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A Quick Character Reminder :)

Many of you have asked for a way to remind yourselves of the characters in my books, so that you can better enjoy the newest book.  With that in mind, here goes!
At the core of Witch Central are the Walkers and the Sullivans.  Nell and Daniel head up the Walker clan and have five children—Nathan, Ginia, Mia, Shay, and Aervyn.   Nell’s younger triplet brothers (Jamie, Devin, and Matt Sullivan) have grown the family a lot lately.  Jamie is married to Nat, and baby Kenna is almost a year old now.  Devin married Lauren, and we met Matt’s love, Téo, briefly in A Witch Central Wedding.
Moira and Sophie represent the Fisher’s Cove witches in this book, with minor mentions of a few others.  We also return to visit Tabitha and the wonderful work she does with children with autism, including Jacob, the little boy who loves to spin.
Because I couldn’t resist, this book also has an appearance from Lizard (Lauren’s assistant—her story is told more fully in the Witchlight trilogy).
And you might also remember a certain coven that Lauren and Jamie visited in Chicago, way back in A Modern Witch.  Beth was the coven leader, Liriel their resident mind witch.  To say anything more would be spoiling the story to come.  Happy reading :).


Prologue

Beth stirred in her sheets, dreaming.  The eyes had come again.
Her fingers reached for magic the way they always did, hoping for the light brush of other that would mean she’d found it.  The touch didn’t always come.  Magic was fickle.
And he watched, the man with brown eyes.
Her circle stood in silent support, not trusting the stranger in their midst.  A decade of study and work, building the magic together—invaded by a man who could make a fire globe in two breaths.
She’d made one.  Ever.  And it had taken three days of careful, laborious preparation.
Jealousy stirred in her veins, knowing where the dream went next.
The eyes were distracting her—she needed to pay attention.  Circle work required focus.  Mellie’s rich alto called to earth, a steady beat in a circle of nerves.  The stranger called on air, his deep voice an odd counterpoint to the female energies she’d always associated with magic. Beth felt the soft presence of Liriel behind her, friend and partner.  Watching the circle, monitoring.
And then the stranger reached out his hand, air to fire, his energy to hers.  Closing the circle.
Her circle.
Or it was hers—until their magics touched.
Ten years of hard work, and she almost dropped her circle on its head.
It wasn’t the power he fed to her, although she knew, somewhere in her dreaming mind, that he kept it well throttled.  It was like touching the whisker of a lion—soft, sturdy, and attached to something fearsome.
It wasn’t the power that rocked her soul—it was the window that came with it.  Three gently glowing lines of energy, undulating gently, one beside the next.  She knew without asking what they were.  Every time she worked a circle, she trusted that the elemental magics would come.  She felt them rising, the murky, mysterious energies that witches sought to power their craft.
But she’d never seen them before.
With careful, reverent fingers, Beth reached for the glowing lines, barely breathing even in her dream.  Mesmerized by the dancing light, she wove the delicate, finicky spell that would light a candle if done exactly right.
Felt victory flare in her veins as the first flame lit.
And then, fueled by joy, did it again.
Her circle rejoiced.  And still the stranger watched with his distant, daring eyes.
Beth cuddled deeper into her blue silk sheets, waiting for the words that would shatter her world.
Her best moment as a witch—and they’d been doing it all wrong.


Chapter 1

Lauren opened the door to The Center for Families and oophed as a freight train hit her belly.  Laughing, she squatted down to Jacob’s level—his greetings usually came headfirst these days.  “Hi, sweetheart.  Can I give you a hug?”
He stared at something just past her head. Avoiding her eyes.  
She waited, giving him time to process.  It had been one of the very first lessons Tabitha had taught her.  The Center had a reputation for unusual success reaching some of the most difficult kids on the autism spectrum.  Some even called it magic.
Lauren had come to appreciate just how little magic and how much hard work was involved.
She held still, waiting.  And smiled as Jacob’s hands began to move, inching up her arms like little drunken spiders.  He paused for a moment, admiring the shiny beads she’d worn just for him—and then dropped his forehead on her shoulder.
One hug, Jacob-style.
He took her hand, tugging her over to a giant mountain of pillows.
Lauren waved at Tabitha, half-hidden by the mountain.  “Doing pillow rides, are we?”
The effervescent woman who was the heart-blood of the Center smiled.  “Maybe today Jacob will give us a ride.”
Lauren laughed—and then froze as Jacob’s giggle drifted up beside her.
Tabitha’s brain had gone on red alert, but her smile stayed easy.  She crouched down to face the small boy, taking care that he could see her face, but keeping her eyes lightly focused elsewhere.  “Will you give me a ride, Jacob?”  
Lauren held her breath.  Tabitha’s tone was joking, her face full of mischief—and most kids with autism couldn’t read those signals at all.  
Jacob gazed for a while at some point off in the distance.  And then he laughed again—and this time, it came all the way from his toes.  “No!  Jacob ride!”  He tumbled over onto one of the giant-sized pillows, still giggling.  “Me ride!”
Tabitha picked up two corners and Lauren grabbed the other two, trying not to sniffle.  Eighteen months of work—and Jacob finally understood a joke.
He’s getting so much better at reading nonverbal cues, sent Tabitha, beaming at the deliriously happy boy as he flew through the air onto Pillow Mountain.
Lauren made sure Jacob landed safely before she replied—not everyone could goof off and mindspeak at the same time.  Can you feel the difference in his brain? 
Tabitha’s eyebrows flew up.  No—what do you see?
It was hard to explain, but Lauren tried anyhow.  Well, you talk about these kids needing to integrate the words we say with what our tone and our faces say, right?  It was at the core of Tabitha’s working theory of autism.  Too many layers of information, not digested together.
You could see it?  
Lauren ignored the hushed awe—it was still weird having Superman powers others couldn’t share.  His mind lights up differently.  When he got the joke, it… the pattern was different.  And even saying it, she knew she needed to watch more carefully the next time.  Tabitha would hound her until she could replay every second. 
Jacob tumbled down Pillow Mountain, landing in a heap at their knees.  Replay could wait.
You try now, sent Tabitha softly.  Let’s see if we can solidify this for him.
Lauren leaned down and tickled Jacob’s ribs.  “That looked like fun, cutie.  Can I have a ride now?”  She kept her facial expressions simple and light.
Jacob’s eyes got big, and he looked back and forth from her to Tabitha.
Lauren winced—it was beautiful eye contact, gorgeous social referencing—and maybe a kid pushed just a little too far.
And then Jacob’s mind lit up, he giggled, and two adult women with no children of their own melted into puddles of maternal pride.
-o0o-
Beth looked around her circle, evaluating.  Measuring.
They’d made a lot of progress since the day, twenty months ago, that a brown-eyed stranger had crashed their coven practice, rearranged their circle, and given them a taste of magic at an entirely different level.  A meeting they’d barely survived, emotionally torn asunder by his magic and his words.  
