Lauren’s street. Three
yoga classes today, all packed to the rafters. Spirit Yoga was
making its mark. There was nothing she liked better than taking a
group of people and sending them all home more limber and centered
than when they’d arrived.

Growing up, she never could have imagined a life
this happy. Or—she laughed at herself—one so much at odds with what
was expected of a Smythe. Teaching yoga might not raise eyebrows in
some families, but in hers, it was up there with joining a cult or
hitting the local bar for karaoke night. Fairly close to
unthinkable.

And never mind yoga—she was apparently about to
have dinner with a witch. That probably set a new Smythe record for
profoundly inappropriate behavior. Shallow, maybe, but she enjoyed
her little part in rebalancing the family karma.

Not that she needed any more reasons to come to
dinner. Lauren had asked, and that was enough.

She was very curious about Lauren’s witch.
Magical mind powers and floating plates. And some kind of
mind-reading practice. It was going to be a fascinating dinner.

…

“Better. You still need to relax and open your
channels more, but that was better.” Jamie twisted a little to
relieve the kinks in his spine. He and Lauren had been sitting on
her floor for over an hour, working on the most basic of mind-magic
exercises—opening and closing mental channels.

“Your barriers are still really rigid. Don’t
think of them as a wall—more like a soft and flexible bubble. When
you want to block most things and keep the emotions and thoughts of
others at a distance, you inflate the bubble. To be more sensitive,
you deflate the bubble and pull it in tighter, so you can read
what’s outside more clearly. Very rarely do you want to let go of
the bubble entirely; that leaves you completely vulnerable.”

“It’s a wonder I’ve survived for twenty-eight
years,” Lauren said wryly.

“Oh, your current barriers are effective enough.
You likely don’t pick up much that you don’t want to hear. But to
truly use mind magics, you also need to be able to choose when to
open and when to send. You can’t do that with the clunky walls you
currently have in place. You need more refined tools.”

“Bricks, bubbles, pink feathers. I guess I still
don’t really see the point.”

“It will make more sense when your friend Nat
gets here. I’ll support your barrier control while you try some
simple sending and receiving with her. Then you’ll see the
difference between bricks and bubbles, trust me. Let’s try the
bubble one more time.”

Jamie patiently walked Lauren through the
deepening of quiet mind and sending breath to her mental barriers,
floating her bubble on a wave of breath. With a quiet mental touch,
he encouraged her to slowly deflate the bubble. Good—she was doing
better this time.

Different students needed different
visualizations. For some, bricks worked just fine. Bubbles weren’t
his favorite—he always imagined them popping—but they seemed to be
working for Lauren.

Deep in concentration, neither of them heard Nat
let herself in the front door. Jamie sensed her first, a new
presence at the edge of the training circle he’d cast.

Not wanting to jar Lauren while she was so
exposed, he sent Nat a gentle mental signal to stop. He was
grateful that she didn’t seem at all distressed by voices in her
head. Perhaps his trainee could take some cues from her friend.
Splitting his energies, he held the bond with Lauren steady and
opened the training circle to allow Nat in.

Then he slowly opened his eyes and saw Nat for
the first time.

Lauren felt her head explode. Brain-pounding
tsunamis of feeling. Shock. Desire. Fear. Acceptance. Love.

Jamie felt the dropped connection in his head as
he heard Lauren hit the floor. Out cold. Oh, shit.

Nat was beside Lauren in an instant. She reached
for her friend and turned big eyes to Jamie. “Help her. What
happened?”

He looked at Nat. His control was tighter now,
so the tidal wave wasn’t quite as big. But he knew, absolutely
knew, that she was the rest of his life. And he was pretty sure the
backwash of his reaction had hit Lauren down her wide-open
channels.

With the training of thirty years, he snapped
his barriers in tight. He sent out a finger of power to monitor
Lauren and heaved a breath of relief. “Simple overload. Nothing too
serious, but she needs to sleep for a bit. Where’s her bed?”

Jamie picked up Lauren and followed Nat down the
hallway. He laid Lauren down gently on the bed and sat beside her.
His legs weren’t feeling too steady either, and he couldn’t blame
it on newbie-witch status.

Breathing to center himself, he closed his eyes
and reached gently for Lauren’s mind. He was no healer, but all
witch trainers learned the basic spellwork to treat symptoms of
power overload. He calmed and closed her channels, and sent her
deeper into sleep.

When he opened his eyes, Nat sat on the other
side of Lauren’s bed, her legs wrapped into the easy lotus pose
that only came with long practice.

“She’s fine—she just needs rest.”

They sat together for a moment, listening to
Lauren’s peaceful breathing.

Nat had a very restful mind, and a very open
one. Her single thought was crystal clear to Jamie. Every life had
some really big turning points, and her closest friend in the world
had obviously just crashed headlong into one.

That about covered it, thought Jamie. And she
isn’t the only one.

He spoke quietly to Nat. “You can sit with
her—that will be calming. She’ll be starving when she wakes up.
We’ll let her sleep for an hour or so, and then she’ll need to eat.
I’ll go order Chinese.”

…

Jamie walked into the kitchen, took out his cell
phone, and then just sank into a chair. His very weak and totally
unpredictable precog talent had picked a hell of a time to put in
an appearance.

One look at Nat and he’d been overwhelmed with
vision fragments of their future life together. Their potential
future life. Precognition showed possibilities, not
certainties.

Screw that. It had felt freaking certain.

Dancing at the Shattuck in downtown Berkeley,
Nat’s face full of laughter and invitation. Christmas morning with
his family. Sunrise yoga together, and the wildly improbable sense
that he actually enjoyed it.

Nat’s belly rounded with their first baby.

Building a snowman in their front yard with a
toddler that looked shockingly like Aervyn. And damn it all to hell
and back, because it didn’t snow in Berkeley. It snowed in Chicago,
where he would live with Nat, at least one very cute kid, and a
snowman.

Where he would love Nat, and a little boy, with
shocking fierceness.

He’d been hit by all of that while holding
someone else’s mental channels in his hands. Unbelievably bad
timing.

Generally he was pretty laid back about training
incidents. Shit happened, and when you trained witches, it happened
fairly frequently. Cleaning up spell misfires, healing minor
injuries, pulling innocent bystanders out of the way—all part of
the job description.

Jamie leaned his head back against the wall. He
could try to pretend this was a training incident, but really,
Lauren had just been an innocent bystander. Any mind witch within a
mile would have felt the shock waves of a precog episode that
strong. Lauren had been pretty much at ground zero, and
unbarriered.

It had, however, answered a very important
question. Only a mind witch of major proportions would have been
able to absorb that kind of tidal wave with only a relatively mild
case of overload. Lauren was going to be a very powerful witch.

And he’d just blasted her channels wide
open.



Chapter 7
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Lauren walked into the kitchen with Nat close
behind. “I could eat half of Chicago, and I feel like my brain got
hit by a bus. What the heck happened?”

Jamie, well versed in the needs of trainee
witches, shoved a carton of food in her hands. “Eat. That will help
with the head. Then we’ll talk.”

Nat took a plate out of the cupboard, and then
stood watching in amazement as Lauren began to vacuum-suck lo mein
straight out of the carton. Jamie watched her reaction with
amusement. Clearly Lauren didn’t usually eat like a starving
teenage boy.

He handed Nat a carton as well. “Dig in. Trust
me—you want to get to it before she does.”

Jamie looked at the stranger he would love and
the witch he’d just begun to train. Now what the hell did he
do?

He had a very tricky conversation coming up with
each of them, and he wasn’t sure he felt equipped to handle either
one. He bit into an egg roll and decided Nell had no idea how big
she was going to owe him.

Let’s handle it like a complex spell, he
thought. One step at a time, and try not to break anything too
critical.

“The head doing better, Lauren?”

“Yeah.” Lauren spoke around mouthfuls of her
second carton of lo mein. “Food’s helping. You the genius who
ordered enough food for ten people?”

“Yeah. Trainee witches are always hungry.”

“Smart man. You going to share those egg
rolls?”

Jamie ran a quick scan on Lauren just in time to
hear her pick up Nat’s thought. He called her a witch and she
didn’t even blink.

“It’s a long story, Nat.”

Nat frowned. “Was I talking out loud?”

“Oh, shit. I can hear you thinking.” Lauren
turned to Jamie, rising panic on her face. “I can hear her
thinking. What happened to me?”

Jamie sent out as much calm as he dared. “Your
channels overloaded. Too much input. When that happens, people
often end up extra-sensitive for a few days. Just like it was hard
to soften your mental barriers before, now it’s going to take some
work to put them back up. Until you do, you’ll pick up at least the
outer layer of thoughts and emotions from people around you.”

“Okay.” Lauren nodded very slowly, but still
looked skeptical. “Why can’t I hear you?”

“I’ve got barriers up. It’s what we were working
on when you overloaded.” He turned to Nat. “With your permission, I
can help strengthen your barriers as well. Too many stray thoughts
are going to be hard for Lauren to handle right now.”

At Nat’s nodded assent, Jamie slipped quietly
into contact with her mind. He took just a moment to soak in her
amazingly serene energy, and then gently fortified her
barriers.

“That should take care of it for a few hours.
It’s not a total block; it will just soften what gets through.
Lauren, as soon as we’re done eating, we’ll go work on getting your
channels closed back up some.”

Lauren waved her chopsticks like a weapon. “Nuh
uh. Not a chance I’m playing that game with you again until I know
what the heck happened the first time. It felt like my head
exploded.”

Jamie sighed. “That was my fault, and I owe you
a big apology. It’s the trainer’s job to make sure the energy flows
stay manageable, and I totally blew it.”

“That was more than a bit unmanageable.”

Jamie could see the lines still creasing her
forehead. “Head’s still bad, isn’t it. Do you have some ibuprofen
or something? That will help.”

Lauren walked out of the room, a third carton of
lo mein in her hands.

…

Finally full after three cartons of lo mein and
four egg rolls, Lauren sprawled on her couch beside Nat and eyed
Jamie. “So, back to the big question. What the hell happened?”

“I have some ideas,” Jamie said, “but I’d like
to gather a little more data first. I need you to try to think back
and tell me exactly what you remember, what you felt.”

“I was concentrating, trying to shrink my
bubble.” She looked at Nat. “You’d be better at it than I am. It’s
a lot like the breathing and meditation stuff you do.”

Nat looked puzzled. “Bubble?”

Jamie beat her to an explanation. “It’s the
first lesson for mind witches. The goal is to create flexible
barriers where Lauren can control what passes in and out of her
mind.”

“Lauren is a mind witch?”

Go, Nat, thought Lauren. Mind witch, feeble
telepath, whatever. If it could make her pass out on the floor, she
must have something, but she wasn’t happy about it.

Jamie nodded and watched Nat steadily. “I think
so. We were going to do some more testing tonight to make sure, but
non-witches don’t overload.”

Nat grinned at Lauren. “You lead an interesting
life, girl.”

Lauren could see Jamie’s obvious relief. That
was interesting. Or maybe not. Most friendships would probably be a
little rocked by ‘hey, your pal’s a witch’. She elbowed Nat. “I
think Jamie was worried you might abandon ship.”

Jamie looked shocked. “You heard that?”

He thinks I read his mind. Silly witch. Lauren
hugged a pillow. “No funky mind magic required. I bet you suck at
poker. It’s not Nat you have to worry about taking a hike on this
whole witch thing. It’s me.”

Jamie grimaced. “Yeah, I got that. So, let’s get
back to what happened. You were working on deflating your
bubble…”

“It felt like it was going better than the
previous times. I could feel you there, kind of holding things
steady, but that’s all I got from you at first…” Lauren slowed down
as she mentally walked through what had happened next.

She glared at Jamie. “Wait a minute. I assumed
I’d overloaded myself, lost control of something. But it came from
you. This huge wave of stuff came from you. What the hell
happened?”

He looked at her steadily. “You’re right. It
wasn’t anything you did. I lost control for a moment, and
unfortunately, with how tightly we were hooked together, some of it
pushed to you. As I said before, that shouldn’t happen, and I’m
sorry for it.”

“I thought Nell sent you because you’re good at
this.” Lauren was more than a little scared that a half-competent
witch had been inside her head. With her permission, no less.

Jamie sighed. “I’m very good. That wasn’t the
problem. You remember when I walked you through the different kinds
of power? My talents are primarily with elemental energies, but I
also have a little bit of most of the others. That’s part of what
makes me a good trainer—I can do a little bit of everything.
Unfortunately, one of the talents I have is weak and very
occasional precog.”

“Precog?”

Nat leaned forward on the couch. “You see the
future?”

If one of them had to be a witch, thought
Lauren, it should have been Nat. She’d be way better prepared.

Jamie shrugged. “Precog’s not that clear, which
makes it a really frustrating talent. You see possible futures, and
not necessarily the most probable. I just get small flashes
usually, brief glimpses. This was longer and more powerful than
usual. It only happens once or twice a year. The timing just really
sucked.”

He could see the future? That was entirely
creepy. “So I got brain-smacked by a totally random event?”

Jamie sighed. “No, it wasn’t random. Precog
events usually have a trigger.”

Lauren waited through a long silence. Jamie
looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Ah, you going to fill me in? What
was the trigger?”

Nat spoke into the silence. “I think it was
me.”

Lauren shook her head. No way Nat was on the
hook for this. “That doesn’t make any sense. We didn’t even know
you were there. You must have let yourself in.”

“I knew,” Jamie said. “Part of my job is to
monitor the perimeter of a training circle to make sure it isn’t
disrupted.”

Nat looked horrified. “Did I break the circle?
Is that what overloaded Lauren?”

Jamie reached over for Nat’s hand. “Absolutely
not. It wasn’t your fault at all. I let you into the circle because
Lauren trusts you, and you have a really serene mind presence. We
would have included you in the circle for the next training
exercise.”

Jamie got up, walked into the kitchen, and came
back with two pints of chocolate ice cream. Cripes, thought Lauren.
You know it’s bad when the guy tries to soften you up with ice
cream first. However, it might work. She was feeling hungry
again.

Jamie sat back down on the floor and looked at
Nat. “You didn’t do anything to Lauren. It’s what you did to me.
You were the trigger for my precog.”

Lauren started to laugh. “Man, you witches are
trigger-happy. First I trigger a fetching spell, then Nat sets off
your precog.”

She sobered as a crazy thought hit her. “Wait,
does that mean Nat is a witch too?”

Jamie gave Nat a closer look and reached for her
hand. “That’s a good question. I’m just going to do the same basic
scan I first did with Lauren.”

“And when exactly did that little invasion of
privacy happen?” Lauren asked.

“Give him a break, Lauren,” Nat said. “If he’d
asked you first, would you have let him scan you?”

It was extremely rare for Nat to take that tone
with her. “No.”

Nat fixed Lauren with a very serious look. “If
this is part of who you are, love, it’s better to know. It’s a
gift, and we have a responsibility to reach for our gifts and
nurture them. If Jamie can help you do that, cut him some slack. I
don’t want you randomly passing out on the floor on me. You need to
know what’s inside you.”

Which was the fancy Natalia Smythe way of
telling her to grow up and cooperate, thought Lauren.

Jamie looked very impressed. “You’re going to
make a great mom some day.”

Nat blushed. “Sorry—I don’t make speeches very
often.”

“That just makes them more impressive when you
do,” Lauren said.

Nat looked at Jamie. “So, do I need to take my
own advice? I don’t think so. I’m not a witch, am I.”

“No. You have a flexible and clear mind. You’d
handle power well, but you’re not a witch.”

“How can you be sure that quickly?” Lauren
asked. “Don’t you have to do all those tests you ran on me?”

Jamie shook his head. “No. I can probe for the
presence or absence of power very quickly. When you access power
sources, even unintentionally or in untrained ways, it leaves an
imprint, a kind of echo. It’s unmistakable, and Nat doesn’t have
it.”

“That’s just some weird karma. She’d make a way
better witch than I would.”

Jamie grinned. “She’ll make an excellent
training assistant. She has a steady mind and emotions, and those
will work very well.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “You’re just hoping
she’ll keep me in line.”

“That too. However, it’s been a long enough day
already. Get some rest, and we’ll start again tomorrow.” Jamie
looked at Nat. “Can you come back then?”

She nodded. “I’ll walk out with you.”

…

Nat paused outside the front entrance to
Lauren’s building. “My yoga studio is only a couple of blocks away.
We need to talk. Do you want to grab some coffee on the way?”

Jamie looked down at her. Uh, oh. Time for
tricky conversation, part two. After that little speech she’d given
Lauren, it was very clear Nat was no pushover. He wondered how
she’d cope with visions of the future.

“Some of the tea you have at the studio will be
fine.”

Nat gave him a long look. “All right. And then
you can tell me whatever else it is you saw about my life.”

“Didn’t miss that one, huh? I’ll fill you in,
but let’s get out of this crazy cold first.” They walked in silence
down the street. Jamie blew O’s with his breath and wondered just
how much to tell her.

The quiet continued while she let him in the
studio and headed off to make tea. He wandered into her main studio
space and looked around. It felt like her.

Nat walked in a few minutes later with two cups
of tea and sat down in front of him.

She’s so amazingly calm, thought Jamie. “You
know, Lauren’s really lucky. Not all friends would have handled
today nearly as smoothly as you did. She’s just beginning to
understand that her mind powers aren’t ordinary.”

“You mean that she’s a witch.”

“Yeah. You could have made it a lot harder for
her today, a lot more uncomfortable. Friends who can accept you,
even when the rules change like that, are gold. It seems like both
of you know that.”

Nat smiled. “We met the first day of college. We
were assigned to the same dorm room, and I think it took us about
five minutes to bond for life. When we graduated, I wanted to open
a yoga studio. My family was totally opposed. It doesn’t fit their
image of what a Smythe daughter should do with her time.”

“Really?” There had been nothing of Nat’s family
in his precog visions. Maybe that wasn’t coincidence. “What do they
think you should be doing?”

“It’s a long story. Anyhow, I got a small
inheritance when I turned twenty-one, two months after we
graduated. I signed a lease on this space and hired a contractor to
do the renovations. Apparently, my father tried to block the
necessary permits.

“He probably would have succeeded, but Lauren
got wind of it through a friend at her new office. She threatened
him with some seriously unfriendly publicity, and he backed off. I
didn’t hear about it until two years ago, and I didn’t hear it from
Lauren.”

Jamie watched Nat as she spoke, trying to fit
the poor little rich girl she described with the woman of his
visions, the one who built snowmen and laughed in the early
mornings.

His family was big, rowdy, and contentious. That
any one of them might try to seriously squash his dreams was
unthinkable.

Nat spoke again. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I
have a life I love. That wasn’t always true, but what came before
led me to here.”

“’Here’ just took a bit of a crazy turn. That
sits okay for you?”

“Lauren’s life is never boring.” Nat sipped her
tea and thought a moment, then gave him a more serious answer.
“Sometimes you know you will spend your whole life with someone. A
partner, a child, a friend. A lifetime will bring some surprises—it
has to. If Lauren’s a witch, then I’m friend to a witch.”

She would stick. Jamie wondered how a woman who
grew up with jerks for parents learned to love like that. Time to
find out if she had room for one more.

“Can you handle two witch friends?” He started
to add that it would be easier on Lauren, and then just shut up. It
was time to talk about Nat and Jamie. Just Nat and Jamie.

Nat smiled slowly. “If you’re going to be my
friend, you need to tell me what you saw. It doesn’t seem fair for
you to know more about my future than I do.”

Well, that headed straight for the gooey, sticky
stuff. Jamie still wasn’t sure exactly how much he wanted to tell
her. “You need to know that precog is really unreliable. Sometimes
it shows the future, sometimes only possibilities. It’s wide open
to interpretation, too—the visions aren’t always literal.”

Nat’s face furrowed. “You don’t like having this
precog talent, do you?”

“Sucks. Seeing the future sounds cool until you
get this two-second flash and have no idea what it means, or if it
will really happen.”

“So, you only saw a couple seconds of my
future?”

“No. This wasn’t your garden-variety precog
episode.” Jamie stopped. She had a right to know, and maybe it
would be easier to show her. God knew he was going to die of
embarrassment trying to tell her.

“I can share what I saw with you. Precog leaves
a strong imprint, so I pretty much have a tape of it stored that I
can play for you. I’ll need you to be open to me, though. My mind
talents are fairly weak, so I can only project that much detail if
you help me out.”

Nat sipped her tea. “Don’t take this the wrong
way, but isn’t that what conked Lauren over the head?”

Definitely not a pushover. “Sort of. There are
two big differences, though. Precog hits hard, and this one was
more intense than most. Being connected on a replay won’t carry the
punch of the original. Second, you’re not a mind witch. For Lauren
to have overloaded the way she did tells me she’s very sensitive.
One day she’ll be really strong. Right now, it just made her very
vulnerable.”

“So if it had been me sitting where she was, I
wouldn’t have been as affected?”

“Exactly. And it won’t be a surprise for me this
time, so I should be able to keep my reactions under wraps.” He
hoped.

Jamie wasn’t thrilled about sharing precog
visions with the woman who starred in them. It was going to require
some serious finesse to share the visions, but keep his emotional
reactions to himself. His mind powers ran to the clunky side of
things.

“You do yoga, right? So can you meditate, clear
your mind?” Of course she could. No mind was that serene by
accident.

Nat went to collect a couple of comfortable
bolsters and handed him one. She sat gracefully and tangled her
legs into full lotus. Jamie wasn’t dumb enough to try to copy her.
“This is easier with a physical connection, if that works for
you.”

“It’s fine. You didn’t do that with Lauren.”

“No. It’s a bit of a crutch, so we try to avoid
it in early training. Once she can work using only a mental
connection, she can layer in the physical contact to increase
sensitivity. Since this isn’t training, I can take the easy way.”
Jamie scooted knee-to-knee with Nat and reached for her hands.

“Close your eyes and do whatever you normally do
to clear your mind. I’ll pick up with a visualization in a few
minutes.” Jamie gave himself a good swift kick for thinking
physical contact would make this easier, and made a determined
effort to clear his mind.

He heard Nat’s breathing slow and felt her mind
soften. She had impeccable skills—he was more than a little
envious. She could teach his student witchlings a thing or two.

Using words at first, and then just mind touch,
he gently opened a channel between them. This was something he did
with trainee witches all the time.

Nothing about this felt like a training
exercise.

Slowly, Jamie pulled up the precog imprint. He
shaped the memories like a film reel and hit slow-motion play.

Nat dancing at the club, face full of
invitation. He could sense the music called to her, even through
the fog of vision.

Nat in the midst of his family on Christmas
morning. This time her reaction slammed into his gut. Confusion.
Envy. Desire. An ache to belong, and little-girl sadness. His need
to comfort was huge. They’re my family, he gently sent.
I’ll take you to meet them.

Yoga in a meadow, the light of early morning
glistening off her face. He could feel her calming, tucking away
the sad little girl. Yoga centered her. Then surprise, as she
realized she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t see him, he realized. It
was his vision, his future memory. She could only sense him.

Nat, belly round with a baby. He felt her smile
and welcome for the babe-to-be.

A snowman, a toddler. Jamie felt Nat reach out
to the child that could be. Then the connection broke. His eyes
flew open. Nat’s face was white, eyes wide, her cheeks streaked
with tears.

“He looks like you. The child, he looks like
you.”

Jamie held her hands tightly. She wasn’t the
only one who was shaky. “He’s ours. That’s why it was so strong.
The future I saw was my own.”

“He’s beautiful.” Nat’s tears flowed again.
“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know.” Jamie’s heart broke a little,
and he spoke very gently. “Nat, precog isn’t certain. I don’t know
for sure if he will even be.”

Nat paled further. “He felt real. I loved him. I
don’t know how to do this.”

Jamie lifted her into his lap and held on. “I
don’t know, either.”

Slowly, his world stopped shaking. Nat felt
cold. He grabbed a line of power and pumped some heat into the
room. Not a lot of finesse, but it would do. He could impress her
with his magic tricks some other time.

When she was warmer, he closed down thoughts of
curly-haired toddlers and snowmen. There was only one way he knew
how to deal when his entire future was on the line.

“Hungry? I know a decent sushi place.”

…

Carrying tea and a bowl of pretzels, Lauren
walked back over to her beloved couch. What a day. Her head still
felt vaguely hollow, as did her stomach. If she kept eating like
this, she was going to need to seriously upsize her next grocery
order.

So, she was a witch. Some kind of mind powers,
anyhow. Maybe she was basically an empath. That didn’t sound so
completely weird. She’d think more about that tomorrow. Thinking
hurt.

Lauren let her mind go and drifted toward sleep.
She watched the edges of dream drift across her mind. Dancing at
some club. Nat surrounded by hordes of people on Christmas morning.
Couldn’t be Nat’s family—they were way more uptight. Nat with a big
pregnant belly. Nat building a snowman with a kid who looked like
Jamie.

Lauren sat up fast enough to dump her pretzels.
Nat and Jamie? She shut her eyes again to sharpen the image. No.
Nat, Jamie, and a little kid who looked a lot like Jamie. They were
a family. It made her ache, how much he loved them.

These weren’t dreams; this was from Jamie’s
head. His precog had been about him and Nat. That’s what had hit
her so hard—Jamie’s feelings. Holy God. Her best friend was going
to make babies with a witch?

Lauren picked up her tea. She was wide awake
now, with plenty to think about. She tried to imagine the future
she’d just seen. She might not have asked for weird witchy powers,
but maybe she wasn’t the only one whose life had just taken a sharp
turn.

Then a stray thought almost added hot tea to the
mess in her lap. Jamie’s precog had missed one thing.

Nat’s mother’s head was going to explode. For
that alone, she would cheer for Jamie. Even if he was a witch.



Chapter 8
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“Mama, who’s the pretty lady?”

Nell looked up from the computer. Her youngest
son was munching an apple and watching her curiously. “What lady,
Aervyn?”

“The one playing with Uncle Jamie.”

“Uncle Jamie’s in Chicago, sweetie.”

“I know. Mama, they have snow.” That was
big-time impressive to a child who lived in California. “He’s
building a snowman with a pretty lady and a little boy who looks
like me.”

Huh, thought Nell. Aervyn’s magic was strong,
but surely he wasn’t mind-sharing with Jamie half a continent
away.

“What does the pretty lady look like, love?”

“She has golden hair, and eyes that get all
squinty when she laughs. She laughs a lot. Uncle Jamie really loves
her. Like he loves me, so it makes his heart hurt sometimes.”

What the heck was going on in Chicago? Lauren’s
hair was auburn; Nell had seen a picture on her realtor site. Jamie
worked fast, but falling deeply in love with a stranger in less
than two days? Her brother—happy single guy? Nuh uh. Aervyn had
immense power, but he was only four. The world didn’t always make
sense when you were four.

“I don’t know who she is, sweetie. I’ll ask
Uncle Jamie the next time I talk to him. Do you want to read a
book?”

“Let’s play magic.” Aervyn nonchalantly
transformed his apple into a shiny silver ball and hung it in the
air between them. It was his favorite game. The goal was to push
the ball into your partner’s hands while they tried to push it into
yours. A simple game for teaching trainee witches to control and
counter elemental energies.

Nell prepared to cheat and sent a magical tickle
toward Aervyn’s belly. It was the only way she could win
anymore.

She didn’t notice the tickle aimed at her ribs
until it landed. Sneaky little witchling! Where had he learned to
cloak an elemental spell like that? Jamie was the most likely
culprit. Nell added a long conversation with her brother to her
mama to-do list.

…

Lazy Sunday mornings were treasures. Lauren
dozed under the covers until her stomach was no longer satisfied
with lazy. Time for a bagel run. Then maybe she’d get all domestic
and cook up a big batch of spaghetti sauce in her well-stocked
kitchen. Online grocery shopping rocked. If Jamie and Nat showed
up, she might even share. Maybe not—she was seriously hungry.

Throwing on thick wool leggings, a hoodie, and
her boots, Lauren was halfway down the four flights of stairs
before she realized she hadn’t brought a coat. She debated for a
moment and decided she was too lazy to head back up. She’d make a
run for it. The bagel place was only half a block away.

Lauren headed out the door and regretted that
decision pretty much instantly. No coat in a Chicago winter was the
definition of insanity. She yanked open the door of the bagel shop
and gratefully charged inside.

Her mind reeled. Too many voices, too many
feelings, too much. Lauren felt her stomach churning and clutched
the door handle. She focused on the handle. That was the way out.
The three steps to carry her back out the door were a marathon.
When the door closed, she sank to her knees.

“Lauren!” Nat rushed to her friend, Jamie right
behind her. Lauren felt the barriers he slammed down around her
head. Quiet was a stunning gift. Lauren gently stood up, holding
her head with both hands.

“What the heck are you doing out in public,
Lauren? You have no barriers yet!”

“You can yell at her later.” Nat grabbed
Lauren’s arm. “Right after I yell at her for being outside in
February without a coat, but let’s get her inside first.”

Was it possible to walk without moving your
head? Every step rattled Lauren’s brain. It was a hangover on
steroids, but without the fun first. She kept the hand Nat wasn’t
holding on her head. Maybe it wouldn’t fall off that way.

They made their way into her building and up the
four flights of stairs. Lauren cursed every one. Quietly. Even loud
thoughts hurt her head.

Nat dragged her through the door and over to the
couch. “Idiot,” she said, tucking a warm throw over Lauren. “I’ll
go make tea.”

Jamie sat down. Lauren felt the push inside her
head. Ow.

“Relax. I can’t help if you don’t let me
in.”

Oh, sure. Just what she needed—someone trampling
over whatever was left of her mangled mind. Figuring it couldn’t
get any worse, Lauren tried to relax.

The trickle of warmth was heavenly. It spread
out and coated her tortured head, bringing relief in waves. Lauren
opened her eyes.

“Thank you—that’s so much better.”

Nat walked in with the tea. “Lauren, what
happened?”

“Not sure. I went to get some bagels. When I
opened the door of the shop, it felt kind of like yesterday.” She
looked at Jamie. “Did I overload again?”

“Not this time, although you might have if we
hadn’t been just around the corner. You sent out a very loud
witch-in-distress bat signal, so we got there pretty quickly.”

Lauren stopped in mid-snicker. Picking up some
bagels shouldn’t set off bat signals. “Why is that happening now? I
go in there every week. Something’s changed.”

“Yeah. Your mind channels got opened pretty far
yesterday, and you don’t have the skill yet to get your barriers in
place quickly. Any time you go out in public for the next little
while, you need to set them in place before you leave. Otherwise,
you’ll get a repeat of the bagel shop, where you can’t block out
what anyone near you is thinking or feeling.”

“Now you tell me,” Lauren said dryly, taking a
cup of tea from Nat.

Jamie winced. “Sorry. Yesterday was a bit crazy.
Forgot to give you the newbie mind-witch operating
instructions.”

“Are there more?”

“Yeah. We’ll run through them today.”

Lauren sipped her tea. She wasn’t at all
impressed with the changes in her head since Jamie had shown up.
There were more fun ways to earn a hangover.

She finished the last of her tea. That and
Jamie’s little repair job, and her head was feeling reasonably
normal. Nice timing, the two of them showing up when they did.
Speaking of the two of them…

Lauren remembered the snippets she had picked up
from Jamie’s precog episode. There was more on her agenda today
than working on a better brain bubble. First off, Nat needed to
know, and Jamie needed to tell her.

Lauren looked up and realized she was way
behind. She could actually see the energy between Jamie and Nat. It
was like the northern lights had come to play in her living room.
Bemused, she watched the colors dance for a moment.

Jamie noticed her distraction. “Lauren, what do
you see?”

“There’s a bloody rainbow dancing between the
two of you.” She fixed her gaze on Jamie. “You. Talk.”

Jamie squirmed. “You got hit with the backwash
from my precog yesterday, but you probably didn’t get much of the
contents.”

Lauren couldn’t resist. Carefully, she formed a
picture in her mind—Jamie, Nat, and sunrise yoga in the meadow. The
picture wobbled a bit when she pushed it toward Jamie, but his
reaction was priceless. It was so cute to see a grown man
blush.

She started to put together another picture to
send him—toddlers and snowmen—and was hit again by the depth of his
feelings for the Nat of his future. His maybe future. Precog
wasn’t a guarantee of anything, or so he said.

Instead, she formed a thought and pushed. Be
very careful with her.

Jamie looked a little disconcerted. “You caught
a lot more than I thought you did yesterday. Nice sending. We’ll
work on your control after breakfast.”

“You heard. Seems like I did pretty well.”

“I heard.” Jamie walked toward the kitchen and
threw a grin back over his shoulder. He nodded toward Nat. “So did
she.”

“I’m not fragile, Lauren. You know that.”

“You could hear me?”

Nat grinned. “Loud and clear. Nice trick.” She
sobered again. “How are you feeling about all this?”

“The ‘I’m a witch’ part, or ‘my best friend is
going to make cute babies with a witch’ part?”

“That’s just what might be, Lauren. Some of it
might happen, or none of it.”

Lauren considered. She’d been Nat’s closest
friend for ten years. Jamie’s visions offered family—to the woman
who had never really had one. She reached for Nat’s hand and
squeezed gently. “What do you want, Nat?”

Nat’s eyes filled with tears. She looked down at
their joined hands and whispered. “I want it to be true.” Then she
took a deep breath and looked up. “But it’s what I’ve always
wanted, my whole life. All this really means is maybe I have a
chance to get it. Not a promise, but a chance. It’s a gift,
Lauren.”

Lauren shook her head. She shouldn’t be
surprised. Nat’s resilience and sense of hope had always been rock
solid. “Does this mean you’re going to be dating a witch?”

Nat gave her a lopsided grin. “Something like
that.”

“This is one weird February.”

Jamie walked back into the room, balancing three
plates of bacon and eggs. “You can stop talking about me now.”

Okay, she was impressed. “You cook?”

“I do. And I assume you’re starving.”

“I am. Were you eavesdropping?” It occurred to
Lauren that he might well be able to do that.

“No. To quote my mother, ‘just because witches
can, doesn’t mean they should’.”

Nat cocked her head. “So, you could have
listened.”

“Didn’t, but yeah, that’s fairly basic magic.
Lauren here will be able to do it fairly shortly. Telepathy works
fairly well over short distances. For me, it’s easier to do with an
elemental spell. I’d activate air to push the sound currents far
enough for me to hear, or something similar. Not that I’ve ever
done it, of course,” he added with a grin.

Lauren laughed. “Liar.” She took two of the
plates from Jamie and walked over to her small dining table.

“Every witchling tries it at least once. Takes
longer for some of us to get caught, but in a family of witches,
it’s hard to come up with something new. My mom set up a
counterspell that turned my ears bright red for days. End of my
career as a witch spy.”

Lauren’s interest in witching families was
suddenly more personal. “Do most witches have children with power,
too?”

“It depends. Witching talents definitely run in
families. In my family, I’d say on average, one child in two is a
witch. A few more have wisps of talent—not enough to do anything
with, just a few echoes. They tend to give birth to witchlings,
though. Kind of like they’re carriers for witching talent, even if
they don’t manifest any real power themselves.”

Lauren thought about her family. “So ,was one of
my parents maybe a carrier or something? How did I end up a
witch?”

Jamie shook his head. “That’s one of the
questions that make witch genealogists a little nuts. Nobody knows.
Maybe there were unrecognized or hidden talents in your family, but
about twenty-five percent of witches have no family history. Odds
are you fit into that group.”

Nat had been really quiet. Lauren gave herself a
mental kick. She wasn’t the only one with reason to have a personal
interest in witches and their families. Dating a witch was one
thing. Having his babies was a whole other pile of stuff to think
about.

She squeezed Nat’s hand under the table. “So,
what’s next in Witch Training 101?”

“We need to get you to a place where you can
walk down the street without overloading. Eventually, you’ll be
able to control your barriers and decide how much you want to take
in. For now, though, we need to use the bricks.”

“What happened to bubbles?”

“That was a good idea until I blew your channels
wide open. If you want to go to work tomorrow, we need to practice
brick walls. Once you have those down, we’ll get back to bubbles.
We’ll use Nat as the measuring stick. I want you to build a barrier
tight enough that you can’t sense anything from her anymore. If you
can block one person totally, that’s a start to what you’ll need in
a crowd.”

“I can’t hear her now.”

Jamie patted her hand cheerfully. “That’s
because I have a nice concrete wall around your head right now, the
one I put in place outside the bagel shop. Come on into the living
room, and I’ll take it down.”

…

Nell was getting seriously itchy to hear from
Jamie. She knew how much trouble he could dig himself into in a few
hours. It was a big sister’s job to throw him a rope.

Or to harass him about pretty ladies and
snowmen. The sister job description was wide ranging and flexible.
Nell grabbed her phone and texted Jamie. Chat. Now. She
added ‘please’ when she messaged Sophie and Moira.

Nell: About time, brother
mine.

Sophie: Jamie! We’ve been
dying for an update. How is it going with Lauren?

Jamie: I just left. I’m
pretty sure she hates me at this exact moment. We worked on
barriers for three hours solid.

Moira: That seems a bit much,
Jamie. Aren’t you in a bit of a hurry?

Jamie: I don’t have a choice.
She overloaded yesterday.

Sophie: Ouch. What
happened?

Jamie: My fault. We were
doing some really basic work with barriers. She was finally making
some progress, and I got hit with a precog episode. Only had two in
the last year, and one hits when I’m mindlinked with a newbie
witch.

Nell: Must have been a heck
of a precog episode to jump your control, Jamie.

Jamie: Yeah, it was. She got
caught in the backwash and it overloaded her channels. It probably
wouldn’t have, except she’s extremely sensitive. She’s going to be
a hell of a mind witch.

Moira: You’re sure of
that?

Jamie: She went down for
bagels this morning and got hit by all the minds in the bakery. I
heard her distress call from two blocks away.

Moira: That’s incredible
range for an untrained witch.

Jamie: Exactly. I can’t begin
to send that far, and it would be on Aunt Jennie’s upper limits, I
think.

Moira: If she’s got the
sensitivity to match her sending, you’ve got a bit of a challenge
on your hands.

Jamie: That’s why we just did
three hours of barrier work. She needs some nice, thick walls for
now so she can at least function while we work on the finer details
of barrier control.

Moira: That will be leaving
her mind blind, Jamie. She’s likely used to reading at least a
little, even if she’s not aware of it.

Jamie: I know, but it’s
better than being wide open. It only takes her a few seconds to get
a solid wall in place now—she’s learning quickly. I did try to
explain to her that she’ll feel fairly cut off from people. I don’t
think she’s aware of how much she was probably using her power
before, so I suspect she’s got a bit of a surprise coming
tomorrow.

Sophie: How can we help,
Jamie? I can send some crystals and lotions that will help block
her sensitivity a little.

Jamie: That would be great.
She needs all the tools she can get right now. The bigger issue,
though, is that she needs training, and she’s going to need it
soon. I can work with her for a bit, but she’s rapidly going to
outpace what I can teach her.

Moira: We have a couple of
powerful empaths here, but no one with strong telepathy as
well.

Nell: Bring her here, Jamie.
Aunt Jennie’s the obvious choice. Empath and telepath both, and
also a decent spellcaster. We don’t know if Lauren will channel or
cast, but if she does, Aunt Jennie can handle it.

Jamie: That’s what I was
thinking, too.

Nell: Find out when she can
come. I’ll talk to Aunt Jennie.

Moira: I think that’s wise.
Lauren can’t be left half-trained if she has that kind of power.
Thank you for the update, Jamie. I’m needing to head off to bed
now. The flight back from Ireland was a lot for these old
bones.

Sophie: Good night, Aunt
Moira. I’ll go as well; I have some remedies cooking on the
stove.

Nell: Jamie, can you stay a
minute? I have something else to ask you.

Jamie: Sure, what’s up?

Nell: So, who’s the blonde
chick?

Jamie: ???

Nell: Aervyn saw you building
a snowman with some woman with blonde hair.

Jamie: Oh, crap. He must have
caught the edge of my stupid precog. Is he okay?

Nell: Is he ever not okay?
The kid creates magical hurricanes and asks for a snack. He just
wants to know who she is. Details, brother mine. What’s going
on?

Jamie: Long, long story.

Nell: Type fast.

Jamie: Have mercy. I’ll be
back in a few days, and I’ll fill you in then. It’ll keep.

Nell: Aervyn says you love
her. And that there’s a little boy that looks just like him.
Spill.

Jamie: Oh, God. The
embarrassment never ends. I saw my future, Nell. Or at least, a
possible future, complete with Lauren’s blonde friend and Aervyn’s
little clone.

Nell: Oh, wow. Are you
okay?

Jamie: Honestly—not sure
yet.

Nell: Come home, so I can
tease you in person.

Jamie: Love you too,
Nell.

Nell: Aervyn misses you.

Jamie: Apparently enough that
he picked up my stuff three thousand miles away. That’s scary,
Nell. I had no idea that kind of range was possible.

Nell: Trust me, I’m not
thrilled. I assume part of it is that the two of you are so tight.
Beyond that, I don’t really want to think about it.

Jamie: You know, he’s the
only one at home besides Aunt Jennie who has really strong mind
talents. He would have fun doing some training with Lauren. Maybe
he’d learn some magical manners.

Nell: Yeah, good luck with
that. She’s really that strong?

Jamie: I think so.

Nell: Get her here, then.

Jamie: I’ll work on it. Tell
Aervyn I love him, and to stay out of my head. Love you, too.
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Lauren walked into her office Monday morning
knowing it would be a very good day. The Greenleys were coming in
to sign the final paperwork on the brownstone contract, and her
head was lovely and quiet, thanks to some kick-ass brick walls.

To avoid a repeat of the bagel shop disaster,
Jamie had drilled Mind Magic 101 yesterday until both she and Nat
begged for mercy. Taskmaster he might be, but this morning before
leaving her apartment, she had visualized a brick wall of
protection and felt it drop into place with a quick and satisfying
thunk. She was making progress, even if Jamie had added a little
extra reinforcement spell to her own capabilities. Just a
precaution.

With cheery waves to a few colleagues, Lauren
slipped into the conference room and greeted the Greenleys. “Hello,
you two. I just stopped by the selling realtor’s office and picked
up the accepted offer. A couple of signatures from both of you, and
we’ll be set. You’ll be in your new home in a few weeks.”

Kate leaned into Mitch and grinned. “We’re so
excited. It’s such a perfect home for us; we can’t thank you
enough.”

This was the part Lauren loved best—a successful
match. She reached for Kate’s hand. “Invite me to the baby shower.
I love to see my clients in their homes.”

She couldn’t feel it. Kate was obviously
brimming over with happiness; the room should have been vibrating
from it. Instead, with a head swaddled in bricks, Kate Greenley
could have been a stranger.

Lauren held on to her composure as she walked
them through the paperwork. She wanted to cry. Being a realtor was
serious work, and a lot of the work was disappointment and
drudgery. The payoff came with what she thought of as the three
C’s—click, contract, and close.

The moment when a client clicked with a property
was the absolute best—nothing beat it. But finalizing the contract
and handing over the keys on closing day mattered, too. Those were
the moments she worked for, and here she was in the middle of one
of them, missing all the good stuff. She knew the Greenleys were
happy, but dammit, she wanted to feel their happiness.

It was hard not to curse Jamie. Before he’d
shown up, none of this had been an issue. She hadn’t asked to be a
witch. Her life had been just fine without some freaky magical
accident waking up her twitchy mind powers.

And that, thought Lauren, was more than enough
whining. It had happened, and she would deal. Time to stop feeling
sorry for herself. She controlled the bricks.

She thought back through Jamie’s instructions
and blew a candy-pink mental bubble inside the brick wall. Then she
gave a swift and satisfying kick to a couple of bricks and watched
a hole open up.

Like a dam breaking, thought and feeling rushed
through the hole. A green room, gorgeous artist murals on the wall,
and sleeping baby in the crib. Satisfaction at a big item checked
off the to-do list, and a tinge of both pride and worry about the
future. Warm floating and a rhythmic drumbeat, da-dum, da-dum. So
peaceful.

Concern! “Lauren.” Mitch had a hand on her
shoulder.

“Sorry?” Lauren felt oddly disoriented. There
was a strange drumming in the background, and worry radiating off
Mitch and Kate.

Too deep. Too much. Bricks, fix the hole. Trying
not to panic, Lauren retreated and imagined her brick wall firm,
strong, and unbroken. Okay, hole plugged.

“I’m so sorry. I had a bit of a crazy
weekend.”

Kate grinned. “I hope he was cute.”

If only it were that simple. Lauren flipped
through the paperwork one last time and arranged to deliver keys to
the brownstone on the closing date. As the Greenleys walked out of
the room, she deflated into a chair.

On Friday, when she’d found the Greenleys their
brownstone, she was a realtor with impeccable instincts. Now it was
Monday, and she was a witch with an oversensitive head and a big
mess of bricks and bubbles she couldn’t control.

What had just happened? Obviously, kicking holes
in a brick wall was bad for more than her toes. It had been too
much at once. The mental to-do list had to have been Mitch. The
green room with the amazing murals must have been Kate’s vision for
the nursery—the baby in the crib had looked like a miniature
Mitch.

Then there had been the drumming. Lauren sat up
very slowly as she realized exactly what that had been. Warm, dark
waters and a drumbeat. She’d mind-connected with the baby.

Tears came to her eyes as she remembered the
feelings that had come. Such peace and safety. She’d wanted to
stay. Lucky baby.

Lauren reached for her papers and stood up. She
might be a newbie witch, but she still had a job to do, and damned
if she was going to do it with a totally swaddled head. She took a
deep breath and focused on her bricks. Make them a little thinner,
a few cracks in the mortar, maybe some moss growing into the brick.
Better.

She opened her eyes and smiled, pleased with her
remodeled and slightly more porous brick walls. Walking out into
the office, the normal Monday morning chatter hit. Maxine was
happy; she must have closed her deal. Jenna Mae was bored and
trying to check out wedding dress websites without anyone
noticing.

Whoops. Lauren realized she couldn’t actually
see Jenna Mae or her computer. Maybe the modified bricks were
letting a little too much through, but she was still functional.
For today, that was good enough.

…

Sophie wandered into her stockroom—her third
bedroom, really, but with the built-in shelves and desk full of
shipping supplies, there was no room left for sleeping. The little
mid-century ranch house had been a lot of work to fix up, but it
held her and the business end of A Modern Witch very well.

The master bedroom and bath were her retreat,
done up in restful greens that soothed and restored her mind and
her earth magic. A second bedroom was her herbals room, where she
prepared ingredients for the lotions and salves for sale on her
website. This room held everything else, the crystals and books and
other basic witching supplies she stocked.

She walked over to the shelf where her crystals
were stored, straightening some out-of-place items as she went. It
had been a busy time, getting the chat room up and running. Her
stockroom needed some attention, and soon.

Considering her stock, she began to select some
crystals. Carnelian for supporting creative mental work. Citrine
for working with power. Emerald to help the physical mind
heal—Lauren would probably overload again before her training was
done. White moonstone for balance. And most importantly, lapis for
clarity and heart connection.

Sophie slipped a large, intensely blue lapis
crystal into a wrapper fashioned from silver wire. She loved the
artistry these handcrafted settings added to the crystals. Tools
performed better when surrounded by beauty. She slid the twined
lapis onto a silver chain. It was the right gift for a mind
witch.

She would overnight the package to Lauren, along
with some instructions on the use of each of the crystals. Maybe
some lavender lotion as well; that was very good for relaxing and
clearing communication channels.

Holding the lapis, Sophie reached for the
moss-agate crystal hung around her own neck and collected her
powers.

“I ask the powers of earth

That flow through me,

Strengthen this gift and let it aid

As Lauren learns who she must be,

Of what she is made.

As I will, so mote it be.”

…

Jamie and Nat both looked up as Lauren literally
stumbled through the door of her apartment. She looked at the food
on her table and gave an exhausted smile.

“Well, make yourselves at home. Food smells
yummy.”

Nat handed her a cup of tea. “Jamie cooked. I
was the taste tester—it’s stupendous. Come sit down.”

Lauren collapsed into a chair, took a sip of
tea, and made a face. “Jeez, Nat—did you put a cup of sugar in
here?”

“You need the boost. Your blood sugar is
crashing.” Jamie carried two more cups of tea to the table and sat
down. He sent a light probe to see if the spell reinforcing
Lauren’s barriers was still holding. Crap, it was gone.

He sent a stronger probe. Not only was the
reinforcement spell missing in action, her brick wall was
noticeably different. Nice touch with the moss, but that would
weaken the wall. Girls. Always trying to make stuff prettier. No
wonder she was exhausted.

Lauren drained her tea. “Disgusting, but you’re
right; it’s helping. You seriously cooked this, Jamie?”

Nat nodded. “He did. Pumpkin and avocado green
curry. It’s amazing, and there’s chocolate cake for dessert.”

Lauren tasted a bite and closed her eyes in
obvious bliss. “Will you marry me?”

Her eyes flew open again. “Okay, you two. I
don’t know what’s up between you, and I don’t have the energy to
ask right now. But if you’re both going to freak out when I say the
word ‘marry’, could you at least do it out of my head?”

She rubbed her forehead. “Jamie, I hate to ask,
but my barriers are about to crash and burn. Can you put some up
for me again like you did yesterday?”

Jamie mentally kicked himself for not taking
care of that sooner, especially if she was going to drop the big M
word randomly in conversation. Interesting that he wasn’t the only
one it had stirred up. One woman at a time, though, and right now,
he had a newbie witch to prop up.

He cast some barriers for Lauren and watched her
visibly sag in relief. “Hard day today?”

“Yes. I feel like blood is about to gush from my
ears.”

“Think maybe that has something to do with your
redecorated barriers?” Lauren flushed. Yeah, he didn’t think those
had been an accident.

Nat looked confused, so he explained. “The
barriers we practiced yesterday were the level-one brick walls we
first teach to all mind witches. They’re clunky, but effective—they
keep everything out. Then we slowly work on modifying those walls
to softer and more penetrable forms to allow for better control.
Judging from the state of Lauren’s barriers, she tried some
alterations already today.”

Lauren looked surprised. “You can see that?”

“That’s what they pay me for. Why’d you do it?
Today would have been a lot easier if you’d left them alone.”

“Easier on my head, maybe, but the bricks were
making it a lot harder to do my job. The Greenleys came in this
morning.” She looked at Nat. “You remember them—they’re the clients
who wanted the downtown condo, and I sold them the brownstone
instead.”

That was an interesting tidbit, thought Jamie.
Time to learn a little more about how his trainee witch used her
powers in daily life. “How did you convince them to buy something
they didn’t want?”

“I didn’t have to convince them. We’d toured
pretty much everything downtown, and I could tell nothing had quite
clicked for them. A good realtor can pick up on that, and I’m very
good. I trusted my instincts and took them to see this great
brownstone in a neighborhood just outside downtown. Turns out
they’re having a baby and the place is perfect for them.”

This is the woman who thought she wasn’t a
witch. Jamie shook his head at the irony and leaned forward to
speak. He paused at Nat’s touch under the table.

Nat spoke casually as she took another bite of
curry. “Lauren, did you arrange to see the brownstone before or
after you found out they were having a baby?”

“Before. I’d toured them through a condo that
morning, and I could tell something was up when Kate arrived to see
the brownstone. She was practically bubbling over with the news.
She’d just come from the doctor.”

Jamie shot Nat an appreciative smile. She was a
smart and tricky woman. “So clearly you’ve had at least partial use
of your mind magic for quite some time,” he said to Lauren.

She looked totally shocked. “How do you
figure?”

Jamie started ticking off on his fingers.
“One—you can routinely tell if a client has ‘clicked’ with a
property or not. Two—you trust your instincts enough to follow them
to fairly irrational places, which suggests they serve you often
and well. Three—you knew a client was pregnant before she did.”

“I didn’t.”

He gave Lauren a steady look. “Really?”

She started to speak, and then stopped. He gave
her a moment to work through the data. “Maybe I did know. I hadn’t
put it into words, but the day before, while we were looking at
condos, she’d been feeling sick. I knew something was up. They were
ready to buy, and they just weren’t clicking with a place. They
should have—you get a good feel for that after a while.”

Jamie nodded. “I’d guess that you’ve picked up
bits and pieces from people your whole life. Without a way to
understand your magic, you’d see that as good instincts. I bet
you’re a very good realtor.”

“I am, but…” Lauren’s voice trailed off.

Nat spoke softly. “It’s not cheating, Lauren.
You help people find homes. It serves the good.”

Jamie watched Lauren’s eyes fill with tears.
Where had that come from? For a non-witch, Nat had an uncanny
ability to read people. Forget that—she was a lot more perceptive
than most witches he knew. Including himself, apparently.

“There are some ethics for using magic,
particularly mind powers. But the pieces you picked up would have
been brief and fairly surface. Not really all that different from a
realtor with ordinary good instincts.”

Lauren nodded her head slowly. “It’s more than
that now, though, isn’t it? The Greenleys came in this morning to
sign the final offer paperwork. I was upset, because it’s usually a
pretty happy moment, and I couldn’t feel anything with my head
swaddled in bricks.”

Getting the picture now, thought Jamie. “So you
adjusted them some?”

She blushed. “I kicked a hole in the bricks. I
blew a bubble up inside them first, but I don’t think it was nearly
strong enough.”

Jamie laughed. Pissed-off witches were always
unpredictable, whether they were eight or twenty-eight. “When you
punched a hole, you short-circuited my reinforcement spell. That
alone would have made your barriers a lot harder to hold. What
happened?”

“It was like taking my finger out of the dyke. I
picked up thoughts from Kate and Mitch.” She paused. “And the
baby.”

Nat’s eyes widened. “The baby in Kate’s belly?
Lauren, she’s just barely pregnant.”

“I know, but I’m pretty sure that’s what
happened. Nat, it was so amazing to feel the baby, so peaceful. I
could hear Kate’s heartbeat. Part of me just wanted to stay
there.”

Well, hell. Jamie castigated himself for yet
another big training mistake. He was racking them up on this visit.
That was about to end.

“Lauren.” He waited until both women were
looking at him. “You need to come to California with me, and you
need to do it now. You need more training than I can give you. My
Aunt Jennie is a strong mind witch, and she’ll work with you.”

Lauren shook her head in protest. “I can’t,
Jamie. I have a job to do here. Maybe in the summer, when real
estate slows down for a bit.”

Jamie shook his head. “Trainer veto. It’s not
safe to wait. There are risks to being a mind witch. One of them is
that you can get so connected to another mind that you lose your
way and can’t get out. You came close enough to that today with the
baby.”

Nat turned white. “Why didn’t you warn her?”

Because he’d been trying not to scare the crap
out of her. “You have to be both a very strong empath and a decent
channeler to fall into another mind that far. Lauren shouldn’t have
been able to do that yet. When a trained witch connects that
deeply, they use a monitor to pull them out if need be.”

Lauren started to shake her head again. He
glared her down. “It’s time to stop taking chances. You’re a strong
witch, Lauren. We need Aunt Jennie to test you more thoroughly and
get you trained—at least enough that you don’t put yourself or
anyone else at risk. It’s the first rule of witchcraft—do no
harm.”

Lauren turned as white as Nat. “I could have
hurt the baby?”

Congratulations, Jamie—now you’ve scared the
crap out of everybody. “No, I don’t think so, but you could have
hurt yourself. I’ve blown it twice now as your trainer, and I’m not
going to do it again. I’ll book tickets for tomorrow.” He collapsed
her barriers long enough that she would be hammered by his
seriousness and Nat’s worry. Unfair, maybe, but he needed to get
her to California. He needed help.

Lauren just nodded mutely.

Nat reached for her friend’s hand and met
Jamie’s eyes. “Book three tickets.”
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“Lauren, wake up.” What was Nat doing in her
room? Lauren squinted one eye open.

“Go away. Tired.”

“We catch a plane in a few hours. I came to help
you pack. Sit up—I brought you coffee.”

Lauren wiggled out from under the covers and
took the go cup. “Bless you. Now, what was all that?”

Nat grinned and started over. “We’re all flying
to California at noon. Jamie booked the tickets, and he’ll pick us
up in a couple hours. You need to pack and take a week off from
work.”

Lauren snorted. “No problem. I’ll just wave my
magic wand. Hey, wait—how are you going to leave for a week? What
about your studio?”

“I talked to Todd and Carissa this morning.
They’re going to split my teaching load between them until I get
back.”

“I guess that means I have to go.”

Nat tilted her head. “No, you can’t blame that
on me. Or even Jamie, although he pressured you very
effectively.”

Lauren sighed. Sometimes the truth sucked. “I
don’t want any of this, honestly. If I could float plates or
something, that might be kind of cool. Having my head be
oversensitive to the world just seems like a big liability.”

“For now.”

“It’s a crapload of work just to be able to walk
down the street right now. It’s hard to see the upside in
that.”

Nat shrugged. “Maybe it’s like beginner yoga. It
will just have to hurt for a while.”

Lauren made a face. Trust Nat to know how to
push her humor buttons. “Just what I need, more stuff to make me
hurt. You do a fine job of that all by yourself.”

She reached out for Nat’s hand. “And speaking of
which, it’s really sweet of you to volunteer to come with me. Not
necessary, though. We were all a bit shaken up yesterday, but I’ll
be surrounded by witches in California. They should be able to keep
me out of trouble.”

Nat laughed. “Yeah, you stay out of trouble so
well. I’m going for you—because you’re my best friend, you’re on a
wild ride, and I figure you’re either going to need someone to
scream in the seat beside you, or hold your head while you
puke.”

She sobered up. “I’m also going for me.”

Lauren nodded slowly and sipped her coffee.
“Jamie.”

“Yes. I like him.” Nat shrugged. “And I’m too
big a believer in finding your destiny to turn my back on what he
saw without at least giving the first steps a try.”

“He’s a witch, Nat. Those first steps could get
crazy kind of quickly.”

“My best friend’s a witch. It’s already gotten
crazy. It’s a week; that’s all.”

Lauren shook her head. “It took less time than
that for us to bond for life. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Nat got up from the bed. “Consider me warned.
Now rise and shine; I know how long it takes you to pack. Oh, wait
a minute.” She walked out of the room and returned shortly,
carrying a FedEx box. “This was sitting outside your door. You must
have slept through the delivery.”

“Not all of us get up to do yoga at the crack of
dawn. Who’s it from?”

Nat read the package label. “Sophie Delaney at A
Modern Witch. Oh, is she one of the chat-room witches?”

“Yeah. She runs a website that sells lotions and
crystals and stuff.”

Nat looked surprised. “You ordered lotions and
crystals?”

Not in this lifetime, Lauren thought. Then
again, this lifetime had gotten very unpredictable in the last few
days. She opened the box and surveyed the contents. There were
several crystals, including a big, gorgeous blue one on a silver
chain, a bottle of lotion, some loose tea that smelled yummy, and a
handwritten letter. She picked up the letter and read.

Dear Lauren,

It’s hard to be far away when I want to reach
out in friendship. I can only imagine the last few days have taken
some strange turns for you. Jamie said you’d had some trouble with
overloading. That’s not unusual for those with mind talents, or so
I hear. My powers run in quite a different direction. I have some
small skill with herbs and knowledge of crystals, so I’ve sent you
a couple of things I hope might help.

The lotion is a blend of lavender and a few
other things I make myself. I’ve added a small spell to help calm
your channels. It would be lovely to use at night before bed. The
tea is a spearmint blend that supports open communication and mind
channels—use it whenever you feel a bit overwhelmed. No spell on
that, just a little magic while the herbs were growing to
strengthen their effects.

The crystals are tools to help focus and
direct your energies. The red one is carnelian, and the yellow is
citrine. I hope you’ve decided to go to California. If you do,
Jennie will be able to teach you when to use these two to support
your mind magic. The green emerald and white moonstone, tuck those
in your pocket or purse for now, and keep them with you. They’ll
help balance you and prevent overload.

The lapis pendant I hope might serve as your
working focus. Many mind witches find lapis wonderfully helpful for
clarity and heart connection. You will know if it is meant to be
yours when you put it on. If it feels right, please accept it as a
small gift from a new friend.

Blessed be, Sophie

Lauren handed the letter to Nat and started
pulling clothes out of her closet. Crystals and potions. What the
heck was she going to do with those? She’d almost made peace with
the idea of having to be a witch. Her mind skills were kind of like
extra-special intuition or something. Spells and big blue crystals
seemed a lot more… witchy. A little too close to the pointy hats
and cauldrons stuff.

She looked at the pile of clothes on her bed.
“Do you think I need more than three pairs of shoes?”

“For a week in California, no. For witch
training, I have no idea.” Nat grinned when Lauren scowled, and
held out the lapis pendant. “Here.”

“It’s beautiful, but it’s not my thing,” Lauren
said. “Heck, it’s more your thing. You try it on.”

Nat touched her arm gently. “It’s not for me.
Try it on, Lauren.”

“Do you believe in this crystal stuff?”

Nat sighed. “I think it’s probably an easier
leap for me, yes. I use candles and music and yoga sequences as
tools to clear my mind and focus. It’s not a big stretch to imagine
that crystals and lotions might be useful tools as well.” She held
out the pendant again.

You’d never guess Nat could be so stubborn by
looking at her, thought Lauren. Jamie might have a few surprises
coming to him, precog or not. She took the pendant and slipped it
over her neck.

“Nothing, I don’t feel anything.”

“That’s probably good. Oh, wait a minute.” Nat
reached into her pocket, took out an iPod, and touched the screen a
couple of times. “How about now?”

“What is that thing? Wait. I can hear your
thoughts now, and no, I don’t plan on packing any lighter. Why
couldn’t I hear you before? You woke me up, so I didn’t have time
to put up any walls.”

Nat gave Lauren the iPod. “It’s Jamie’s gizmo.
He programmed it to… well, I don’t understand it all, but it’s a
bit like a force field. I had it up around me when I got here so my
mind would stay contained. Jamie says you can use it when we fly.
That way, nothing should get through to you. He figured the airport
would probably make you nuts otherwise, so he was up half the night
programming this.”

“Oh, really.” Lauren looked up from the Star
Trek gizmo. “And how do you know this?”

Nat shook her head and laughed. “Not how you
think. He came over early this morning so I could be his beta
tester and see if this device was working.”

Lauren studied the gizmo and fingered the
pendant around her neck. These were the tools of a modern
witch?

…

Nell: Morning, ladies.

Sophie: Have you heard from
Jamie?

Nell: Yes, last night late.
We didn’t want to wake you, so I told him I’d chat with you both
this morning. He’s bringing Lauren here to California. They should
be leaving Chicago shortly.

Moira: Oh, and that’s good
news. She’s agreed to some training, then?

Nell: I think he insisted.
Moira, he had something he wanted me to ask you about. Lauren went
to work yesterday, after they’d drilled brick wall barriers. He
said she was solid on those, and he magically reinforced them.

Moira: A sensible
approach.

Nell: Apparently she decided
they were too much of a block—interfering with her job—so she
adjusted them some.

Moira: That’s quite the
accomplishment for a witch with so little training.

Nell: Unfortunately, she
didn’t go small. He said she kicked a hole in her brick wall while
she was with some clients.

Sophie: Uh, oh. Did she
overload again? I sent some things to help with that, but they
wouldn’t have arrived until today.

Nell: No, and that’s the part
that scared Jamie. She was with a couple that are buying a house
and having a baby.

Moira: It’s a good reason to
buy a house, having a little one on the way.

Nell: This is the part he
wanted me to ask you about. Lauren picked up thoughts from the
husband and wife, but she also picked up mind impressions from the
baby. They just found out about the pregnancy, so this baby is just
a little bean. Lauren felt enough that she had trouble pulling
out.

Moira: Oh, dear. Nell, that
could be very dangerous.

Nell: That was Jamie’s
reaction, so I don’t think he gave her a lot of choice about
getting on a plane this morning.

Moira: While I’m normally in
favor of free choice, I think in this case a wee bit of pressure
was warranted. She must be extremely sensitive to connect with a
mind that young and undeveloped, especially if she wasn’t making
any efforts to do so. Tell Jennie to test her as a channeler as
well—if she has any channeling talent, that would have augmented
her mind power. Jamie is right to be very concerned. She needs
training, and she needs it immediately.

Nell: He’ll be glad to hear
that you think that.

Moira: He can be impetuous,
our Jamie, but he’s a smart witch. He’s done the right thing.

Sophie: If she’s so
sensitive, how will she get to California? She’ll be on a plane
with a crowd of other people for several hours. I sent her a lapis
pendant, and some emerald and white moonstone, and those will help,
but…

Moira: Those are wonderful
choices, Sophie. Did you activate the lapis so it can choose
her?

Sophie: I did, Aunt Moira.
I’m a well-trained witch :-).

Nell: Jamie has something up
his sleeve, too. We’ve been working on a handheld version of
Enchanter’s Realm, and he tweaked a bit of our code to create some
electronic barriers for Lauren.

Sophie: Her own personal
force field? That’s so Star Trek.

Nell: That’s what I said.
It’s highly experimental. He just set it up last night, but
hopefully it will get the job done.

Moira: Witch force fields.
I’m not sure I can wrap my brain around that, Nell.

Nell: Well, if it doesn’t
work, he’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way and hold her
barriers up himself.

Sophie: That sounds
exhausting. Can he do that for four or five hours?

Nell: Let’s hope we don’t
find out. I’ll take Aervyn to the airport with me to pick up the
three of them. He has enough training to help stabilize her
barriers if need be, so we have her covered at this end. Aunt
Jennie’s down visiting her new grandbabies in San Diego, but she’s
coming back tonight.

Sophie: Three?

Nell: Yes, Lucia had
triplets. They’re adorable.

Sophie: Congratulations,
that’s truly wonderful. But I meant the three you said are flying
in—Lauren, Jamie, and who?

Nell: Nat’s coming as
well.

Moira: Who would that be,
dear?

Nell: Sorry, I forgot you and
Sophie left before I cornered Jamie last time. Nat is a good friend
of Lauren’s. Apparently she was the star attraction in Jamie’s
precog episode.

Sophie: Oooooohhhhhh.

Nell: Exactly. I didn’t
manage to pry too many details out of him, but it sounded serious.
Future marriage and babies kind of serious.

Sophie: OOOOOOOHHHHH.

Moira: You both know precog
isn’t very reliable. It’s very possible this future he saw won’t
come to be.

Nell: I know that, Moira, and
so does he. What fascinates me is that he isn’t running screaming
the other direction. I very much want to meet this Nat.

Sophie: Sounds like you’re
about to have that chance. We expect frequent reports.

Moira: Tell Lauren welcome
and blessed be.

…

“Aervyn Edric Walker, cut that out!” Nell
redirected her son’s spell just before it hit target.
Unfortunately, she redirected the hair-raising spell to a large
bald man who was evidently wearing a toupee, which promptly rose up
three inches off the top of his head.

Nell untangled the power flows—dang, the boy was
getting good at impromptu spellcasting—and resettled the man’s
toupee. A quick survey reassured her no one else waiting at the
airport arrivals gate had hair standing on end. Well, possibly the
teenager with pink hair, but that looked intentional.

“Aervyn, I know you’re bored, honey, but you
can’t spellcast like that. People aren’t toys. Uncle Jamie’s plane
is a little late, but he’ll be here very soon.”

“I could make his plane go faster, Mama.”

Nell fervently hoped that wasn’t true. Power
grew the same way kids did, with sudden spurts that could take you
by surprise. Judging by Aervyn’s appetite lately, they were in for
a growth spurt of some kind. She hoped it was a physical one. Pants
were easier to replace than all the things one small boy could
break when he suddenly gained new magical talents.

She knelt down and pulled Aervyn close.
“Remember, when you do big magics, you have to know what will
happen with all the leftover energy. Pushing a plane would be
really big magic, so those are the kinds of spells that you need to
think through really carefully, with some help.”

“I could use the wind. I’m getting good at
making small windstorms. I could make one that’s just a little
bigger than Uncle Jamie’s plane.”

“That would be a pretty bumpy ride for him.”

Aervyn’s face shifted from pouting to
thoughtful. “Uncle Jamie would probably like that, but his pretty
lady might not. Or the new witch lady. I don’t want to make them
sick; they might puke on Uncle Jamie.”

Nell could only be glad that today he thought
puking might be a bad thing. The magical ethics of a four-year-old
witchling were a work in progress, to say the least. She had
crystal-clear memory of the farting spell Nathan had cast on his
sisters at about the same age.

Aervyn’s eyes looked hazy for a moment. “He can
see the airport now, Mama. The new witch lady is sleeping, but he’s
going to wake her up.”

“Does he know you’re in his head, son of
mine?”

He must be getting eye-rolling lessons from his
sisters. “Yes, Mama. I knocked nicely and he opened a link for me.
He says to tell you that his gizmo worked, and Lauren has been fine
on the plane. Mama, what’s a gizmo?”

“Uncle Jamie did a little spellcoding on his
iPod to create some barriers for Lauren. You remember I told you
she’s a mind witch, right? Just like you.”

“Why doesn’t she make her own barriers?”

“She’s a beginner witch, so she’s just learning
how to do that. When you’re just starting, it’s hard to do in
crowded places like airports and airplanes, so Uncle Jamie is
helping her.”

“How can she be a beginner witch? She’s a
growed-up person—I saw her.”

“Not everyone knows they’re a witch when they’re
born, sweetie. She just found out a few days ago.”

Aervyn’s forehead squished up. “Why didn’t one
of the other witches tell her?”

“Maybe she’s never met another witch. Her family
is different from ours. She doesn’t know lots of witches.”

“She’s gonna know lots now. Is that why she’s
coming to visit? To meet us?” Aervyn started to ask something else,
then turned toward the arrival gate. “They’re coming, Mama. Uncle
Jamie just has to kiss his pretty lady first.”

Baby brother, if you’re going to let the
four-year-old into your head, keep it G-rated. Nell was sorely
tempted to ask Aervyn to patch her in to Jamie’s thoughts, but
curiosity wasn’t a good enough reason to spy, especially when you
were trying to model good witch manners. She’d corner Jamie later.
Sometimes sisterly persuasion was more useful than magic.

She saw Jamie’s dark head above a line of
passengers flowing through the exit door and grabbed Aervyn’s hand.
“Just wait, sweetheart. Let them come to us.”

When they were only a few yards away, Aervyn
yanked. “Mama, let go. She needs help.” Nell’s empathic talents
were very weak, but even she could feel Lauren’s sharp distress.
Judging from the heads suddenly turning their direction, so could
half the people in the airport.

Aervyn skidded to a halt in front of Lauren and
waved his fingers in the air. Nell knew that meant he was pulling
big magic, and quickly; normally he didn’t need any physical
cues.

Lauren’s distress vanished, and her entire body
relaxed. Jamie shook his hand out—clearly Lauren had held it in a
death grip—and gave Aervyn a puzzled look. Then he dove into
Lauren’s purse and came out with what Nell assumed was his
gizmo.

Jamie shook his head in disgust and led the
group over to Nell. “Got any iPod batteries handy? Stupid charge
just ran out.” He looked at Lauren. “I’m really sorry—that must
have hurt.”

Lauren was holding Aervyn’s hand. “Big time.
Thanks for putting some walls back up for me.”

Jamie shook his head. “Wasn’t me. I’m not sure I
could have done it with this many people around. Aervyn did it.
He’s still holding them up for you, I’m guessing.” He looked at his
nephew for confirmation. “Can you hold them until we get home?”

“I can do it, Uncle Jamie. It was like Iceman. I
blew a big wall of ice around her head. Good, huh?”

Punk child, Nell thought fondly. Then she
remembered Aervyn’s spells often had some gaping logic issues and
looked more closely at Lauren. Oops, the poor girl’s teeth were
chattering.

“Love, that was a great big spell. I’m thinking
that maybe a wall of ice will be pretty cold for Lauren the whole
way home, though. Can you change it now, maybe to bricks?” Nell
gave Jamie a look. Be ready in case he needs help.

Aervyn bristled. “I don’t need help, Mama.”

Oops, she’d forgotten he was linked with Jamie.
She looked at her son. Bricks. Now. Sometimes being the mama
was all the reason you needed.

“Bricks are boring.” Aervyn said. He closed his
eyes for just a moment, no finger wiggling this time. “There, she
won’t be cold now. Sorry, Lauren—I didn’t mean to freeze your
brain.”

Lauren beamed at her pint-sized knight. “I like
Iceman too. That was a very fancy spell, kiddo. When I grow up, I
want to be a witch like you.”

Aervyn giggled. “You already growed up. Do you
like the Matchbox cars?”

“Love them. Jamie only taught me how to make
boring brick barriers. I think I’m always going to make mine out of
Matchbox cars now. The big fire truck in the middle is the
best.”

“I have one at home. You can play with it. Let’s
go.” Aervyn started to tug on Lauren’s hand. Then he reached out
for Nat’s, too.

Nell had completely forgotten about Nat in the
coming of Iceman. So this was Jamie’s pretty lady. She was indeed
pretty, and clearly captivated by one punk four-year-old
witchling.

Aervyn peered up at Nat as they walked. “Can I
play with him?”

Nat looked puzzled. “Play with who,
sweetie?”

“The little boy who looks like me. When you and
Uncle Jamie have a baby, can I play with him? He can share my fire
truck, too. Mama says I’m getting pretty good at sharing.”

Nell had never wanted a camera more. Jamie
looked like he’d just walked into a wall. Sweet! Aervyn had just
exacted revenge for thirty years of little-brother mischief.

Lauren was clearly holding back laughter. One
look at Nell’s face and she just doubled over, making odd choking
sounds.

Nat never stopped looking at Aervyn. “I don’t
know yet if that baby is meant to be. If he is, I would like
nothing more than for you to be his friend.”

She took my troublemaker seriously, and she
didn’t give him an easy answer. Nell was impressed. The pretty lady
had some layers to her. Good. Any candidate member for a family of
witches would need them.





Chapter 11
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Nell led Aunt Jennie into her brother’s living
room. Jamie and Nat sat on the couch, and Aervyn played with
Jamie’s old Matchbox cars. They had opted to bring Lauren to
Jamie’s house, since he had enough space and a lot fewer witchlings
underfoot.

“Lauren’s been sleeping since we got in from the
airport,” Nell said.

Jennie nodded and set down her camera bag. “I’m
sure being in such a crowd for that long was hard for her.” She
turned to Jamie. “Nell filled me in a bit about your Lauren. What
can you tell me about her powers?”

Jamie shrugged. “Not sure I have a clear
picture, honestly. In the airport today, when my barrier gizmo ran
out of batteries, an awful lot of heads turned, so I’d say she can
broadcast distress with some pretty serious volume. We haven’t
spent much time on sending, though.

“As far as receiving, when I first tested her,
it was obvious she’s highly sensitive. She picks up more sensory
detail than anyone I’ve ever worked with, including Aervyn.
Yesterday she picked up stuff from a barely-conceived fetus. That
scared the crap out of me, so I packed her up and brought her
here.”

“I’m not a souvenir T-shirt,” Lauren said from
the doorway.

“Oh, good—you’re up.” Nell rose from Jamie’s
huge and very ugly armchair. “Lauren, this is our Aunt Jennie.
She’s a wonderful trainer, and the most powerful mind witch in our
family. I want to give you two a chance to talk, so Nat, Jamie,
Aervyn—out. Come help me in the kitchen or make yourselves
scarce.”

I’ve got to learn that trick, thought Lauren as
the room cleared in seconds. She looked over at the woman sitting
on one end of a couch just as ugly as the armchair. So this was the
witch who was supposed to train her. Hopefully she was good, and
quick. Needing a four-year-old to ride to your rescue was
embarrassing.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Come sit down, Lauren. I’ll tell you about my
new grandbabies, because I just can’t help myself, and then you can
tell me how you feel about all this.” Jennie gestured to the couch,
and then sighed as a cup of tea appeared on the table beside her.
“Bless Nell. If you sit down, I imagine a cup will arrive shortly
for you, as well.”

Lauren blinked. Welcome to witch central. “You
can teleport too?”

“Oh, no—I wish. That would have come in very
handy over my lifetime. I’m a photographer, and all that equipment
is heavy to lug around. How lovely to wave my magic wand and have
it be where I need it.”

Lauren blinked again. “You use a magic
wand?”

Jennie laughed and picked up her tea. “Not
usually. A few crystals, nothing as fancy as a wand. Mind magics in
general aren’t much helped by fancy tools.”

She gestured toward the tea that had appeared
next to Lauren. “Teleporting, on the other hand, often benefits
from a few bells and whistles. It requires large amounts of
external power, and a wand can be useful to concentrate and focus
those energies.”

Lauren frowned. It was hard to think straight
with a fuzzy head. “Sorry, I just woke up. If you’re not
teleporting the tea, how are you getting it here?”

“I imagine Jamie or Aervyn is sending it, since
they’re the only two witches in California at the moment who could
teleport something as large as a teacup without any preparation.
Probably Aervyn—Jamie’s finally growing out of the need to show off
for all the pretty girls.”

“A four-year-old is teleporting tea cups? Is
that normal? Nell’s house must be nuts.”

Jennie rolled her eyes. “You have no idea. Five
kids, two of them witchlings, and one of them the strongest witch
in a century or more. Aervyn’s skills aren’t remotely normal. At
four, he can do far more than most witches at the peak of their
powers.”

“So, what he did for me in the airport, most
witch kids wouldn’t be able to do that?”