They’d been doing it wrong.  
Jamie Sullivan, messenger of coven near-destruction and a man who haunted her dreams, had made that very clear.  And shown them what was possible.
Beth yanked her thoughts back to the task at hand—daydreaming witches were dangerous in circle work.
Mellie, their solid and grumpy earth witch, stood at cardinal north, facing Beth.  Power ran smoothly out of her right hand, lines from earth to water connecting competently.  It was good to see it so—it had taken Margaret a while to embrace her sudden new identity as a water witch.  Before Jamie’s arrival, she’d spent thirty years as a sister to earth magics.  Being de-earthed and tossed into the world of blue, liquid power had shaken her sense of self to its core.
Beth didn’t judge.  It had taken all of them months to recover from Jamie Sullivan’s visit.
She reached out her left hand to Margaret, seeking the strands of earth and water power, winding them carefully with her fire.  She grinned as her flows spit in protest, less than pleased to have to cooperate with water’s cool, wet energies. 
It still amused her that fire magic had a temper.  Just another of the many things she’d learned in the wake of Jamie’s departure.  
She’d touched real magic that day, and it had been like lifting a blindfold.  Hands that had felt small edges of the truth now knew what the whole felt like.  She’d spent twenty months yearning to feel it again. Working her circle diligently.  Scouring the old texts, looking for clues.  Planning and practicing, training her hands and her eyes to shape what flowed in her veins.
And she was learning—once again—that she was different.
No one else present that evening had seen what she’d seen.  Felt what she’d felt.  It had left her a witch awakened—and a witch alone.
A different witch.  Again.
She looked to her right, to the last of the cardinal directions and their newest candidate for air witch, and sighed.  Nothing.  Not the faintest whiff of the shimmer she’d come to recognize as someone with enough power for true circle work.
Mellie had enough power.  Margaret, with good support—just barely, but neither of them came close to matching Beth’s strength.
Beth watched newcomer Alyssa swaying gently, dressed in stamped purple velvet, hands tracing arcane patterns in the air.  She looked every inch the air witch.
A far cry from Jamie Sullivan’s disreputable jeans and flagrant displays of power.
Beth felt the light push on her brain that was Liriel’s contribution to the circle.  Mindtouch.  Get back to work.
They’d have to work without air, just as they’d been doing intentionally for twenty months, and accidentally for far longer than that.  Beth pushed a line of fire power across the circle to Mellie and felt the connection snap into place.  Whatever Mellie’s issues outside the coven, she was a reliable witch.
Liri’s mind was pushing support now, mostly for Margaret.
Beth hurried to ready the spell—their weakest witch didn’t have much endurance.  Bringing up the map of a spell imprinted on her soul, she painstakingly began shaping the bubbles.  One small, round orb.  Two.  Working faster now, she added a small shimmer of light to the surface of the second and reached for power to form the third.  
And felt Margaret’s power sputtering.
Beth squashed her frustration—circles were no place for temper tantrums either.  Quickly, she tightened up her link with Melissa and let the most exhausted witch slide out of the circle.  Carefully, competently, the remaining two grounded the circle’s lines and swept up magical remnants.  There weren’t many—their work was getting cleaner.  
She tried to see it as a victory.  They’d made two bubbles and almost formed a third.  One of their best efforts.
Jamie Sullivan had filled the room with dancing rainbow bubbles—and it had been effortless.
She looked around at the pleased, proud faces of her circle and tried to shake off her own impatient reactions, just as she’d done for months now.  They’d worked to the limits of their power.  That it hadn’t truly tested hers wasn’t their fault. 
It was better—but it wasn’t what she needed.  And she was too scared to do anything about it.
Liriel stepped to Margaret’s side, and the circle broke into celebratory, chit-chattery clumps.  Beth edged toward the doorway, needing a few more minutes alone with the magic and her edgy discontent.
She walked into the front room of Witchery, seeking the comfort the little shop always brought her.  Small, but profitable.  Until twenty months ago, it had anchored her life in a good place—even a happy one.  Security, friendship, and a place of sanctuary for one who was different.
Beth touched the titles of the books, proud of their small, but eclectic, library.  Customers came to read and to talk, and always seemed to leave with a bauble or two.
She shook her head, still finding that behavior odd.  When she shopped, she bought what was on the list.
A shadow settled in beside her.  “You need to go.”  The words were quiet.  It had taken Beth a long time to learn that quiet meant Liriel at her most serious.
“I know.”  Beth sighed and fingered the midnight-blue silk draped over their window display.  Liri’s work.  They’d decided very early on in their business partnership that Beth didn’t get to touch the merchandizing, and Liri didn’t get to touch the accounting software.  So far, it had worked out pretty well.
Her life partner of eleven years said nothing.  Just waited, silently lining up the edges of books.
It made something in Beth’s chest ache.  It wasn’t Liri who needed everything geometrically aligned—she did it out of love.  “I’ll go after winter solstice.”  That was the rational choice—the holidays were their busiest time of year.
“Go now.”  Liri did something pretty with the decks of tarot cards and then leaned over and kissed Beth’s cheek.  “This is the most difficult season for you, and California is full of sunshine and light.”
Logic from Liri—another act of love.  “I think that lamp I got is helping.”  The latest in scientific delivery of full-spectrum light, meant to keep a light-deprived fire witch from descending into a pit of cranky in the middle of a Chicago winter.
“It’s helping you survive.  That’s not good enough.”  Her best friend and lover looked up now, eyes shining with affection and a disturbing dose of determination.
Beth frowned—she never understood feelings that well unless someone was mind-shoveling them into her brain.  If Liri was using magic to make her point, this had gotten awfully serious.  “Don’t exhaust yourself.  I’ll think about it.”
“Let the magic call you,” said Liri softly, echoing a conversation that they’d been having for months.
Beth picked up a small blue crystal.  Lapis, for clarity of thought.  “It’s been calling me for months now.”  And it still shamed her.  She had a good life, one full of friends, love, and purpose.  It shouldn’t feel incomplete.
It wasn’t their fault they couldn’t match her magic.
Or that she couldn’t be satisfied with what she had.
-o0o-
It sounded like Martians had invaded, along with their pet rhinos.  Nell watched the army of kids barreling through her living room and hoped somebody was in charge.  
When Sierra waved from the back of the attack formation, Nell grinned and turned back to her computer.  Life Sullivan-Walker style, back to normal.  
The email at the top of her inbox grabbed her attention first.  She read Sammy’s response and chuckled.  Someone had lived in Texas for way too long.  She missed her friend desperately already, and they’d only been back in Berkeley for about four hours.
Nell pushed back from her computer, mind full of old memories.  Sammy walking down the aisle, a handsome cowboy awaiting her.  A wedding reception full of soggy steak and bootlegged cookies.  And the wrenching pain of losing a best friend to the wilds of Texas.
Fifteen years ago—and it still felt like yesterday.