“Completely shutter a highly-sensitive mind in a
crowd? Sweetheart, I might have been able to do it when I was
younger, for a minute or two. Jamie is pretty sure he couldn’t have
done it at all. We could have dampened the effect for you some, but
what Aervyn did—no preparation, no circle backing him up—he’s the
only living witch I know who could have shielded you that totally
and held it that long.”

“I’m grateful he was there, but that must be a
heck of a responsibility for Nell.” And I guess maybe I don’t have
to be so embarrassed a child rode to my rescue, thought Lauren as
she sipped her tea. Spearmint, she realized with a mental eye roll.
Clearly Sophie wasn’t the only witch trying to fix her brain with
some tea leaves.

Jennie grinned. “The tea works better than you
think it does. And no, child, I’m not in your head. You’re thinking
loudly enough any mind witch for a mile could hear you.”

Crap. There were a couple more in the kitchen
with Nell. “Exactly how do I stop that?”

Jennie patted her hand. “Don’t worry about it
for today. We’ll do some real work tomorrow, and I’ll show you how
to gain some control over your volume. For now, Jamie and Aervyn
will be blocking your thoughts on their end—it’s basic etiquette
for mind sensitives. I’ll be more open to you while we work
together, but only then. And trust me, there’s little you could
think I haven’t already heard.”

“Can anyone else hear my loud head?”

“No. I’ve tasked Jamie with making sure of that.
It’s the least he can do, since he blew open your channels the way
he did. Normally you would become more sensitive as you trained, so
you gain power as you gain control. Jamie pretty much
short-circuited that for you.”

Lauren protested. “He shouldn’t be taking the
rap for this. As far as I know, it was just some really unfortunate
timing for his precog.”

“No one’s blaming him. But Jamie would be the
first to say that even unintended consequences come with
responsibility. You’re his, and now you’re mine too, and I’m glad
for it.”

Lauren was a little overwhelmed. In the big city
of Chicago, you mostly sank or swam on your own. There were a lot
of people trying to help her float right now. All this for some
stranger they’d found on the Internet.

“It’s freely given, child.” Jennie smiled. “For
today, I just want to get to know you a little better. Do you want
to tell me how you’re doing with all this first, or do you want to
see my grandbabies?”

She’s kind of irresistible. Dynamo grandma and
chatty neighbor all rolled up into one. “Show me your grandbabies.
You said you’re a photographer—do you have pictures?”

“Indeed I do.” Jennie reached into her camera
bag and pulled out a laptop identical to Lauren’s. She clicked a
couple of times and handed it over, slideshow playing on the
screen.

Make that dynamo grandma and computer whiz.
Lauren gazed at the pictures, first in polite interest, then with
gooey baby brain. Who could resist triplets? The babies were
totally adorable. The pictures were stunning.

Lauren looked up. “You take amazing photographs.
Your grandbabies are wonderful, but you have such talent. You must
do this professionally.”

Jennie nodded toward a book on the coffee table.
“I did. I’m more-or-less retired now. Portraits mostly, although
sweet grandbabies weren’t my usual subjects.”

The portrait on the cover of the coffee-table
book was unmistakable. Lauren knew it well. She’d seen it
headlining an exhibit at the Art Institute of Chicago Museum, and
it had made her cry. It was about to make her cry again.

The photograph captured a young girl, curled up
against a body shrouded and prepared for burial. No one had to tell
you the child lay for one last cuddle with her mother.

Lauren looked up, tears in her eyes, and
struggled to match artistic genius with the woman sitting across
from her. “You’re J.W. Adams? I didn’t know the Art Institute ever
showed the work of anyone who was still alive. Your photographs are
life altering. Every single one makes you feel.”

Jennie’s face bloomed with delight. “What a
beautiful compliment. Thank you. Yes, I’m Jenvieve Whitney Adams,
but no one here calls me anything but Jennie.”

“You’re a witch, and yet you’ve dedicated your
life to taking these stunning pictures.”

“It’s because I’m a witch that I can take these
pictures,” Jennie said. “A good portrait photographer shows the
outside of a person; a great one shows the inside. Being a mind
witch makes it a little easier to see the inside, to know what the
photograph needs to show.”

Lauren struggled with the ethics. “You read
their minds before you take a picture?”

Jennie smiled. “It’s not as simple as being in
or out of someone’s mind—there are a lot of possibilities in
between. If you stay entirely out, you connect with no one. There
are some ethical guidelines, but in the end, every mind witch needs
to find her own limits, her own balance. I found mine at a place
that lets me tell someone’s story the way it needs to be told.”

She paused, and then gestured at the cover of
the coffee-table book. Lauren could see the sheen of tears. “The
little girl—her name was Minah. She broke my heart. The only way I
could find to honor her grief and her love was to take this
picture, and to make sure I got it exactly right.”

…

Nell stood at the stove and stirred something
that smelled miraculous. Could all of Jamie’s family cook, Nat
wondered, or had she just been lucky so far?

“My brother’s a coward,” Nell said, glancing at
the table where Nat was sitting. “He knows I want to put you under
the microscope, and he abandoned ship.”

Nat laughed. Nell sounded like she was kidding.
Mostly. “Maybe I should go play in the sandbox with Aervyn
too.”

“It’s a close contest, but I have chocolate, if
that sways things in my favor.”

“If it’s dark chocolate, you can quiz me all you
want.”

Nell grinned. “Dark chocolate with orange or
mint? If you promise to be really cooperative, you can have
both.”

“Do you just want to plug into my mind, or play
twenty questions?”

Nell snorted. “My mind talents are pathetic.
We’ll just have to do it the old-fashioned way. So tell me, how
does it feel to have some strange witch see flashes of your future
together?”

In the Smythe family, thought Nat, it would have
taken hours to work around to that question. Ha. More like forever.
Her family wouldn’t permit conversation about anything as
unsuitable as witches.

She looked at Nell and considered. “How much did
Jamie tell you about his precog?”

“Less than I’m hoping you’ll tell me.” Nell
stirred a pot one last time and came to sit down at the table. “I’m
sorry to be so direct. Well, I’m not really, but once upon a time,
before I had five kids, I would have been a little more
subtle.”

Nat quirked an eyebrow. “Or a pesky brother who
could walk back in any time?”

Nell blushed. “Yeah, that too. So, are you going
to spill, or not?”

I like her, Nat decided. Subtle she’s not, but
she obviously loves Jamie, and she’s been wonderful with Lauren.
Loyalty and generosity were two of her favorite things. Time to
make a friend.

“Jamie linked me in so I could see what he saw.
I didn’t actually realize it was about the two of us until the end.
He’s not actually in the picture, if that makes sense.”

Nell frowned. “You didn’t see him, just
you?”

“Right, almost like it was memories seen through
his eyes. The first ones were what seemed to be a couple of first
dates.” Nat couldn’t resist the temptation to do just a little
prying of her own. “Does he like yoga?”

Nell goggled, and then shook with laughter.
“Jamie? Yoga? Snowballs in hell will do yoga first.”

Nat grinned. Maybe a witch seeing your future
wasn’t all bad. “I teach yoga. I’ll bet you a month’s supply of
chocolate that he does sun salutations by Christmas.” She hoped the
precog visions had been in chronological order.

“Here I thought my brother finally found a smart
woman. You’re on.” Nell shook her hand and smirked. Then
realization hit. “Wait—he saw this, didn’t he. He does yoga in his
future? No wonder he was so shaken up.”

Nat was amused. “I like my chocolate dark, no
nuts.”

Jamie and Aervyn walked in the back door,
covered in sand.

“Out of my kitchen! Leave the sand outside.”
Nell waved them back out.

“It’s actually my kitchen, big sister. I’m fine
with a little sand. Real men get dirty.”

Nell didn’t bother to reply. She just gave him a
look. Then she winked at Nat, and mouthed “watch”.

Nat watched as Jamie and Aervyn concentrated.
She saw the air in front of them slowly begin to move, picking up
bits of sand. The air sped up and began to spiral. At a nod from
Aervyn, their baby whirlwind picked up and traveled around the two
of them, collecting a funnel of sand.

The team magic was impressive, but it was the
easy connection between them that held Nat; the kind of bond that
spoke of a long history of happy hours together. She saw the look
of mischief Jamie shot Aervyn. The sandy whirlwind darted over to
Nell, and judging from the resulting giggles, gave her bare toes a
good tickle. Then it headed out the door, presumably back to the
sandbox.

“All clean, Mama. I’m hungry.”

Nell rubbed Aervyn’s head. “You’re always hungry
after magic lessons, punk child. Jamie, can Lauren handle an
invasion of the troops? I was going to call home and have Daniel
bring everyone over, but I don’t want to overload her.”

“I can help her, Mama, just like I did in the
airport.” Aervyn’s eyes danced.

Jamie picked him up. “Thanks for that, kiddo,
but not necessary. I have new batteries in the iPod, so she can
have her own personal force field back. If it worked in an airport,
it can probably handle the Walker clan.”

…

Lauren looked at the crowd around Jamie’s dinner
table. She was definitely not in Chicago anymore. Nell’s husband
Daniel sat at one end, Jennie at the other. She, Nat, Jamie, and
Nell shared the long benches on either side with a flurry of kids.
She thought there were only five, but none of them held still for
long—and she was pretty sure Aervyn was porting his sisters around.
It was hard to tell with identical triplets.

She’d grown up with wonderful parents, but as an
only child, Lauren’s first experiences with crowded meal times had
come in college. Seven Walkers, Jamie, and Jennie could easily
rival any college dining hall for both noise level and food
consumption.

“Aunt Jennie, are you gonna teach Lauren how to
be a mind witch?” Aervyn spoke with a mouth full of spaghetti. “She
needs lots of practice.”

“Aervyn.” Nell glared at her witchling.

Lauren laughed. “He’s right. I can’t keep
carrying Jamie’s gizmo around in my pocket forever. Can I,
Aervyn?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Sometimes it runs out
of batteries, and then you gotta know what to do.”

Aunt Jennie spoke up. “We’ll start our lessons
tomorrow morning. Aervyn, it might be good for you to help us. You
could use lots of practice too.” She reached over and tickled his
ribs. “Mostly on your witch manners.”

“I can deliver him tomorrow afternoon,” Nell
said. “He has to go see Dr. Celia in the morning and get his
hearing aids refitted. Even his ears are growing fast right
now.”

Lauren was shocked; she’d never noticed Aervyn’s
hearing aids. As she looked more carefully, they appeared for a
moment, and then disappeared again. Nice trick.

He was watching her very closely. Even powerful
little witchlings must have some insecurities, she thought. She
wiggled her eyebrows at him. “Can you teach me how to do that? I
want to be six feet tall and have ears like Cat Woman.”

He grinned at her. “You don’t have to do that.
Uncle Jamie says you’re already plenty to handle.”

Lauren assumed the kick that hit her shins had
been aimed at Aervyn. She leaned over and whispered in his ear. He
nodded his head, whispered a few words back, and reached for her
hand under the table. She barely had time to register the swoosh of
her brain leaking out before Cat Woman was suddenly sitting in
Jamie’s seat. The illusion lasted only a few seconds before Aervyn
fell off the bench laughing, along with one of his sisters. Most of
the rest of the room looked pretty unstable in their seats too.

The only person not overcome with mirth was
Jennie. She looked at Lauren with interest, and more than a little
surprise.

It suddenly occurred to Lauren that recruiting a
four-year-old witch for her practical joke might have violated
several rules of family conduct and witching ethics.

“Relax, girl—that was damn funny.” Jennie
grinned. “Maybe one day Jamie will learn to keep some of his
thoughts a little more tucked away.”

Jamie sputtered in mostly mock protest. “How am
I the bad guy?”

Nell laughed. “You got punked by a four-year-old
and a witch in diapers. You’re getting old, brother mine.”

Aunt Jennie held up a hand. “Am I the only one
who noticed anything except Jamie’s lovely figure during that
little display?”

Lauren figured her face held the same puzzled
look as everyone else at the table.

Jennie looked at Aervyn. “Sweetie, did you cast
an illusion spell on Uncle Jamie by yourself?”

Aervyn was clearly no dummy and promptly
indicted his co-conspirator. “Nope. Lauren helped.”

Lauren was still puzzled, but all the other
witches in the room seem to have solved some great mystery. “What’d
I do?”

“You did Cat Woman. I just pushed it a little.”
Great, Aervyn was throwing her under the bus. She kicked him under
the table. He just giggled.

Jennie nodded. “I think she’s a channeler.” She
turned to Lauren. “Did Jamie explain the different types of magical
talent to you?”

“I’m not a trainer in diapers, Aunt Jennie,”
said Jamie, rolling his eyes.

She might be a witch in diapers, Lauren thought,
but until a few days ago, she’d been pretty good with basic
conversational recall. “He did. Five kinds of power, two ways to
use it. Channelers and spellcasters, right? What does that have to
do with Cat Woman?”

“Good, you pay attention. That will come in
handy. Aervyn is a pretty decent spellcaster for a four-year-old.
Or rather, a very strong spellcaster still somewhat constrained by
four-year-old logic. Spells have complex logic, and you can only
cast a spell you can structure correctly.”

Jamie picked up the explanation. “For a
spellcaster to work a complex spell, they need a power source.
Normally you use elemental powers, or work with a circle. Aervyn is
an elemental witch, so I assumed at first he had used those
energies to produce Cat Woman.”

“Nope, I used Lauren,” said Aervyn
gleefully.

“I don’t get it,” Lauren said. “Jamie, didn’t
you say I have no elemental powers?”

“Deader than a doorknob,” Jamie agreed.
“However, you have mind powers. Usually those aren’t strong enough
to support a spell for long, and they drain the source. If Aervyn
had tapped into my mind powers for that spell, I’d be unconscious
on the floor.”

Lauren frowned. “I feel fine.”

“I didn’t hurt Lauren!” Aervyn added in
protest.

Aunt Jennie squeezed his hand. “No, sweetie, you
didn’t. You did exactly what a spellcaster should do. You tapped
the nearest source of power you could use without harm. I don’t
think you just took, though. Lauren channeled for you, didn’t
she?”

Aervyn nodded. “I had to kind of show her brain
what to do.”

“Of course you did. She’s never been a channeler
before.”

Aunt Jennie looked at Lauren. “We’re not being
very clear, are we? Aervyn spellcast the Cat Woman illusion, but
you helped a lot more than I think you realize. I was saying before
that spellcasters can work with a circle. One person, the
channeler, works as the focus for the circle, collecting energy and
directing it to the spellcaster. You pulled power from your own
mind and channeled it to Aervyn, and he used it to cast Cat
Woman.”

Lauren was getting really tired of scrambled-egg
brain. “I’m sorry, I’m not usually slow at understanding things. I
didn’t do anything except show Aervyn what Cat Woman looked like in
my head.”

Jamie shook his head. “It was very easy for you,
and one day you’re going to understand how envious that makes the
rest of us. Lauren, what Aunt Jennie is trying to say is that you
probably have channeling talent, and you’re going to be a hell of a
mind witch. Your talents in that arena might even be in Aervyn’s
league.”

That was not exactly comforting, Lauren
thought.

Aervyn got the last word. “Nope, she’s gonna be
stronger than me. She needs a lot of practice, though.”



Chapter 12
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“Cripes, this is frustrating.” Lauren pouted. “I
was doing better with setting barriers in Chicago. Why am I having
more trouble now?”

Trainee witches are all the same, mused Jennie.
Whether four years old or twenty-eight, they all figured it should
be easy.

“Normally we’d have taken a day or two off after
your traveling. Your brain is tired from the crowds and that Cat
Woman stunt you and Aervyn pulled last night.”

Lauren grinned. “Am I in trouble for corrupting
a minor?”

“Ha. That one was born looking for partners in
crime. He has four older siblings—you can’t do much damage.”

“I never had a little brother; it must be
fun.”

“Oh, they can get tiresome at times. I have
three, and it’s probably good I couldn’t teleport as a child.”
Jennie smiled. “Who knows where they might have ended up. Did you
hear the story of when Jamie ported himself and Nell to
Chinatown?”

Lauren shook her head.

Better she starts learning about witchling
antics now, Jennie thought. With the kind of power this one has, it
won’t be surprising at all if her children have magic. A toddler
with her channeling abilities could pull off all kinds of
mischief.

She began sharing one of her favorite stories.
“Nell was babysitting her three little brothers—Jamie’s a triplet.
They were digging a big hole in the back yard. She was about
fourteen at the time, and the boys were five or six. Anyhow, she
laughed and asked if they were digging a hole to China.

“Jamie must have picked up on the image in her
mind, and he ported them both there. He didn’t have a lot of
control over his teleporting skills yet. Fortunately, Aervyn is
mastering his younger than Jamie did.”

Lauren tried to imagine. “He teleported them to
China? For real?”

Jennie laughed. “Fortunately, no. Nell had never
actually been to China, so the image in her mind was from Chinatown
in San Francisco. That was when we discovered Nell’s true talents
as a spellcaster. She managed to reverse the spell and harness
Jamie’s talents to get them back home. It took her three hours,
though, and there was quite the panic when Jamie’s brothers said
he’d gone to China with Nell.”

Jennie smiled at the memory. Neither of her
daughters had ever manifested power, so she’d enjoyed the antics of
her sister’s children and envied her just a little as well.

“I can only imagine,” Lauren said. “I’ll be sure
to let my parents know how easy they had it. I’ve been meaning to
ask someone, though. It seems like most witch talents show up in
children. Why didn’t mine?”

“Oh, they likely did. You’ve probably always
picked up some images and feelings from other minds. Given how
sensitive you are, you also probably learned to block them from
quite a young age. In a witching family, we’d have seen the signs
and tested you early. You’d have grown up knowing you were a
witch.”

“So, you think my parents just didn’t recognize
what they were seeing?”

Jennie shrugged. “There might not have been much
to see. Mind talents are often subtle. Children with elemental
powers are usually harder to miss. Ask Nell about Aervyn’s first
weeks sometime. Speaking of, he’ll be here this afternoon to
practice with you, and we have work to do first. Let’s get back to
it. Tell me what’s happening when you try to create your
barriers.”

Lauren sighed. “I thought you were linking so
you could see.”

“I am, and I did. I want to hear how it felt for
you.” Something is getting in the way of those walls, Jennie
thought. Let’s see if the girl is self-aware enough to figure out
the problem.

“Well, I visualize the bricks just like Jamie
and I drilled. That part works fine. When I try to pull them into
place, though, it’s like there’s a bunch of friction. In Chicago,
they just slid smoothly down.” Lauren paused. “It’s like part of me
doesn’t want them and is resisting.”

Now they were getting somewhere. “Ah. And what
do you want?”

Lauren squirmed. “I want Cat Woman. Not the
illusion part, but when Aervyn and I joined, it felt totally
different. Strong and flexible—like I could see anything I wanted.
I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but the bricks are like being
locked in a prison. Jamie’s gizmo, too.”

“Good.” Jennie was pleased. Lauren was quick and
resilient, even if she wasn’t all that pleased about her
newly-discovered mind powers. “The bricks were necessary to keep
you protected when Jamie’s precog blew your channels open. Usually
we try to do that a bit more gently.”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

For an only child, Lauren had impressive sibling
loyalty. “Trust me, I know how easily surprises can happen when
you’re training a new witch. He did well to get you here. Mind
magics are not his strength. That little gizmo of his was
inspired—he’s a highly creative witch.”

“He is. I like to think I’m fairly creative too.
Can I try something different for a minute? I want to try something
a little bit like what Aervyn and I did. Maybe you can tell me why
it’s different than when I try to set barriers.” Lauren squinted
with concentration.

Jennie caught her broadcast image of Jamie in a
Cat Woman suit, waving a wand at flying sushi plates. She was
amused, and impressed. Lauren shouldn’t be able to push images with
that kind of control yet, particularly an image with moving parts.
It was a little blurry, but still. Sneaking a quick look through
the monitoring link between them, Jennie tried to work out how
Lauren was controlling her power.

There were small creatures of light flitting in
and out from a warm, green shadow. Slowly working inward, she
realized the creatures were small lightning bugs. When they flashed
on, small bits of thought or feeling flowed out. Jennie recognized
a couple of images from her own outer mind. Well, well. The girl
was reading quite a bit more than she’d let on.

Jennie moved closer to the warm green center and
suddenly faced a cloud of angry, buzzing lightning bugs. She could
have swatted them aside with a breath of power. However, the fact
that Lauren could summon any defenses at all at this stage was
truly extraordinary.

Jennie focused on one of the lightning bugs and
gently sent. Let me see. Please. The cloud dispersed, and
her single lightning bug led the way. Jennie could see the
flickering lights on either side, an escort of sorts. Good, the
girl was no pushover.

Jennie grinned as she arrived at the warm green.
This was where Lauren intuitively centered her power, and brick
walls it was most certainly not. Unusual, but they could work with
that. Slowly, she retreated, backing out to just a simple
monitoring connection.

When she opened her eyes, Lauren watched her
steadily. “You have a pleasing mind, Lauren. Sturdy and creative.
Thank you for letting me see. Now tell me about your couch.”

Lauren blinked. “My couch?”

“Every mind witch needs to work from a center, a
place of safety and strength. Barriers work best if they build out
from this center. Mine is a camera.”

Lauren looked thoroughly confused. “You set your
barriers from a camera?”

Jennie nodded. “I feel safe and powerful behind
a camera, and there are lots of things I can control. I can change
lenses and zoom in, or put on a filter to soften the light or block
it out almost completely. The lens works as my barrier and as a
channel to send and receive.”

Comprehension bloomed on Lauren’s face. “It’s
your visualization for controlling what you do. Just like Aervyn
used Matchbox cars.”

“Exactly. Jamie’s not a mind witch of any
strength, so his barriers are rudimentary—bricks and bubbles.
That’s more than enough for most of his students, and a good first
lesson for anyone.

“More talented mind witches need fancier tools
with better precision and more options. Aervyn may eventually
outgrow his Matchbox cars, although last time I checked, he’d
outfitted them with wings and laser beams, so maybe not.”

“Laser beams?”

“Protection is an important part of any good
barrier system.”

Lauren laughed. “So, he shoots down incoming bad
guys?”

“Something like that. It’s not literal—at least,
not usually. He might shoot down stray thoughts he doesn’t want in
his mind, for example. It’s powerful because it’s an extension of
his center, the place he feels safe and in control. For a little
boy, that visualizes as his favorite toys. For you, it’s your
couch.”

Lauren blushed. “My couch is my center? That’s a
little embarrassing. It’s just the place where I hang out and eat
ice cream.”

“It’s the place you feel safe and secure, and
that’s a wonderful thing to have. Since it’s the couch you have
now, I’d venture that it’s also the center of the life and home
you’ve built for yourself. A place of nurturing, friendship,
recharging... how am I doing?”

“You’re the mind witch—you tell me.”

Jennie laughed. “Smart-ass witchlings come in
all sizes. Some mind witches just ride power channels, but most of
us find images and visualizations very helpful, and I think we’ve
found one that will work for you. You’re already using it to drive
some of your talents—I watched what you were doing when you
broadcast Jamie flying the plates. For
flying-by-the-seat-of-your-pants magic, that was well done, and you
powered it from your mental couch.”

Lauren lifted an eyebrow. “If I’m doing that,
why don’t I know it? I thought I was just thinking loudly.”

“Jamie’s right,” Jennie said ruefully. “You’re
going to make us all jealous if it comes this easily for you. You
pushed that image to me quite nicely. Your barrier control is still
weak enough that it surprised me. Makes sense now, though—you
aren’t pushing your barriers out from your center. They’ll get a
lot more effective as soon as you do.”

“That would be nice. Will my head still feel
swaddled?”

Jennie grinned. Impatient witch. “When you and
Aervyn connected yesterday—that strong and flexible feeling? That’s
what we’re going for. Try it now. I want you to visualize that nest
of a couch as your center and grow barriers out from that.”

Jennie tapped into the monitoring connection to
watch her trainee work. Lauren wobbled around for a moment, and
then settled quickly into her couch nest. Excellent. Moments later,
slimy pink goo grew out of the couch. Eeww, what was that? Bubble
gum. Silly girl. Jennie popped the bubble to get Lauren’s attention
and dropped out of mindlink to wait.

“Did you have to pop my bubble? I’ll never get
that stuff out of my couch.”

Jennie’s lips quirked. “Then don’t make your
barriers out of chewing gum, child. Your barrier image needs to be
a part of your center, an outgrowth of that.”

Lauren looked confused, and then nodded. “Like
your camera lenses are an extension of your camera.”

Smart girl. Jennie nodded.

“Okay, that makes sense, but how do I grow
barriers out of a couch? What do I do, add monster pillows?”

“Not a bad thought, actually. The visualizations
don’t have to be totally realistic. You could use soft pillows as a
barrier; I imagine they’re a wonderful buffer. It needs to be your
image, though. Think of something that naturally extends from your
couch, that you can tinker with fairly easily.”

Lauren thought a moment and closed her eyes.
Jennie dropped into mindlink to watch. This time, the girl found
her center with lightning speed for a trainee.

Nothing happened for a bit, and then a gorgeous
rainbow dome lifted up to cover Lauren and the couch. It looked
warm and fuzzy and delightful, like a gigantic blanket. As Jenny
watched, the texture of the dome changed. It was more like silk
now, and somewhat see-through.

She walked over and gave the dome a gentle,
testing poke. Bravo, girl—very nicely done. Now let’s see what
you’ve got.

Jennie stepped back a few paces, imagined a ball
of light into her hand, and threw. When the ball bounced off
Lauren’s dome, she grinned and manifested another ball. This time
she called on her Little League pitcher-of-the-year skills and
hurled a fastball. When it ricocheted back into her leg, she hopped
around cursing. Damn, should have seen that one coming. She was
getting old.

Jennie looked up and saw Lauren’s rainbow dome
shaking. Oh dear, had the fastball really done some damage? She
reached out with a deeper monitoring channel.

The girl was laughing at her. Trainer pride won
over the dent to her ego. Not only did Lauren have excellent
shielding in place now, but obviously she could still see out. A
very fine morning’s work.

…

Nell: Morning, all. Jamie
should be here shortly as well.

Sophie: So, Nell, you’ve met
Lauren now.

Nell: I have.

Moira: What did you think of
her, our Lauren?

Nell: I don’t think it had
really occurred to me until she got here, how wild a ride she’s
been on for the past few days. I like her—she’s rolling with things
amazingly well. She’s having her first lesson with Aunt Jennie this
morning. I have plenty of gossip from yesterday, though.

Sophie: Oh, do tell!

Nell: Do I ever not tell? Let
me brag about my youngest witchling, first. Jamie rigged an iPod to
shield Lauren on the airplane, but it conked out when they landed.
Aervyn spellcast barriers for her in the middle of the San
Francisco airport.

Sophie: Wow. That’s a lot of
people to counteract.

Nell: Exactly.

Moira: It’s a marvelous job
of raising him you’re doing, Nell. He’s growing into his powers
with as much support as any witchling could have. He’s a fortunate
boy.

Jamie: He didn’t turn you
into Cat Woman.

Sophie: Hey, Jamie. Aervyn
turned you into a sexy woman with furry ears? Please tell me
someone took pictures.

Nell: It was just an illusion
spell. He did it at dinner last night—it was damn funny. However,
the part that will interest you most is that he worked with Lauren
to pull it off.

Moira: She’s got spellcasting
talent? Even if she does, surely it’s dangerous for her to be
working on that so soon.

Nell: It wasn’t planned. The
two of them cooked it up and made it happen before anyone figured
out what was going on. Aervyn spellcast, and Jennie says he used
Lauren.

Moira: She has enough mind
power to support an illusion spell? Is she all right? Something of
that magnitude must have wiped her out.

Jamie: Not at all. She barely
felt it.

Moira: Oh, my.

Sophie: That’s insane. No one
uses mind power to drive spells—there’s just not enough of it.

Jamie: Jennie and I tried to
replicate what they’d done. We couldn’t even make Cat Woman’s
whiskers.

Moira: Jennie is sure, then?
That would make our Lauren one of the strongest mind witches of
this generation.

Jamie: She needs a lot of
training and practice first, but yeah, I think that’s the read Aunt
Jennie is getting. Aervyn agrees, for what that’s worth.

Nell: Oh, and I almost left
off a really important bit. Aervyn didn’t just tap Lauren’s power.
She channeled it to him; you were totally right about that, Moira.
Lauren didn’t even realize she’d done anything, but my witchling
knew.

Sophie: She channeled to
Aervyn?

Moira: Oh, Nell. Oh, my.

Nell: Yeah. We might have
finally found a channeler for my baby.

Jamie: And she’s a newbie
witch who can only stick around for a week of training.

Nell: Easy, Jamie. That’s all
she came for right now. We don’t know what the future will
hold.

Jamie: Sorry. I actually
really like Lauren, but it’d be hard for me to trust Aervyn to
anyone, never mind someone who has no idea what any of this even
means.

Moira: The bond between
channeler and spellcaster is important, but so is training. He will
handle immense amounts of power one day. This is an enormous
responsibility to put in her hands.

Nell: Take a deep breath,
everyone. Even if she is a potential partner for Aervyn, no one is
going to throw her in a big circle any time soon. I like her, she
likes my kiddo, and they’re in excellent training hands. For now,
that’s enough.

Moira: Aye, Jennie is the one
I would want if it were my child.

Nell: Aervyn’s future is
going to be big and scary no matter who he works with. For now,
he’s having a lot of fun with Lauren, and she’s really good with
him. He showed her his hearing aids.

Jamie: Really? I totally
missed that.

Nell: It was right before Cat
Woman. They have a connection.

Moira: That’s a good place to
start.

Sophie: Hey, can I change the
subject now? I have to go soon, so Jamie—spill.

Jamie: Spill what?

Sophie: My sources say Lauren
isn’t the only new arrival in California. What’s up with you and
the pretty lady?

Jamie: Is nothing
private?

Moira: Of course not, silly
boy. Tell us about this friend of Lauren’s you saw in your
visions.

Nell: It wasn’t vision
precog. Jamie’s been holding out on us.

Jamie: Seriously, is nothing
private?

Nell: We already answered
that. I had a nice little chat with Nat yesterday. It wasn’t
visions Jamie saw, it was future memories.

Sophie: I don’t
understand.

Jamie: That’s because you
always fell asleep in witch history class :-).

Moira: Don’t tease her,
Jamie, or I’ll quiz you on your herbals knowledge, and we’ll see
who else used to fall asleep.

Jamie: Teasing done.

Moira: Sophie, most precog
shows visions of the future, something like watching events on a
movie screen. Precog memories are much more intimate, and for
Jamie, they would have had much stronger emotional layers.

Jamie: You don’t say.

Nell: And unlike normal
precog visions, precog memories are far more reliable. Much more
likely they’ll actually happen. Although Nat doesn’t seem to know
that.

Jamie: Don’t you think she’s
got enough pressure right now?

Nell: Maybe. But it can’t be
making things any easier for you, brother mine.

Sophie: You saw future
memories of the woman you’re probably going to marry and have
babies with, you don’t want her to feel pressured, and now she’s in
California? Gee, Jamie, you don’t live a boring life.

Jamie: It’s been an
interesting few days.

Sophie: Are you doing okay?
Sounds like your precog must have been pretty high on the Richter
scale.

Jamie: Let’s just say I’m
glad to be home. I need to retreat to my man cave for a while.

Moira: Don’t hide for too
long, lad. There are not so many chances to love.

Jamie: I know it, Moira, and
I’m man enough to be slightly panicked at the thought. I’ll get
over it. I think.

Her two sweet boys, Moira thought fondly. Both
had some momentous times coming in their lives. Jamie had found his
heart’s match, and that was important for a man. Her head knew that
precog was an unreliable talent. Her Irish heart felt certain she
would be dragging her old bones onto an airplane again soon, this
time for Jamie’s wedding.

And their Lauren might be a channeler for
Aervyn. It had been a concern. Channeling talent was getting rarer,
and many of the younger channelers couldn’t handle a full circle.
For Aervyn to grow into his potential, he would require a full
circle of their strongest and best, and a channeler who could pull
that power together for him.

They were still a long way from knowing if
Lauren could fill those shoes, but even the possibility would fill
the witching community with hope.

…

Lauren stared hard at Aervyn. She was going to
take him down this time. It no longer seemed odd to be planning a
sneak attack on a four-year-old. Not that she’d disbelieved the
stories about Aervyn’s power, but it was humbling to be spanked by
a little boy at pretty much every task Jennie had set them so
far.

Lauren had been proud of her dome creation this
morning, inspired by Nat’s handmade rainbow throw that lived on her
couch at home. Jennie had seemed impressed as well—and then
promptly set about trying to unravel it.

Now Aervyn was Jennie’s little minion. They were
playing a game with the innocent name of ‘Grab a Thought’,
basically the mind-witch version of Capture the Flag. Jennie had
given each of them a secret thought to hide behind their barriers.
The objective was simple—grab Aervyn’s thought before he grabbed
hers.

It was Aervyn’s turn to be on offense. She could
see him walking toward her mind center, and more clearly than when
they’d started an hour ago. He tossed a few lights at her dome,
which at this point was pretty much just a ‘game on’ signal. She
waited for his serious efforts.

The flying Matchbox cars were cute, but no match
for her superdome. She grew wooly tendrils out from the textured
surface and wrapped them around his cars in mid-flight. She was
getting faster by the minute. Gotcha, munchkin.

Just in time, she remembered his cars had lasers
and tugged on her tendrils to turn the cars around. Aervyn giggled
as he ducked the laser beams that were suddenly coming in his
general direction.

Dang it! She shoved a pillow off the edge of her
couch, immobilizing a ladder sliding up from the stealth fire truck
he’d sent quietly in around the side. That had been far too close.
She’d been distracted by his giggles. Time for the sneak
attack.

Lauren thinned her dome to rainbow silks and
projected surprise as strongly as she could. Look, Aervyn—Cat
Woman! When he swiveled around to look behind him, she shot out
a handful of tendrils to tickle him under the ribs.

Her commandeered Matchbox car waited just
outside his barriers and jumped through the instant they wobbled.
She’d picked a speedy-looking red one. It had better be up for the
job. She stepped on the gas, leaning out the open window to grab
Jennie’s planted thought.

When she opened her eyes, Aervyn was staring at
her with surprise. “You’re sneaky! That was a really good
trick.”

Jennie reached over and tickled his toes. “You
have to watch out for the sneaky ones. That fire engine was a nice
try, by the way. Lauren almost missed that one.”

She looked at Lauren and nodded just once. It
felt like winning a lifetime supply of Ben & Jerry’s.

…

Nat walked out of the Shattuck Lounge and took a
deep breath of the nighttime air. After several hours on the very
crowded dance floor, it was a welcome cool.

She looked at Jamie. “That was fun, and a little
bit strange.”

Jamie grinned. “Doing something I already have
precog memory of? Yeah. It was more fun in person, though. You are
a seriously sexy dancer.”

Dancing with a guy who was all wrapped up in you
was about as good as it got. Nat had no words; she just let her
heart shine.

Jamie settled an arm around her shoulders. “So,
how is it that you’re so calm about all this?”

Lots of practice, thought Nat. Calm had always
been her refuge. “I figure we all have a future. I just happened to
get a few peeks at what might be in mine.” She smiled at Jamie and
spoke softly. “They were some pretty nice possibilities.”

Jamie turned her into his arms. “Close your eyes
and hang on.”

Nat felt an odd elevator-type sensation and
opened her eyes on a beach. A very deserted beach. She kicked off
her shoes. “Where are we?”

Jamie grinned. “I thought we deserved something
we didn’t already know about. This is Point Reyes National
Seashore; we’ll be up on the cliffs on Monday night for the full
circle. It’s one of my favorite places.”

Nat swung around slowly, taking in the crashing
waves and the glorious night sky. Even she could feel the power in
this place. It was no accident he had brought her here now. However
casual Jamie might appear, he got the important things exactly
right.

She looked over to where he stood. He waited,
absolutely still. She’d spent the night dancing with the man. Now
it was time to be with the witch.

She nodded, just once. He reached for the sky,
and glowing with power, pulled a shower of starlight down on their
heads.

Then he kissed her, and the light in her heart
moved to dance with the stars.



Chapter 13
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Nat sat on the grass in Jamie’s back yard and
waited patiently for her class to assemble.

Aunt Jennie was already sitting quietly, her
legs twisted in a comfortable lotus that spoke of long practice.
Morning yoga for mind witches had been her idea.

Lauren walked out of the house with Aervyn. The
growing bond between the two of them was sweet. Jennie gestured
Lauren to one side of her, Aervyn to the other. Nat nodded in
approval. It was always good to keep the troublemakers
separated.

She hadn’t had much time to talk with Lauren,
but it seemed like her friend’s resilient nature had kicked in.
Hopefully she had discovered some upside to her new powers.
Training with Aervyn had to be fun.

Jamie wandered out last and looked pretty sulky
for a grown man. He had thought mind-witch yoga was a great idea
when Aunt Jennie dreamed it up—until she’d decided he could use the
practice as well. He settled at the back. That was fine, thought
Nat. She knew how to teach to the back row just as well as the
front.

Nat realized she was enjoying his discomfort,
however petty it might be. She’d spent the last two days on his
turf. This time, he’d be on hers. There was no ground more solid
for her than at the front of a yoga class.

She stood up. When dealing with beginners, it
was best to get underway and pick up the pieces as you rolled
along.

As instructed, she visualized the first moves in
her mind, and then began. No words—her class was supposed to be
reading the pictures in her mind. Knees bend, arms sweep up,
breathe in. Stretch for the gorgeous blue sky and feel the warmth.
Breathe out, arms sweep down and to heart center. Repeat.

Jennie and Lauren followed smoothly. Aervyn
giggled, and Nat sent a quieting thought she hoped he could hear.
Feel the joy, sweet boy, but in your body. Move with your
breath. His answering grin caught her under the ribs. It was so
much the face of the toddler in Jamie’s vision.

Jamie went through the motions in the back, a
resigned look on his face. Poor guy—yoga was clearly not his thing.
Yet.

Nat swept into a simple sun salutation series,
visualizing each movement in sequence. Jennie and Lauren were still
with her. Aervyn did as well as she would expect from a small boy.
Jamie struggled.

Nat suddenly wanted desperately for him to
understand her deep love for these movements. She sank into the
flow of poses and let her mind sing. Body stretched and limber,
mind serene. Power streaming from sun to earth, down her
outstretched fingers. Grounded feet, light spirit, bright
heart.

She had him now. Jamie had moved out of his sulk
into a respectable flow of poses. More importantly— and oh! it
mattered to her—he was feeling the flow. Jennie’s thought slid
gently in. That was very well done, child.

Time for more challenge. Nat flowed into more
complex variations of the sun salutations. Jennie still followed
easily, but Lauren began to wobble as Nat introduced flows
different from her normal class routines. Nat focused on clearly
visualizing each pose before she moved, and Lauren steadied.

Aervyn was just cute, and not a bad little yogi.
He clearly got the joy of the flows, if not many of the actual
positions.

Jamie just looked at her. You are so
beautiful. The rest of the class fell into disarray as Nat’s
sending of poses stuttered to a halt.

Jamie, stop distracting Nat, came Aunt
Jennie’s amused mental voice. You can’t get out of practice that
easily.

Leaning on ten years of experience, Nat relied
on the yoga to steady her.

She moved automatically into some standing
poses. These were obviously easier for everyone to read from her
mind. Time to move to the second level of Jennie’s
instructions.

Nat began walking around the class, visualizing
poses. Without her motions to follow, the mind-witch portion of the
program was front and center. Aervyn had no more trouble than
before, but they all said he was a powerful little witch.

Jennie did well, but it took her longer to move
into a pose. She read Nat’s instructions as accurately as Aervyn,
but not nearly as quickly.

Lauren either found the next pose quickly and
easily, or had to wait for someone else to figure it out. That’s
fascinating, thought Nat. It appeared Lauren’s ability to catch her
instructions was fluid, but also hit or miss.

Jamie, poor guy, was obviously outgunned; proof
that his mind magics were indeed fairly weak.

Time to wrap things up. Nat’s sense of humor
bubbled up, and she carefully visualized Eka Pada Koundinyasana, a
devilish arm-balance pose that involved a body twist and full leg
splits, all while balancing on only your hands.

Aervyn collapsed to the ground in hopeless
giggles. Lauren, with the weight of long friendship, simply stuck
out her tongue. Jennie shook her head and spoke out loud. “Maybe
ten years ago, my dear, but I think I’d break my nose trying
now.”

Jamie looked skeptical and sent Nat a
challenging look. She didn’t need to be a mind witch to understand
and calmly folded herself into the pose—one of her
favorites—kicking out via handstand for good measure.

Then she sat down in lotus and quirked an
eyebrow. He looked impressed. Good. Maybe it didn’t keep up with
beach escapes and reading the future, but she had some nice tricks
too.

Nat finished up the class and left them lying on
the grass in shavasana, dead man’s pose, the traditional end to any
yoga session.

She let herself quietly into the house and
almost ran into Nell. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were here.”

Nell held out a large gift bag. “I always pay my
debts.”

Puzzled, Nat opened the bag. It was full of
gourmet dark chocolate, enough to power even her mammoth addiction
for at least a month. She grinned at Nell. “I’m not sure you’ve
lost the bet yet. Jennie made him do it for mind-witch
training.”

Nell grinned back. “Keep it. Trust me, it was
worth it to see the look on Jamie’s face when you twisted yourself
into that last pose. If you can get him to try to do that some day,
there’s more chocolate where this came from.”

Nat laughed. “Unlike the rest of you, I’m not a
magician.”

…

Lauren collapsed into the bed pillows and
dragged her laptop onto her stomach. Nell had asked her to visit
Witches’ Chat, and at this point, she’d gratefully take anything
that earned her a break. It was hard to believe it was only a week
ago that the fetching spell had sucked her in the first time.

She went to her grocery site and hovered in the
dairy aisle. It had seemed like the easiest way for Nell to come
fetch her again, but her ice-cream addiction was also getting a
serious jolt. There must be Ben and Jerry’s somewhere in
California. A little chatting, and then it was time for a field
trip.

Sophie: Lauren, thank you so
much for joining us. I’ve been thinking about you. How are you
doing?

Lauren: My head hurts. This
witch stuff is hard work.

Sophie: Are you using the
emerald crystal? It can really help with physical recovery of your
channels after hard use.

Lauren: You know, I’d
forgotten about that. Honestly, I thought it all was pretty
hocus-pocus when the package arrived, but the lapis definitely
seems to calm and clear things for me. It’s absolutely beautiful,
Sophie—a really thoughtful gift, even if I didn’t realize it at
first. Thank you.

Sophie: You’re most
welcome.

Nell: It was an inspired
gift, with Lauren having channeling talents as well as mind powers.
Lauren, there’s a full circle on Monday night, and I think Jennie
plans to bring you. Wear the lapis for sure.

Lauren: Jennie’s actually had
me take the pendant off for lessons so far.

Moira: She’ll be wanting you
to learn without using it as a crutch. It will enhance your power
once you wear it as you work.

Nell: You beat Aervyn at Grab
a Thought without your pendant?

Lauren: Only once, and it
took all afternoon to do it. He’s a tricky little witch. Almost got
me the last time, too. He snuck a fire truck in under my barriers
and sent a ladder up.

Nell: So, how’d you beat
him?

Lauren: I yelled “Cat Woman”,
commandeered one of his Matchbox cars, and zoomed through his
barriers while I tickled him. It seemed a bit like cheating, but
Jennie tells me it was legal.

Nell: Girl, with Aervyn,
anything’s legal. No one besides Jennie has been able to beat him,
no matter how much we all cheated.

Lauren: Seriously?

Nell: Not since we taught him
the game a year ago. Even Jennie has only beaten him once or twice
in the past six months. It’s good for him to have someone who can
challenge him. Jennie was very impressed you did it this early in
your training.

Lauren: She didn’t let
on.

Moira: She wouldn’t, child.
Trainee witches get overconfident very easily. You’ll be a trainer
yourself one day, and you’ll do the same.

Lauren: I don’t know about
that. I feel like I’m failing kindergarten right about now.

Nell: That’s only because
you’ve been thrown into genius school with Aervyn. I watched that
yoga class this morning—you did much better than Jamie. He’s not a
very strong mind witch, but he’s had years to practice.

Sophie: Jamie did yoga?

Nell: I lost a bet with Nat
because of it. My whole dark-chocolate stash was on the line.

Sophie: Do tell—how the heck
did she manage that?

Lauren: Jennie had Nat do a
class this morning, but instead of verbal instructions, we were
supposed to pick up images from her mind.

Moira: She’s a very creative
trainer, that Jennie. Good practice for all of you.

Sophie: I’m still stuck on
the fact Jamie did yoga. I’d have taken that bet too, Nell.

Nell: Feel free to send me
chocolate; my cupboards are empty.

Sophie: I just might. Lauren,
how is it going with Jamie and Nat?

Lauren: I haven’t had a whole
lot of time to talk with her. All these lessons make it hard to
have some girl time. Nell, do you know anything?

Nell: Men don’t talk unless
you make them, and I haven’t had time to tie Jamie down and torture
him yet. I will, and soon. I like Nat, but it’s got to be tricky
for both of them to see their future mapped out like that.

Sophie: How does Nat feel
about getting involved with a witch? For some, that’s an awfully
big step.

Moira: It’s deeper than that,
isn’t it? Jamie saw marriage and babies. She could well give birth
to a witchling. It’s difficult for some who are not witches to take
all that on.

Lauren: If anyone could roll
with all this, it would be Nat. I just don’t know how they’re going
to have time to work it all out. We’re only here for a week.

Moira: One step at a time.
It’s good they have some time together, and you have some time to
work with Jennie. A week is not nearly long enough to train though,
Lauren. You’ll need more.

Lauren: I know. My career
doesn’t permit me to be here for longer than a week at a time. I
talked with Jennie, and she thinks this visit will be long enough
to get some basics in place, where I can be around others and
function in a relatively normal way. I’ll be coming back every few
months so we can work together. She might even come visit me for a
bit in Chicago this summer.

Moira: I’m glad to hear it.
You have impressive talent, and I’d like to see it developed and
used. The witching community will be stronger for your
presence.

Lauren: Right now, I’m just
training buddy to a four-year-old. I know I need help with
barriers, but I don’t really know where this goes beyond that. I
don’t want to be rude, Moira, but I don’t know that I’m looking to
belong to a community.

Nell: You may feel
differently after the circle on Monday. Give it a chance,
Lauren.

Sophie: I’m a pretty solitary
witch, but even I love the opportunity to join a circle.

Nell: What are you doing on
Monday, Sophie? Come out, visit for a few days. Aervyn’s going to
try spellcasting for the full circle—it should be memorable.

Sophie: Aervyn’s casting? Oh,
Nell—you must be so proud of him.

Nell: My heart sings with it
sometimes—just don’t tell him. Do come, Sophie.

Sophie: I’d love to. I’ll
check on flights and let you know.

Moira: Aren’t I just green
with envy, now. Enjoy your gathering. Lauren, keep your mind and
heart open. A circle, especially one of the import you’ll be
seeing, is a bit of a miracle.

Nell: We’ll think of you,
Moira. Will you be watching?

Moira: Aye, my scrying bowl
and I will be looking on. I wouldn’t miss my sweet boy’s first
circle.

…

Lauren walked into Nat’s room at Jamie’s house,
a pint of Ben & Jerry’s in each hand. “Got time for me?”

“You and ice cream? Always.”

Nat’s delight pushed her guilt buttons. “Sorry
we haven’t had much time to chat. It’s been a crazy couple of
days.”

“That’s why we came out here, Lauren. I know you
have a lot of ground to cover and not a lot of time to do it. I’ve
been fine. I went hiking with Nell and her girls yesterday, and
Jennie is picking me up for a yoga class tonight.”

Jamie’s name was conspicuously absent from that
list. Lauren peeled the lids off the ice cream containers and
passed one to Nat. “When did you and Jennie cook up this morning’s
yoga class idea?”

“Dinner the first night we got here, actually. I
helped load her camera equipment into her car and saw a yoga mat. I
think I’d agreed to do the class about ten seconds later. She
doesn’t mess around.”

And she’d made sure Nat felt welcome at witch
central. Bless Jennie. “You should try being her trainee. The class
was pretty cool, though. Aervyn was funny. He kept sending me
mental pictures of you twisted up like a pretzel. He likes
you.”

“I like him too. It’s hard not to.”

“How much does he look like the little boy in
Jamie’s precog? I got it all on fast forward, so it’s a little hard
to tell.”

Nat paused, spoon halfway to her mouth. “A
lot.”

“How are you feeling about all that?”

Nat doodled on her leg with the spoon. “Did you
recognize yoga class this morning?”

“Recognize?”

“It was one of Jamie’s precog visions—morning
yoga in the meadow? I recognized the tank top I was wearing, and
the sun salutation flow I did this morning. Not one of my usual
sequences.”

Lauren tried to recall Jamie’s precog download.
“Didn’t dancing come first?”

Nat took a big bite of ice cream and grinned.
“Yeah. That happened last night.”

Lauren just raised an eyebrow. Talk, girl.

“Do you remember the big Christmas scene in
Jamie’s vision?”

“The one with you surrounded by hordes of
people?”

“Right. It’s Nell’s house. We stopped by after
hiking yesterday. Her triplets—one of them is sitting beside me in
Jamie’s memory.”

Which Jamie would have known, thought Lauren.
She tried to find her friend some wiggle room. “It could be simple,
Nat. Maybe we come to visit for Christmas, or something.”

Nat shook her head. “I don’t think so. And
Ginia—the triplet sitting beside me—still had her braces. I think
it was a vision of Christmas this year. I think if this comes to
be, it all happens soon.”

Nat married with a baby in a year or two? Lauren
shoved a lid on the selfish little spurts of emptiness and envy
that kicked up. “That’s a big deal, Nat. Are you ready for all
that?”

“I’ve been ready my whole life for a family like
this one. Did you see them all at dinner when we first got here?
Every single person in this family lives wrapped in love.” Nat
cuddled her arms around her chest. “I’m a little afraid I’m going
to take the guy just to get the family.”

She’s so steady that sometimes you forget about
the sad little girl inside, Lauren thought. Nell and Jamie’s family
would be siren song for Nat; the close, loving, and rowdy family
she’d never had. Nat was going to be all-in on this one soon, if
she wasn’t already. Jamie, you’d better take care with her.

Maybe he already was. “He’s a good guy—I like
him. And you neatly skipped over the part about dancing last night.
Spill.”

Nat blushed again. “No big deal. We went out for
a bit last night. Dancing and a walk on the beach.”

“You took a walk on the beach with a gorgeous
witch, and that’s no big deal? Nice try. Did you kiss him?”

“Not exactly.”

Lauren laughed. “How old are we, twelve? What
happened?”

Nat’s cheeks got rosier. “He kissed me.”

“Since when do you blush talking about a
kiss?”

“Since this kiss with this guy. I’m not sure I
really know how to talk about it yet. Aren’t you learning how to
read minds? Can’t you read how this makes me feel?”

“It’s not like that. We’re not supposed to
pry.”

“It’s not prying if you have permission. I don’t
have secrets from you.” Nat’s grin was a little wobbly. “Consider
it practice.”

Lauren dropped into her center and focused.
Connection was easy, as it had always been with her closest friend.
Lauren reached carefully into Nat’s outer mind, and then followed
the invitation deeper. She stayed a moment, and then backed gently
out.

“Oh, Nat.” The tears in her eyes mirrored those
of her best friend. “That big, huh?”

Nat nodded and swiped her eyes.

Cripes. Jamie had some serious moves on a
moonlit beach. And her best friend was falling in love with a
witch.



Chapter 14
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The funky outdoor café was crowded with
breakfast seekers. According to Jennie, it was the best place in
town for morning fare. Lauren sniffed the bacon and eggs as the
waiter set her plate down, a double order of everything. She was
hollow with hunger.

“A bit more practice, and maintaining functional
barriers won’t demand so much food. It’s energy draining at first,”
Jennie said.

“I’m eating like a teenaged boy.” Lauren tried
not to shovel in the eggs. “Of course, there are upsides to that. I
ate a pint of ice cream yesterday, and I don’t have to do penance
today.”

“Had some girl time with Nat, did you?”

“You get that from my mind or hers?”

“Neither. In my sixty-three years, I’ve gotten
pretty smart at using my eyes. It doesn’t take mind powers to see
how tight the two of you are, or what’s brewing between Nat and
Jamie. Is it prying to ask how that’s going?”

“Well, you saw the bit between them in yoga
class yesterday. He’s definitely gotten to her. I’d feel better
knowing it goes both ways. I like Jamie, but—”

“Nat’s your sister.”

“Yeah, she is. My parents are wonderful, but
they moved to Florida when my dad retired. Nat’s my family. I don’t
want her messed up.”

“Men can mess us up without even trying, but if
it’s any consolation, I think Jamie’s at least as twisted up about
this as she is. It has to be a huge shift for her, but she’s one of
the most centered people I’ve ever met.”

Lauren was glad to have her friend appreciated,
but she still worried. “She is, but she’s also got a heart that
yearns. Her family sucks and yours is pretty awesome.”

Jennie touched her hand gently. “Are you worried
we can’t make room for one more?”

“Not at all. I’m worried how much it will hurt
her if things don’t go the way of Jamie’s precog. We’re supposed to
leave in a few more days, and I can already feel how that pulls her
in two directions.”

“Her yoga studio is in Chicago,” Jennie
said.

“Yes, and the life we’ve both built since
university. Her studio is like my couch. It’s her center.”

“We can worry about those we love, but even we
witches can’t wave magic wands and make it all easy. They’re two
good people, and they’ll work out the journey between them.”

Lauren hoped so. “Nat deserves everything.”

“Then I hope she gets it. How are you feeling
about going back to Chicago next week?”

Lauren looked around the café. “I couldn’t have
done this just a couple of days ago—sat in a crowd of people like
this. It still feels like work, but I can be here and eat breakfast
and carry on a conversation, so that’s progress.”

“You’ve made beautiful progress. Your basic
barrier setting is solid now, although I’ll want you to continue
the exercises we’ve gone through. The next level is to be able to
fine-tune your control so you can let in what you want, when you
want, and no more. That’s the piece you’ll need to keep working on
back home.”

It was scary to think of losing her trainer when
she’d only just gotten started. “I’m pretty sure if it weren’t for
you, I’d have spent the rest of my life terrified of crowded
places. I can’t thank you enough.”

Jennie looked very pleased. “Jamie would have
helped you, but I like to think we got there a little faster. I’ve
never tried training someone long distance, but I’m sure we can
figure something out. It’s a true pleasure to watch your skills
blossom.

“You’ll have to come back, though. I want to be
watching the next time you beat Aervyn; it’s a rare sight, and I
much enjoyed my front-row seat when you zinged your little red car
through his barriers.”

“It’s hard for me to wrap my head around the
power he has when he still puts his shoes on the wrong feet. I’m
going to miss him. I haven’t spent much time around little kids,
but he’s adorable.”

“If Jamie’s precog comes to pass, you’ll be
honorary aunt to his double one day.”

Lauren ate her eggs. One witchling at a time was
plenty.

…

“Uncle Jamie, are you going to marry Nat?” Ginia
smiled shyly, flashing her brand-new braces.

God, thought Jamie, as three identical faces
looked at him expectantly. There was no good answer to a question
like that, especially when the woman in question was sitting right
beside you eating French fries.

He reached across the table and swiped one of
Ginia’s fries. “I thought I was supposed to wait until you grew up
so I could marry you.”

Ginia giggled. “We like Nat. You could marry her
instead; that would be okay with us.” Shay and Mia nodded in
agreement.

“Getting married is a big deal. It takes time to
decide stuff like that.”

Shay, usually the ringleader of the three, shook
her head. “Nuh uh. Didn’t for Mama and Dad—they fell in love in
like two minutes. That’s what Dad always says. You met Nat a lot
more minutes ago than that.”

Nat swiped one of Jamie’s fries. “That sounds
like a good story. How did your parents meet?”

He could love her just for rescuing him from
three eight-year-old girls on a mission. Knowing the story well, he
watched Nat to see her reaction.

“Well,” started Mia, “Mama writes the code for
Enchanter’s Realm. It’s a really cool video game where you can
pretend to be a witch. You can play online too. There’s
extra-special levels online, for if you’re really a witch.”

Ginia picked up the story. “The game sends Mama
an email whenever a new witch joins the extra-special levels, so
she or Uncle Jamie can go check them out, make sure they’re
lemigitate.”

“I think ‘legitimate’ is the word you want
there, sweetheart,” Jamie said.

Ginia nodded. “Yeah, legitimate. That means to
make sure they’re a good witch and everything, and that they don’t
cheat.”

Shay spoke next. “She went into one of the
special witch-only levels to watch the new witch play. He was
really good, and he had some really cool spells and everything.
Mama was like totally impressed, so she looked at his spell
code.”

“Someone with power can blend computer code and
magic to create a spell for the online world,” Jamie explained.

Mia nodded. “Mama and Uncle Jamie build lots of
spells for those levels—they’re really good at spellcoding. I’m a
good coder, but I can’t do spells, cuz I’m not a witch.”

“Good thing. We’d never keep up with the three
of you if you could magic your code,” Jamie said. He leaned over
and stage-whispered to Nat. “The three of them are all way better
coders than Nell or I was at eight, but don’t tell them that. It
will make their heads grow big and explode.”

The three heads in question all giggled. “It’s
genetic,” Mia said. “Mama told us that.”

“Keep telling your story,” Jamie said.

Ginia picked up the thread. “So, Mama went to
read the spell code for the new witch—she can do that, because
she’s the boss. She figured out that his spells weren’t really
spells after all, they were just really nifty code. That was weird,
because why would a witch write lots of really cool code instead of
just adding a little magic?”

Shay bounced on her seat, ready to tell the best
part. “Mama went into the game and challenged this new witch to a
magical duel. She wanted to see his stuff. They dueled for a whole
hour, and Mama couldn’t beat him. So, she asked him to meet her at
the office.”

“We were looking to hire a new programmer,”
Jamie said. “She figured he might fit the bill.”

The triplets exchanged looks, and Ginia was
clearly designated to finish the story. “He came to her office, and
Mama found out he wasn’t really a witch, but he still earned his
way into the witch-only levels of Enchanter’s Realm. No one had
ever done that before.”

Nat looked appropriately surprised and
impressed. “How did he do it?”

Ginia grinned. “Because he is the
supreme-awesome-coder dude. He dueled with Mama, and she has magic,
and she still couldn’t beat him. So, they fell in love and lived
happily ever after. Dad is teaching us how to be supreme-awesome
coders so that one day we can duel with a guy too and know if we
should get married.”

Daniel was one tricky dude, thought Jamie. His
three girls were kick-ass coders already and getting better fast.
Their dad obviously intended his daughters to be single for a very
long time.

“So, if your dad isn’t a witch, what does he
do?” Nat asked.

“Nope,” Mia said. “He’s a hacker for hire. He
tries to rob banks and steal company data and stuff like that.
Companies pay him to pretend to be a bad guy, and they pay him more
if he wins, so he wins a lot.”

And he shows his three non-witchling daughters
that you can be a fulfilled and successful person without any
magical talents, thought Jamie. Which is especially important when
your baby brother is the most revered witchling for
generations.

Ginia looked at Nat, worship in her eyes. “So
see, sometimes witches marry someone who isn’t a witch, and it can
turn out really good.”

Little plotters, thought Jamie. So much for
thinking they’d been distracted from their initial mission.
“Sometimes uncles with sneaky triplet nieces have to turn all their
French fries green.”

Three heads looked at their food. “Uncle Jamie,
that’s gross!”

Worked every time. Precog visions were plenty of
pressure. They didn’t need three pint-sized matchmakers too.

...

Lauren and Jennie wandered along Derby Street,
site of the Friday Berkeley farmers’ market and Lauren’s next
lesson.

Jennie had picked a fairly quiet time, mostly
families and little kids. Lauren was trying to mentally adjust to a
climate where you could buy fresh produce in February. There were
stalls with everything from mushrooms and broccoli to artisan
cheeses and locally ground flour.

“This is so not Chicago,” Lauren said. “What an
amazing place.”

“I used to come down here and take pictures
almost every week. I think every kind of person eventually drifts
through the Berkeley farmers’ market.”

Lauren looked around. You saw a pretty wide
range of humanity living in downtown Chicago, but she still felt
like a gawking tourist. “I can believe it. Check out the twin
toddlers with purple hair playing on the grass over there.”

Jennie followed her point. “They’ll make a nice
first training exercise. This afternoon, we’re going to practice
reading outer mind thoughts. I want you to soften your barriers
just enough to scan and figure out who owns those two cuties.”

Lauren frowned. “That seems a bit invasive. How
do I not get a lot more than I want to know, or than someone wants
to share?”

“Our minds have layers. We all keep our more
private thoughts well sheltered. The outermost layer almost always
contains information we’d be happy to share with most people. You
have to be respectful—occasionally you will encounter a mind where
the layers are not as well formed, or the content is about you, and
unless you have good reason, you’ll need to back away.”

“That doesn’t sound very black and white.”

“It’s not. The ethics of using power rarely are.
With children, we give more concrete rules, but you’re a grown
woman, so you’re going to have to figure out your own rules. Have
you found a parent for the two toddlers yet?”

“I’m supposed to do that and talk, too?”

Jennie laughed. “Not really, but it would have
been very impressive. Try a light scan now.”

Lauren stopped and adjusted her dome just enough
to have a few thoughts filtering through. The artisan cheese maker
worried he was running out of samples.

Someone was very unhappy about the broccoli his
mother was buying, but she couldn’t tell who. It was hard to match
what her mind picked up with what her eyes could see.

Now she had him. It was the little boy in bright
green Crocs. She floated lightly over to his mother’s mind and
smiled. His mom had no intention of feeding him the broccoli—he’d
be getting carrots for dinner instead.

Nice touch, said Jennie’s voice inside
her head. Now see if you can brighten the little boy’s mood just
a tiny bit. Lauren reached out a rainbow thread from her dome
and gently sent a thought to the boy’s outer mind. She cheered her
small victory when he turned to his mom and asked for carrots for
dinner.

“Very well done, Lauren. Most students would
have tried to adjust his emotions. That’s a far heavier lift, and
far more invasive than planting a small thought. Same outcome, but
much gentler use of power. I hadn’t planned to try that exercise
until later today, but I can never resist a small boy who hates
broccoli.”

Lauren considered the child, now skipping
happily beside his mother. “So, that felt really good, and I
imagine it could get fairly addictive. How do you know when it’s
okay to intervene?”

“That’s another one of those things you’ll need
to work out for yourself. Some mind witches use their powers very
sparingly to shift other minds. I tend to fall toward the other end
of the spectrum. I could have walked over, started a conversation
with that mom, and cheered up her little boy that way.

“Power, for me, is just another tool for those
random and not-so-random acts of kindness that can make our world a
little better. It can be tricky to decide when to intervene, but I
believe power exists for a reason, and that it’s meant to be used.
You’ll need to find a balance that works for you; one that fulfills
without burning you out.”

This was a woman who had taken some of the
world’s most memorable portraits, Lauren thought. She used her
power, and she made a difference. Something to noodle on later.

She continued her scan, looking for a parental
unit of the purple twosome. The gorgeous woman in the henna designs
booth was bored silly by the guy currently talking to her. The guy
was hoping to see her naked as soon as possible. Lauren blushed and
reversed out of his thoughts. Good luck with that, dude.

There were a lot of parents at the market, and
clearly parents always had their kids top of mind. She’d seen lots
of toddler mind images, but none with purple hair yet. Wait, wait.
Lauren backed up to a couple of women sitting on a bench eating
samosas. There. One woman had two toddlers in her thoughts. No
purple hair, so that must be new, or temporary enough that it
didn’t reshape her thoughts.

Lauren then did what she realized she should
have done first, and gently touched the minds of the two toddlers.
Yup, the woman sitting on the bench was their mother. Actually,
both women sitting on the bench were their mothers. Dang, Jennie
was tricky.

“You have a flexible and creative mind, and
that’s going to make you a very interesting witch,” Jennie said.
“Once again, very nicely done. I didn’t expect you to find them
both.” She waved over at the two moms, who smiled and waved
back.

“You know them?”

“I do. They volunteered to help with this
afternoon’s lesson. Come meet my daughter and her family.”

…

Warm hands slid slowly up her body, teasing
Lauren awake with gentle touches. The delicious newness of waking
up next to a lover with warm hands was something to savor for an
extra moment. The slow demands of hands and lips, the curling in
her belly, the glorious feel of tangled legs. Oh, Jamie.

Jamie? Lauren sat bolt upright in bed. Her very
empty bed. The moon cast enough light in her window to be sure she
was alone.

That had been one extremely vivid dream. Not to
mention a disturbing one. She wasn’t interested in Jamie that way,
and even if she had been, Nat was her best friend. He was way, way,
way off limits. Eeeewww.

Lauren, shut up and go away. Jamie
sounded a tad irritated. You’re thinking loud enough half the
planet could hear you. I’m busy here. Go away.

Oh, cripes. Oh no. Lauren yanked her mental
barriers down tight. She stared at the wall next to her bed—the
wall between her bedroom and Jamie’s master suite. Seriously? Nat
and Jamie?

Then her sense of humor found its legs. She and
Nat had always been close, but that was over the line. In the
morning, she’d ask Jennie how to barrier while she was sleeping.
Well, first she’d corner Nat and get her information the
old-fashioned way, and then she’d ask Jennie for a lesson.

Since she wasn’t going to risk sleep again any
time soon, Lauren got up and headed to the kitchen to make some
tea. She walked downstairs and found Jennie already there. The
kettle was on the stove, and a plate of brownies was on the
table.

“I figure neither one of us wants to go back to
sleep for the next little bit,” Jennie said.

Lauren blushed. “Did you pick up stuff from Nat
and Jamie, too?”

Jennie laughed. “No, sweetie, I picked up stuff
from you. I woke up before you did, since some young man’s hands on
my body was perhaps a little harder for me to imagine than it was
for you. My husband is a wonderful lover, but I haven’t had that
sensation of newness for a long time.”

Lauren blushed harder. “Oh, God—I pushed my
dream out to you? No wait, it wasn’t a dream. I must have been
picking things up from Nat’s mind.”

“I’m guessing so. It’s unusual for a connection
that strong to exist with a non-witch, but the two of you are very
close. You’re sleeping in close proximity to them as well, so that
probably contributed.

“We’ll move you down the hall tomorrow, and I’ll
show you how to use your crystals. The white moonstone will help
barrier you while you sleep. Eventually you’ll be able to bespell
sleep protections, but crystals are the easier path for now.”

“I’m going to learn to cast spells?”

“Just a few very simple ones. Nothing we’ve
learned so far suggests you have spellcasting talents, so I’ll just
show you the few that almost every witch uses. You’ll also learn
some basic spellwork as part of the outer circle on Monday. The
inner circle does most of the work, but any witches in the outer
circle also help cast and hold the protections.”

“I meant to ask you more about that. Nell
mentioned a circle in chat yesterday. I think Sophie is going to
fly in for it. That sounds like a pretty big deal.”

“A large circle like the one on Monday is a big
deal,” said Jennie. “It will be Aervyn’s first time as spellcaster
for a full circle, and that’s always a momentous event in the
witching world.”

“I don’t really know anything about circles.”
Lauren bit into a second brownie.

“I know. I’ve asked Moira to have a chat with
you, actually. She’ll be able to tell you a lot more of the history
and traditions than I could, and I know she yearns to play a small
role in your training.”

“Thank you. I feel lost sometimes, like I
skipped the first few years of school or something.”

“Not to worry, we’ll catch you up. As for the
circle, the role of the outer circle is very simple—love and
support. Nat will be coming as well. Aervyn has asked for you to be
there, and it’s a really big day for him. Maybe we’ll do some
beginner circle work tomorrow; it would be good for both of
you.”

Well, thought Lauren, if Jamie and Nat weren’t
enough to keep her awake, thinking about witch rituals big enough
to make Aervyn nervous certainly would. It was definitely a
three-brownie night.



Chapter 15
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Lauren: Moira, are you
there?

Moira: I am, child. I hear
Jennie would like us to have a wee chat about witching circles.

Lauren: She said you know a
lot about them, all the history and tradition involved. I’m hoping
you could tell me a little bit about what to expect on Monday
night.

Moira: I’m assuming you will
be doing a little circle work before then? I can’t believe Jennie
would throw you into a full circle with no idea of what will
happen.

Lauren: No, we’re going to do
a training circle later today, I think.

Moira: Good. That will give
you a sense of what a circle does, just on a smaller scale.

Lauren: Everyone talks about
full circles with a lot of respect. They must be a really big
deal.

Moira: Respect is one
piece—both respect for the tradition of the circle, and for the
power a circle, particularly a full one, can generate. History’s
most spectacular spells have almost always been worked by a circle,
although history doesn’t often acknowledge it.

Lauren: Really? Like
what?

Moira: Well, a full circle is
usually cast by fourteen witches. There’s a trio at each of the
cardinal directions, and then the channeler and spellcaster. The
spellcaster weaves the power of the circle into its final form, so
often outsiders see only the spellcaster and miss the circle
supporting him or her. Merlin’s most powerful magic was done by a
circle. He was a very talented spellcaster.

Lauren: Merlin was real?

Moira: He was. A lot of the
stories about him are a long way from truth, but he existed, and he
had strong magic.

Lauren: That is so cool.

Moira: During the Salem witch
hunts in your country, many innocents were sentenced to burn at the
stake, as well as a number of our sisters.

Lauren: I’m not sure what to
say. That suddenly feels disturbingly personal.

Moira: Indeed. Circles were
not able to save everyone, but many of the bonfires burned very
effective illusions. Several of our most powerful spellcasters and
channelers died from the sheer effort.

Lauren: I had no idea it
could be so dangerous. Will Aervyn be okay on Monday?

Moira: I’m sure every
possible precaution will be taken, but big magic always carries
risk. The entire circle is vulnerable, but for channeler and
spellcaster, the risk is larger. Jennie tells me you may be a
channeler, so it’s important for you to understand this.

Lauren: Hearing it loud and
clear.

Moira: Don’t hear only fear,
child. With great power also comes great opportunity. Sometimes big
magics are badly needed in our world.

Lauren: What will the circle
be doing on Monday?

Moira: I’m not certain. That
is a decision that will be made in the end by Aervyn, although I’m
sure others will have input. With a first-time spellcaster at the
helm, the final magic will likely be kept relatively simple. Like
with many full circles, the primary purposes will be practice and
community.

Lauren: Community?

Moira: My witching talents
are small. In circle, I get to share the combined power of thirteen
others. It is an experience like no other. The fourteen in Aervyn’s
first full circle as spellcaster may well earn a place in history,
if the boy grows into the power we expect of him. It will be your
welcome into the wider witching community as well.

Lauren: Can I be honest? I’m
still not really sure how I feel about being part of a community of
witches. I have a pretty happy life in Chicago, and I’m not sure
how any of this fits.

Moira: Give yourself time, my
dear. You’ve only had a few days to think about all this. Your
heart will know the way—just give it time. Go into this circle
experience with an open mind. There are no demands placed on you,
just invitation. One day you may step into the inner circle, but
for now, just enjoy the chance to be a part of something bigger for
a few hours. The outer circle is a very special place.

Lauren: Now you’ve made me
cry. Thank you. I think the pressure has been getting to me a
bit.

Moira: You’ve strong powers,
and that comes with responsibility. The witching community will
have hopes and even expectations of you eventually, but not today.
Today we ask only that you learn, and you are doing that
exceedingly well.

Lauren: Help me to learn a
little more then. Tell me more about circles.

Moira: I told you of the
fourteen that form the circle. Each circle will follow slightly
different traditions, depending on witching family and the
preferences of the participants, but many elements always remain
the same.

Lauren: So how many witching
families are there? Nell and Jamie’s family here is obviously one,
and yours in Nova Scotia another.

Moira: After the disaster in
Salem, most witches began to gravitate together and settle in a few
areas. The two largest gatherings are here in Nova Scotia, and
where you are in Berkeley. There are others in New Orleans,
Appalachia, and the islands off the west coast. The witching family
moves beyond blood ties, so anyone is welcome. We have several
witches here in Nova Scotia who are not related by blood.

Lauren: But not all witches
do that, right? Sophie hasn’t.

Moira: There are many witches
who choose to live elsewhere, but most travel to one of the
witching centers to join full circles, solstice celebrations, and
the like. Sophie often joins Nell, or comes here to Nova Scotia.
She spent many summers here as a child. We welcome her with open
arms—I don’t see her often enough.

Lauren: I’m looking forward
to meeting her. I hope some day I have a chance to meet you as
well.

Moira: Child, if it’s meant,
that would make me very happy.

Lauren: And I’m sorry to keep
asking so many questions. I know you’re supposed to be telling me
about circles.

Moira: It’s because you’re
American. In Ireland, where I grew up, the best conversations
wandered and twisted around. Sometimes you learn more that way than
traveling in straight lines. However, you’ve the right of it—Jennie
will scold if I don’t at least tell you a bit more. There will be
some rituals to form the outer circle, and I won’t spoil your fun
by telling you of them. Just know that their purpose is to cleanse
the space and the participants, and help minds to clear and
channels to open.

Lauren: Sounds like one of
Nat’s yoga classes.

Moira: There may well be some
similarities. Then the inner circle forms, and the trio at each of
the four directions will call up the elements. Once the circle has
tapped into elemental powers, any other power sources can also be
called. Most often, it will just be the elementals.

Lauren: So mind magic isn’t
used in circles?

Moira: Not usually. Most mind
witches act as monitors—outside the circle, but taking care of
those inside. Normally you’d be trained to step into that role, but
since you appear to have channeling talent, most likely those are
the shoes you’ll be asked to fill.

Lauren: And the channeler
does what, exactly?

Moira: Once the circle has
collected power, the channeler gathers it up and focuses energies
toward the spellcaster.

Lauren: And then the
spellcaster works the magic. Sounds simple enough.

Moira: You’re quite
delightful, Lauren. It is indeed simple, and also very complicated.
I’ll be most interested to hear your reactions to your first full
circle.

Lauren: I’ll come chat with
you again, I promise.

Moira: Please do. This is
still a bit odd for me, but I’ve very much enjoyed the chance to
know you a little better. Blessed be.

…

Lauren lay on her back in Jamie’s back yard and
clutched Sophie’s emerald crystal in her hand. She hoped it would
make a difference soon. Her head ached like it had bench-pressed
three hundred pounds.

Circle work was clearly difficult for others,
too. Aervyn lay beside her on the grass, astonishingly still for a
four-year-old boy.

Jennie spoke. “I’m sorry, Lauren; I know that
round was hard on you. I feel like we’re not quite getting the
connection right, but I’m not sure where we’re going wrong.” She
looked to Nell and Jamie for input.

Jamie stuffed the rest of a chocolate chip
cookie in his mouth. “I’m wondering if the issue is Lauren’s power
source. Normally channelers are elemental witches, so they power
their channeling differently than she will. Nell and I know how to
do the hook-up with an elemental-witch channeler, but it might work
differently with a mind witch.”

“Well, Edric will be at the circle on Monday,”
Jennie said. “He’s the only mind-witch channeler in the Western
states right now.”

Jamie shook his head. “He has elemental powers
too, so he may still connect in differently than what Lauren will
need to do.”

Lauren roused herself enough to take the two
cookies Jamie offered and passed one to Aervyn. It was hardly
reassuring that three experienced witches couldn’t figure out how
this was supposed to work.

She knew they were deliberately keeping the
power level in the circle very low, but her role as channeler still
felt like trying to plug a fire hose into a USB port while the
water was on full blast. Aervyn was trying to help, but neither of
them was getting the job done, and trying to contain all the
leaking power was exhausting both of them.

Lauren tried to think. Jamie was saying she
needed to hook people in differently. Or maybe… the problem was the
order.

Buoyed by the hope of a new idea, Lauren managed
to sit up. “Instead of me connecting to the circle first, and then
trying to join with Aervyn, can we try joining him and me first,
and then adding the circle? I don’t feel like I can contain the
circle’s power on my own. I need a place to send it first. When we
did Cat Woman, he was already waiting for whatever it was that I
did.”

Nell looked thoughtful. “Totally ass-backward
from how it’s usually done, but it makes sense. We’re all funneling
you elemental power, and you’re the only channeler I know with
absolutely no elemental talent, so it might be that you can’t
contain it at all—but maybe you can direct it.”

Jennie nodded slowly. “Piggybacking on that, I’m
going suggest something a little different as well. I’ve been
drawing on elemental power, but this time I’ll try sharing mind
power.”

“That’s a great idea,” Jamie said. “Put a form
of power in the mix that we know Lauren can handle. Maybe it will
make the whole flow easier for her to guide.”

Everyone returned to a seated circle and clasped
hands. This time, Lauren reached a channel out to Aervyn first and
felt the already easy familiarity of that connection settle into
place. Then she focused for a minute in her center, visualizing
what she wanted to do next.

She began to grow rainbow-bright tendrils out
from her dome. Working carefully, she wove them together, a
beautiful web that stretched over her barrier, all anchored to her
connection with Aervyn.