Strong hands settled on her shoulders, rubbing gently.  Daniel leaned over and kissed the top of Nell’s head.  “It’s good to have you home.”
“Yeah.”  The glow spread out from Nell’s belly like fire-warmed whiskey.  “It was time—we have a very big birthday bash happening in less than a week.”  And Texas, even with Sammy in it, wasn’t home.
Her husband pushed a hard drive out of the way and sat down.  “Witch Central can plan a party in their sleep.”
Maybe so.  But this one was for her son and her favorite niece.  “It’s going to be bedlam.”
“We’ll hardly notice.”  Daniel grinned and raided her super-secret cookie drawer.  “The girls are already trying to figure out how to wedge extra beds into their room.  Something about a week-long sleepover.”  He took a monster-sized bite out of her last snickerdoodle.  “Aervyn’s helping.”
Uh, oh.  Nell got halfway out of her chair before she realized the obvious—Daniel was sitting down and munching on a cookie.  “Read them the riot act, did you?”
“Yup.  Bread-and-water rations for any kiddo who ports in anything bigger than an elephant without asking first.”
That would probably take care of it.  Apparently five childless days hadn’t slowed her husband down any.  “We can fill The Dungeon with air mattresses.”  There would probably be extra houseguests.  A party and sunshine in December were both pretty big witch attractants.
Her husband just ran a thumb up the arch of her hand, his mind broadcasting calm and a quick vision of her favorite red silk nightie.  “Stop worrying about the logistics.”
She grinned, appreciating his mental multitasking.  “It’s a bit strange to be home.”  She’d stayed in touch with Sammy, reading the letters and emails of a life in Texas.  Made three trips to Texas over the years, the first one alone, the second one with her munchkins in tow.  Which had led to three girls with a full-blown horse fixation, an older son who wanted to be a cowboy, and a three-year-old who had wanted to marry Sammy.
Nell had vetoed the wedding—she wasn’t losing any more people she loved to Texas.  This time, Aervyn had only wanted to bring home a horse.
She sighed.  Sometimes it was hard to lay the mama aside in favor of red silk.
“Give it a few more hours to sink in.”  Daniel hugged her shoulders.  “Witch Central beats in your soul.  It’ll suck you back in soon enough.”
Nell smiled, a little wistful.  Sammy had said something very similar as they’d done their good-byes. “Anything else before I get back to work?”  In about three hours, jet lag and a week of cow fumes were going to knock her over.
Daniel waggled an eyebrow hopefully.  “What are your plans for the afternoon?”  
Nell laughed—with eight creatures under the age of ten in the house, that particular activity was highly unlikely.  “Off to chat with Moira and Sophie.  Moira’s itching to fetch a new witch again.”
“She’s trouble, that one.”  
Her husband’s deadpan delivery had Nell giggling like one of her daughters.  Their elder witch would never admit it, but she had an inordinate fondness for stirring the pot.  
“Hopefully we can get her to postpone trouble for a couple of weeks.”  Just until they got past the holidays, the birthdays, and whatever mischief had happened in Realm during her five-day absence.
“Don’t make her wait too long.”  A hint of sorrow tinged Daniel’s eyes.  “She feels her own mortality these days, I think.”
That was the last thing Nell wanted to contemplate.  “More likely she’s just got cabin fever.  Nova Scotia’s pretty cold and dark at this time of year.”  
“Hmmm.  Dark is good.”  Her husband shifted gears smoothly, eyebrows dancing hopefully again.  “Maybe we can borrow that pond of hers for a midnight rendezvous.”
“Absolutely.”  She grinned at the sexy man she loved.  “But odds are pretty good Moira would lace it with a fertility spell first.”
The horror on her husband’s face wasn’t entirely feigned—Kenna’s antics were reminding them all too well of Aervyn’s first years.  
Nell reached for his hand.  “How about we lock all the kids in The Dungeon with Sierra instead?  Throw a movie and popcorn down after them?”
He snorted, amused.  “That might work.”  
It probably would—her herd loved Sierra.  And when you had five kids, “might work” was about as good as it got.  Nell kissed his cheek and picked up her keyboard.  “Give me an hour to chat and then I’ll make dinner.”  If Sophie’s terse instant messages were any indicator, Fisher’s Cove was a little cranky at the moment.
“I’ll make dinner.”  Her husband headed for the kitchen, tossing a grin over his shoulder.  “And lots of popcorn.”
Nell pulled up a transport window for the Witches’ Lounge, well aware there was a goofy grin on her face.  She finished the login spell just as a parade of children ran through the living room again, this time wearing turbans.  And had to laugh.  The one on Aervyn’s head was red and had a slinky strap hanging over his left ear.
So much for her red silk nightie.
She was definitely home.


Chapter 2

Nell took a seat in the Witches’ Lounge, marshaling her thoughts.  The email missive from Fisher’s Cove had been very clear.  Talking Moira out of fetching a new witch right this minute was going to take a mighty act of logic, and possibly bribery as well.
She waited patiently as Sophie beamed in, clutching a cup of tea and looking fairly harried.  And hoped reinforcements arrived in time.  Not that Lauren knew she was reinforcements.  But when you had a tough negotiation, you called in the best.  
They didn’t have to put it off for long—Daniel’s words had made it a lot easier to understand the impatience of an old witch who still wanted to make a difference.  A new witch in the new year was fine.  Just not this week.
Moira landed with a happy thunk, a cup of tea and plate of brownies in her hands.  “A bright and sunny afternoon to you all, then.  Nice to see you, Nell, darlin’.”
Uh, oh.  The thicker Moira’s Irish got, the more trouble she generally ended up causing.  Nell reached for a brownie—life was always easier with chocolate.  “Does the sun still come up in Fisher’s Cove at this time of year?”
Delighted cackles from the couch suggested perhaps it did.  “Of course, my dear.  And we watch it from that lovely, warm pool of mine.” 
Sophie grinned and sipped her tea.  “Moira’s been holding court.  Her back yard’s a regular tea house these days.”
“And isn’t a wee bit of time outside good for all the young ones?”
“Good for the old and cranky ones too,” said Sophie, with an edge to her voice that suggested she’d had her fill of certain grumpy elders lately.
Nell shook her head and wondered why anyone lived in a part of the world that deprived them of light, warmth, and good temper for several months of the year.  However, she knew how to handle cranky, and fortunately, Moira responded to the same bribes as most five-year-olds.  “Is everyone ready to make the trip out here for solstice?” 
“Aye.  The party.”  Moira’s whole face brightened.  “Would you be needing a wee bit of help to get ready?”
It was hard to ignore the pleading in two sets of eyes.   Nell gave in and decided she might as well take her brother under with her.  “Sure.  Another pair of hands would be great.  I have a full house of underage party planners, but Jamie and Nat would love to have you, I’m sure.”
That was probably true, even if their guest was a mite temperamental—and Kenna adored her “Gra.”  Give Nat and good California sunshine a couple of days to work their magic, and perhaps Moira would be back to her normal cheerfully meddling self.