Now it was time to add the circle. She
visualized the strands of her web sending shoots outward, questing
tendrils in search of a place to root. Gently she stretched a
handful of tendrils toward Jennie. Hopefully she would recognize
this modification of their mind-magic drills.

Lauren silently cheered when she saw the seeking
lights of Jennie’s mind power reaching out. Carefully they wove
Jennie’s light together with her rainbow threads. It was like
turning on the tree lights at Christmas time. The entire web of
threads radiated with the light of Jennie’s power. It flowed
smoothly to the connection with Aervyn and into his waiting
spellcaster hands. Lauren could see Aervyn’s mind dance with
approval. Me next, he sent.

Lauren was confused. In moments, she saw his
star-bright elemental power reaching toward her web. She was pretty
sure spellcasters weren’t supposed to add energy to the circle, but
at this point, they were pretty much flying without a map anyhow.
Gently, she warned him. Go slow.

The wattage dimmed on his power, and she
extended a couple of threads. There was a jolt on joining, and then
she saw his power zoom over her threads, sending the whole web
dancing. Power sang, and she was well aware he was connecting with
only a fraction of what he had.

Jennie sent a quiet nudge. Gather the others,
child. You’re doing very well. Lauren reached tendrils toward
Jamie, and then Nell. Both experienced spellcasters, they connected
into her web with only tiny ripples.

I’m ready, she sent to everyone. Turn
up the power.

Lauren looked up from her mind center in wonder.
It felt like sitting in the middle of the sun. Power wove and
danced, fiercely bright, coming from the circle and exploding down
the tube of her connection with Aervyn. God, he was only four, and
that was one hell of a power flow.

Trust him, said Jamie’s mind voice.
You’ve just given him the best gift ever. No one’s been able to
channel him a fraction of what he’s holding now. Let’s see what he
does with it. Hold the web. That’s your job.

Lauren focused on the web of light pouring
toward Aervyn. She sensed him directing and shaping it, felt the
building of pressure as he brought the spell to readiness.

When Aervyn finished casting and released the
spell, her web glowed for a moment with impossible light. Then
Lauren felt her soul fly, joined by four others.

Dance of light in a timeless, sky-blue haze. She
was seagull and circus airplane, diving eagle and blown leaf.

Go back now, child. Jennie’s mental touch
guided Lauren slowly back to her mind center.

Lauren wasn’t sure how long it took her to feel
the physical hands clasping hers, the air flowing in and out of her
lungs, the breeze on her face. Slowly, she opened her eyes.
Aervyn’s glee was immense, and the power flowing out of him still
palpable.

Jamie was the first to find words. “I’m not sure
anyone will believe us.”

Lauren was stunned, and more than a little
puzzled. “I’m not sure exactly what happened. Aervyn, what spell
did you do?”

Apparently she was very funny. Nell, Jamie, and
Aervyn exploded with laughter. Jennie hushed them. “Lauren’s new to
magic. Look down, child.”

She looked down, and clutched Jamie’s hand much
tighter. They were floating about five feet in the air. Holy shit.
“Aervyn floated us?”

“I flewed you!” Aervyn shouted.

“Didn’t you feel us fly, Lauren?” Nell
asked.

Lauren nodded slowly. “I did, and it was the
most amazing thing I’ve ever felt. But why are our bodies are up in
the air?”

“I flewed them.” Aervyn looked ready to lift off
again at any moment.

“I thought it was just in my head.” Lauren
suddenly had a clearer memory of the sky-blue haze. Still clutching
Jamie’s hand, she looked down at the ground. “Wait, our bodies
flew? For real? Did we get higher than this?”

Nell, Jamie, and Aervyn all collapsed in
laughter again. One more time, Jennie hushed them. “Lauren, you
felt us flying, right?”

“Well, yes, but I thought it was our minds
flying, or our souls. It was really beautiful.”

Jennie beamed at her. “It was beautiful.
Sometimes we witches can separate our souls from our bodies, but
that kind of astral travel is difficult and dangerous.”

Oh, holy God. “I think I need ice cream.” Then
her very slow brain really computed what Jennie was saying. “Wait a
minute. Wasn’t that awfully dangerous? What if we fell?”

Aervyn settled them all gently to the grass and
looked very worried. “Lauren, did I scare you? I didn’t mean to
scare you. I thought it would be fun to fly together.”

It had been the most amazing moment of her life
so far, and the person responsible was getting a quivery lip.

“Oh, sweetie.” Lauren swept Aervyn into her lap
and cuddled him. “It was the best thing I’ve ever done. It was just
really big, and I don’t know what to think now. But you didn’t
scare me. Thank you for flying me—it was the best magic ever.”

Fortunately, small boys are very easy to
comfort.

She could see the other three exchanging
glances. “What’s going on, guys?”

Jennie spoke first. “Lauren, we wanted to do
some circle work today, a much smaller version of what will happen
on Monday night.”

“Right,” Lauren said. “So Aervyn could practice,
and I could see what a circle does.”

“Yes,” Jennie said. “And so we could test your
channeling talents.”

“Isn’t that what we did? If he could fly us,
obviously something worked pretty well.”

Nell laughed. “Lauren, that was the most amazing
magical experience of my lifetime.”

Jamie nodded in agreement. “We held more power
than I’ve ever felt, even in a full circle. A large part of that
was from Aervyn. It really juiced the circle to add his power as
well.” He rubbed Aervyn’s head. “Buddy, how did you pull that
off?”

“I had the power, but I needed her to hold it so
I could cast the spell,” Aervyn said. “I didn’t know where else to
put it, and Lauren’s web was really pretty.”

Nell looked at Lauren. “Most spellcasters can
barely spare enough magic to hold themselves upright, never mind
grab a power source to feed the circle.” She lifted Aervyn’s chin.
“Nicely done, sweet boy. Just don’t forget to keep what you need to
close the spell. Lauren’s right—we don’t want to crash in
mid-flight because you ran out of energy.”

Aervyn rolled his eyes. “I know, Mama.”

Jennie tickled his toes. “Judging by how long
you kept us in the air after the circle broke, you had plenty of
energy left. However, you aren’t the only one who did something
pretty impressive.” She looked at Lauren. “That was the most
creative bit of channeling I’ve ever seen.”

Something in her tone had Lauren feeling
suddenly unsettled.

Jamie nodded. “You had a crazy amount of power
to handle there, Lauren. Looking back, we were insane to do that
without circle monitors, but none of us expected a fraction of what
happened. Only about one in three who have channeling talents can
handle a full circle. I’ll eat my shoes if you aren’t one of
them.”

Nell jabbed her brother in the ribs. “You’ll eat
anything, brother mine. However, I agree with you. Between us,
we’ve been spellcasters for hundreds of circles. Lauren, you
handled a whopping amount of power, and very cleanly. I’ve never
seen it done anything like how you did it.”

“She has very strong and flexible barriers,”
Jennie said. “I believe she used them as a surface to transmit the
circle’s power.”

Lauren could feel the conversation heading
somewhere, but she had no clue where that might be. Her sense of
unease was growing, however.

Apparently Aervyn knew what was coming. “Will
she be my channeler?”

Jennie nodded slowly. “That’s what we’re all
wondering, sweetie. The two of you certainly work well together.
You’ll need to learn to work with other channelers as well, but I
think we should pair the two of you on Monday. That certainly
wasn’t the plan, but I’d say that with today’s little display,
you’ve earned the chance to work together.”

Lauren was fervently glad she was back on the
ground. “You want me to channel for a full circle?”

“Yay!” Aervyn bounced in her lap. “Lauren, maybe
we can turn the whole sky into Cat Woman.”

“Now there’s a spell worthy of history,” Jennie
said dryly. She looked at Jamie. “You might want to brainstorm a
few options there.”

Jamie shrugged. “What, you don’t like Cat
Woman?”

Lauren’s stomach was curling up into knots. She
was coming to terms with being a witch. A nice, ordinary,
run-of-the-mill witch. Channeling Aervyn’s first full circle wasn’t
remotely run-of-the-mill. She’d been around long enough to know
that nothing to do with him was ordinary.

Jennie touched her shoulder and spoke quietly.
“You’re not at all ordinary, as a woman, or as a witch. You have a
strong mind gift, and now we know you also have the makings of a
very fine channeler.” She smiled gently. “Of course, we probably
should have figured that out with Cat Woman.”

“I wasn’t a witch until last Wednesday,” Lauren
said. “I don’t know how to handle this.”

“You’ve always been a witch, sweetheart. You
just didn’t know.”





Chapter 16
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Nell stood outside Lauren’s bedroom Thursday
morning bearing a pint of ice cream and three spoons. She hoped it
was adequate price of entry to the conversation inside.

She knocked, and Nat answered the door.

“Nell’s here bearing gifts,” Nat said, stepping
aside to let her in.

“Do moms believe in ice cream before lunch?”
Lauren asked.

Nell handed out spoons. “I have three
daughters—there’s no bad time for chocolate ice cream. There’s
another pint in the freezer downstairs. It’s safe; I hid it under
some peas.”

Lauren eyed her. “You must want something.”

More than one something. “I wanted to check up
on you. How are you doing after the circle yesterday? It wasn’t
exactly normal first-week witch training.”

Lauren contemplated her spoon for a long moment.
“It’s still overwhelming. A couple of weeks ago, I was showing nice
condos to newlyweds. Now, I’m flying around in the sky powered by a
four-year-old on elemental power steroids.”

Nell nodded. “That was overwhelming for all of
us.” She paused. “I didn’t expect you to be Aervyn’s channeler, but
it looks like you may be. I’d like to tell you the ride will calm
down some, but it probably won’t. Not if you’re that connected with
him.”

Lauren frowned. “I thought Jennie said something
about him working with other channelers, as well.”

“She did, and he will. It’s possible he’ll work
as effectively with someone else, but honestly—after what happened
yesterday—not all that likely. Most spellcasters prefer to work
with one channeler.”

Lauren looked decidedly uncomfortable, and Nell
debated whether to go on. The mother in her won. Newbie witch or
not, if Lauren was going to be her son’s channeler, there were
things she needed to know.

“Spellcasters rely on channelers to keep the
power flow steady, and that’s no small responsibility. If you’d
faltered yesterday, we might have fallen out of the sky, and
Aervyn’s channels could have been seriously damaged, or worse.”

Lauren turned white, but that was nothing
compared to Nat’s fury. “I thought it was a training circle. What
the hell were you all doing?”

Nell had some mad of her own. “My baby was at
risk. You think I would have done that on purpose? Ever agreed to
that? We had no idea, Nat—none.” It had been a miraculous
experience, but also one that would give her nightmares for
weeks.

She took a deep breath and tried to explain.
“Aervyn added power to the circle, which is supposed to be
impossible. It meant the three of us —Jennie, Jamie, and I—weren’t
really in control of how much power was flowing.”

She turned to Lauren. “The two of you were new
to your roles, so you had no idea we were riding a dragon. Those of
us who knew could only hold steady and go along for the ride.
Interrupting the spell would have been riskier than letting it go
on.”

And dammit, her boy had twisted that spell
around his little finger and made it sing. Pride made her almost
defiant. “Aervyn had it totally under control. Jamie and I have
spellcast for hundreds of circles. We would have known if he was
losing the spell.”

She ground to a halt. Where had the sob in her
breath come from? “He never even came close. He’s my little guy,
but what he did yesterday was the most impressive display of
spellcasting I’ve ever seen.”

Nat sat beside Nell on the bed and hugged her
shoulders. “You must be so proud of him.”

Nell leaned in for a hug. “And scared as
hell.”

She looked at Lauren. “I don’t want to pressure
you, but I thought you needed to know. If you are Aervyn’s
channeling partner, it will come with immense responsibility for
his safety, and that of others. You need to practice your craft and
practice it well. There are many who will help you, but the
commitment can only be yours.”

Lauren looked incredibly frustrated. “Nell, how
can I do that? I live in Chicago. My life is in Chicago. I’ll come
here for training when I can, but I’m barely getting my mind-witch
powers under control. Who the hell would put a new witch in a
position of that kind of responsibility?”

Nell debated and went with honesty. “It’s not
the choice I would have made, but it wasn’t mine to make.”

Lauren had an impressive temper when she got
rolling. “It sure wasn’t mine. I didn’t ask for this.”

“I know.” Nell took a deep breath. “I’m sorry; I
didn’t come here to scratch at you. You did exactly right by Aervyn
yesterday, and with no preparation.”

“You came to warn me.”

“I came because I thought you needed to know.
Most channelers would find this a huge honor.”

“Nell, I’ve only known I can channel for a
couple of days. And exactly one-half of my channeling experience
involves cute Cat Woman illusions at the dinner table. I’m not
ready for this.”

Nell handed Lauren the ice cream. “I’m not
trying to panic you. I don’t mean you need to learn everything by
next week. We know you have a life elsewhere, and we’ll respect
that as well as we can. Come when you can, train when and how you
can. Training takes time, and no one will ask you to do what you’re
not ready to do.”

Lauren’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, really?”

She had a point. “Well, not on purpose. One of
the challenges of working with Aervyn is that he steps outside the
limits of possible on a fairly regular basis.”

“And no one thinks that might happen again at
full circle tomorrow night?”

Nell tried not to let her fear show. “It
might.”

Lauren looked at her very seriously. “Then why
are you—why is anyone—considering putting me in that circle
tomorrow as channeler?”

Nell searched her heart. “Two reasons. One, the
two of you made the best partnership I’ve ever seen, trained or
not.” She paused. God, this was insanity to lay at the feet of a
new witch.

Nat took her hand. “What’s the other reason,
Nell? She needs to know.”

Nell gulped. “Because you love him. As his mama,
I want Aervyn working with those who will give their utmost to keep
him safe.” Please, God.

Lauren straightened up as if she’d heard Nell’s
last thought. “The risk is biggest to him, isn’t it?”

“Yes. In history, a lot of our most talented
witches led some of the shortest lives. If there’s anything I can
do to prevent that, I’ll do it—even if it means scaring the shit
out of a newbie witch.”

Lauren was silent for a moment. “I’ve been
sitting here feeling sorry for myself. It’s good to remember I’m
not the only one this hits pretty hard.” She took both of Nell’s
hands. “I do love him. I’ll do the very best I can for him.”

It was so hard to share your children, but
Aervyn had chosen well. Time to let Lauren out of the pressure
cooker. “Thank you. For that, I’ll even share my other pint of ice
cream.”

“I’ll get it.” Lauren stood up and grinned.
“Don’t start the second portion of your program yet, though. I want
to be here when you scare the shit out of Nat.”

Nat looked at Nell suspiciously. “What does she
know that I don’t?”

Nell laughed. “Sucks not to be a mind reader
sometimes, doesn’t it? How does it feel to have your best friend
suddenly turning into a witch?”

“I’m guessing what you really want to know is
how it feels to be falling in love with a witch.”

The girl has guts. “That serious?”

Nat nodded. “I think so. How do you feel about
that?”

It was a day for hard truths. “I really like
you, which is convenient. I really hate that you live in Chicago,
since if I read Jamie’s precog correctly, he’ll eventually follow
you there.”

Nat scraped the last of the ice cream from the
first container. “We can’t be sure what will come to be.”

“But your yoga studio is there.”

“Yes, and that’s a big piece. Lauren’s there
too.”

Nell watched Nat for a moment. She was no mind
witch, but mama instincts were a pretty good substitute. It wasn’t
Nat’s work that would keep her in Chicago. It was Lauren.

“She’s your family. I get that, and Jamie’s a
big boy. Still, he’s my brother, and it’s hard to think of him far
away.”

“You might appreciate it more than you think,”
Lauren said from the doorway. She handed Nell a note.

Nice try, sister mine. And great ice
cream—thanks!

Dammit, Nell thought. I was sure he hated
peas.

…

Jennie pulled her car up in front of a squat
concrete building with a beautiful mural painted on the side.

“This is your distraction?” Lauren asked.

“It is. With you leaving in a few days, we don’t
have much time left for training. I thought this visit might do
double duty—take your mind off tomorrow for a bit, and introduce
you to another mind witch and the work she does.”

“Does it involve flying or any other high-risk
activities I should know about?”

Jennie laughed. “I don’t think so. A friend of
mine runs this center. She’s a skilled empath.”

Lauren studied the mural. It was fairly
abstract, and full of color. “The mural—it gives me the feeling of
a high swing on an early spring day. Did your friend paint it?”

“No, she didn’t, but she would absolutely love
that description; it’s the artist’s depiction of hope. I have
several of his paintings in my house. He has an amazing gift.”

“Is the artist an empath as well?”

“Yes,” Jennie said. “If you like, I can arrange
to visit him too. I wanted you to see how other mind witches use
their talents as part of their life and work. I know it troubles
you, thinking about how all this will fit with who you are back in
Chicago.”

Lauren shrugged. “It’s still all so new, and it
seems like there aren’t any clear rules for when and how to use
what I have. I’ve never been someone who wanted a complicated
life.”

“It doesn’t need to be all that complicated,
although it may take you a little while to find simple again. Come
meet my friend Tabby, and see what her answers have been.”

“She works on Sundays?”

“Not usually, but some of her children need
quiet, so she does special sessions with them outside of normal
working hours.”

“What kind of center is this?”

“Tabby helps families—in particular, the
families of children with special needs. When a child is born
different, it can cause all kinds of cracks in how families love
and communicate and function. She helps repair the cracks.”

“I guess witches would understand a little bit
about being born different.”

Jennie hugged Lauren’s shoulders. “I guess we
do.”

The door to the center opened, and a
model-gorgeous woman came out. This must be Tabby. “Jennie, so good
to see you! I felt you arrive.” She gave Jennie an enthusiastic hug
and turned to clasp Lauren’s hands. “I’m Tabitha, and I’m so
delighted to meet you. Please, come in. I’ve been guarding some
chocolate donuts for us.”

They followed her into the center. They entered
a large room, but instead of feeling like a warehouse, it more
resembled a honeycomb. Furniture, plants, low walls, and shelves
all combined to create a comforting warren of small spaces and
child-sized play areas, feeding into a larger central space. A
little boy spun happily in the center of the room.

“That’s Jacob,” Tabitha said. “Spinning is one
of his favorite things.”

“Why?” Lauren asked.

Tabitha gestured toward some low pillows. “Why
don’t you look and see?”

“Look in his head? Is that okay?”

“Yes. The parents and families we work with know
we use unorthodox means to understand their children. In
particular, they know I have some empathic skills. Children with
special needs are often very difficult for their families to
understand. If we can discover a little about what their child
wants and needs and feels, it helps to build stronger
connections.”

That made sense. Lauren looked over at the
spinning boy and his parents sitting nearby. She dropped into her
mind center and carefully reached out a light connection toward the
boy.

She could feel his frenetic joy as he spun. The
air on his fingers, the heaviness of his head, the blur of colors.
When he stumbled and fell, his entire being soaked in the pleasure
of firm attachment to the ground. As that sensation faded, he
bounded up to spin again.

“It anchors him to the earth, the spinning,” she
said.

Tabitha looked surprised. “Tell me more about
that.”

“Well, when he spins, he likes the sensations it
gives him—the wind and colors, the way the spinning pulls on his
body.”

Tabitha nodded. “That matches what I pick up
from him.”

“Then when he falls, he has this moment where he
feels the ground under him really strongly. That’s his happiest
moment. When that sensation of being anchored down starts to fade,
he spins again.”

Tabitha looked surprised. “You’re a sensory
telepath as well as empath?”

Jennie smiled. “She is, and very sensitive on
both.”

“Well, she’s figured out something I couldn’t.”
Tabitha turned to Lauren. “My mind talents are primarily empathy,
so I can catch his feelings. I don’t have telepathic gifts, so I
can’t see the images or words or sensations that go along with the
feelings.”

Lauren tried to imagine what she’d get from the
little boy’s mind if she could only read his feelings. “So you have
to try to piece together the ‘why’ behind the feelings you pick
up.”

Tabitha looked pleased. “Exactly. In this case,
I can sense his pleasure peaking right after he falls, but I
thought it was from the falling, and that’s why he gets up to spin
again.”

“It could be.” Lauren shook her head slowly.
“But I don’t think so. There’s this really clear moment, right
after he falls, when he senses the ground under him. He gets up
again when it fades—I think that’s why he spins. Does he spin a
lot?”

“Almost the entire time he’s awake,” Tabitha
said.

It was dizzying to even think about. Lauren
looked at Jacob again. Suddenly what had seemed like fairly normal
amusement for a small child took on new meaning.

As he tumbled over into his mother’s lap, and
then evaded her hug to bounce up and spin again, Tabitha’s earlier
words came back to Lauren. Special needs could wreak havoc on
families. How could you talk to a child who spun all day, or feed
or cuddle him?

Lauren slid one more time into Jacob’s mind and
watched as he spun, fell, and got up again. This time she was even
more sure.

“He spins to attach himself to the ground.
Almost as if he feels too light to stick otherwise.”

Tabitha’s face lit up. “Too light. Bingo. Wait
here.”

She jumped up and disappeared into a door Lauren
hadn’t noticed before. In seconds, she was back, bearing what
appeared to be a life jacket.

Since floating seemed like the opposite of what
the boy needed, Lauren was puzzled. “Any idea what that is?” she
asked Jennie.

“Not a one, but Tabby is a genius at this. You
gave her an important clue, and I think she has an idea now about
how to help Jacob.”

They both watched as Tabitha said a few words to
Jacob’s parents. Then she knelt down and hugged the boy into her
lap, sliding the jacket onto his shoulders and fastening the Velcro
straps.

Fascinated, Lauren dropped into connection with
Jacob again. He was agitated—he didn’t like being held still. She
was just about to call out when Tabitha finished attaching the vest
and released Jacob. He bounced up and began to spin.

Then Jacob stopped dead. Lauren felt his mind
flood with wonder. He was attached. He was stuck to the ground.
Slowly, he took small steps to see if the miracle would continue.
It did. The joy in his mind was sunshine bright.

Tabitha gently took his hand and guided him to
his mother. His mama gathered him up and hugged him again, and this
time, Jacob stayed. She rocked slowly and sang, tears streaming
down her face.

Jacob felt the motions, and the murmured words,
and the tears dripping on his head. Soft warm arms held him, and a
quiet sound beat steadily under his ear.

When Tabitha walked back over to the pillows
where Lauren and Jennie sat, she too had eyes full of tears.

She reached a hand out to Lauren. “Thank
you.”

Lauren wiped her cheeks. “What is the vest you
put on him? It worked like magic.”

Tabitha laughed and sniffled. “No magic
involved. It’s called a weighted vest. It adds about ten pounds to
his body weight. When you said he felt too light, I thought it
would work. Some children with sensory issues seem to need the
extra weight to feel gravity the way you and I do. It isn’t
something we had thought to try with him because we focused on the
spinning, not the falling down.”

“That is so cool. He’s feeling so content right
now.”

Tabitha reached in her pocket for a tissue and
blew her nose. “Girl, you have no idea. Are you just monitoring him
right now?” At Lauren’s nod, she continued. “Can you split your
scan and look into his mother’s mind as well?”

Lauren hadn’t tried exactly that before, but she
could visualize how to do it. Dropping into mind center again, she
branched a channel off her connection with the boy and reached out
to his mom.

Oh. Jacob’s sun-bright joy was anemic shadow
next to his mama’s. She had not held her little boy like this since
he had learned to walk, and then to spin. Years and years of the
pain of loving a child you could not hold, a child you couldn’t
really reach. Time could freeze now, in this moment.

When Lauren gently pulled back from the minds of
Jacob and his mom, her cheeks were wet again. Tabitha handed over a
box of tissues. “She’s never been able to hold him?”

“It’s not that unusual. Jacob is autistic, and
some children on the autism spectrum have great difficulty with
physical affection. Many don’t and are full of cuddles and hugs,
but not all. We’ve been trying to meet Jacob’s sensory needs in
other ways so he could stop spinning and have a better chance to
interact with his family, but progress has been quite slow.”

Tabitha blew her nose again. “I’ve been working
with them for over a year. You’ve seen a small miracle today,
Lauren. You helped create it. Jacob is well loved, but today he
knows it.”

Lauren shook her head. “I did so little. Will
the vest keep helping him?”

“Oh, yes. And we have weighted blankets for when
he sleeps, and lap pillows that may work instead of the vest. There
are also some therapies we can do that may decrease his need for
the extra weighting.”

Lauren looked over toward Jacob and his mother.
He had gotten up now, but not to spin. He was walking slowly around
the room, touching toys and furniture as he walked.

“He’s exploring,” Tabitha said. “When he isn’t
overwhelmed by the need to try to ground himself, he has the
capacity to do other things, to learn and grow. The challenge with
autistic children is that we have too many choices, too many
possible therapies. Trial and error can take a long time. You’ve
opened a big doorway for him.”

Jennie blew her nose too. “Well, that wasn’t the
job-shadowing experience I had in mind, but I think it will do.
Lauren, it’s a beautiful thing you’ve done for that boy and his
family. Look at him now.”

Jacob and his father were sitting with a bin of
blocks beside them. His father stacked three blocks, and then held
one out to his son. Jacob watched, but didn’t move. His father
added that block to the stack, and then held out another one. This
time Jacob took the block, and added it to the top.

Tabitha made a quiet sound of pleasure. “Jacob’s
father is a builder. He made a set of blocks when his wife was
pregnant. He has been waiting for this moment since the day his son
was born.”

She turned to Lauren. “It’s the everyday
interactions that connect families. It’s not the blocks that
matter; it’s the chance for a father to guide his son, to play with
him and help him learn.”

By now Lauren was an old hand at feeling
completely overwhelmed. “It sounds like you do wonderful work here
and really make a difference. I’m glad I could help a little.”

Tabitha shook her head and laughed. “I’ve
completely overdone it, haven’t I? I really apologize. I didn’t
expect so much to come of you diving into Jacob’s head, or I would
have eased you in a little more slowly.”

Jennie laughed. “You’ll note she would have done
it anyway.”

Tabitha grinned. “You know me well. I bug you
all the time to come in so you can help read my kids, and clearly
Lauren here is a lot stronger telepath than you are.”

Jennie leaned over and spoke in a stage whisper.
“Shh—she’s not supposed to figure that out for a while yet.”

The two of them were a really unlikely pair.
Jennie looked like anyone’s grandma, and Tabitha was young and the
kind of beautiful that made grown men stutter. Appearances were
obviously deceiving, in both cases.

They were terrifying standards to live up
to.



Chapter 17
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Moira: Are you there,
child?

Lauren: I am, and I have a
surprise for you. Do you see the little orange button on the right
side that looks like a video camera? Click on that.

“Oh, goodness—I can see you!”

“I asked Nell to add video to our chat,” Lauren
said. “It’s not the same as sitting in a room together, but I
thought you might enjoy it all the same.” And so might I, she
thought, looking at Moira’s comforting face.

“Is it magic, then? Our Nell is an excellent
spellcaster, although how she does it with this Internet is an
eternal mystery to me.”

Lauren laughed. “No magic at all, just a few
lines of code. I think Ginia actually made the changes. She’s
frighteningly good for an eight-year-old.”

Moira sighed. “I miss watching Nell’s brood
grow. I remember holding those three girls on my lap when they were
only wee toddlers.”

Lauren mentally slapped her forehead and sent a
quick instant message to Nell’s house. “You’re close to Nell, then?
I know Sophie spent summers with you.”

“She did, and the daughter of my heart she is.
But Nell is special to me as well. I was present at Aervyn’s birth.
The girls were only three then, and we had such fun together.”

“Well then, you’ll appreciate Aervyn’s latest
stunt.” Lauren read Nell’s reply. Just let me tweak the code for
a three-way—I’ll have the girls online in a few minutes.

“Oh, I’ve already heard, lass. News travels very
quickly in the witching world, especially when big magic is
involved.”

Lauren grimaced.

Moira’s grin was a little devilish. “I’ve been
getting lots of visits lately from people wanting to hear about
this new young witch we found on the Internet, the one who channels
for Aervyn.”

Lovely. Add ‘Aervyn’s sidekick’ to her rapidly
morphing identity. “I’m not sure I want to be fodder for witch
gossip.”

Moira’s giggles were those of a young girl, and
impossible to resist. “Sweetling, you don’t have much choice at
this point. We haven’t had a case of witch-powered flight in over
two hundred years. That must have been quite the experience.”

Lauren gave in and grinned. “It was
unbelievable. I didn’t realize our physical bodies were really
flying, which is probably a good thing, but even just thinking it
was in my mind…”

Moira reached out for the computer screen, and
then looked a little affronted that she couldn’t actually touch
Lauren. “Hold on to that joy, my dear. What a gift.”

Nell’s new instant message pinged. The girls
were ready.

“Moira,” Lauren said, “I have another surprise
for you.”

“Auntie Moira!” Lauren could see three curly
heads on one side of her screen, and a very astonished and
delighted Moira on the other.

Moira clapped her hands and tried once more to
reach through the screen. “Now this must be magic, I’m thinking.
Ginia, Shay, Mia, my lovelies!”

Lots of giggles. “It’s not magic, Auntie, just
computer code,” Ginia said. “I helped Mama write it.”

“When you’re a witch as old as I am, dear girl,
this is pure magic. Lauren, was this your idea?”

Nell’s head popped into the screen with the
girls. “It was—and I’m an idiot for not thinking of it sooner.”

Moira’s lips quivered just a little. “It’s a
very fine gift you’ve given me today, Lauren.”

Lauren listened to the babble and smiled to
herself. No magic needed—just good advice from her first mentor as
a realtor. Find out what matters to people, and thank those who
help you. Today, it felt solid to remember that not all good deeds
required witchcraft.

…

Jamie walked into the kitchen where Lauren was
frying a grilled cheese sandwich. Excellent—perhaps he could get
food while he popped his question. “Smells awesome. Make me
one?”

Lauren jumped, which gave him some idea how
distracted she was. Sneaking up on a mind witch was usually pretty
difficult.

“Sure,” she said. “Want onions?”

“On a grilled cheese sandwich? Heathen.”

Lauren smirked. “I take it that’s a no.”

Jamie shrugged. “Well, I’ll eat it, but I have
very low standards.” In some things, at least.

Sometimes it was better to get right to the
point, especially when it was making you a little bit crazy. Jamie
took a deep breath. After he let this particular cat out of the
bag, he was pretty damn sure there was no way to put it back
in.

“I need you to find me an apartment.”

Lauren looked confused. “Why?”

“You’re a realtor, aren’t you? I figured you’d
have connections, someone who might know a place that’s available
now.”

Communications were still malfunctioning,
judging by Lauren’s face. She spoke very slowly, as if doubting his
IQ. “My connections are all in Chicago, Jamie. I don’t know anyone
out here. Why do you want a new place, anyhow? This is a great
house.”

“It’s my parents’ house; I’m just house-sitting.
They’ve been in Costa Rica for the last year with my brothers.”

Lauren put the sandwiches on two plates and
handed him one. “That’s awesome—what are they all doing in Costa
Rica? I’ve always wanted to go there.”

Dang it, could he not keep a simple conversation
on track? “My brothers are doctors. They’re building a clinic. But
I need you to find me an apartment, fast.”

“Are your parents coming back sooner than you
expected?”

“No. I’m going to be in Chicago in two days, and
it’s freaking cold there. If you don’t find me an apartment, I’ll
probably freeze to death. It doesn’t need to be anything fancy,
just something close to downtown.”

Lauren sat down and shook her head, as if that
might reboot something critical. “You want an apartment in
Chicago.”

For a mind witch, she seemed awfully dense. Then
again, there was more than one way to communicate with a mind
witch. He reached for Lauren’s hands and held her gaze. “Look.”

Lauren looked. When she surfaced, her face was
considerably paler and tears threatened. “Jamie. You need to tell
her how you feel.”

“I’m a guy, okay? I need some time. Which we
won’t have if you two leave on Tuesday and Nat’s half a continent
away. I figure if I come to Chicago for a bit, then we can take it
one step at a time.”

“You’ll move across the country for her, but you
can’t say three little words?”

Maybe the guy excuse wasn’t the right one.
“Precog sucks, Lauren. It’s hard to just let things take their
natural course when there are visions of the future flying around.
Not to mention she’s spent the whole week surrounded by witches. I
want us to figure out who we are for each other without all that in
the mix.”

“All that is already in the mix,” Lauren said.
“She knows her own mind and heart better than anyone.”

“Then help me out here, so I can be around while
she figures it out. I don’t want to pressure her, so I want a place
to live. Month to month would be great. I can stay with Nash, but
it’s hell trying to work at his place. Too many distractions.”

“I think I know the perfect place—I’ll check
with the landlord.” Lauren grinned. “Walking distance to Nat’s
studio; you can take her 6 am class every morning.”

Jamie groaned. “Can’t I just watch her? That’s a
lot more fun than trying to turn myself into a pretzel.”

“If you want to truly know Nat, take her
classes. I’ll arrange the rental.”

“Thanks. And one more thing.” Jamie waited until
Lauren was paying full attention. “Don’t tell her. Please. It’s
mine to do.”

Lauren contemplated him for a moment, and then
nodded in agreement. “I hope it works out for you two, Jamie—I
really do. She’s my best friend in all the world, so I don’t say
that lightly. I like you, and I think you’re good for her.”

She paused. “Screw her up, and I’ll see just how
much damage I can do with these new powers of mine.”

Now didn’t seem like a good time to talk about
the ethics of witching. Jamie chose an expedient alternative. “I
have to go pick up Sophie at the airport. Want to come?”

…

Jennie watched Aervyn in her viewfinder, waiting
for that moment when light and small-boy grin meshed. It came, and
she clicked.

Nell sat on the grass nearby, watching her
youngest four play in Jamie’s back yard. “Thanks, Jennie. Today,
it’s good to think of him as a little boy in a sandbox.”

It was always harder to be those who loved. “A
camera in my hand is always therapeutic. Today, I’ll capture your
small boy.” And tomorrow, she thought, I’ll capture the witch.

“Do you think they’re ready?”

Jennie knew what Nell asked. “I do. Aervyn is
young, but he’s been well trained. Jamie is wonderful with
him.”

Nell laughed. “He gets to let out his inner
child.”

“I suspect you’re right. But Jamie is also
innately cautious in his magic when he works with others. He’s
passed that on to Aervyn. Your son is very careful to keep others
safe. We both know he had lots of power left in the tank when he
flew us. It wasn’t nearly as daring on his part as it looked.”

Nell reached out a hand. “Thanks for that. I
keep telling myself the same thing, but it’s good to hear it from
someone else.”

“He’s done plenty of small circle work. He’s
ready for this, Nell.”

“And Lauren? If training makes you ready, she’s
not even close.”

Jennie tried not to bristle. They’d done a lot
of work in the last week. “She lacks practice, for sure. But she’s
a creative and confident witch.”

Nell just raised an eyebrow.

Jennie sighed. “Not after the magic is done, and
can you blame her for feeling overwhelmed? But during the
magic—you’ve worked plenty of circles, Nell. If you didn’t know she
was new, what would you have thought, watching her channel for your
son?”

Nell was quiet a long moment. “I would have been
deeply grateful he’d found such a skilled and sure partner.”

“Exactly. She works with the confidence of long
experience.”

“Or the fearlessness of a newbie who doesn’t
know any better.”

And maybe that’s for the best, thought Jennie.
“Some of that, too. I think it helps the two of them, actually.
They don’t really have any idea how strong they are together. They
headed into completely unknown territory yesterday.”

“Were you as scared as I was?”

Jennie laughed. “Watching them do five kinds of
impossible? Heck, yes. The two of them didn’t know any better, and
the magic was free to sing because of it.”

Pride burst out of Nell. “I’ve never seen
anything like it, Jennie. Never.”

Neither had she. “Maybe it’s best for Aervyn to
work with a channeler who isn’t completely awestruck by his
power.”

Nell suddenly smiled. “Yeah. She gives him hugs
and feeds him cookies. She doesn’t forget he’s four.”

Jenny raised her camera and clicked. “She’ll
take good care of him, Nell. And trust your son. He was born to do
this.”

…

Lauren felt like she was eight years old and at
her first sleepover. She, Nat, and Sophie were all crowded into
Nat’s room. Arriving guests for the circle tomorrow had taken up
every inch of floor space in Jamie’s house.

Nat had won the coin toss for the bed, but at
the moment they were all tucked into sleeping bags on the floor,
eating pizza. They’d missed dinner because of Sophie’s delayed
flight, and Lauren had decided, with some remorse, that they
shouldn’t jump straight to ice cream.

Sophie laid out Lauren’s crystals, then pulled a
velvet bag out of her luggage. “I brought you a couple more that
will help with channeling, since we didn’t know about that talent
of yours when I sent the first package.”

Nat sighed over the beautiful colors. “Sophie,
they’re so lovely. This pink one is almost alive.”

Sophie beamed. “That means it’s yours. It’s a
pink tourmaline, wonderful for heart opening and balancing the
chakras. It makes sense that it would call to you.”

“I thought you brought these for Lauren,” Nat
said.

“I did, but crystals tend to have a mind of
their own. This one speaks to you. I don’t often get a chance to
match people with the right crystal in person, since I mostly sell
them online.” Sophie reached into her bag one more time. “Here, I
have a lovely chain for it. A local artist makes them for me.”

Nat slid the pendant over her head and touched
it to her heart. “It’s warm.”

Sophie cocked her head. “Jamie’s sure that you
don’t have power?”

Nat blushed. “He says he’d know by now.”

Sophie laughed. “Yes, good sex with a witch will
flush out even quite latent talents. You clearly understand and
accept energy flows, even if you can’t create them.”

Nat blushed harder. “Jamie says that, too.”

I wonder what else Jamie says, Lauren thought,
and then mentally whacked herself for being childish. Seriously,
girl, be happy for your best friend. And be very glad she’s not
moving several thousand miles to be with him.

Sophie looked over at Lauren. “Is the lapis
still working well for you?”

“It is. Jennie says it’s a wonderful crystal,
although she still doesn’t let me wear it for practice. I was
wearing it when we did the circle yesterday, though.”

“Then it’s a darned lucky pendant, if it got to
go flying with Aervyn. That must have been spectacular.”

Lauren wondered if it was too late to make up a
handout of frequently asked questions and pass it out to all new
arrivals.

“I’m sorry,” Sophie said. “You must have
answered that a lot, already.”

Lauren sighed. “It’s not you. I’m just grumpy,
and I’m not sure why—it’s not like me. I feel like a sulky
teenager.”

“I could maybe help a little with that. Will you
let me scan you?”

“I thought you weren’t a mind witch.” Lauren was
having trouble keeping witches and their talents straight.

“Not even a tiny bit. I’m asking to do a healing
scan—I do have some talent with that. Mostly physical healing, but
I can also help soothe power channels, things like that. The scan
will give me an initial reading, and I won’t take it any further
than that, for now.”

Anything that might fix her cranky mood was
worth a try. Lauren nodded, and Sophie reached for her hands. She
began to hum quietly, something Nat obviously recognized. Lauren
listened more closely and realized it was a track Nat used often in
her yoga classes. Terrific—she was being scanned by a new-age witch
with a penchant for crystals and potions.

Sophie opened her eyes and smiled gently. “We’ll
get you believing in crystals and potions yet.”

Lauren’s felt her face flame. “Oh, cripes—I’m
sorry. It’s not very nice to be rude in my own head, but at least I
could not broadcast it.”

“Well, I know why you’re out of sorts. Brace
yourself—it involves some more new-age mumbo jumbo.” Sophie handed
Lauren a slice of pizza. “Eat first. One of the problems is that
you haven’t been properly fueling yourself.”

“I eat like three hungry teenagers.”

“Cookies and ice cream don’t count. You need
protein.”

“I’ll make smoothies in the morning,” Nat said.
When Lauren grimaced, she laughed. “And omelets.”

Lauren turned to Sophie. “That’s it? I just need
to eat protein?”

“Proteins are the building blocks of all the
little chemicals in your brain that keep you happy. Your serotonin
is crashing, which makes some people depressed. Apparently you just
get cranky. It’s a fairly common side effect of circle work.”

Lauren laughed. “That’s the new-age mumbo jumbo
part?”

Sophie shook her head. “No, that’s my
biochemistry degree.”

“So, how do I keep from turning truly mean after
tomorrow’s circle, besides eating omelets before we start?”

Sophie’s grin had ‘I told you so’ written all
over it. “Crystals and potions, my dear. That would be the
mumbo-jumbo portion of the program.”

She’d walked right into that one. “I don’t want
to be a cranky witch, so what specific mumbo and jumbo do I
need?”

“It would be easier for now if you’d just trust
me. I’d like to drop you into a light healing trance. Your channels
are a bit clogged up, and clearing them out will help. I can also
encourage your digestive system to get to work on that pizza, which
will help your serotonin levels rise gently while you sleep.”

Lauren frowned. “Assuming I can sleep.
That’s been a bit of an issue the last few days.”

Sophie nodded, apparently unsurprised. “That’s
the low serotonin again. With your permission, I’ll set a light
sleep spell when we’re finished.”

What’s a little more hocus-pocus. Nat and Sophie
both laughed. Shit, she was still thinking too damn loud.

Sophie asked Lauren to lie down on the bed, and
looked at Nat. “Will you help with this? Lauren trusts you, and you
have a very serene presence. That can be very helpful for
healing.”

Nat looked fascinated. “Sure. Just tell me what
to do.”

“Are guided meditations part of your yoga
practice? If you could walk Lauren through a visualization to
relax, that would be extremely helpful. If I don’t need to draw
power for that piece, I can do her more good.”

Lauren did feel better with Nat walking her
through a familiar shavasana meditation. She felt warmth slowly
seeping into every muscle in her body, gently making everything
heavy and quiet. Sophie was chanting in the background, but Lauren
couldn’t quite catch the words.

Her lapis pendant suddenly felt almost hot, and
she was aware of other crystals on her forehead and outstretched
palms. Then four hands began to lightly brush her skin, and she
smelled rosemary. Must be the potions part of the program, murmured
her lazy brain.

Her pendant cooled, and Sophie’s words came
through more clearly.

“I call to sleep,

That it may come and carry deep.

Let this mind rest held safe in love,

And friendship three.

As I will, so mote it be.”



Chapter 18
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Nat handed Lauren a smoothie the moment she set
foot in the kitchen. It wasn’t coffee, but it would apparently have
to do, since there were about fifty people standing between her and
anything that resembled a coffee pot.

“Who are all these people?”

Nat shrugged. “Relatives, friends, and pretty
much the entire witching population of California, I think.”

“I thought the circle today was only fourteen
people. There are enough for four circles in this kitchen.”

Jamie spoke over Lauren’s shoulder. “There are
more in the living room. There will be about a hundred people at
the circle tonight.”

So much for a quiet ritual in the woods, Lauren
thought. “Sounds like we’ll have an awfully big audience.”

“They’re not just here to watch,” Jamie said.
“They will participate, in a very real way. They’ll form an outer
circle of love, light, and community around the working circle.
Nat’s going to help with the opening invocation.”

Non-witches got to play too? Harry Potter had
led her seriously astray. “Is there any danger to having so many
people there?”

Jamie sighed. “Nell spooked you. She was afraid
of that. There are risks to magic, but all these people are here
because it can also be wondrous. Tonight is going to be awesome,
and we have a lot of witches on hand to help manage any surprises.
It will actually be a lot safer than the training circle on
Saturday.”

“Now you tell me,” Lauren said dryly.

Jamie laughed. “You’re going to have a front-row
seat on a miracle, little sister. Hold on with both hands and soak
in the thrill.”

He grabbed two omelet plates out of thin air and
handed one to her. “Eat it fast, before someone notices I
disappeared them.”

Lauren grinned and dug in. She was feeling a lot
happier, so maybe Sophie’s protein idea was worth a try.

Jamie’s plate vanished just as he stuck a fork
in the omelet. “Damn, didn’t eat fast enough.” He swiveled his head
around, clearly looking for the culprit. A man with inky black
curls saluted with his fork.

“Too many teleporters in one room,” Jamie
grumbled. “That’s Mike—he’ll be point for earth in the circle
tonight. He’s a strong healer, when he’s not swiping my
breakfast.”

“He a relative?” Lauren asked around a mouthful
of eggs.

“I don’t think so, but I’ve known him forever.
He’s a good guy, and very experienced handling a circle trio. We’ve
decided for tonight to put a mind witch at each direction, and then
two elemental witches. That blend of energy seemed to work very
well for you and Aervyn.”

“Will you be part of the circle?”

“Yes, and so will Nell, Sophie, and Jennie.
We’re trying to use witches familiar to both of you as much as
possible. You met Tabitha, right? She’ll be in the circle, and so
will Aervyn’s older brother, Nathan. Come on, I’ll introduce you to
some of the crowd in the kitchen. At least a few more of the circle
are in here somewhere.”

Lauren blessed her realtor experience as they
did a whirlwind tour of witch central. Matching names to new faces
was a requirement of the job, and today she’d clearly better get it
in high gear.

Taking a quick break to snag some more food,
Lauren looked around. One thing was obvious—tonight was going to be
big. The odor of excitement beat out even the onions and garlic Nat
had heaped on the omelets.

Lauren glanced over at her friend, happily
playing short-order cook to a herd of witches. Ginia, radiating an
advanced case of hero worship, stood beside Nat, getting a lesson
in the fine art of cracking eggs with one hand.

Aervyn and two other small boys were attempting
to juggle eggs. Aervyn was currently teleporting all the misses
before they hit the ground, but even wonder-boy super-witch
couldn’t keep that up forever.

Jamie snatched a couple of eggs in mid-juggle
and snuggled in between Ginia and Nat. A brief exchange earned
Ginia a high-five and Nat a seriously steamy kiss. They must have
agreed to feed the guy.

Nell stuck her fork in Lauren’s second omelet
and grabbed a bite.

“Hey,” Lauren said. “I’ve been told I need to
keep up my protein intake. Get your own breakfast.”

“I don’t have Jamie’s inside track, and Aervyn’s
too busy teleporting raw eggs to send his Mama some cooked
ones.”

Lauren relented and shared her plate. If there
were any eggs left at the end of the rampage, she was pretty sure
she could call in some best-friend chips and score more
breakfast.

Nell looked over to the trio at the stove.
“They’re both totally stuck on Nat, my girl and that brother of
mine.”

And that, thought Lauren, was going to cause
some big heartache when Nat left tomorrow and Jamie followed her.
It was a big move he was making, and not just in terms of the miles
involved.

Lauren saw Jennie on her way over and tried to
think only about eggs. Keeping Jamie’s secret with all the mind
witches around was going to be no small task.

…

Jennie kicked the last of the small children and
stray witches out Jamie’s front door. Lauren and Aervyn had been
less than pleased to be ushered out as well, but she needed to pull
the rest of the circle together for a chat.

Knowing witches, it wasn’t going to be an
entirely smooth one.

Jennie paused a moment, pushed feelings of calm
and authority into her outer mind, and entered the living room. She
scanned the room, meeting the gaze of each of the eleven sprawled
on the furniture and carpets.

“We are a fortunate few,” she said. “Tonight we
will be part of one of the most momentous circles of our
generation.”

“We’re all aware of Aervyn’s power,” said Edric,
the oldest witch in the room, and her great-uncle. “But is it wise
to use an untested channeler the first time the boy spellcasts for
a full circle?”

Tread carefully, Jennie reminded herself. Edric
was a powerful channeler and the most likely choice to partner
Aervyn until a couple of days ago.

“She’s very new, I’ll grant you that, but she’s
not untested. She held a hurricane of power in a training circle
two days ago and did it beautifully.

“And as you know, Edric, we’ve always been
concerned about finding a partner for Aervyn. Our strongest
channelers are getting on in years, and we don’t want him to have
to find a new partner as he grows into the peak of his power.
Lauren is young, and I believe more than capable of handling a full
circle, but the only way to be sure is to let her try.”

Edric’s harrumph and looks of concern from
others in the room meant she needed to go to Plan B.

Watch, Jennie broadcast silently to the
room. She pushed out her memory of the training session—the
fumbling first attempts, and then the glorious, blinding success of
their final effort. She opened her eyes and raised an eyebrow at
Edric.

His nod was a silent passing of the baton. “The
girl is very creative, and too new to know the insanity of what she
handled there.”

Jennie nodded. “Yes to both—and maybe that’s for
the best. Edric, we’d like for you to handle point for the circle’s
water trio. Nathan and I will work with you.” Aervyn’s older
brother had only done one full circle before, and his face shone
with the honor.

Edric frowned. “Nathan’s got a nice hand with
water elementals, but aren’t you better with air or fire,
Jennie?”

“I am, but we want a mind witch in each trio.
I’ll talk about that in a moment. None of us have very strong water
talents, but I’m the best of the bunch, so you get me.”

Jennie turned. “Sophie, Mike, and Tabitha, you
will be the earth trio. Mike, as the strongest with earth
elementals, you’ll take point.”

Tabitha looked shocked. “Jennie, my elemental
magic is practically non-existent for anything but fire. As far as
earth power goes, I can hardly get a flower to bloom.”

“Give me a minute, Tabby, and I’ll explain why
we’ve got the mind witches where we have you. Nell, you’ll take
point on fire, and Caro will be your resident mind witch.” Caro
paused in her knitting and nodded. She never said much, but she was
as steady in a circle as they came.

“Govin, you’ll be the third in the fire trio.”
The stocky man in the corner tossed a flaming globe in reply.

“Jamie’s leading the air trio, and he’ll be
joined by Aurelia and Scott.” The married couple nodded. “You’ll
have one of the trickier tasks of the night. In the training
circle, as you saw, Aervyn clipped in to the circle and added a
power stream.”

“Seems like a foolhardy thing for a spellcaster
to do,” Edric said. “You’re not thinking he’ll do it again?”

Jamie spoke up. “I’ve been talking with him, and
while it looked like a stunt when he did it, I think it actually
helped him ground some of the power leakage from his spell. I still
don’t know exactly how he worked it, but his magical instincts are
usually pretty solid. I think it strengthens his spellcasting, and
I don’t want to mess with that.”

Edric nodded. “I trust you, Jamie boy. It’s not
the way I’ve done things, but what doesn’t change gets weaker.”

Phew, thought Jennie. Where Edric went, others
followed. The hard part was over.

Mike spoke up from the corner. “In what you
showed us, Jennie, Aervyn piped his power directly to Lauren. Are
you thinking he’ll connect in through the air trio this time?”

Just one of the reasons she’d put Mike on point.
A talented spellcaster in his own right, he was also a highly
innovative witch, and very quick to embrace possibilities.

“Exactly right, Mike. The biggest risk to the
circle would be an abrupt change in Aervyn’s power levels—that
could destabilize the entire circle.

“Jamie’s going to act as a bit of a circuit
breaker. He’s the only one of us besides Aervyn with both
spellcasting and mind-witch talents, so he’s the one most likely to
sense a power fluctuation coming and be able to buffer it. Scott
and Aurelia, you’ll want to be ready for surprises, as should
everyone.”

Jennie surveyed the room, and then did a quick
mind scan. No signs of discontent or fear. Good.

Tabitha leaned forward. “So what’s with all the
mind witches, Jennie? You’ve got one in each trio, and we’re
clearly not all playing to our strongest elements. What gives?”

“Lauren isn’t an elemental witch,” Jennie said.
“We learned a couple of things through trial and error in the
training circle. In order for her to manage elemental power flows,
it seems to work best if two things happen. First, she will connect
to Aervyn, then to the four of you on elemental points.”

“Damn smart,” Edric said. “When you’ve got that
kind of power on tap, it’s hard to hold. Can’t believe someone
didn’t think to try that sooner. You’ve trained her well.”

Jennie laughed. “She came up with that one all
on her own. Second thing is that Lauren uses only mind power to
channel, since she has no elemental talent. It seems to help if
there is a thread of mind power in the energy we feed to her.”

Comprehension dawned for Tabby. “Ah, so I’m not
sharing fire power with the circle, I’m providing mind power. I can
do that. Heck, I’m a way stronger mind witch.”

“Right,” Jennie said. “We’ve put you in a trio
where you have at least a little of that element’s power, so you
can hook in smoothly, but it’s mind power we need you to
contribute. Take it easy on your wattage—volume doesn’t seem to
matter, and we’re short on monitors for this circle, since all the
mind witches we have will be participating.”

Caro nodded in agreement. Jamie sighed in
resignation. He was by far and away the weakest of the four mind
witches, and he would have to offer up air power as well to
properly handle his role as point for the air trio.

Jennie patted his head. “Jamie’s not thrilled to
be our fourth mind witch.”

Tabitha laughed. “I think we’d have to go to
Louisiana to find someone to replace you, Jamie, so man up.”

Jamie rolled his eyes. “Can I at least get some
more food first?”

Taking that as a sign, the circle meeting ended
in a mass exodus toward the kitchen.

…

Lauren reached for a third piece of fried
chicken and handed a piece to Aervyn as well. If she needed to
protein load, so did he.

The witch horde had disappeared, and they were
having a ‘small’ family dinner with the Walker family, Sophie, Nat,
Jamie, and Jennie.

Aervyn ignored the chicken and stared at Jamie’s
head. Lauren tried to follow his gaze. In honor of something—she’d
been afraid to ask what—the triplets had decorated crowns for
everyone at the table. Their love affair with glitter glue and
sparkles was eye-catching, but not enough to distract a
four-year-old boy from food.

As Lauren frowned at Jamie, the letters on his
headwear shimmered and changed to spell ‘CtWumin’. Lauren giggled
and pushed the correct spelling into Aervyn’s head. Jamie’s crown
changed to ‘Cat Wunem’. Lauren giggled harder and pushed the
spelling at Aervyn again, more slowly this time. Apparently
“spelling prodigy” wasn’t on his list of talents.

Ginia was the first to figure out the cause of
Lauren’s giggles, and soon a case of contagious snickers worked its
way around to everyone except for Jamie.

“What?” Drumstick halfway to his mouth, Jamie
finally realized everyone else had stopped eating. Clearly he was
an old hat with witch pranks, however. One quick glance around the
table and he’d honed in on Aervyn, possibly because the child in
question was grinning with unholy glee.

Nell, evidently more than happy to dig her baby
in deeper, handed Jamie a mirror from her bag. Jamie’s lips
quirked, and he shot a look at Lauren. “He’s only four. What’s your
excuse?”

Lauren tried for an innocent look. “I don’t know
why you think I had anything to do with it.” Being an only child
had not prepared her adequately for this kind of subterfuge.

Jamie smirked. “Aervyn couldn’t spell Cat Woman
if his life depended on it.”

The table erupted in giggles again. Lauren
looked around quickly, and then pulled her own crown off. “Robin.”
Aervyn grabbed her arm and held out his own crown. “What’s it say,
what does it say?”

Lauren didn’t even have to look. She sent an
image of Batman to Aervyn, and a second idea.

Jennie intervened before they managed to pull
off their revenge. “Save it for tonight, you two.”

Lauren looked at Jennie just in time to see ”my
favorite aunt” flash on Jennie’s tiara and then disappear.
Apparently when you grew up the youngest of seven, you learned how
to sneak in the last word. It was a world away from the cozy, but
very quiet, dinners she’d shared with her parents growing up.

A world away from someone else’s family dinners,
too. Lauren looked down the table at Nat. Her friend was drinking
up every moment. With Ginia on one side and Jamie on the other, she
was literally bookended with people who loved her.

Lauren knew her life was back in Chicago, but
she suddenly wasn’t so sure Nat’s was. A week ago, she’d have said
Nat’s studio was her everything. Watching her friend now,
surrounded by a family that had adopted her without even trying,
Lauren was pretty sure Nat’s everything was rapidly changing
shape.

As she tried to imagine life in Chicago without
Nat, she remembered Jamie’s precog. He’d been building snowmen with
Nat and Aervyn’s lookalike, and that surely wasn’t going to happen
in Berkeley.

In any case, it wasn’t hers to figure out. Jamie
would get on a plane with them tomorrow, and the steps after that
were up to him and Nat.



Chapter 19
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Moira sat in her tower, scrying bowl in her lap.
She was a woman who fully understood the weight of what would
happen tonight in California. Aervyn would be the most important
witch of his generation, and tonight was a very important step in
accepting the responsibility that came with great power.

Being Irish, Moira accepted that his fate had
been set before he’d been born. She also knew it was his fate to
choose, and being Irish, she understood that sometimes people made
poor choices.

Aervyn would do right by his power, his family,
and a witching lineage that stretched back thousands of years. She
was sure of it. No one who had felt the powers and portents present
at his birth could ever doubt it.

What no one had seen, thought Moira with
satisfaction, was the girl who would stand as his partner. The girl
she’d had a small role in finding. Fetching spells, indeed. Well,
perhaps it was fitting that a most modern witch, unfettered by any
history at all, supported a witch who carried the weight of
history.

Lauren had yet to fully understand what her
power would ask of her. Tonight, they’d see what the girl was truly
made of. Moira had an idea she’d rise to the challenge.

And she intended to watch. As witch historian,
it was only right. Moira waved a hand over her scrying bowl.

“Bowl of great and powerful sight,

Let this old and weak woman see tonight.

Show the young witch

And new witch dear to me,

As I will, so mote it be.”

…

Lauren looked out in awe at the headlands of
Point Reyes National Seashore. Sheer cliffs fell to sandy beaches,
and the setting sun played with wisps of fog lifting from the
headland hills. It was not hard to believe magic could be done
here. Except for the fact that it was national park land and a
bunch of tourists might walk into the middle of their gathering at
any moment.

She looked over at Jamie. “So, how do a hundred
witches put on a magic show without attracting attention?”

Jamie gestured toward the two park rangers
currently chatting with Jennie. “We’ll take a short walk to a
valley that’s hard to trip across by accident, and the rangers will
watch nearby trails to make sure we have privacy.”

“Do I want to know how you get national park
rangers to provide these services?”

Jamie took Nat’s hand and offered Lauren his
other one. “The ranger on the left is my cousin Maria.”

Lauren laughed and joined the motley line
following Nell and Aervyn deeper into the headlands. Aervyn was
going to yank Nell’s arm out of its socket if he bounced any
harder.

Sophie came up beside Lauren. “How are you
doing?”

Lauren gestured toward the front of the line. “I
think my stomach is attached to Aervyn’s feet.”

“I can help with that a bit if you want.”

“That might be good. I don’t want to be
remembered as the witch who puked.”

Sophie laughed and reached for Lauren’s hand.
“You wouldn’t be the first.”

Lauren felt her lapis pendant heat briefly, and
then the worst of the knots in her stomach relaxed. “Hey, thank
you—that’s a lot better.”

“You’re welcome, and blessed be, my new sister.
We’re here now.”

Lauren looked around and felt the awe return.
They had come through a narrow valley that widened into a flatter
meadow, if rocks and moss could be called a meadow. The low hills
on three sides bracketed the mad crayoned sky and enormous orb
sinking into the ocean.

Jennie’s mind-augmented voice spoke to the
group. “Welcome to Ocean’s Reach, where witches have gathered for
centuries. We come here today to respect the old, root in the
present, and welcome the new. I ask the inner circle to join me
now, so the outer circle can form around us.”

Thirteen witches moved to Jennie’s side, and
most drew snacks out of bags or pockets. Jamie handed Lauren a
yogurt drink, and then dropped two pillows on a flat, raised rock.
Aervyn hopped up and sat on one, and Jamie pointed her to the
other.

The rest of the inner circle quickly took shape
around them. Jamie sat facing the ocean with Aurelia and Scott on
either side of him. The other nine in their trios formed each of
the remaining cardinal directions of the circle. Jennie winked at
Lauren.

The remainder of their group formed into an
outer circle. Lauren saw the triplets, Ginia in her usual spot at
Nat’s elbow. Jennie’s daughter and her partner each had a
purple-haired toddler in their lap. Others that she recognized from
Jamie’s kitchen, the names all just a haze now. A few held
instruments on their laps, and candles were passed out to the
rest.

An old man stood up, baby in one arm, and held
his candle high.

“We surround this circle

With our love, with our power.

Protect the work they do this hour.

We hold the light, embrace the night,

To watch and wait and see.

As I will, so mote it be.”

With his last words, the candle flamed and the
baby cooed in delight.

Fire was passed from candle to candle until the
outer circle was a ring of light. At some unspoken cue, those with
instruments started a low rhythm. Nat’s clear voice began to sing,
a soft chant joined by tens of voices.

Lauren heard Jennie’s voice inside her head.
Open your mind, sweetling. Feel what they give you now.

Dropping into mind center, Lauren softened her
barriers and love rushed in. Some in the outer circle were still
strangers to her, but they loved all the same. Love for the
traditions, love for the community, and a deep love for each other,
all offered to the inner circle in protection and support. It
should have been overwhelming.

Lauren breathed in Nat’s quiet joy, Ginia’s
dreamy song, the wonder of a purple-haired toddler at his first
circle. It was not overwhelming at all.

She looked at Aervyn. His hearing aids were
showing. The last of the butterflies in her belly settled. It was
going to be okay.

The earth trio stood, Mike holding handfuls of
dirt, Sophie and Tabitha with outstretched hands.

“We of the North call on Earth,

Of fertile life and new growth.

We of the North call on Earth,

The rocks beneath us,

Cliffs that soar with strength unbending.

We of the North call on Earth,

With voices three.

As we will, so mote it be.”

Lauren jolted as she felt the solid sweep of
earth power. She felt the edges of panic. It wasn’t time yet for
them to push power to her. Jennie sent calm. It’s only the power
of the place you feel, child, and perhaps the echo of what Tabitha
channels. We will not connect until you are ready.

Jamie rose next, flanked by Aurelia and Scott,
wind whipping their hair.

“We of the East call on Air,

Breath of life and soul’s flight.

We of the East call on Air,

Of ocean storms and soft breezes of night.

We of the East call on Air,

With voices three.

As we will, so mote it be.”

This time, Lauren was more prepared for the
swirling zing of air power. Nell, Caro, and Govin rose next, bathed
in light from the globes of fire on Nell’s outstretched palms.

“We of the South call on Fire,

Creator and destroyer, and force of will.

We of the South call on Fire,

Sun and stars that heat our sight.

We of the South call on Fire,

With voices three.

As we will, so mote it be.”

Fire’s energy was vibrant and hot. Lauren felt
almost jittery as the power danced around her. Edric got to his
feet slowly, Jennie and Nathan helping him up. He raised a clear
bowl of water to the sky.

“We of the West call on Water,

Of life-giving stream and cleansing rain.

We of the West call on Water,

The ocean’s reach and drops under our feet.

We of the West call on Water,

With voices three.

As we will, so mote it be.”

Power rushed through witch and non-witch alike
in the magic of this place—the light of fire, the strength of
earth, the fluidity of water, and the dancing swirl of air. Lauren
could see the glowing dome of magic form over the circles,
stretching for the darkening sky. The dome of her mind’s center
vibrated in welcome, and in comfort.

It was time.

Lauren reached for Aervyn’s mind. For just a
moment, she sensed the power he could feel in this place and
shivered. How did one small boy contain all that? She shoved her
sudden fear away and deepened their connection.

Just as she’d done in the training circle,
Lauren grew tendrils from the base of her connection to Aervyn and
reached toward Jamie. She felt his cocky grin as the air energy
flowed cleanly over her dome. Then she felt him panic. Power
exploded over her dome, a raging hurricane of energy. Holy God,
what was that? Jamie’s mind sent one word. Aervyn.

He was only four, dammit! Lauren’s mind snapped
at Aervyn. Too much! The hurricane tapered to a minor
tempest. Jamie and Lauren moved fast to glue down all the flapping
loose ends of her dome that were leaking power everywhere. She grew
more silk-strong tendrils for reinforcement.

After that, connecting in the other three
directions was child’s play. Jennie’s mind sent reassurance. The
rest sent awe.

Tell him to turn it up, sent Jamie.
Best we figure out now what we can handle. Aervyn didn’t
wait for Lauren to pass on the message, but this time the hurricane
forces traveled the lines of her web. Barely. She refused to think
about what might happen if it didn’t hold. It was her job to make
it hold.

You rock, sent Jamie. Now set him
loose.

Aervyn grabbed the web of power with both hands.
In that moment, it was stunningly clear. He had been born for this.
The four-year-old witchling stood on the shoulders of magical
giants and spun his spell. Lauren waited. The world waited.

Impossible light swirled and then dimmed. Her
dome powered down.

Lauren opened her eyes and looked around. Heads
were craning to see. What had happened?

She looked at Aervyn. “What did you do,
sweetie?”

“I fixed it, the big crack.”

“What big crack?”

“The big crack in the earth, so it doesn’t make
our house all wet.”

Sometimes talking to a four-year-old just made
things more confusing.

“I think he stabilized the San Andreas Fault.”
Sophie spoke from the edge of the circle, her voice dripping with
tears. Lauren realized the entire earth trio looked hugely shaken
up and white with exhaustion.

Silence rang as a hundred minds tried to digest
the impossible.

Nell nodded slowly. “The fault runs right by
here. It’s how the headlands were created. Aervyn, honey, what did
you do to the crack?”

Aervyn didn’t look tired at all. “I fixed it so
it won’t get too jumpy. I didn’t make it stop. That would hurt the
earth, so she asked me not to do that. But she said it was okay if
I kept it from getting too jumpy.”

He’d talked to the planet? Lauren was very glad
she was already sitting down. She could hear the murmurs as word
passed through the outer circle.

“I think the fault was getting ready to quake
again.” Mike sounded just as teary as Sophie. “Not really sure of
the time frame. Planets have a different sense of time than we
do.”

Aervyn nodded vigorously. “It’s kind of like
getting hiccups. When the earth gets a hiccup, it can make an
earthquake. This one would’ve made our houses all wet from the big
waves.”

He grinned at Nell. “Mama, it’s just like
burping babies. I patted the earth, and she burped, so now she
won’t get the hiccups. She says I might have to do it again one
day, but not for a long time.”

Nell shook with incredulous laughter. “You
burped the planet, sweetie?”

“I did, and she said thank you. Did I do good,
Mama?”

Nell grabbed him up in a huge hug. “Love bug, it
was a spell for the ages.”

The circle formations vanished as those in the
center were swarmed.

Jamie handed Lauren cookies. “Eat while you
enjoy your fame.”

“I will, but I feel fine.”

Jamie shook his head. “I have no idea how you
and Aervyn do that without draining the both of you. The rest of us
are ready to collapse, particularly anyone with earth talent.”

Lauren frowned. “So, how did he do all of that
so quickly? It felt like a really short spell.”

Jamie nearly choked on his cookie. “Lauren, it’s
almost midnight. He spellcast for hours.”

It had seemed like moments.

Jamie wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “You
held the power steady for him for hours. He talked to the freaking
planet, and you held steady for him. If you’ve got any energy left,
pop into Nell’s head for a moment.”

Lauren saw Nell holding Aervyn in her lap. Her
mind beamed only one thing. Gratitude.

Someone called to Jamie, and with a last squeeze
of her shoulders, he moved off. Lauren looked around for Nat, and
saw Ginia in her arms, Mia and Shay hovering. Ginia looked awfully
still.

Lauren hurried to her friend’s side and realized
Ginia was unconscious. Unable to find anyone in the milling throng,
she reached for Jennie’s mind. Jennie! Something is wrong with
Ginia.

Jennie flew out of the crowd. “Child, what is
it?” She looked down at Ginia, and smiled. “Oh, my. We have another
witchling, do we?”

She touched Mia’s arm. “Find your mama,
sweetie.” Mia darted off into the crowd.

“Did the circle harm her?” Lauren asked. Neither
Nat nor Jennie seemed at all troubled by Ginia’s stillness.

“Oh, no, love—quite the opposite. A full circle
can be a very powerful catalyst. It often awakens latent talents.
She’s not the only one.” Jennie nodded toward a teenage boy being
held by his father.

“Ginia’s a witch?”

“It appears so.”

Lauren looked around and saw another very groggy
purple-haired child nestled in his mama’s lap. “Jennie. I think
your grandson might be as well.”

Jennie’s eyes filled with tears as she looked
up. Seeing Nell emerge from the crowd, Jennie rose and headed for
her grandbaby.

Nell hugged Mia and Shay. “You two okay?”

Mia giggled. “We’re fine, Mama. We felt Ginia’s
head pop, so we knew she was gonna be a witch.”

“I hope she can teleport,” Shay said. “That way,
we can get even with Aervyn.”

Nell laughed. “Or you three can keep your room
clean, at least.”

They’re not the least bit jealous, thought
Lauren, and wondered how Nell managed to raise such well-adjusted
kids.

Ginia started to stir in Nat’s lap. “Mama, my
head hurts.”

Lauren remembered the headache she’d gotten
after being blasted by Jamie’s precog, and winced in sympathy.

Sophie appeared out of nowhere. “I can help with
that. Sorry, it took a moment to get here—we have four new
witchlings this evening, all with sore heads.”

Mike, who had appeared along with Sophie, held
out a bag of cookies. “They’re getting the fires going, but for
now, have some of these. They’ll help with the energy drain. That
was the longest circle I’ve ever done.”

Sophie nodded. “It was an extremely intricate
spell, and he went very carefully. He’s been well taught,
Nell.”

Lauren was still struggling to understand the
long time lapse. “It seems like the two of you have the best idea
of what actually happened.”

Sophie laughed. “I think Aervyn has the best
idea. We were just along for the ride. But yes, we’ve been chatting
with some of the others. It seems like the stronger your earth
elemental magic, the more you could follow what Aervyn was
doing.”

Nell nodded. “That makes sense. You and Mike
would have been two of our strongest.”

“The way we formed the circle today, at least,”
Mike said. “You and Jamie are solid with earth elementals as well,
but you were tapping into different stuff. A couple of folks in the
outer circle picked up some fairly strong spell vibrations as
well.”

Lauren shook her head. “All I got was light and
a few moments of zinging power.”

“How’s Tabitha?” asked Nell. “Her earth magic is
very weak, but she was in trio with the two of you.”

“She didn’t get much more than Lauren did from
the spell itself,” Mike said, “but she’s pretty rocked from the
channeling. Sounds like the mind witches in the circle picked up at
least some of what Lauren was experiencing.”

He looked at Lauren with serious respect. “Way
to tame a volcano, girl. That was some very impressive
channeling.”

Lauren blushed. “When Jamie panicked, I was
scared spitless, but we managed to get things tamped down. After
that, it didn’t feel a lot different from the training circle.”

Nell looked stupefied. “Jamie panicked?”

Uh, oh. Lauren belatedly realized that not
everyone picked up mind vibes as easily as she did. “Well, when
Aervyn sent his power through the air trio, it was pretty
wild.”

Nell still looked shocked. “Jamie has trained
Aervyn since the day he was born. I don’t even want to know what it
would take to panic him.”

Jamie, who had just walked up, answered with his
mouth full of hot dog. “Panic is the right word, and I’m man enough
to admit it. I don’t think they have a category for the hurricane
Aervyn threw at us. Punk witchling. He was a little
overexcited.”

“I felt things shake for a minute when air
hooked in,” Nell said, “but I had no idea. The rest of us weren’t
linked in yet. How did you guys handle it?”

Jamie handed the rest of his hot dog to Ginia
and grinned. “Lauren yelled at Aervyn. Worked great.” He winked at
Lauren. “You’ll make a great trainer one day.”

“I yelled at him?” Oh, shit, thought Lauren.
Really? It had been crazy intense, but she never yelled. Poor
Aervyn.

Jamie laughed so hard, he couldn’t stand
anymore. “She channels the spell of the century, and she’s worried
because she yelled at the spellcaster. He’s fine, Lauren—look.”

Lauren looked where Jamie pointed. The kid who
had burped the planet and stopped half of California from falling
into the ocean was happily waving a stick with a burning
marshmallow.

…

Moira settled her scrying bowl back on the
table, tears streaming down her cheeks. Aye, her wee Aervyn and
Lauren had done well, indeed. Lauren had answered her destiny
tonight, even if she wasn’t yet aware it called her. Aervyn had
cast a fine, fine spell, a lasting legacy for the people of
California.

Perhaps a bit of a legacy for Sophie and Mike
too, if she’d read that situation correctly. They wouldn’t be the
first couple to hook up after the intimacy of full-circle work. Two
healers—it would be a nice match.

And her sweet Ginia was a witchling. Imagine
that.
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Lauren wished she’d finished her breakfast
before Jamie had announced he was coming to Chicago. Her appetite
had completely disappeared in the aftermath.

Ginia, cheeks still streaked with hot tears,
clung to Nat’s arm. “I don’t want you to go! You and Uncle Jamie
should both stay here.”

Nat somehow made room on her lap for three
eight-year-old girls. “I’m so sorry. This is really hard for me,
and awfully sad. Chicago is my home. My yoga studio is there, and
I’ve already been away a really long time. But I will miss you
terribly.”

“There’s yoga here,” Ginia sobbed.

Nat gave up talking and just hugged. Lauren
thought it was very telling that, upset as they all were, no one
had suggested that Nat and Jamie should be in separate places. And
no one seemed to buy Jamie’s assertion that it was just for a few
weeks.

Jamie had a lapful of unhappy child too,
although just one, in his case. Aervyn’s head was buried in Jamie’s
chest.

Nell rubbed Ginia’s back. “They’ll come back to
see us, sweetie.”

Jamie latched onto that like a life raft. “We
will. Lauren needs to train with Aunt Jennie, and to work with
Aervyn. We’ll all come together.”

Ginia looked up, eyes fierce. “When? When will
you come?”

Jamie looked at Lauren. Oh sure, she thought,
get the innocent bystander in trouble. Thanks a lot. Holding back
tears was making her really cranky.

Nell spoke again. “The girls’ birthday is March
nineteenth. That’s in four weeks.”

“Four weeks?” Ginia sniffled. “Mama, that’s so
far away.”

Nell sighed. “I know, girl of mine. But wouldn’t
Uncle Jamie and Nat and Lauren make an awesome birthday
present?”

Ginia shrugged and cuddled back into Nat. Lauren
had no idea how they were going to fit a
Nat-plus-three-girls-shaped clump into the van to get to the
airport. Cripes, this sucked.

…

Moira: Good afternoon, Nell.
I saw the little light that said you were in chat.

Nell: You’re getting pretty
good at this, Moira. I was going to tweak the video chat code a
little. Ginia said it might have been a bit slow.

Moira: I don’t want to get in
the way of your work, dear, but I think the video chatting worked
just perfectly the other day.

Nell: Honestly, I was just
looking for a distraction, and you’re a better one. I have a
houseful of sad kids. I just sat them down to watch a movie.

Moira: Sad? After yesterday?
I watched in my scrying bowl. That was incredible magic. And Ginia
a witchling, too.

Nell: I knew you’d be
watching. It’s not yesterday that has them sad, it’s today. Nat and
Lauren just left to go back to Chicago, and Jamie went with
them.

Moira: Ah, I see.

Nell: I wish I didn’t. I
could want no better than Nat for Jamie, but I can’t stand knowing
he’ll be living thousands of miles away.

Moira: That serious, is it
then?

Nell: Seems so. Nat’s work is
in Chicago, and Jamie’s is portable, so it only makes sense, I
guess.

Moira: What of his training
work? He’s been Aervyn’s primary trainer.

Nell: His shoes can be
filled, I hope. We have plenty of talented witches here, but…

Moira: It’s the bond between
them that can’t be replaced, I’m thinking.

Nell: Exactly right. Aervyn’s
still so little. This will be really hard on both of them.

Moira: There’s no chance Nat
would leave Chicago?

Nell: You know, if it were
just her yoga studio, I think she might. But she and Lauren are
family, and Lauren’s life is in Chicago, too.

Moira: Torn loyalties can be
pure misery for everyone involved. Give it time, Nell. Let the
journey unfold as it needs to.

Nell: I’m trying. They’ll be
back in a month for the triplets’ birthday.

Moira: Ah, and spring
equinox. That’s a powerful time for new magic.

Nell: I hadn’t even thought
of that. After yesterday, it’s probably hard to imagine, but magic
took a backseat at this house today.

Moira: As it should when love
is involved. Better still when love and magic work together. I’ll
send my love to all of you. Perhaps in a few days, the girls would
come talk to me on the computer again.

Nell: They will, and that’s a
good idea, Moira. We’ll try video chats with Chicago. Maybe that
will perk up my rug rats a little. In the meantime, I’ll try ice
cream.

…

Lauren crawled in her door. Was it a basic rule
of physics that all planes flying to O’Hare must experience flight
delays?

Add four hours of runway sitting in Las Vegas to
breakfast drama and fixing earthquake fault lines, and you had the
straw that busted the camel. She’d never been so tired. Making sure
her suitcase wouldn’t trip her on the pathway to coffee in the
morning, Lauren peeled off her jeans and collapsed onto her
couch.

She was home.
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“Oh, God.” Jamie looked horrified. “Is it all
going to match and everything?”

Lauren stuck to her guns. When a man had no
furniture after three weeks living in a place, it was time to take
action. “It’s not invasion of the home decorators, Jamie.”

Jamie crossed his arms and went to answer the
door. Lauren trailed after him, not at all sure he’d actually let
the movers in.

Her friend Kenya was a stager. She could take a
lackluster real-estate listing, bring in a truck of furniture and
accessories, and set up a stylish home in less than an hour. She
owed Lauren a favor, although perhaps not this big a favor, if
Jamie’s mood didn’t improve.

“We could go to the bagel shop while they
unload.”

Jamie frowned. “No way. I want to see what kind
of stuff she wants to leave here. If it’s frilly, I’m moving
out.”