“Good, it’s settled then.”  Their elder witch cuddled her tea cup in satisfaction.  “I’ll pack a bag and have wee Aervyn beam me over.  We’ve two birthdays to plan this year—I’m sure you can use the help.”
Nell exchanged a careful, amused glance with Sophie.  One witch, successfully distracted.  “Aervyn wants a flying carpet for his birthday.  Maybe you can talk him into something a little less likely to scare the whole neighborhood.”
“A wee magical carpet he wants now, does he?”  Moira’s eyes twinkled, her lilt back with a vengeance.  “Doesn’t that sound like grand fun?”
Ooh, boy.  Nell made a mental note to warn Jamie.  Moira was a fine model of witch restraint 360 days of the year.  The other five, she taught witchlings more mischief than any other dozen witches combined.
The next few days were clearly going to be the latter.
They all spun around at a loud crash behind them.  Lauren grimaced from her landing position in the middle of the new table.  “Who redecorated?”
Nell winced.  “Sorry.  Looks like someone forgot to update the transport spells.”  That someone was likely small, blonde, and currently eating grilled-cheese sandwiches in the Walker kitchen.  Nell sent off a quick text—not everyone’s bones would handle being dropped on hard surfaces.
Their new arrival slid off the table, already shrugging off her hard landing.  “I brought eggnog.  And turkey wraps.  I think they’re supposed to be good for us.  Lizard says we eat like teenage boys.”
“We do.”  Nell reached to rescue the eggnog, eyeing it for signs of anything suspiciously green.  “Since when is Lizard not one of us?”
Lauren grinned.  “I think she’s been spending time with Nat.”
That was dangerous.  If Nat Sullivan had her way, the citizens of Witch Central were all going to turn into nutritionally balanced squirrels.  Nell reached for another brownie in self-defense.  “Moira’s coming to help with party planning.”
To Lauren’s credit, the spluttering laughter of her mind only showed up as mild amusement on her face.  “Wonderful.  We could use some adult supervision.”
Moira wasn’t fooled.  She accepted a turkey wrap and handed Lauren a brownie in exchange, eyes full of impish delight.  “Solstice is a time of deep wonder as the veil between the worlds thins and we look to the coming of the light.  Children simply touch the wonder more deeply than most of us.”
“Uh, huh.”  Nell poured eggnog into glasses.  “And so do certain healer witches, if I remember correctly.”  It tended to keep things fairly lively.
Moira had managed to get her face halfway to innocence when someone crash-landed on the table behind them.  Again.
Nell turned, sighing, expecting one of her daughters.  And found herself face-to-face with a stranger.
A stranger with a blank face and a mind full of panic.
-o0o-
She was still alive.  Maybe.  Beth felt the weird cold seeping out of her bones and tried to get her eyes back in working order.  She’d landed hard.  On something cold and flat.
She needed to see.  Reaching out with rattling fingers, she squinted against the horrifying blur.
And felt warm hands gripping hers.  “Don’t be silly, Nell—she’s no threat.  Can’t you see the poor girl is utterly confused?”
A soft touch on her brow, and Beth’s vision cleared.
“There, dear—can you see now?”
Beth looked into deep green eyes, full of the emotions she could never understand.  And tried not to pass out from the panic.  It looked like a kind face.  If alien kidnappers were kind.  She stared at a green pendant, counting its sides.  Eight.  An octahedron.  Sort of—a very organic one.  “Who are you?”
“I’m Moira, my sweet girl.  And who might you be?”
Years of therapy and social training exercises dug a response out of her terrorized brain.  “My name is Beth Landler.”
And then a second face stepped forward—and this time, it didn’t belong to a complete stranger.  “You’re from the Chicago coven.”
The woman who had come with Jamie Sullivan.  Fear clawed Beth’s insides—where was she?  “You came with him.  With Jamie.”
“Yes.  I’m Lauren.”  A hand reached for hers, along with the delicate flutter she knew as mindtouch.  “It’s very nice to see you again.”
She hadn’t been kidnapped by aliens.  Just witches.  Ones with power beyond what she had ever imagined possible.  Beth put a leash on her catapulting fear through sheer force of will.  Surely, whatever unfathomable magic they had used, they subscribed to the same creed that had guided her for over a decade—and it harm none.  
“We absolutely mean you no harm,” said the most familiar face softly.
More flutters.  A mind witch.  Eleven years as Liriel’s partner, and Beth still shuddered.  Not everyone had Liri’s gentle ethics.
The flutters vanished.  “I will respect the lines you set.”  Lauren touched her hand briefly and stepped back.
Beth gripped the edge underneath her hands and realized she still sat in the middle of a table.  Wishing desperately for dignity or any tiny shred of sanity, she sized up her surroundings, taking mental inventory.  Knowledge was power, or at least maybe a way to calm the terrified beast clawing at her throat.  “Where am I?”  It looked like someone’s particularly comfortable living room.
“This is a room we call the Witches’ Lounge.”  Lauren met Beth’s gaze directly, and then looked over at the couch, frowning.  “But I’m not sure why you’re here.”
A woman with blonde hair and fierce eyes looked up from her smartphone.  “Mia says it was a small glitch.  They were trying to update the transport spell so no one else landed on the table.  Crossed a line of code with the fetching spell.” 
Beth knew the words were English, but none of them made any sense.  She slid off the table, needing to feel ground under her feet even if she had no idea where on the planet the ground was.
The blonde woman looked her way again.  Such sharp eyes.  “Were you on your computer?”
“I was checking my email.”  And thinking of reaching out to Jamie Sullivan.  Beth appealed to the only person in the room she was sure was real.  Tried to make the eye contact that convinced normal people she had something important to say.  “I don’t understand what happened.”
Lauren’s eyes furrowed deeper.  “I’m not sure I do either—but it looks like we did some unintentional magic and pulled you here.”  She slid out a chair.  “Please, come sit and have something to eat.  I know the transport spell feels really weird the first few times.”
Beth jerked into a chair behind her instead, her bones turning to melted goo.  Transport spell?  Transport spell?  “This isn’t real.”
“It is.”  Lauren spoke gently and held out a plate.  Brownie.
Beth blinked, trying to put the impossible together with baked goods.  “No, thank you.  I’m allergic to chocolate.”
She could see shock hit the room.  The young, tired-looking woman on the couch spoke for the first time.  “I didn’t know that was possible.”
“Nor did I.”  The older woman inspected her closely.  “Especially for witches.”
She wasn’t a science experiment.  And this was not an alien kidnapping.  Beth could feel her brain a hairsbreadth from meltdown.  Facts.  She was good with facts.  “Chocolate allergy is rare, but not unknown.  Most people are really allergic to the caffeine or the flavonoids, though.”
Babbling.  She was babbling.  And her head was feeling very strangely light.  “I need to go now.”