He was reminding her very much of a certain
four-year-old witchling. “I specified ‘early man cave’—I don’t
think there will be any frills. Seriously, look around. How can you
live this way?”

Lauren pulled out her camera to document the sad
state of affairs. She was going to win a bet with Nell when she
sent the before and after pictures.

There was one sad and saggy couch in the living
room, a donation from his friend Nash. Stacked plastic milk crates
served as end tables. The rest of the sizeable open living space
was vacant, except for a state-of-the-art workstation in the
corner, complete with three monitors. One was turned toward the
couch and apparently did double duty as the TV.

She braved a shot in the door of his bedroom,
where a solitary bed continued his one-piece-of-furniture-per-room
décor. That was as close as she was going to get. Nat said his
clothes were stacked in piles around the outer edges of the room.
The man was neat—he was just a decorating moron.

The only exception was the kitchen. In three
weeks, Jamie had acquired every kitchen toy and gadget she’d ever
seen, a gorgeous set of copper-bottom pots, dishes, even salt and
pepper shakers. What kind of guy had no living room furniture, but
outfitted a cook’s paradise?

Taking one last picture, Lauren tucked away her
camera and went to defend Kenya’s movers from the wrath of Jamie.
At the moment, he was in quiet shock, but that might not last.

She joined him at his post by the door. “Seen
any frills yet?”

“No. Zebra print, though. If the head to that
zebra shows up, I’m going to put it up on your door.”

“I don’t think man-cave décor runs to actual
dead animals. Give this a chance, Jamie.”

Jamie grumbled. “It’s easy enough to tell
someone else to be flexible. How’d you like to have your life
invaded?”

Lauren snorted. “Says the guy who crashed my
life a little over a month ago to tell me I was a witch.”

“Okay, you win that one. Forgot about that.”

Lauren elbowed him, glad to see the grumpies
dissipating. Jamie wasn’t a guy who stayed unhappy for long. “I
need you to do me a favor.”

“I already am.”

“Another one, then. Cover your eyes.”

Jamie looked at her suspiciously, and then spun
around to watch his pathetic couch walk out the door. Dang, she’d
hoped to slip that one by him.

“That couch was a gem. Where are they taking
it?”

Lauren shuddered. To couch heaven, she hoped.
“Jamie, look at your living room.”

Kenya stood in the middle of the room, ordering
the final pieces into place with waving arms. In less than five
minutes, she’d assembled a seating area that was twin to the one in
Jamie’s Berkeley home.

She felt recognition hit him—the twinge of
homesick, followed by gratitude.

Then Nat walked in the door. “Oh Lauren, it’s
perfect!” She gave Jamie a kiss. “I saw your beloved couch heading
down the stairs. I’m sorry it was a casualty of the upgrade. I
ordered Thai food before I left the studio, so it should be here
soon.”

Jamie smiled. “Food to soothe the angry
beast?”

“If necessary.” Nat pulled him toward the couch.
“It was Lauren’s idea. She got Nell to send a picture of your
living room in Berkeley.”

“Nell would approve of any plan to rid the world
of bachelor décor.”

Nell would approve of any plan to make her
brother happier, thought Lauren. She settled into a really
comfortable loveseat and let Jamie and Nat’s banter flow over
her.

For her and Nat, returning to the routine of
their lives in Chicago had been welcome comfort. Lauren had been
very happy to see her friends, her couch, and her stellar ice cream
stash. Their first week back, Nat had taught all her classes on a
yoga high, delighting in the familiar and what was hers.

Jamie was different. He had taken the enormous
step of coming to Chicago, but he hadn’t really settled. Other than
in the kitchen, at least. The man took care of his stomach.

Hopefully this had been a gentle reminder that
home was where you made it. Jamie needed a nest, and Lauren was in
the business of providing them.

…

Nell: Lauren—how did the home
decorating invasion go?

Lauren: You owe me chocolate.
I got the old couch out.

Nell: I’ve lost more
chocolate to you and Nat… I keep taking sucker bets.

Sophie: They say the first
step of overcoming addiction is acknowledging you have a
problem.

Nell: Oh, shut up, girl.

Moira: Do you have any
pictures for us, Lauren?

Lauren: I do. Nell, what’s
the easiest way to put them up?

Nell: Ginia and Mia added a
photo library just for this occasion. See the little icon, top
right?

Lauren: Cool, give me a
minute. Hey, there are pictures of the girls in here, too.

Nell: Jennie uploaded a photo
album for you as well.

Lauren: I see it, thanks.
I’ll take a look when we’re done here. Oh wait, there’s a video
clip, too. Ginia’s doing magic—Moira, can you see her?

Moira: Goodness, she surely
is. Look at those flowers blooming. Nell, you have a little earth
witch, do you?

Nell: I do. She can do a
little with fire too, but she’s very strong with earth elementals.
Aervyn’s spell the night of the full circle seems to have awakened
a lot of earth talents. All four that gained magic that night have
earth power.

Sophie: I think my magic has
actually been stronger since then as well. Subtle, but there. Mike
has noticed it too.

Nell: Oh, really? Chatting
with Mike, are you?

Lauren: Do tell…

Moira: Don’t tease her,
lasses. Didn’t you see at the full circle?

Sophie: Moira, you don’t miss
anything, do you? We’ve been chatting a bit; that’s all, really. He
might make a trip here later in the spring.

Nell: He’s a great guy,
Sophie. You’ll have beautiful witch babies.

Sophie: Oh, shut up, girl
:-).

Nell: Want an eight-year-old
chaperone? I could send Ginia—she’d go nuts for your garden and
herbals room. She’s obsessed with flowers at the moment.

Sophie: I’d be delighted to
have her, as I’m sure Moira would. Maybe wait until early summer,
though, when the gardens are at their finest.

Nell: That’s what I was
thinking. I’ll wait until Mike’s second trip to send a tagalong
:-).

Sophie: To quote Jamie, is
nothing private?

Moira: Of course not,
dear.

Nell: Speaking of training,
Lauren, how is yours going?

Lauren: I was hoping no one
would ask that…

Sophie: Good luck with that.
Moira and Jennie are both very persistent on the issue of
training.

Moira: Indeed. You have solid
basics now, child, but you need to stay in practice, at the very
least.

Lauren: I know it. I think I
just needed a break. California was so intense, and being back home
has been a chance to catch my breath.

Moira: And you surely earned
a break, but every witch needs regular practice. Start with
something small, even a little barrier work.

Lauren: Yes, ma’am.

Nell: Jennie sends more or
less the same message.

When Moira and Jennie ganged up on you, that
meant serious business. She’d do some regular practicing. Soon.

Lauren wasn’t trying to avoid magic, exactly.
But when she’d come down from the wondrous high of the full circle,
she’d been terrified. She’d held the lives of at least fourteen
people, and maybe more, in her half-trained hands. She was a
realtor. She found people homes. She didn’t play in the world of
life and death.

She would seek to use her mind-witch powers for
good; Jennie had instilled that much. The rest, she just tried not
to think about.

Lauren opened up the photo album Jennie had
posted. Two pictures in, she already had the sniffles. Jennie was a
genius with a camera. Her grandson with purple hair, cuddled up in
sleep against the flat rock at Ocean’s Reach. Aervyn in the
sandbox, little-boy glee as he levitated a sand castle. Three rapt
faces watching a flower bloom in Ginia’s hand.

The last photo wasn’t one Jennie had taken—it
didn’t have her distinctive artistry—but it staggered Lauren all
the same.

It was a picture of her and Aervyn, sitting
face-to-face on a flat rock, surrounded by impossible light. She
looked every inch the witch he did.

…

Jamie wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Nat nervous
before.

He held open the door to Chez Lollo, the fancy
restaurant where they were meeting her parents for lunch. The
Smythes had flown in from Boston for what Nat referred to as “their
quarterly checking-up on me”. She’d told him very little else.

They were going to feed him; how bad could it
get? Jamie looked around the restaurant as they followed the very
starched hostess. Not a hamburger in the place, and some of the
stuff on people’s plates didn’t look like food. Damn. He had
manners—he just didn’t like to have to use them.

The hostess stopped by a table where an older
couple sat, looking like the opening shot in a ritzy
financial-planning commercial. The hand Nat slid into his was
clammy and not entirely steady.

“Mother, Dad, this is Jamie. Jamie, these are my
parents, Walter and Virginia Smythe.”

Still feels like a financial-planning ad, Jamie
thought. He pulled out a chair for Nat. “Really nice to meet both
of you. I have a niece Virginia, although we call her Ginia. She
loves Nat.”

“I don’t approve of nicknames,” Virginia said.
“Natalia, I see you haven’t developed the habit of timely arrivals,
as of yet.”

Jamie blinked. What was this, a trip to the
principal’s office?

He looked at Nat. Besides her clammy grip on his
hand under the table, she was utterly composed. Or utterly vacant,
like she’d tucked Nat away and trotted out Natalia Smythe from some
storage closet. He wasn’t a fan of Natalia.

He realized the silence meant Virginia’s
question hadn’t been rhetorical.

“My fault. I was finishing up some programming
code, and that delayed us.”

“You work with computers?” Walter sounded like
that might be an acceptable occupation.

“I do. My family created a video and
online-gaming world, Enchanter’s Realm. My sister and I handle most
of the programming, although my nieces are starting to make a real
contribution.”

Dead silence. Strike one. Most people thought
making video games was pretty cool. At the very least, it was
usually a conversation starter.

He dug around for something else to try. “Is
most of your family in Boston?”

Virginia nodded decisively. “The Smythes have
lived in Boston for over two hundred years. We’re waiting for
Natalia to wrap up her youthful adventures and return.”

Crap. That would be strike two.

Nat spoke. “My yoga studio is here, Mother. My
life is here, for the foreseeable future.” Jamie saw just a glint
of humor in her eyes. Ah, there was his Nat. He was more than a
little tempted to bring up toddlers and snowmen. Foreseeable
future, indeed.

“The future can always be changed,” Virginia
said.

To hell with this. That pitch was high and over
the plate, and guys who didn’t swing at those were wimps.

“I’m so glad you realize that. It must be hard
when your children grow up and live their own lives.”

Virginia gaped. Solid line drive—now go for the
double. “You must be so proud of Nat. She’s an excellent
businesswoman. Spirit Yoga has a sterling reputation.”

Virginia was still gaping. “Well, yes, I’d
expect that of a Smythe. I’m sure Natalia does quite well with her
little enterprise.”

Jamie stood up. Time for a different playing
field. Any good gamer knew you wanted the battle on your turf. “Why
don’t we take a walk to her studio? It’s only a couple of blocks
away. I’m sure you’ll want to see how it’s grown since the last
time you were in town.”

Three shocked sets of eyes were plenty of
confirmation that Mr. and Mrs. Smythe had never set foot in Nat’s
studio.

Walter almost stammered. “But we have a
reservation.”

“Not a problem.” Jamie smiled. “My place is just
around the corner from Spirit Yoga. Once we’ve done the tour, I’ll
cook for you. I make a mean spaghetti sauce.”

Jamie took Nat’s arm and led her out of the
restaurant. Nat’s parents followed in more than a little disarray.
They were probably allergic to tomatoes. Too damn bad.

“Thank you,” murmured Nat. “I can take care of
myself, but thank you.”

She could, but who the hell needed to go on
defense against their own parents?

They walked in silence to Nat’s studio. There
was a class just coming out, and Nat was swarmed. She was a very
well-loved teacher.

Jamie considered, and then pushed some of the
emotions and chatter into the minds of Nat’s parents. Feel how your
daughter is respected and loved, you idiots. This is her life, not
a co-ed joyride.

He wasn’t at all convinced his mind powers were
up to the job of shifting Nat’s parents. Next time he’d bring
backup. Lauren would have enough training in a few more months to
give them an emotional transplant. That kind of drastic tampering
was normally frowned upon, but she loved Nat enough, he could
probably convince her to try.

Nice fantasy, dude, but maybe figure out a plan
that doesn’t involve enticing newbie witches over to the dark
side.

Jamie’s parents walked into the main studio, and
he trailed them. A snatch of memory floated by from the first time
he had been at her studio. He’d replayed his precog memories for
her.

And what knocked her hardest, you idiot? Not the
baby, not the snowman. Christmas with his family. How could he have
forgotten her aching yearning when she’d watched that? He didn’t
know what Christmas with Walter and Virginia was like, and he
planned to avoid finding out for as long as possible.

No wonder she loved his family so much.

…

Lauren walked down the Chicago Pier. She’d just
left the Greenleys after admiring the beautiful murals in progress
on the nursery wall. They loved everything about their brownstone,
including daily visits from the little imp who lived next door.

Even the wind couldn’t pierce her good mood. It
was a really nice day for Chicago in mid-March, but that didn’t
mean it was warm. She’d decided to combine work with work, and
spend the afternoon at the Chicago Flower and Garden Show.

She came to the show every year. As a realtor,
it helped her keep up with the latest trends in landscaping. That,
and wandering the flower displays always made her happy.

This year, everyone was flocking to indoor wall
gardens. She personally thought hanging plants sideways on your
wall was asking for an unfortunate water incident, but if green
walls sold, she would learn about green walls.

It was good to be home and back with the
familiar. It was also time to stop slacking on her training.
Message received, Jennie, at least some of it.

Catching back up with her real-estate practice
hadn’t been a snap, and neither had figuring out how to do her work
with new mind-witch powers onboard. She’d caught herself peering
into the mind of the selling realtor more than once, hoping to pick
up information that might benefit her clients.

She was finding her own rules and ethics.
Lately, she’d been conducting most negotiations by phone, where
telepathy was of very little benefit. However, a light read of her
clients’ emotions as they went through properties was proving
immensely helpful.

She could pick up on unconscious wish lists
reliably now, and it made matching people with the right home a lot
more straightforward. The last couple of weeks had been some of the
best of her career, and she had two more very likely deals on the
table.

None of that had left much spare time for magic
training. However, Moira was right—she needed to at least run some
drills on a regular basis. While she browsed the latest trends in
green décor, she could also get in a little nudging practice.

Nudging involved locating groups of two or three
people and gently improving the quality of their interaction, much
like she’d done with the boy who hated broccoli at the farmers’
market.

The couple just ahead of her looked like a good
place to start. The young and very pregnant woman was dragging a
man from booth to booth, mostly against his will.

Lauren settled gently into her mind and saw the
small patch of back yard, all dirt and weeds. She also saw the
dream—a picnic in the shade on a hot summer day, baby playing in
the lush grass of a tropically landscaped yard. A little
idealistic, perhaps, but very sweet.

Lauren shifted to scan the man’s mind. His was
full of the really big holes you needed to dig for trees, the
really big mess in the back yard, and the really big dollar signs
for anything his wife was planning. However, tucked in a corner was
the idea that one day maybe he could roll a ball to the baby, or
push a little tricycle around.

Lauren grinned at his mental picture of a
five-month-old baby on a tricycle. Not any more realistic than his
wife, but equally sweet.

She considered a moment. Probably either of them
could be nudged to the others’ point of view, but as a realtor, she
tried to find the middle ground. Gently she tucked an image into
both minds, one with some grass, a sandbox, and a nice, shady tree
that might one day hold a swing.

The husband looked around and then pointed at a
display of raised garden beds. Lauren was surprised—that hadn’t
done what she’d hoped. Dipping back into his head, she realized
maybe it had. Raised beds and sandbox frames had a lot in
common.

“What did you do to them?”

Lauren jumped. The woman beside her was dressed
all in black and seemed an odd mix of curious and very suspicious.
She clutched a pendant hung around her neck. “What did you do to
them?” she asked again.

Cripes. Her witch training thus far hadn’t
covered what to do if you got caught. “I’m not sure what you
mean.”

The woman squinted a little, squeezing her
pendant, and Lauren felt a very sloppy attempt to mind scan. She
tightened her barriers.

“Wow, you’re good,” said the woman, holding out
her hand. “I’m a witch too. I’m a bit of an empath, but mostly I’m
a kitchen witch.”

“Hi, I’m Lauren.” And other than that, Lauren
thought, mostly speechless.

“I didn’t know there were any more empaths in
Chicago. Do you have any other powers?”

Lauren shook her head mutely. Darned if she was
going to stand in an aisle at the Chicago Flower & Garden Show
and talk about channeling or any other kinds of magic.

“Too bad. We need someone who can call air to
complete our circle.” The woman reached into her bag and pulled out
a business card. “We’re having a coven meeting tomorrow night, and
you’re welcome to come check us out. I can vouch for your magic. If
you’re interested, come by at 7 pm.”

Lauren looked at the card as the woman walked
off. WITCHERY—books, cauldrons, potion ingredients, and
more. Oh, boy.



Chapter 22
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Lauren sat at her dining table with a pint of
Mud Pie ice cream. She’d decided Karamel Sutra wasn’t appropriate
for four-year-olds.

Aervyn grinned from her laptop screen, his
matching Mud Pie in a bowl. Nell had vetoed giving him the whole
pint.

“It’s shiny and red and it goes really fast!”
Aervyn was very excited about his new bike.

“Do you know how to stop it?”

Aervyn shrugged. “I’m a’posed to peddle
backwards, but that’s hard to remember. If I’m gonna hit something,
I just port—that’s easier.”

Lauren pointed her spoon at the monitor. “No
cheating, little dude. You gotta learn that stopping stuff, or I’m
going to be afraid to stand and watch when I come visit you.”

“I could port you, too.”

“What if your magic breaks one day and you don’t
know how to stop? You’ll roll downhill all the way into the ocean,
and then what?”

Aervyn giggled and tried to lick the ice cream
off his chin. It was a losing battle. “Magic doesn’t break, silly.
Besides, I know how to swim.”

Lauren wasn’t sure when she’d fallen in love
with the ridiculous logic of a four-year-old, but video chatting
with Aervyn was always the highlight of her day. She heard her
front door open.

“Shhh,” she whispered. “Uncle Jamie’s coming. If
you’re really quiet, you can surprise him when he walks in.”

The silence was total. Lauren was really
impressed until she realized he’d just hit the mute button. Punk
child. When she heard Jamie’s footsteps behind her, she winked at
Aervyn.

“Surprise, Uncle Jamie! It’s me, Aervyn!”

Jamie’s longing screamed into Lauren’s mind. Oh,
crap. Never surprise a mind witch, even a pretty weak one. His
barriers down, Jamie had broadcast everything he felt seeing his
nephew’s face on-screen.

Lauren got up off her chair so Jamie could sit
down. In just a few seconds, he was barriered and back to friendly
Uncle Jamie, chatting with Aervyn and saying all the right things
about the new bike. Four-year-olds had no problem repeating
themselves.

Lauren turned toward the wall, tears in her
eyes. She hadn’t known. Somehow, in all that had happened, she’d
failed to really understand what Aervyn was to Jamie.

They were more father and son than uncle and
nephew. Well, not really—Aervyn had a wonderful father already, and
no shortage of other people who loved him deeply. But what Jamie
felt for that small boy was fierce, and coming to Chicago had
nearly ripped him in two.

She waited quietly while the video chat wrapped
up and tried to decide how much she wanted to pry.

Jamie looked up. “You going to share that?”

Lauren handed over her ice cream. “You really
miss him.”

“Yeah.”

“Hey, you eat my ice cream, you talk in more
than one-word sentences. House rule.”

Jamie’s smile didn’t make it all the way up his
face. “I miss everyone, but yeah, especially him. It’s different
with a little guy, harder to stay connected without actually being
there.”

“We’re going to visit in less than a week
now.”

“I know.” Jamie paused and looked at the ice
cream. Apparently, Mud Pie didn’t cure everything. “He was telling
me how his training’s going. Jennie’s doing some mind stuff with
him. That’s a good thing. We probably focused too much on
elementals and spellcasting when I worked with him.”

Missing his trainee, too. “It’s what you’re best
at, right? So that makes sense.”

“It was fun, that’s all. Aervyn’s got power to
burn, and we could do all kinds of things you can’t do with most
trainee witches. Heck, with most any witch. I miss that, too.” He
looked up at Lauren. “Do you miss doing magic with him?”

Lauren wasn’t sure whether to offer up truth or
comfort. “Some. But honestly, it was a pretty crazy week in
California. It’s been nice just to coast for a while, try to put my
life back together.”

Jamie nodded. “It can get intense even if you
grew up there. That’s when I used to take my motorbike down to
Carmel.”

And dammit, thought Lauren, just one more whack
on a homesick guy’s skull. Time to change the subject. “Want to go
to a coven meeting tonight?”

Jamie looked like she’d suggested an orgy. “You
want to join a coven?”

“I don’t even know what a coven is, exactly. My
mental picture involves stirring cauldrons and reciting lines from
Shakespeare, but I’m guessing that’s not any more accurate than
anything else I learned about witches in school.”

“In theory, a coven is just a group of witches
working together.” Jamie looked pained.

“In practice?”

“In practice, it tends to be really heavy on
ritual, really light on actual magic.”

Lauren thought back to the full circle at
Ocean’s Reach. “Unlike campfire sing-a-longs by the ocean.” She had
very fond memories of roasting marshmallows deep into the night and
carrying a sleeping Aervyn back to the car.

“We’re pretty minimalist with our rituals in
California. Moira’s family is a little more traditional, a bit more
grounded in the history of the craft.”

Lauren had a crystal-clear picture of what Jamie
had looked like calling air, hands to the sky and wind whipping his
hair. Every inch a witch, minimalist rituals or not. “But a coven
is different?”

Jamie hesitated. “I shouldn’t make assumptions.
I’ve run into too many who join a coven, brew a love potion, and
call themselves a witch.”

Lauren laughed and handed over the business card
for Witchery. “Bingo.”

Jamie rolled his eyes. “Where’d you get
this?”

“I was practicing mind nudging at the Garden
Show yesterday. The woman who gave me this copped to what I was
doing.”

“You got caught?” Jamie scooped some ice
cream.

“I don’t know how much she picked up on, but
obviously something. She tried to scan me. Jennie would have given
her extra practice for how sloppy it was, but she was clearly a
mind witch. Called herself an empath.”

“Terrific. Just what Chicago needs—a poorly
trained empath on the loose.”

Lauren grinned. “She invited me to her coven
meeting tonight. I think you should come with me.”

“Stay here and eat ice cream. Trust me.”

If it got Jamie’s mind off Aervyn, it was worth
the field trip. “I’ll pick you up after work. I’ll even feed you
first.”

“Come do Nat’s afternoon class with me. If I
have to suffer through backbends and hip openers, you should
too—hip openers should be illegal. Then we can all have dinner
together and come back here to watch a movie.”

“Nice try, and I agree with you on the hip
openers. Class, dinner, and then we’ll send Nat home and go check
out the coven.” She winked at Jamie. “They’ll love you. Apparently
they need an air witch for their circle.”

He groaned and held up the ice cream. “Got any
more of this? I deserve more if I have to deal with amateurs.”

Lauren walked to the kitchen. “I have Karamel
Sutra, babe.”

…

The afternoon intermediate class at Spirit Yoga
was packed to the rafters. Lauren had no idea how Nat managed to
walk between the mats. If someone fell over in tree pose, they were
going to take down half the room.

She and Jamie were communing in the back row
with all the other yoga delinquents. Form and flexibility
definitely improved as you got closer to the front of the room.

However, Jamie didn’t look lost anymore, and
when Nat said “triangle pose” or “downward dog,” he moved along
with everyone else. You only improved that much in three weeks when
you did yoga every day. That was love for you.

It wasn’t until they hit the dreaded hip openers
that Jamie started to show signs of rebellion. Lauren tried the
minimalist approach—look like you’re working hard.

Nat wasn’t as gullible as her high school
history teacher, unfortunately. Either that or she knew better than
to leave the back row to their own devices during hip openers.
Under her steady eye, even Jamie managed to find some room in his
pelvis, whatever that meant.

A few minutes of lying on their backs in dead
man’s pose, at which the back row excelled, and class emptied out.
Jamie and Lauren stood with Nat as people headed out the door to
food, home, and slumping on the couch.

“That was a huge class, Nat,” said Lauren.

Nat looked slightly worried. “I know. I’m not
entirely sure what to do about it. That kind of crowding isn’t
really the best environment for yoga.”

“It’s easier not to fall over in balance poses,”
Jamie said. “Always somebody to hold on to.”

Nat laughed. “Cheater. You back-row types are
incorrigible.”

Jamie poked Nat in the ribs. “What, did you eat
a dictionary?”

Close, thought Lauren, and wondered how many
yoga teachers had graduated with a 4.0 in English lit and
linguistics. “You could move to a bigger space. I can get listings
from the commercial guy at my office if you want to look at some
possibilities.”

Nat sighed. “It’s either that or offer more
classes, but our schedule is already pretty packed. All the
after-work classes are like this now. A couple of days ago, I had
to share mats and do partner yoga all class, because we couldn’t
fit everyone in any other way.”

“So, consider a bigger space,” Jamie said.
“Lauren’s right—that’s the obvious next step.”

Nat looked around the studio. “It would be so
hard to part with this place. Lauren, do you remember when we first
came to check it out?”

“Yeah. The monthly rent nearly made you throw
up, but it was the right location.”

“So you drilled into my head. And obviously, you
were right.”

Lauren grinned. “I told you so.”

Nat looked at Jamie. “That’s how Lauren got her
first job. She impressed the agent when she talked me into this
place. In a way, we both got our start here.”

“If it matters,” Jamie said, “then keep it. Open
a second location instead of moving.”

Jamie really gets her, thought Lauren. His
nonchalant confidence would chase away the self-doubt Nat sometimes
still pulled out from under her childhood bed.

“I don’t need to decide right now,” Nat said.
“Lauren, can you find a few places near here to check out?”

“Sure thing. I know one that’s vacant. We can
probably do that one tomorrow morning, if you want.”

Nat nodded, and reached for Jamie’s hand. “Just
tell us where and when.”

It was really serious, if Nat was bringing him
shopping for a new studio. She’d been keeping a bit of an eye out
for Jamie’s precog house. It sounded like it might be time to start
paying closer attention.

She’d do some research later. Right now, they
needed food before heading off to amateur witches’ night.

…

It might not be awful. Sure, and snails might
taste good if you gave them fancy French names. Jamie had no idea
how he was letting Lauren drag him to some coven meeting. She’d
obviously caught him at a very weak moment.

He actually didn’t have a lot of experience with
covens. One very earnest group had tried to recruit him at
university, but in general, covens didn’t do a lot of outreach.

Intellectually, he understood that not every
witch had the benefit of growing up in a family where power was
more common than freckles. He wasn’t a solitary witch; the teamwork
of circles was far too ingrained in him. Teamwork with strangers
was a different matter, however.

As they approached the Witchery shop front, he
eyed the front window. There were the expected displays of books
and crystals and a really crusty old cauldron. He didn’t want to
know what nasty science experiments it had brewed. He only knew one
witch with a cauldron, and hers was copper-bottomed and kept
pristinely clean. Moira would never tolerate a dirty tool.

Lauren snickered beside him and pointed. There
was a bubbling red lava-lamp-meets-test-tube thing surrounded by
several bottles labeled Love Potion.

He tried to appeal to Lauren’s reason one more
time. “We can still walk away.”

She only grinned and tightened her grip on his
arm. “It will be fun. Maybe I’ll get me some love potion, too.”

Crap. Why did the girls always fall for that
stuff? He pulled on the door and nothing happened. Excellent. Maybe
they had the wrong night.

“Are you here for the coven meeting?” The woman
who had spoken was about a foot shorter than he was and dressed in
a long, blue cloak.

“We are,” Lauren said. “I met a woman yesterday
who invited me. I didn’t get her name, but she’s an empath.”

“That would be Liriel. I’m Beth, fire witch and
coven leader.” She shrugged a shoulder at Jamie. “Who’s he?”

“A friend of mine.”

“We don’t include non-witches in our rituals.
I’m sorry.”

“He’s a witch,” Lauren said.

Beth looked him up and down. “Can you prove
that?” she asked. “Normally someone has to vouch for your magic
before you can join a meeting. Someone who’s already a member.”

Jamie stomped his cold toes on the ground.
Seriously, could no one in this group do a simple power scan?
Freaking amateurs. However, he didn’t want to freeze to death. Fire
witch, she’d said. He grabbed a quick line of power and produced a
small globe in his palm. “Will that do?”

He could feel Beth’s shock. “You can do that
without preparation?”

Definitely amateurs. It was a spell any of his
fire-talented trainees mastered within a few weeks. “I can. Is it
good enough to get us in out of the cold?”

Beth looked confused. “It’s a pretty nice night,
but yeah, come on in.”

There were five other people waiting inside,
including a woman in black who greeted Lauren. That must be
Liriel.

Beth spoke. “Lauren is the empath Liriel told us
about. She brought a friend with her. This is Jamie, and he has
fire magic. I vouch for him.” That apparently satisfied the
group.

Beth quickly introduced the others. As Jamie
shook hands, he did a quick scan. If he had to hang out in the same
room with amateurs, he at least wanted to know what he was dealing
with.

Beth had the strongest elemental powers, fire
and a little water. Two others had very minor power, one with
water, one with earth. Liriel had only mind magic. The last two had
no magic he could detect.

He sent a carefully aimed query at Lauren.
Any besides Liriel have mind magic? Lauren shook her head.
Terrific. One witch of decent strength but questionable training,
three weak witches, and two non-witches. There were so many ways
this could end badly.

Beth looked at Jamie. “We were planning to do
some circle work tonight. Which elements do you handle? Obviously
you do fire, but if there’s a second element you can work with,
that would be preferable.”

He deserved a medal of bravery for this. Jamie
shrugged. “It looks like you’re missing air, so I can take that.
Lauren’s a channeler.”

Five blank faces. Only Beth seemed to at least
know what he was talking about. “I’ve heard about some circle work
on the coasts that uses a person to channel the circle—is that what
you mean?”

Close enough. “Yeah. If you don’t use a
channeler, though, maybe put Lauren on monitoring with Liriel.” She
should be out of the line of fire there.

Throttle down, girl, he sent to Lauren.
You can’t channel if she can’t spellcast. Let’s see what they
can do first.

Apparently that jived with Beth’s plans. She led
the group into an empty back room, and they formed a circle. Jamie
considered pointing out the flaws in their organization, and then
just kept his mouth shut.

The woman with water talents stood at the
position for earth, along with the man who really did have some
earth magic. The two women with no magic stood in the water
position.

Jamie did some fast and very quiet spellwork and
threw up a trainee circle around the group. With a fire witch in
charge of a motley circle, anything could happen.

He watched as the circle ritual began. In Beth’s
favor, she wasn’t a frilly witch. They called to the elements and
got on with business. When it was time to call air, Jamie grabbed
only a tiny tendril. He didn’t want to bruise anyone’s
circuits.

To his spellcaster eyes, Beth struggled mightily
to weave together errant strings of power. Water came from the
woman on the wrong side of the circle, the man with earth magic was
too weak to connect to anyone, and the two with no magic caused a
large gap in the circle’s currents.

With nothing better to do, he sent a mind link
to Lauren so she could see what was happening. I told you
so. To her credit, she was appropriately horrified.

For a witch with poor training and a fairly
useless circle, Beth did more than he’d expected. She lit two
candles and almost got a third.

When she released the circle, the last thing he
expected was the group dance of victory. It took a moment to make
sense of the clamor, but apparently they’d never managed to light
more than one candle before. Two was huge, and Beth was aware she’d
almost made that three.

They’re trying, Lauren sent. You could
help them.

You owe me, he sent back. Big. She
was right, however. He’d grown up with a deep sense of communal
responsibility for witches in need of training. “Beth, I think you
might find it helpful to make some changes in your circle.”

Beth was still high from her candle-lighting
prowess. “What changes?”

“You’ve got some people in the wrong places, and
a couple of you don’t have elemental magic.”

And oh, shit, that hadn’t been very tactful.
Beth held up a hand to prevent mutiny. “How do you know?”

He hoped Lauren was exuding confidence in his
abilities right about now. He could use the help. “I train witches.
There’s a basic scan you can do to assess elemental power.”

Jamie started pointing to people. “You have
water power, not earth. You’re pushing water energy from the wrong
side of the circle, and that’s unbalancing things. You two, I don’t
detect any power. That’s causing a gap in the circle’s flow. Beth,
you’ve got decent power, but you’re having to work too hard to hold
the circle together, and you don’t have much leftover for the
spell.”

One of the women he’d just de-witched looked
ready to break him. “How dare you walk in to this coven, where I’ve
been a member for ten years, and say I’m not a witch?”

Jamie tried again. “All I’m saying is what I
detected. If it’s a stronger circle you want, then you have people
with real earth, fire, and water magic, and for today at least, me
on air. I can walk you through a basic circle-training exercise, if
you like. Beth, you’d need to let me take the lead, but I can set
up a mind channel so you can see what I’m doing.”

Protest was immediate and loud. Lauren pushed at
him, hard. Jamie, you need to show them.

Fine. Jamie swung in a circle, mostly for show,
and lit every candle in the room. Awe was immediate, and very
quiet.

Finally Beth spoke up. “Show us.” She and the
other two moved into the new configuration Jamie had outlined.

More gently now, he walked them through a basic
call to the elements and the most simple blending of power. He
moved slowly, making each step distinct and clear in his mind for
Beth’s benefit.

When he’d gathered as much power as he thought
this baby circle could handle, he wove a simple spell, one used to
entertain toddlers. Colored bubbles of light danced in the middle
of the circle.

This time, when the circle released, no one
moved. Jamie broke the silence. “Beth, did you follow all
that?”

She nodded very slowly, still mute.

Jamie. Lauren’s mental voice was
insistent. We need to go. Read the room.

Jamie did what he was told and mentally scanned
the room. He didn’t have a fraction of Lauren’s power, but even he
could feel the volatility under the silence.

The three who had been in his circle were caught
in the afterglow of power beyond what they’d ever known. The other
three were a tangle of awe and resentment. This coven meeting was
about to get fairly explosive.

Lauren was right. Beth had work to do as coven
leader, and his presence was only going to fuel the fire she was
about to have to put out.

He got up to leave and stopped briefly beside
Beth, handing her a card. “There are places you can go for
training. Email me if you’re interested.”

He followed Lauren out of the building, more
shaken than he wanted to admit. More potential than he’d expected,
maybe. Just enough to make him really miss working in a competent
circle.

There were plenty of witches who lived far away
from the major witching centers and did just fine. He could learn
to be one of them. He could.
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Lauren handed Nat a folder with listing sheets.
“There are three places we can go see this morning, but I think
this is the best one, so we’ll check it out first.”

Realtors had to know their pacing. Some clients
needed to see a few possibilities before you pulled out your best
offering. With people like Nat, you led with your best.

Lauren opened the door to the building. “It’s
two floors, with a great reception area already set up on this
level. There’s room for a little shop and plenty of space in the
back for changing rooms. It’s already piped for plumbing and has
bathrooms, so the renovations wouldn’t be too expensive, especially
if we negotiate a build-out as part of the lease.”

Nat looked both dazzled and overwhelmed. “It’s
huge, Lauren. It would be a lot of work to get it set up right, but
the retail space would be perfect. I’ve been thinking about selling
yoga gear.”

“I know.”

Nat laughed. “Have I been your guinea pig for
mind-witch practice again?”

Not recently, thought Lauren. “No, you’re too
easy. I saw the prAna and Gaiam catalogues under the counter at
your studio. We realtors are paid to notice details like that.”

Jamie walked in with coffees. “Hey, this is
huge. Nat, you could have a store in here.”

Lauren laughed. “You’re late to that party,
Jamie. Nat’s already ordering inventory. Let’s go upstairs; that
would be the class space.”

Walking up the stairs, she decided you could be
cheesy if the client was your best friend. “Nat, close your eyes.”
Lauren led her into the center of the room, facing the corner where
two walls of windows met. Jamie was already nodding his
approval.

“Okay, Nat. See what you think.” She felt the
click, the one that meant client and property were in serious like
with each other. Not a big surprise—the studio space was gorgeous.
Two walls of windows, two of exposed brick, and acres of old,
gleaming wood floor.

Nat spun in glee, and then arched into a
graceful backbend. Kicking up her feet, she spun around some more
in handstand before tumbling down into a giggling heap on the
floor.

Lauren elbowed Jamie. He’d forgotten his mental
barriers in the pleasure of watching Nat. There were some things
that shouldn’t be shared, even if Jamie had a particularly
inventive imagination.

Jamie looked more than a little embarrassed, and
firmed up his barriers.

Nat managed to sit up and contemplate the room
with less exuberance. “It’s awesome, Lauren. Spirit Yoga could
really grow here. The rent scares me, though. Do I even want to
know what a downtown corner space this big goes for?”

“Probably not. It’s a big, scary number, Nat—but
your revenues would increase a lot too, especially if you add on
the shop downstairs. And there’s always room to negotiate.”

Nat laughed. “I know it’s really big when you
won’t even tell me.”

Jamie waved the listing sheet. “It says they’re
interested in selling the building.”

“They are, but I don’t think that’s a concern.
It might even help us get a better deal on the rent, since
buildings with viable tenants can command a better sales
price.”

Jamie wasn’t paying a whole lot of attention.
“How much is the building?”

Lauren blinked. She smelled buyer vibe. From
Jamie? “I think they’re asking eight million, but I’d have to
check.”

Nat had finally tuned in. “Jamie, I can’t afford
to buy a building. A small one in the burbs, maybe, but not this
one.”

“Enchanter’s Realm could. Nell and I have been
talking about needing to invest some of our capital, and this seems
like a smart place to put it. Great old building, fantastic
location, awesome tenant.” He grinned at Nat. “I could probably
arrange you a deal on the rent in exchange for certain favors.”

Lauren figured the look on her face matched the
stupefied one on Nat’s. “You guys have enough cash lying around to
buy a building in downtown Chicago?”

“Yeah. Our accountant yells at us a lot. This
will make her really happy. Lauren, can you arrange for the
inspections and permit checks? We’d pay cash, so see what that
might do for the price.”

This clearly wasn’t the first commercial
real-estate deal Jamie had ever done.

He’d furnished his living room with a friend’s
college cast-off couch, for Pete’s sake. Not once in a whole week
in California had she gotten even a small whiff of millionaire
witches.

Then Lauren realized the true icing on this
particular cake. She grabbed a shell-shocked Nat’s hands. “You
gotta promise me one thing.”

Lauren blazed a grin Jamie’s way. “Please,
please, please let me be in the room when your parents find out
he’s rich.”

…

“Can’t we just shop online? This is so much more
painful.”

Jamie was not happy about the afternoon’s
outing. They were leaving for California in three days, and they
had a triplet birthday to shop for. Lauren linked her elbow in his
to prevent escape. It was the Magnificent Mile, not some awful
suburban shopping mall.

“If you help us find the perfect gift, we’ll be
done sooner,” Nat said, linking with his other elbow. “What do you
think we should get the girls?”

Jamie looked around in a classic display of male
desperation. “Apple store across the street. The girls are all
great coders; we should get them some electronics. Let’s go check
out the new Macbooks.”

Lauren started to laugh at Jamie’s
shopping-avoidance ploy, and then reconsidered. Ginia and Mia
had done most of the coding to add video to Witches’
Chat.

Thirty minutes later, they left the Apple store
with three souped-up and custom-engraved laptops. Lauren was still
in shock from her third of the cost. Apparently the Macbook’s basic
configuration wasn’t remotely good enough. Jamie had added every
upgrade available and then some. There were going to be three very
excited girls in a few days.

Panic ripped through her head. Lauren slammed
down barriers in automatic defense and scanned for the source. A
man darted around people on the sidewalk, on a silent and desperate
hunt. Jamie had clearly picked up the panic too, although he hadn’t
yet figured out where it was coming from.

Lauren decided this was one of those times where
you pried now and asked for forgiveness later. She pushed into the
man’s mind. Missing child. Cute toddler with curly brown hair.

Okay, that was something she could help with.
Lauren stepped quickly to the man’s side. “Can I help you?”

“My girl. I’ve lost my girl. Three years old, in
a yellow rain jacket. I just lost sight of her a moment ago.”

“What’s her name?”

“Delancy. But she can’t hear you, she’s deaf.”
The father was almost vibrating in panic. No wonder. Lauren was
beginning to share his feelings. How the heck did you find a lost,
deaf child on one of Chicago’s busiest streets? Just the thought of
traffic made her nauseated.

“Lauren.” Jamie shook her shoulders. “You can
find her. Do a scan. Now. She shouldn’t be out of your range
yet.”

How the hell had she forgotten her mind talents?
Lauren grabbed fiercely for control. Nat was talking quietly to the
father. Good. She could hardly see anything around his panic.

Lauren cast out over the thousands of minds
along the Magnificent Mile, seeking one small lost girl.
Delancy, honey, where are you? She swept up the street one
direction, then the other. And did it again. Nothing.

Jamie hooked into her mind. Try the
buildings. She might have gone inside a store.

Lauren shoved her frustration at him. I
can’t. I don’t have enough power. I can’t find her.

Jamie swirled power and reached it toward her.
Use this. Just like in the circle, but this time, you use
it.

Lauren grabbed. Holy God, she could look through
concrete walls. Frantically, she stretched her new range to its
limits. Did so freaking many people have to be out shopping
today?

She almost missed Delancy’s mind. The child was
lost in a dream and only lightly connected to her own name. No, not
a dream—a story. A book.

Lauren looked around desperately. “A bookstore.
She’s in a bookstore.”

“Borders.” Nat started running north, pulling
the father with her. Cripes, that was almost a block away. Lauren
hoped to hell she was right. Jamie was stumbling beside her. God,
he looked drunk. Or exhausted. Just how much had he fed to her?

They crashed through the door of the Borders
bookstore. The father looked around hysterically, but the store was
huge and full of people. Nat, who was obviously thinking more
clearly than anyone else, headed to the customer service desk.

Lauren gasped for breath and reached out again
for Delancy’s mind. Confused, she looked behind her. There, tucked
in the window display, book in her lap.

The panic pummeling her mind stopped abruptly as
father rushed to child. Hugs and waving hands as dad and daughter
signed, one in overwhelming gratitude and one in ignorant
bliss.

Lauren didn’t need a translation. The little
girl had spied an oversized version of her favorite book, and
followed someone into the store to get a closer look. The window
was such a cozy place to sit and read.

Not to mention a great place to hide in plain
sight. Lauren staggered in relief.

She realized that beside her, Jamie actually
was staggering. She shoved him into a chair and pulled a
chocolate bar out of her purse. He’d need more food, and soon.
Fortunately, that was plentiful on the Mile.

Jamie smiled in gratitude and nodded toward the
reunited duo. “Nice work you did there.”

“Nice work we did. I practically had
X-ray vision.” Lauren studied Jamie. “How much did you push at me?
You look pretty beat.”

Jamie shoved in the rest of the chocolate. “More
than I should have. That was way more than either of us should have
done without the safety of a circle.” He shrugged. She heard what
he didn’t say. Sometimes magic can’t wait.

“I wouldn’t have found her without your power
boost.”

“Someone would have noticed her in the window
eventually. But yeah, we didn’t know she was somewhere reasonably
safe. I kept picturing Aervyn a couple of years ago, when he would
just wander out into the street with no warning.”

Jamie grinned. “Besides, I haven’t played with
that much power since we got here.”

Lauren made a mental note to ask Jennie exactly
how big a risk Jamie had taken. Then she grinned back. “Yeah. That
totally rocked.”

For the first time since leaving California, she
missed the magic. There was nothing quite like it.

…

Fortified by two servings of Pad Thai, Lauren
trudged up the last of the stairs to her apartment. It had been a
very long day, and her couch was calling. She made one detour to
the kitchen for ice cream and collapsed into the nest of
pillows.

She closed her eyes in bliss at the first
spoonful of Half Baked. Not one of her usual flavors, but anything
with brownie bits in it had to be good.

Okay, she was really tired, but pints of ice
cream weren’t supposed to wiggle. Lauren squinted one eye open and
discovered a second spoon trying to swipe a bite from her
container. She grabbed the spoon, and her carton of ice cream
disappeared.

Shock blew away as joy hit her heart. Since
she’d left Jamie snuggled in with Nat, the list of possible ice
cream thieves was very short. “Give back my ice cream, punk
witchling.”

Giggles came from behind her couch. She should
give Aervyn heck for porting halfway across the country. No way
that was safe, even for super-boy wonder-witch. Instead, she leaned
over the back of her couch and ruffled his head. Punk and runaway
he might be, but she’d really missed him.

They could steal a few minutes before she busted
him. “Come sit up here and share it with me, at least.”

Aervyn handed her the pint and squirmed over the
back of the couch. “Can I have some more, please? I’m hungry.”

She cuddled him in tight. “I guess porting this
far takes a lot of energy, huh? How come you landed behind the
couch?”

Aervyn shook his head, mouth full of ice cream.
“Dunno. I guess I missed a little. The couch is bigger in your
mind.”

Lauren pictured the four-story drop outside her
window and fervently hoped he never missed by more than a little.
“So, why are you here, cutie? We’re coming to see you in just a
couple more days.”

“I missed you. We did a circle today, and Mama
said I had to practice with another channeler. I didn’t want to.
And I have to train with a bunch of mean old witches.”

“I thought you were training with Aunt Jennie.
She’s not a mean old witch.”

“Well, she’s not fun like Uncle Jamie. And she
mind-yelled at me today, because I wasn’t con-cer-trating in the
circle.”

Lauren tried to look stern. It was tough to do
when faced with an upset and mutinous little boy. “It’s really
important to focus in the circle, Aervyn, especially with big magic
like yours. You know that, though.”

Aervyn lost the mutinous scowl and just looked
sad. Lauren pulled him into her lap and grabbed her cell. She could
at least give him cuddles while she turned him in.

Nell picked up her cell on the first ring. “Hey,
Lauren. Do you have my boy child?”

“I do.”

“Figured he’d headed your direction. He was
playing in the back yard by himself, so we weren’t sure how long
he’d been gone. Let me talk to him a minute.”

Aervyn listened to Nell for a few moments. “I
don’t want to come back, Mama. I want to see Uncle Jamie and Nat.”
Whatever Nell said in return, it had Aervyn shaking his head
adamantly.

Lauren didn’t want to know if you could force a
four-year-old witch to port somewhere he didn’t want to go. She
reached for the phone. “Hey, Nell. Listen, let me call Jamie and
Nat and have them pop over.”

Aervyn bounced with glee. “I can get them!”

Jamie and Nat thumped onto her living room floor
in a tangled bundle. Thank goodness for sheets, thought Lauren, and
gave in to helpless laughter.

Nat joined her. Jamie, made of tougher stuff,
only snickered. “Hey, hot stuff. Mind sending us back for a minute
so we can get dressed?”

Aervyn frowned. “Uncle Jamie, why are you
nakey?”

“Because, dude, and that’s all the answer you
get until you send me back for some clothes.”

Nat grinned. “I have spare clothes here at
Lauren’s.”

Jamie stuck out his tongue at her, which Aervyn
thought was far funnier than a couple of naked people. “Fine,
then—I’ll go back. Beam me up, Scottie.”

Jamie disappeared. Lauren hoped Aervyn had good
aim. It was a very cold night to be wandering naked in the streets
of Chicago.

Nat lifted off the floor, sheet wrapped around
her like some drunken toga, and headed off to the bedroom.

“Why were they nakey, Lauren?”

Aervyn was persistent, but Lauren was smarter
than Jamie. She held out her phone, where Nell could still be heard
laughing. “Here, ask your mama.”

She had no idea what maternal wisdom Nell shared
when Aervyn asked his question yet again, but he nodded, giggled,
and hung up. “She said to call when you’re ready to send me back.”
Shadows of mutiny crossed his face again. “I don’t want to go back.
I want to stay here.”

Her phone rang again. Jamie was ready to return.
Maybe he could handle the porting-home negotiations.

The four of them hung out for over an hour,
playing and talking and studiously avoiding any mention of Aervyn
needing to go back to California. It was clear no one wanted to be
the bad guy and try to make their impromptu visitor go home.

Lauren made some quick mental rearrangements to
her plans for the next three days. She’d just closed two deals, and
everything else could be handed off. “Aervyn, sweetie, how would
you like to go back to California with me?”

Aervyn looked a bit skeptical. “I don’t know if
I can port you, too. You’re pretty big.” He brightened and looked
at Jamie. “I could if you helped.”

Lauren was still sane enough to want to get to
Berkeley the old-fashioned way. “No, I was thinking we could fly
there. You can stay here tonight, and we’ll take a plane ride
tomorrow morning. I’ll move my flight up a couple of days.”

Aervyn considered. “What about Uncle Jamie and
Nat?”

Jamie answered. “We’ll come in two days, kiddo.
Nat still has some classes to teach, and I have to help her carry
all the presents she bought.”

“I could port the presents.”

Lauren tweaked Aervyn’s nose. “We’ll let them
travel on an airplane, too. I’ll call your mama and let her know
what the plan is. Deal?”

“Deal.” Aervyn nodded solemnly, and then ran in
circles making airplane sounds. “I’ve never been on a plane ride
before.”

Jamie looked at Lauren. “Sucker.”

She certainly was. “You guys sleeping over?”

“Yeah.”

Lauren was pretty sure she hadn’t seen Jamie so
happy in weeks.
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Lauren was very, very happy Nell was meeting
them at the airport in San Francisco. Getting a small witch through
airport security and onto the plane had been more than enough
escort duty. She wanted reinforcements. Aervyn had played havoc
with security scanners, even when he wasn’t trying.

Now they were on the plane, and he was strapped
to a seat, temporarily awed watching the world go by out his
window. She wasn’t even going to think about what he could do to
airplane electronics.

Aervyn turned away from the window. “I can’t see
anymore. It’s all clouds.”

“You’ll be able to see more when we get to
California. We’ll fly over mountains and the ocean—it’s pretty
cool.”

“I’m hungry.”

For this, at least, she was prepared. Since
airline meals had been replaced by meager bags of pretzels, Lauren
had a backpack full of snacks Aervyn had helped pick out.

“Apple, chocolate-covered peanuts, or cheese
sandwich?”

“Chocolate peanuts, please.”

A kid after her own heart. Lauren took a handful
and passed over the bag. “We’ll eat the sandwich next, so I don’t
get in trouble for just feeding you candy.”

“You won’t get in trouble.” Aervyn seemed very
sure. “Mama’ll be happy you’re bringing me home. Thanks for keeping
me.”

Lauren nuzzled his head and swiped some more
peanuts. “It was fun. I’ve missed you.”

“Why can’t you live in Berkeley? Then we could
have sleepovers a lot.”

“My job’s in Chicago, sweetie. I help people
find the right place to make their home. It helps them be happy,
and I like doing that.”

Aervyn considered. “Don’t people like to find
homes in Berkeley?”

“They do, and I bet other realtors do a really
good job being their helpers.” Slippery slope, thought Lauren.
“Also, Nat lives in Chicago, and her job is there, too. She’s my
best friend, so it would be really sad for me not to live where she
lives.”

Aervyn scowled. “But she promised me I could
play with the baby. How can I do that if the baby is in
Chicago?”

Lauren was confused for a moment, and then
caught the edge of Aervyn’s thought. Oh, the baby in Jamie’s
precog. “It would be a lot of fun to have a cousin to play with,
wouldn’t it? But the baby Uncle Jamie saw wasn’t real. He was just
a possibility for the future.”

Aervyn shook his head. “Nuh uh. The baby is in
Nat’s belly now—I saw it. It’s teeny. Mama says babies grow really
fast, though.”

Lauren started to tell him there was no baby in
Nat’s belly, and then remembered who she was talking to. This was
the kid who chatted with the planet. “There’s a baby in Nat’s
belly? Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Auntie Gemma had a baby in her belly at
Christmas, so I know how to look. Nat’s baby is a lot smaller,
though. Mama says that sometimes really starter babies split into
two or three. That’s what happened with Ginia and Mia and Shay. So
I watched to see if Nat’s baby would split, but it hasn’t yet. I
hope it does—then I could have three cousins.”

She was having a conversation with a
four-year-old about fertilized eggs dividing into triplets while he
watched. Cripes, life changed when you were a witch.

The in-flight movie was starting, much to
Aervyn’s delight. He had one parting shot before he settled in to
watch. “So see, Nat has to come to Berkeley so I can play with the
baby. She promised. And you can come with Nat so you won’t be
lonely.”

Lauren wisely kept her mouth shut and let the
movie grab Aervyn’s attention. He had, however, given her plenty to
think about.

Nat pregnant? Obviously a surprise, but given
the way things seemed to be headed with her and Jamie, most likely
a happy one. She figured any guy who missed a four-year-old as much
as Jamie missed Aervyn should be okay with fatherhood.

Lauren tried to imagine her best friend as a
mother. That wasn’t hard either. Nat would finally be able to
create the family she’d always wanted.

Or join the one Jamie already had. Aervyn had a
point. There were plenty of playmates and lots of help with a baby
in Berkeley. In Chicago, they’d only have her. Somehow, in a
middle-of-the-night baby crisis, Lauren was pretty sure any sane
person would rather have Nell, experienced mother of five, ride to
their rescue.

So why was everyone so convinced Nell and Jamie
would live in Chicago? Was it all because of Jamie’s precog? That
seemed like a flimsy reason, given all the weight on the other side
of the scale.

Nat’s studio? Yeah, that was big. But would Nat
trade that for Jamie’s rowdy, arms-wide-open family? With a baby on
the way? Heck, yes. And Berkeley wasn’t exactly an awful place to
open a new yoga studio.

Lauren leaned back in her chair, unsettled and
lonely, and let thoughts ramble around in her head.

…

Nell set two drinks down on her kitchen table.
“You want cookies to go with this?”

Lauren held her stomach. “No, thanks. Aervyn and
I ate enough snacks on the plane to fill my food quota for a
week.”

Nell laughed. “Aunt Jennie’s coming over this
afternoon to train Aervyn and Ginia. You could join them—it would
help you work up an appetite for dinner. I know she’d love to see
you. She doesn’t know you’ve come in early.”

“I need to do a little more shopping, but I can
take care of that tomorrow.”

“Great. Maybe I can co-opt you to pick up some
party supplies for me, too.”

Lauren grinned. It was good to be here. “I can
most definitely do that. Did Jamie tell you we bought the girls
laptops?”

Nell groaned in mock protest. “Just what we need
around here—more computers. What did you get them?”

“Some seriously souped-up Macbooks. Jamie said
you’ll be jealous. He’s setting login spells that only the girls
can use.”

Nell snorted. “That might keep Aervyn out, but
anyone else in this house who can’t crack a login spell is a
changeling.”

Lauren laughed. “Far be it from me to defend
Jamie’s prowess. He’ll have to do that himself.”

“So, how’s he doing, anyway?”

Nell sounded entirely too casual. Lauren paused
before she spoke, not sure how to navigate sibling waters. “He’s
really in love with Nat. I think he must go to yoga class every
day. He can touch his toes now and everything.”

“But?”

Cripes. “But he misses his family something
terrible. And I think he really misses the magic.”

Nell frowned. “He can do magic in Chicago.”

“Tried that.” Lauren told Nell about the motley
coven meeting they’d crashed.

Nell shook her head. “Jamie’s not exactly
tactful, especially when someone’s blowing it magically. He’s a
wonderful trainer, but he’s best with kids.”

“So, you sent him to me?” Lauren asked,
laughing. “Thanks a lot.”

“That was different. We didn’t even know for
sure that you were a witch. He was available. If I’d known he was
going to find Aervyn’s channeler and his future wife in Chicago, I
might have sent backup.”

Aervyn’s channeler. No one had called her that
for weeks now. It felt unexpectedly good.

“Speaking of his future wife,” Nell said, “how
is Nat? Jamie mentioned something about buying a building.”

Lauren was pretty sure the baby was going to
throw a bit of a wrench in those plans. Was it bad to spill a
secret Jamie and Nat didn’t even know yet? Then again, Aervyn knew.
Making up her mind, Lauren reached for Nell’s hand. “I need you to
help me plan a surprise.”

Nell raised an eyebrow. “Buying a building’s a
pretty big surprise.”

“This is bigger, in a way. Aervyn says Nat’s
pregnant—he told me on the plane. Jamie and Nat don’t know yet, I
don’t think.”

Nell’s face nearly split in two. “They will
soon. Aervyn can’t keep a secret any better than your average
four-year-old.”

“That’s what I figured,” Lauren said. “So, if
the news is going to leak anyhow, I wanted to take advantage of it.
Will you help me put together a baby shower while we’re here? So
long as the girls won’t mind—I don’t want to overshadow their
birthday.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. They’ll be your happy
party-planning minions.”

“Minions will be necessary to pull this off in
two days.”

“We’ll dragoon them to the planning committee
after dinner. I hear Aunt Jennie’s car pulling up, so I think the
next item on your agenda is training in the back yard.”

...

Jennie watched her three trainees with no small
pride. They were doing some fine tricks today. Magic worked best
when fueled by strong emotion, and the delight in the back yard
this afternoon was strong, indeed.

Aervyn had plenty of power, happy or not, but he
was very pleased with himself today. As he should be. It was a fine
bit of witchling maneuvering he’d done to get Lauren back with him.
He’d missed his mind-training buddy something fierce.

They had already played four rounds of Grab the
Thought, and Lauren hadn’t lost her edge lazing around in Chicago.
Round five was the tiebreaker. Ginia was openly cheering for
Lauren. Jennie was too, although quite a bit more quietly. It
wouldn’t do for her trainees to know she sometimes took sides.

Ginia was buzzing with the happiness of her
upcoming birthday and Nat’s impending arrival. Ginia loved Nat with
all the ardor of a young girl who has met the woman she wants to
become. She had chosen well. Nat was a wonderful role model.

It was Lauren’s delight this afternoon that
pleased Jennie most, however. After channeling power for the most
spectacular magic Jennie had ever witnessed, Lauren had gone back
to Chicago and largely disappeared.

Oh, she’d sent some nice emails, and they’d even
had a couple of lovely video chats. But she’d tucked her magic
away. Jennie had pressed Jamie on this, and he’d agreed.

Until today, Jennie had been unsure whether
Lauren was just taking a sizeable breather, or running away for
good. Today suggested they might well gain her back. The witching
world would be glad. Not everyone accepted the responsibility that
came with strong magic.

Silly old woman, thought Jennie. The girl has
wormed her way into your heart, and you want to keep her there.
It’s not only the witching world that’s glad today.

And look at that. Lauren had won Grab the
Thought, best three out of five. She was good—and well taught,
too.

“Nicely done, Lauren,” said Jennie, rubbing
Aervyn’s head. “Creative as usual.”

Aervyn was so revved by the competition, he’d
scarcely realized he’d lost. “Again please, Aunt Jennie, just one
more time?”

“That’s enough for today, sweetheart. With
Lauren here, I want to try something else. Spring equinox is coming
in a couple of days, and we’ll be having ourselves quite a few
circles in celebration. I was thinking we could show Ginia how to
connect to a circle today.”

That well-thought-out plan was about two minutes
old.

Ginia’s eyes shone. Jennie went on. “Ginia,
you’ll call earth, just like we’ve been practicing. Aervyn, I want
you to handle water and air, and keep it gentle. I’ll do fire.
Lauren, can you guide Ginia through the connection? It’s easiest to
have a mind witch lead you, but I can’t do that and handle fire as
well.” She could do it in her sleep, but she wanted to see Lauren
try on trainer shoes.

Ginia plunked down in Lauren’s lap, and Jennie
and Aervyn formed the circle. Her voice confident, Ginia reached
for earth power, her strongest magic.

“I of the North call on Earth,

Of fertile life and new growth.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Aervyn grinned at his big sister and called on
air.

“I of the East call on Air,

Breath of life and soul’s flight.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Jennie felt Lauren dial him back just a bit,
stepping automatically into the shoes of circle monitor as well as
coach. She added the call for fire.

“I of the South call on Fire,

Creator and destroyer, and force of will.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Aervyn smoothly split his channels, a feat few
witches could match, and called for water.

“I of the West call on Water,

Of life giving stream and cleansing rain.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Lauren sent Ginia images of how to entwine her
earth power with Aervyn on her left and Jennie on her right. Ginia
followed instructions with the confidence and trust of a
well-trained witchling. Lauren sent instructions with the
confidence and light hand of a future trainer.

Well done, both of you, sent Jennie.
Lauren, have Aervyn turn the power up a bit. Ginia, hold nice
and steady, just like you’re doing.

Aervyn did as asked and upped the wattage
slightly. Power hummed around the circle. Ginia’s delight was
contagious.

Aervyn wanted to spellcast, and Lauren was more
than willing to play. Jennie laughed, careful not to jiggle her
connection with Ginia. That’s what happened when you had three mind
witches in a circle—they had the communication links to invent
things on the fly.

That’s exactly how accidents happen, she thought
wryly. However, it would do both Aervyn and Lauren all kinds of
good to feel that connection again. Go ahead, Jennie sent,
but keep the magic small, sweet boy. Very small.

Aervyn did something nifty and complicated with
his elemental streams and separated out a channel for Lauren. They
hooked together with heartwarming ease, and then Lauren gently
reached out to Ginia.

Jennie could see Lauren walking Ginia through
the steps until her earth power changed shape and flowed smoothly
over the dome. Jennie added her fire in quickly. Ginia was new to
circle work, and she’d soon tire.

Clearly aware his time was short, Aervyn grabbed
power and speedcast the spell.

Summer breezes danced around Ginia. Lightning
bugs darted and a circle of dew-covered daisies rose out of the
backyard grass. For the grand finale, nature sang.

Happy birthday to you,

Happy birthday to you,

You smell like a monkey,

And you look like one too.

The circle dissolved in fits of giggles.

As things quieted down and they all headed over
to a bench where milk and cookies waited, Lauren touched Jennie’s
arm. “Are you sure Ginia doesn’t have mind magic?”

Jennie nodded slowly. “I think so. I’ve run the
usual assessments, same as Jamie would have done with you. What did
you see?”

“I’m not sure, exactly. She pulled earth power,
but she also had two small power sources that weren’t elemental.
They sure looked like mind channels.”

Jennie considered. She hadn’t seen anything, but
Lauren’s mind vision was a lot stronger. “She’s got some minor fire
talent, but you’re pretty sure it wasn’t elemental.”

Lauren shrugged. “You’d see that better than I
would. My ability to read elemental power is pretty awful. Like I
said, it sure looked like mind power.”

It hit them both at the same time. Shay and Mia.
Lauren raised her eyebrows. “Three witches?”

Jennie had no idea. “Anything’s possible, but
neither of them test for power at all. Triplets have a very close
connection, and I wonder if that’s what you’re seeing. Ginia might
be using that as a power source.”

“Jeez. How the heck do we figure that out?”

Ah, you’ve the curious soul of a trainer too, my
girl. “That’s what you and I need to sort out, isn’t it?”

Lauren laughed. “I need cookies if you expect me
to do anything else today.”

...

Nell stood at the window where she’d been for
nearly an hour.

She’d learned three things in her watching. One,
Jamie wasn’t the only one who’d missed communal magic. Two, Lauren
had the makings of a darn good witch trainer. And three, Aunt
Jennie had something up her sleeve.

The next few days would certainly not be
boring.

Nell reached for her laptop and cell phone.
Lauren wasn’t the only one who could plan a surprise.



Chapter 25
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Lauren walked the streets of downtown Berkeley,
munching on a bagel. She’d woken at the crack of dawn, one of the
hazards of a brain that was still on Chicago time. Unable to talk
herself back to sleep, she’d decided to get a head start on her
shopping list.

Instead, she’d been sucked into the vibe of
downtown. Berkeley’s inner core had a fascinating mix of people,
buildings, and modes of transportation. She’d seen more bikes in
the last hour than taxis. Chicago it wasn’t.

As a realtor, she made a habit of walking her
neighborhoods, getting a feel for the attitude and pace of life,
the amenities or lack of them, the forces of change. Downtown
Berkeley didn’t have Chicago’s arrogance or high-rise worship, but
you felt the people here. Kind of like summer in Chicago, but minus
the tourists.

It was a neat little town.

Lauren spied the real estate office and cut
across the street. She loved to look at the listings realtors
always posted in their office windows. Occupational hazard.

She finished off her bagel as she satisfied her
curiosity. The listings were as diverse as the people of Berkeley.
Angular modern homes, colorful and funky ranch houses, some great
Craftsman bungalows in the downtown arts district. That must be
nearby.

There was an open house at ten o’clock she was
tempted to wander through. You didn’t get much chance to tour
historical bungalows when you worked the Chicago condo market.

Lauren almost missed the Business for
Sale sign.

Her breath stuttered as she read the small
print. Well-established real estate practice for sale. Owner
retiring. Credentialed and experienced realtor required. Inquire
within.

As Lauren stared at the sign, memories swirled
in her head.

… Mind-witch yoga class with giggly Aervyn and
grumpy Jamie. Cat Woman. Nat at a dinner table full of family that
adored her.

… Her first training circle, flying high on
sunshine-bright power. Sweet, spinning Jacob cuddled in his mama’s
lap. The outer circle of candles and love at Ocean’s Reach. The
inner circle of power

… Jamie’s desperate longing for Aervyn. Her own
joy at the giggly boy behind her couch. A toddler and a
snowman.

Drowning in emotion, Lauren felt her decision
form somewhere deep inside. It looked like buying party hats and
streamers would have to wait.

…

Many hours later, Lauren stood in Becky Temko
Tot Park and waved goodbye to the caterers. They’d done an amazing
job on zero notice.

The tiny neighborhood park was normally a happy
place for toddlers, with a play structure, sand, and shade trees,
all safely fenced in. Tonight, it held the makings of a party.

The grassy area was covered with blankets and a
few very nifty portable picnic tables. Lanterns hung on the fence
and from a line strung between two of the bigger trees. One of the
tables was piled high with fried chicken, sandwiches, chips, fruit,
and some really awesome brownies.

Now all she needed were her guests. A honk from
the street suggested they were here. Aervyn hopped out of the van
and ran into the park, closely followed by his three sisters. He
danced briefly around Lauren and ran over to the slides.

Nell walked over, carrying a couple of chairs.
“What’s up? That was a fairly cryptic message you left.”

Lauren grinned. “I figured you were the only
person I knew who could herd witches without a good reason.”

Nell laughed. “Food’s enough reason for most
witches. Everyone should be here in a few minutes. Good thing you
got too much food. We have a few extras.” She gestured toward the
street, where Jamie and Nat were helping someone out of Jamie’s
car.

It had been a rollercoaster of a day, and
apparently the ride wasn’t over yet. Lauren felt her heart stutter
one more time. Moira’s face glowed with pleasure as she carefully
made her way across the park. She waved off the chair Nell had
ready. “I’m not that creaky yet, my dear. I’ve been sitting all
day. Lauren, child, let me look at you.”

Lauren wrapped Moira in a hug. “You came here
all the way from Nova Scotia?”

Moira nodded to the young woman beside her. “My
granddaughter Elorie brought me. When Nell called yesterday, I
wasn’t about to miss all the excitement. Birthdays and babies are
some of my favorite things. I’ve always had a very soft spot for
Jamie, and I wanted to meet his Nat.”

Lauren looked at Nell and lowered her voice. “Do
Nat and Jamie know, yet? About the baby?”

Nell shook her head. “I don’t think so. I
thought I was going to have to bespell Aervyn today to keep him
quiet, but he’s managed to hold the secret in without splitting in
two. The girls have been really giggly, but I think everyone
figures that’s just the pre-birthday sillies.”

“Perfect.”

“Is that what this is, the Chicago version of a
baby shower?”

Lauren laughed. “Not exactly. You’ll just have
to wait along with everyone else. Get some food. I’m not going to
spill the beans until after dinner.”

She went to fill a plate for Moira and ran into
Tabitha over the platter of chicken. “I hope you don’t mind that I
came. Jennie said you were in town, and I really wanted a chance to
say hello.”

Lauren handed over a chicken leg and grinned.
“You’re totally welcome. What do you really want?”

Tabitha laughed. “Never try to hedge with a mind
witch. I really want to tell you that you did an amazing thing for
Jacob and his family. Now that he’s not spinning all the time,
they’re learning about each other. Jacob likes bulldozers and being
tickled, and he’s learning how to play.”

Lauren looked over at Aervyn chasing a
purple-haired toddler. “Sounds like what kids are supposed to do.
I’m glad I could help.”

“I have another child,” Tabitha said. “If you
have time while you’re here, maybe you could drop by and spend some
time with her.”

Lauren grinned. “If you ever want a new career,
you’d be great in real estate. I think you could sell just about
anything. I’ll come by right after the big birthday bash.” And then
we can talk about a long-term volunteer schedule.

She turned at the hand on her shoulder. “Cripes,
did everyone fly in for today?”

Sophie blushed. “I was already on my way,
actually. It was a good excuse to come visit Mike.”

“Oh really? Moving fast, are you?”

“We earth types actually move pretty slowly most
of the time.” Sophie smiled and looked over at Mike, who was
pushing some unknown toddler on a swing. “One of my best talents is
getting things to grow a little faster, though.”

Sophie was a tricky witch, thought Lauren,
fingering her lapis pendant. You’d never guess it, but she
definitely had a way of getting what she wanted.

Lauren looked around again. Almost everyone had
arrived. Jamie waved her over. “Hey, Lauren, come meet my
parents.”

Jeepers. Had Nell sent out a witch SOS?

Pretty much, dear, said a voice inside
her head. The woman beside Jamie reached out a hand in greeting.
“When Nell says come, we all listen. I’m Retha, and this is my
husband, Michael.”

Jamie’s mom was a mind witch? Lauren clamped
down hard on any thoughts of grandbabies in Nat’s belly. If Aervyn
could keep a secret, so could she, dammit. “It’s great to meet you.
You have an amazing family.”

Retha looked around at the gathering in the
park. “I surely do. Nat will be a wonderful addition.”

Lauren risked a peek at Retha’s outer mind.
Obviously she wasn’t sneaky enough. Retha quirked an eyebrow and
opened a channel so Lauren could see the truth. Jamie was theirs,
so Nat would be theirs, too.

“Thank you,” Lauren said.

“Never try to sneak up on an old mind witch, my
dear. And you’re welcome. We’d love Nat just because Jamie loves
her, but she’s a treasure. I spent most of the afternoon with her.
I had no idea my son had such exquisite taste.”

Lauren laughed. “Just wait until you meet her
mother.”

Retha sobered. “I’ve picked up a little from
Jamie. Not all families love well.”

“She’ll be well loved now, and that’s all she’s
ever wanted.”

Aervyn interrupted. “Lauren, is it time for the
surprise yet?” He hopped from one foot to the other. He obviously
couldn’t contain himself much longer, and honestly, neither could
she.

Mind-amplifying her message, she called for
everyone’s attention. Savoring the moment, she took a deep breath.
“Thank you, everyone, for coming. I know the message I left Nell
was pretty cryptic.”

“There was food,” said Jamie. “Good enough.” Nat
elbowed him in the ribs.

Now Lauren knew how to go on. “A few weeks ago,
this guy came into a sushi restaurant in Chicago and levitated
plates.”

Jamie grinned in memory. Retha just rolled her
eyes. You’ve always been a show-off, my boy, she sent loud
enough for everyone to hear. Jamie levitated his mother a foot off
the ground in retaliation. Aervyn levitated himself in
excitement.

Before anyone else could start defying gravity,
Lauren continued her story. “It changed my life. Within a few days,
I was out here in Berkeley doing mind-witch boot camp, and my best
friend was falling in love with a witch.” Jennie and Jamie’s smug
grins were a matched pair.

“Then Aervyn flew me in the sky.” Not now,
sweetie, she sent to Aervyn, wanting to keep her feet on the
ground.

“I don’t know if those of you who’ve always
lived in witch central can understand, but I didn’t grow up in a
world where witch-powered flight is possible. The magic was
incredible. It was all the moments in between that were hard. I’m
the first to admit I was glad to be back in Chicago.” Her audience
sobered considerably.

Jennie spoke. “Not all witches get thrown in at
quite the speed you were, child.”

Lauren nodded. “I know, and for a while, I was a
bit grumpy about that. I needed to be away for a while. But I’ve
come to realize that only a very few really lucky people get thrown
into something this wonderful.”

She had everyone’s complete attention. Even
Aervyn’s feet were back on the ground. “Until I came back, I didn’t
realize how much I missed being here. I’m a witch, and not, I
think, a solitary one.”

She looked at Moira. “Someone told me that with
power comes responsibility. She was right. It also comes with this
amazing family of witches and those who love them.” Moira was in
tears, and she wasn’t the only one.

Lauren held back her sniffles, dropped her
barriers, and finished. “So I choose to stay. I bought a real
estate practice today. You’re looking at Berkeley’s newest
realtor.”

“I love you, Lauren.”

She caught Aervyn in mid-leap, and held on tight
as he spun them both around several feet off the ground. “I love
you too, sweet boy.” And I want to be here as you reach for your
future. I will stand for you with everything I have.

Now put me down, cutie. There’s one more part
to the surprise.

Soaking in every bit of the love and welcome
radiating her way, Lauren took Nat and Jamie’s hands and walked
over to the park fence. She mind-amplified her voice so the whole
crowd could hear. Witches weren’t big on privacy.

“I’m Berkeley’s newest realtor—and you two are
my first clients.” She gestured at the house across the street, the
one with a big For Sale sign on its front lawn.

Barriers down, Lauren felt when comprehension
finally dawned for Jamie. The storm of feeling almost took her
under. Love, relief, gratitude. Then he started to laugh.

Nat, along with everyone else, was still
confused. Lauren, like every great realtor, knew her pacing. This
was Jamie’s moment, and she waited for him to take it. He clasped
Nat’s hand. “Take a good look at the house, Nat.” He reached for
power, and the whole exterior lit up with witchlight.

Nat studied the house a moment longer, and then
she got it. “It’s the precog house,” she said softly. “It’s
here.”

Jamie held her tight and looked at Lauren. “I
guess this means Berkeley will have the snowstorm of the century in
a few years.”

Maybe a little sooner than that, thought
Lauren.

Ginia was all confused frustration. “Uncle
Jamie, I don’t get it. What’s the big deal about the house?”

Nat tried to explain. “Do you remember when
Uncle Jamie and I first met, and he had those precog visions?”

Ginia pouted. “The ones where you live in
Chicago. Yeah.”

“That’s just it, sweetie. We all thought it was
Chicago because of the snow.”

Ginia looked the house, and then back at Nat.
“You’re going to live here? Your house is here?” There was no joy
quite as bright as an almost nine-year-old girl’s. And no bedlam
quite as noisy as a park full of very happy witches. Flowers burst
out of the ground around Nat’s feet. A lot of witchlings were
having trouble containing their magic tonight.

Nell joined Lauren at the fence. “I’m sure
there’s a really great story behind all this, and I’m definitely
going to dig every last bit of it out of you. But for now, just let
me say thank you. You made a lot of Walkers very happy today.”

“When you’re ready to dig, ice cream will work.”
Lauren thought about the savvy old man selling his real estate
practice, and how it had taken him about three minutes to find Nat
and Jamie’s house once she’d gotten smart enough to ask. She had a
line on a couple of locations for Nat’s yoga studio, too.

Once she’d finally realized she didn’t have to
pick whether to be friend, realtor, or witch, the rest had fallen
into place with shocking ease. Except for one small detail.

“So, can I crash at your house? I don’t have
anywhere to live just yet.”

Nell snickered. “Lauren, there isn’t a person
here who wouldn’t move out of their bed for you right now.”

They both looked up as an airborne Aervyn
started shooting sparks. “Say yes, Auntie Nat, say yes!”

Jamie grabbed Aervyn’s foot and pulled him down.
“You have to let me ask her first, punk.”

He let go of his nephew and looked at Nat. “I’d
meant to do this somewhere quiet and romantic, but if you take me,
I guess you get this rowdy, nosy family of mine, too. Marry me,
Nat.”

Lauren was enough of a romantic to broadcast
Nat’s answer for everyone, since Nat was far too overwhelmed to
actually get the enormous “yes” in her heart out through her
lips.

Jamie’s grin was priceless. “Are you sure?
You’ll be giving up your privacy for life and surrounded by a bunch
of witches.”

Nat looked like that might be her definition of
heaven.

Aervyn couldn’t keep it in any longer. “Auntie
Nat’s going to have a baby.” Noise and love broke loose one more
time. Lauren had thought Nat couldn’t glow any brighter. She’d been
wrong.

Aervyn went over and laid a hand on Nat’s belly.
She leaned over and kissed his head. “Is that your playmate in
there, sweetie?”

“Nope—she’s a girl. It’s okay, though. I can
play with a girl; I don’t mind. I can teach her magic and
everything.”

Jamie picked him up. “This baby might not be a
witchling, cutie.”

Aervyn cuddled in. “Sure she is. She likes to
play with fire. If she keeps doing that, maybe it will make her
split in two or three. Then I could have lots of cousins.”

The number of surprises had reached comic
proportions, thought Lauren. A tiny fire witchling? Life was not
going to be boring. With her work and her best friend here in witch
central, the only thing missing was her couch.

Lauren heard Aervyn’s giggle, and then a big
thunk right behind her. Scratch that. Apparently the couch was
here, too.


Thank you!
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I hope A Modern Witch was a good read. If you
have a moment, please help others enjoy this book, too.

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.amodernwitch.com to
sign up for my New Releases email list. Book two is due out in late
summer 2011.
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