A glass of something cool slid into her hand.  “It’s eggnog.  No caffeine.”  Lauren sat down, watching her steadily.  “We can send you back home as soon as you’re ready.”
Something akin to hellfire seared Beth’s veins.  “I can walk.”
“Not from here, you can’t.”  Lauren’s voice was still gentle, but something firmer reached out from her mind.  “I’ll come with you.  It will be the same cold sensation as before, and then you’ll be sitting back at your desk.  I’ll be beside you the whole time.  Hold my hand if it will help you stay oriented.”
“I have Asperger’s.”  She never told people that.  Beth could hear herself talking through a cloud of fog.  “Touch isn’t usually comforting.”
“Then just know that I’m beside you.”  Lauren’s voice took on a stern edge.  “Now, Nell.”
The strange tingling hit.  Beth felt her throat close—and then she felt Lauren’s mind, pushing hard on hers.  You’re okay.  Just a moment more.
The feel of her office chair under her legs sliced relief through Beth’s terror.  Not daring to move, she strained her senses, praying for the familiar sounds and smells of home.  
The vanilla hit her first—Liri’s favorite candles at this time of year.  
Her head swam again, even as her ears kept seeking.
The grinding ebb and flow of traffic on the street down below, slush and salt grit under their tires.  The faint notes of Ukrainian Christmas carols from sweet Mrs. Andriychuk next door.
Home.  Like a child waking up from a nightmare, Beth reached for her keyboard, clutching its familiar shape.  
She was home.
And now, alone in the womb of the familiar, she could let the leash snap.
Eyes still squeezed tightly shut, Beth crawled the few feet into the corner of her office.  Pulled up her knees to her chest.  And rocked.  Back and forth, back and forth, a slow, monotone humming the only sound she had the strength left to make.
Home.
-o0o-
Oh, holy God—what had they done?  Lauren watched Beth’s rocking in horror and wondered what the hell she was supposed to do next.
The rocking, she could handle.  Barely.  Enough time in the Center had taught her that it was a strange, but effective, coping mechanism.  It was the incoherent pelting of Beth’s mind she was desperate to stop.
Except Beth thought she was alone.
A fearsome presence bolted into the room, mind attacking like a dagger.  “What have you done to her?”  A woman dressed in deep blue velvet lunged to Beth’s side, her low-pitched crooning blending with the rocking monotone cry.
The face was familiar.  And the mind.  Lauren dug for a name.  Liriel.  I’m Lauren.  We visited your coven once.
I know who you are.  Our shop is just below—I heard her mind screaming.  The reply was short, terse, and furious.  I assume you have enough power to hear me.  What in the name of the Goddess have you done to her?
We transported her.  Lauren winced at her own words.  It was an accident.  Magic run very badly amuck.
You what?
There wasn’t time to explain the impossible.  She got caught in a spell by accident.  Please trust that we haven’t hurt her physically, but it was a pretty traumatic experience.  She has Asperger’s?
Liriel’s eyes shot up.  She told you that?
Lauren tried to assemble what had happened, along with what she knew of high-functioning autism.  Too many faces.  We couldn’t reach her fast enough to help with the panic.  So I brought her home.  
Okay. The dagger edge muted.  Most people wouldn’t have known she was panicking.  Thank you.  Liriel was still crooning, and she had Beth’s hands in hers.  
They hardly deserved thanks.  How else can I help?
Her words were ignored.  Lauren could feel Liriel readying, reaching out to Beth’s mind.  Shaking.
Wordlessly, Lauren offered strength.  Stability for a mind witch pushing to the very edges of her power.
Liriel took it, her magic entirely focused on the woman in her arms.
Her partner.  They loved each other.  The obvious hit Lauren square between the eyes.  She’d missed that, twenty months ago.
You wouldn’t be the first.  A touch of humor hit Liriel’s mind, quickly followed by concern.  She decoupled from the mental assistance.  You need to go now.
Beth’s mind was starting to reshape, and her whole body was trembling.  She’s a strong, competent woman.  She won’t want you here to see this.
It was a dismissal, and one far more polite than she would have given anyone who had reduced Devin to such a state.  Lauren stood up, locking away her desperate need to do something.  Beth was obviously in good hands.
She headed for the door and then stopped to make one last offer.  Chicago was still her town too.  I’ll be downstairs in a coffee shop.  If she has questions, or if you do, just yell.  I’ll keep a mindlink open.
Liri’s eyebrows shot up.  You can mind-listen through walls?
Yes. For a while.  
For as long as it took.  She closed the door very quietly behind her.   Time to go find a steady supply of sugar.
-o0o-
It wasn’t often that Lauren McCready-Sullivan got mad.  Nell watched the steaming woman across the table from her and decided she was very glad she wasn’t the target.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t really a target.  One big collective Witch Central screw-up.
Devin reached for his wife’s hand and glared at his sister.  “What happened?”  
She wasn’t entirely sure.  “I think Lauren has a lot more of the story than I do.”  They’d watched as Lauren and Beth vanished, transported under sharp mental orders from their resident mind witch—and then thirty minutes of nothing.
So she’d called in the cavalry.  Which had nearly charged, a dozen strong, to Chicago before a terse eight-word text had arrived.  Snowing.  Cell reception is crap.  Need ice cream.
Devin had beamed in on his wife’s signal with the force of an invading general, six pints in his arms.  And found Lauren holed up in a coffee shop in her shorts, amusing the locals.  The arrival of Devin, California beach knight in shining armor, hadn’t toned down their amusement any.
Nell had arrived hot on his heels, carrying spoons.  And didn’t give a damn what the locals thought of her attire.  Lauren’s eyes had been furious—but her cheeks had been pasty white.  Witch in serious need of sugar.
However, that need met, somebody needed to find out what the hell was going on, and Devin’s brain wasn’t going to function well again until his wife looked halfway human.  Nell lined up a second pint of Phish Food for her sister-in-law—half of the first had already disappeared.  “Talk.  Where have you been?”
“Right here in Chicago,” said Lauren wryly.  “Freezing my butt off.  Why do people live in places like this?”
Nell’s lips quirked.  It wasn’t that long ago a certain mind witch had called this place home.  “We could have ported you a jacket.  How’s Beth doing?”
“She’s a mess.”  Lauren shrugged, a motion that still oozed weariness.  “We transported someone without any warning.  How would you feel?”
“She was so quiet.”  Nell tried to align the stillness of Beth’s face with the panic of her mind.  “Like a statue.  And thinking about such odd things.”  Moira’s pendant, and the number of spindles on the chair.
“She was trying to cope.”  Lauren’s voice was still edgy, a witch far too close to magical exhaustion.
“We were trying to help her.”  Nell tried to tread carefully.  “Surely transporting her again so quickly only made it worse?”
“I made a judgment call.”  Quiet words didn’t cover the lingering anger.  “I don’t know if it was the right one, but we were panicking her at least as much as the transport spell did.  Too much new and different.”
Nell exchanged looks with Devin.  That made no sense.  
“She’s got Asperger’s.  High-functioning autism.”  Lauren still spooned ice cream, but her eyes were steadier now.  “Imagine you got yanked out of bed and dropped in a war zone in Afghanistan.”  She looked at the two of them and sighed.  “And imagine you’re not a crazy Sullivan.”
Huh?
“Never mind.  I’ll try to explain later.”  Lauren frowned and moved her chair sideways two feet.  “Dammit, I can’t get a clear read.”
Nell could feel Devin’s radar going off beside her.  “Wait.  You’re still monitoring her?”
“Not Beth.  Liriel.  Her partner.  Coven mind witch.”  Spoonfuls of ice cream interspersed short sentences.  “They wanted to be alone.”
That clearly wasn’t resting easy with Lauren—she was chewing through power at ridiculous rates trying to watch over a fragile witch from this far away.  Nell hoped six pints would be enough.  “Was it safe to leave her?”
Sparks hit Lauren’s eyes almost as fast as they hit Devin’s.  
Oops.  “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.  I’m sure you wouldn’t have left her if it wasn’t.”
“S’okay.”  Lauren waved a spoon.  “None of us had much time to think.  I did the best I could, but it’s entirely possible I screwed up.  Liriel seemed very competent, though.”
A crazy situation and an unusual witch on the verge of panic.  “You took charge while the rest of us were still trying to find our noses.”
“Her mind was a screaming mess.  I figure that nominated me.”  Lauren’s eyes were somber.  “It was bad, Nell.  We really scared her.”
Yup, and the weight of that would have Realm’s programming team up into the wee hours setting up yet more fail-safes around their transport spells.  “I know.”
Two pairs of eyes met in shared guilt.
They’d blown some poor witch to shreds—and then their resident mind witch had stepped in, salvaged the pieces, taken her home, and was now burning every inch of her considerable power trying to monitor Beth through feet of concrete and a thousand competing minds.  
Nell shook her head—no wonder Devin looked ready to conquer several large countries.  “You should have paged us sooner.”
“Yeah.”  Lauren rolled her eyes.  “Tell the weather guy.”
Freaking snow.  Nell took a deep breath.  They couldn’t change the past, and the next step was to make sure the initial crisis was over.  “What now?”
“I don’t know.  But she’s improving, I think.”  Lauren dug back into her Phish Food.  “What I can pick up through walls and a ton of people, anyhow.  She lives in the apartment above the shop across the street.  The neighbors are having a Christmas party.  Lots of interference.”
“So stop monitoring her from this far away.”  Devin’s face was mutinous.  “We’ll go knock on the door and check in on her like normal people.”
His wife reached over and kissed his cheek, gave him a spoon, and then tilted her head to the side, a woman listening to a small voice in the wilderness.  “No need.  Liriel’s calling.  Time for me to go up.”  
“Not alone.”  Devin was on his feet like a shot.  “I’ll go with you.”
“No.”  Lauren’s voice held love—and finality.  “Beth doesn’t do well with strangers, and we’ve already ganged up on her today.  Just me.  It will be a small miracle if I make it in the door.  If someone had flattened you like that, I’d skewer them and ask questions later.”
Nell hid a grin as her brother spluttered—matrimony had not been good for his ability to have the last word.  And there was more than one way to skin a cat.  She checked one last message from Jamie and held out her phone.  If they were sending a witch out on a mission, they could at least give her a bat signal.  One not dependent on cooperative weather patterns.
Lauren frowned.  “Yours isn’t going to work any better than mine in this snow.”
“It will now.”  The triplets and Jamie had just ringed greater Chicago with magically enhanced receivers.  If Lauren so much as breathed on the phone, they’d know.
Magic had screwed up once today—it wasn’t happening again.


Chapter 3

The irony of knocking on a strange witch’s door in the middle of a Chicago winter was not lost on Lauren.  A full circle of sorts—she’d been that witch not so long ago.
However, if memory served, she hadn’t been all that thrilled with Jamie’s arrival, and all he’d done was levitate a few plates.  Lauren still had no idea how to adequately apologize for accidentally porting someone halfway across a continent.
That Liriel had sent for her at all was a rather large surprise.
Lauren squared her shoulders—realtors dealt with the inane and the abysmal all the time.  She’d manage.
She lifted a hand to the door and jumped as it quietly slid open.  Liriel’s deep gray eyes regarded her with a mix of suspicion and resignation.  The guardian at the gate.  “Beth has asked to see you.”
“I’ll be happy to talk to her.”
“She’s still shaky.”  
The guardian wasn’t budging yet.  There was something she wanted, and a good negotiator knew when to lay all her cards on the table—fast. “We screwed up, and we know it.  I’ll be working very hard not to do that again.”
“It’s not the first time,” said Liriel softly, eyes flashing.  “You nearly broke our coven.”
Oh, God.  “That wasn’t our intent.”  Lauren’s memories were mostly of the homesick guy she’d been with, but clearly they’d caused damage—Liriel’s mind made that very clear.  “I was still a baby witch, and Jamie was away from home and out of his element.  I’m sure we could have handled things far better than we did.”
“Yes.”  Liriel paused, choosing her words.  “You didn’t respect our magic.  I know it doesn’t meet your standards, but we work hard at our craft.  If you enter our home today, I ask you for that respect.”
Ouch.  And ouch again.  Lauren closed her eyes, well aware she was running on empty.  “That seems like an important conversation to have, and I promise you, we’ll have it.  Know that I have immense respect for the way both of you have rolled with this travesty of a day.  But I’m a witch about out of gas, and Beth wanted to talk.  She feels like our first priority right now.  And if you have a cookie to spare, I’d be eternally grateful.”
The first hints of a smile teased Liriel’s lips.  “I’m sure we can find you something.”  She pulled open the door.  “Beth is in the living room, off to your right.  I’ll fix a couple of things in the kitchen and be right in.”
Lauren knew a skilled diplomat when she met one.  Liriel was making the setup very clear—Beth was the focus here.  And getting through the front door had only been the first test.
Sometimes there was nowhere to go but forward.  Lauren squared her shoulders and made herself a promise.  The next time she dropped in on the Witches’ Lounge, there would be long underwear, a lifetime supply of coffee, and a dozen emergency cookies in her purse.
She walked down the hall, sending out a quiet mental scan as she went.  The frantic, panicked energies of an hour ago were gone, replaced by guarded calm.
Beth looked up as she walked into the living room.  “Hello.  Thank you for coming back.  I have some questions, and Liri thought you might be willing to answer them.”
The formality hurt Lauren’s heart.  “It’s the least I can do.  First, however, let me apologize profusely.  I’m not entirely sure what happened yet, but magically kidnapping you was deeply awful.  We’ll do what we can to make it right.”
“You have power beyond what I’ve ever known.”  Beth let out a breath.  “Perhaps that’s why all the old texts have so many prohibitions and chastisements to work carefully.”
The old texts knew that witches were far less than perfect.  Lauren took a seat without speaking—she could feel more words coming.
“Tell me of this place.  The one with enough magic to transport an entire person and reassemble her again.”
That was no small request.  “There’s an informal witch community in Berkeley.  One I’m still learning about myself.”  Lauren decided it was never too early to start apologizing for trampling things, no matter how unintentional it had been.  “When you first met me, I was a brand-new witch.  Two years ago, I had no idea I had power of any kind.”
Beth’s eyes grew larger by the word.  “Liri says you have immense skill.”
That was a truth that still sat strangely in Lauren’s soul.  “I’m not alone.  Witch Central has a lot of people with strong talent.”
“And they came to find you?”
Now things got sticky.  “Sort of.  I was the first witch found by the spell that fetched you.”  And memories of being pulled into a simple chat room caused new spurts of sympathy for the restrained woman across the room.  “It started with a pint of ice cream…”
The story was a long one, and in the telling, reminded Lauren of how far she had come and how big some of the bumps along the way had truly been.
Beth listened and asked questions—some very pointed, and some truly obscure.  And all of them exceedingly calm for a woman who had last been seen rocking in a corner.  
Liriel slid quietly into the room, set down a tray, and joined Beth on the couch.  Wariness still lived in her eyes, but they’d warmed up several degrees from the encounter at the front door.  She held out a plate.  “Slightly stale chocolate chip cookies or a protein bar—Beth’s recipe.  Take your pick.”
The astute and tricky diplomat was back.  Lauren looked at the plate for a moment and then took one of each.
This time, the amusement reached Liriel’s eyes.  She turned to her partner.  “What have you learned?”
Beth reached for a protein bar.  “That you were right.  Witch Central is arrogant when it comes to witches outside their borders.”
Lauren winced—there were reasons for the arrogance, but it wasn’t an entirely inaccurate summary.  She juggled the slightly stale cookie, looking again for words that might begin to right the missteps.
Beth held up a hand, not finished yet.  “And that they live with deeper magic than we’ve ever dreamed of, and perhaps that means the rules are more complicated.”
Something dark and tangled hit Liriel’s eyes.  And her mind barriers slammed shut with an efficient competence that had Lauren blinking.
Lauren tried to move forward.  Carefully.  “The wisest witch I know says that ‘with great power comes great responsibility.’  Witch Central has a lot of magic within their reach.  Sometimes it can be very difficult to know where responsibility ends and arrogance begins.”
The two women on the couch considered her words carefully, their fingers linked together in a way that made Lauren miss her California beach knight very much.  It was Beth who finally nodded.  “We also believe in responsibility.”
Liriel’s smile was strangely sad.  “And we know something of spells gone awry.”
It was forgiveness they offered—and it made Lauren feel about two inches tall. 
We are witches, came Liriel’s drifting reply.  An accidental send, but an important one.
Yes, you are.  Lauren sent back a simple acknowledgement—and hoped it carried her respect.  
You heard that?  Liriel’s eyebrows disappeared into her hairline.
Yes.  Lauren reached out, not at all sure of the gray-eyed mind witch’s talents.  There hadn’t been a whole lot of time to figure it out earlier.  You’re an empath, correct?  Can you not mindspeak?
No.  The reply was fast and certain—and a little bit awed.  I assume you’re assisting me again.
Only lightly.  Lauren stretched a little further, but Liriel’s power flows didn’t have the staccato undertones she associated with a mindspeaker.  I am.  But you’re making it easy.  You have nice training.
We are not quite as incompetent as you imagined us.  And we have a very curious audience.
Lauren stopped her wincing long enough to pay attention to the third woman in the room, who was watching their silent interplay with great interest.
Liriel reached for her partner’s hand again.  “She can speak to my mind and assist me to speak to hers.”
“Fascinating.”  Beth studied the two of them for a long moment.  “I expect that’s very convenient when you have things to say that you don’t want someone to hear.”
Lauren half rose in embarrassed protest—and then realized the words were meant at face value.  Nothing more, nothing less.  A statement, not an accusation.
And a true one.
Good.  Liriel seemed impressed.  You read her quite well.  She usually means exactly what she says, unlike the rest of us.
“So much power,” said Beth quietly.  “If I came to California, would they train me?”
“Yes.”  And if Lauren was here as Witch Central’s representative, the new level of respect could begin right now.  “You know how to work hard and you’re open to new ideas.  We’d be honored to have you.”  
Liriel’s tea cup seemed to approve.
“I don’t know.  It’s our busiest time of year at the shop.”  Beth’s finger traced the top edge of her far-more-sturdy mug.  Weighing.  Thinking.
“The shop will be fine.”
There was a note of something odd in Liriel’s voice.  Lauren frowned, trying to tease it out.  You won’t be coming?
No.  Sent with finality.  If I do, you will use me as an intermediary, much as you are doing now.
Lauren squirmed for the umpteenth time.  These aren’t ideal circumstances.
No, they aren’t.  Liriel’s mental voice gentled.  But it’s better if you get to know Beth on her terms.  She’s an amazing woman—it would be worth your time.
Part request and part command.  Lauren nodded.  It was the least they could do.  We’ll do our best to make a better second impression.
Liriel’s eyes were quiet, but her mind held steel.  See that you do.
-o0o-
There were no words for this day.  As their guest stood, preparing to leave, Beth tried to find something to say and failed.
“You’ll have more questions.”  In an eerie copy of Jamie’s behavior twenty months in the past, Lauren reached out a business card.  “When you do, this is where you can find me.”
Lauren stood and walked toward the hall.  When she reached the doorway of Beth and Liri’s living room, she turned.  “And when you’re ready, there are nice, normal planes that will fly you to Berkeley.”
Then she was gone.  And all that was left was the nausea in Beth’s stomach—and a lukewarm glass of eggnog in her right hand.  She’d been carrying it with her, room to room, an oddly comforting touchstone.  
Eggnog meant she wasn’t insane.
Beth touched the glass and looked over at Liri.  “I’m okay now.  Thank you.”  It didn’t seem like enough words.
The pillow in her partner’s hands hit the wall.  “Such arrogance they have.  This is twice now they’ve walked in, torn your world into shreds, and left, assuming you will follow.”
Beth tried to find all the important pieces in what Liri was saying.  Anger always made things more complicated.  More tangled.  “It’s our world.  Not just mine.”
A sad smile said she’d found a tangled bit that mattered.  “Yes, it’s ours.  But it’s you who needs what they have.”
Someone able to match her power.  To train it.
And because of that, Liri would throw pillows, but she would not shut doors.  Beth closed her eyes, very aware of just how well she was loved.  “The witch needs what they have.  The woman is very happy here.”
“I know.”
It was only two words—but so much more rode in her partner’s eyes.  Frustration welled in Beth’s veins.  “Come on, Liri.  You know I can’t read what you’re thinking.  You have to tell me.”  It was one of the central tenets of their relationship, and something Beth had learned sprang from love anyhow.  You gave what your lover needed.  
Liri needed feelings and soft touch, ritual and memories.  Beth needed words.
“I hope they can appreciate who you are.”  Liri’s fingers touched the pendant hanging around her neck.  Two circles, joined.  
It matched the one Beth wore.  The one that said a socially awkward penguin had found the partner for her soul.  
Liri’s fears mirrored her own.  Witch Central sounded like the kind of world Beth usually avoided at all costs.  Social, crowded, and infested with complications.
But they had magic—and that trumped all else.  Beth set down her mug.  “I’ve always been a strange witch.”  The kind who landed in the middle of a table while the rest sat and ate brownies.  She tried to push away the lingering embarrassment—she hadn’t asked to be there in the first place.  “Why don’t you get your cloak and we’ll go eat at Ming’s.  We can talk more there.”  It was Liri’s favorite food—and on a Tuesday, uncrowded enough to be a pleasurable experience for both of them.
Liri smiled.  “How about you light a fire instead?  I’ll order in and we can find the words and the silence that will put this day to rest.”
That would also deeply please them both.  
Comfort settled on Beth’s shoulders like a fuzzy blanket.  It had been a day beyond all imagining—but the most important things had not changed at all.  
-o0o-
Moira set her phone down on her bed.  Time to stop staring at newfangled technology, hoping for another update, and pack for a wee trip west.  When Nell knew something more, they’d all know.
She considered the contents of her closet and resolved to go shopping when she was in California.  Blues, greens, grays—everything she could see was dark and gloomy.
“And you’re a grumpy old witch who ought to be used to winter by now,” she muttered to herself, pushing aside the colors she normally loved.  A skirt covered in gaudy purple flowers made its way into her fingers, along with an Irish green sweater and a set of shiny red shoes more appropriate for young Lizzie.  Well, at least she’d be colorful.  And Miss Kenna would be entertained by the sparkles on the shoes.
Dropping her eye-searing picks on the bed, Moira reached into the closet one more time, this time for a bag to carry her belongings.  She dug through more blue and gray and found what she was seeking.
Carefully, she set her old, well-worn valise down on the bed and touched its leather handle, flooded with memories.  She’d held that suitcase gripped in her arms, waiting for the ship that would bring her across the ocean to a strange land.  Felt it hanging from her numb fingers as she’d waved goodbye to so many she loved.  And slept with it under her head, slicked with hot tears, on the long journey across the waters.
Oh, so long ago.
And when she’d finally set foot on Nova Scotia soil, she’d felt like poor Beth, splatted on a table in a world full of strange and frightening.
“We’ve traveled far together, you and I.”  Moira gave the bag a thoughtful pat—the Irish didn’t believe in coincidence.  “And perhaps I needed a bit of a reminder of that tonight.”
The old memories churned her soul.  It was easy to forget.  Easier to ignore them, and to think only of the home and roots she had now.  But some journeys weren’t easy—and Beth’s fetching was a terribly difficult way to have begun.
Such fear there had been in her eyes.  A fragile new flower—one that would need extra tending.
Just like a certain young Irish lass clutching the rail of a ship headed across an enormous sea.
Moira folded clothes and sent her thoughts in the direction of Chicago.  A small blessing, and a wish.
For resilience.  For an open heart.
And for the courage it took to cry hot tears and travel the road regardless.
-o0o-
“It’s the middle of the night, sweetie.”  
Nell scowled at her computer monitor, finishing a key line of code.  “I’m not done yet.”
The only man who dared to call her “sweetie” reached out quick fingers and made the contents of her screen disappear.  “You need to sleep.”
“Can’t.  Jamie’s supposed to be back online in an hour, and I promised him I’d finish this layer.”  Nat said he was midnight napping, Kenna tucked into his elbow, which left her captain of the fetching-spell safety squad.  She’d sent their minions off to bed hours ago.  
“You’re only one part of Witch Central.”  Her husband’s eyes gleamed.  “A really sexy, important part, but only one part.  And you need sleep.”
He was right—but so was she.  “We screwed up.  I need to fix it.”
Daniel’s hands covered hers.  “Accidents happen, even when you’re really careful.  You know that.  And your spell’s no threat to anyone at 3 a.m.  What’s really bothering you?”
Tears threatened, even as she mentally kicked at his words.  God, she was tired.  “She was so scared, Daniel.  This quivering little bunny sitting on a table, with this weird, blank face.”  Cripes, where was her empathy?
“That would be hard for you to understand.”  His hands started working the tight muscles in her neck.  “My wife would have chewed off a table leg for a sword and asked questions later.”
Her snicker squeezed out around the tightness in her chest.  Oh, how well he knew her. “To fight off a little old lady and a couple of moms?”
His chuckle was low and rumbly.  “I seem to remember you loosing half your arsenal at some poor guy hiding behind a bush.”
Fifteen years and she was never going to live that down.  She still had the t-shirt to prove it.  “You’d just invaded my turf.”
“Yup.”  He paused a moment.  “In some ways, so did Beth.”
She blinked.  “We’re the ones who fetched her.”
“I know.”  His words were pensive.  “But she landed on your turf, and that’s kicked in to your need to protect, to defend.  To do something.”
“But what?”  The words spurted out of her, powered by whatever frustration he’d found hiding behind her shoulder blades.  “The best mind witch we’ve got couldn’t calm her down.  And she doesn’t eat chocolate.”  Nell wasn’t sure which was more disturbing.
“Ah.”  He nodded, clearly making more sense of that mystery than she did.  “Fetched a different kind of witch this time, did you?”
“She was definitely a little strange.”
“We all have our quirks.”  Her husband’s hands were doing magical things to her biceps now.  “But that’s not what I meant.”
His voice had that tone that said he was about to throw an important pitch.  Nell swiveled her chair around to face him.  “Okay…”
He perched on a box of comic books, his eyes looking up at hers.  “Think about the witches you’ve fetched.  Lauren is one of the steadiest people in a crisis I’ve ever met, and I know quite a few.”
Yup.  Any woman who could handle being married to Devin definitely qualified as steady.  Nell tried to follow Daniel’s line of thinking.  “Elorie was more shaken up.”
“She was—but you didn’t yank her out of her life like you did Lauren.  Her stay in Witch Central was very temporary.  And Sierra didn’t have much of a life to lose.”
“We rescued her.”  From a fate that still gave Nell occasional nightmares.
“Yeah.”  Daniel’s hand brushed her cheek—he knew she had a big soft spot for the once-lonely teenager who had practically become their sixth child.  “And she was never afraid of us.”
She was still struggling to follow, something that happened only rarely in their marriage.  “So you think this time is different because of how badly we scared Beth?”  Her fingers itched for her keyboard again.  There had to be another safety spell she could put somewhere.
“No.  Well, maybe.”  
This was turning into a darned wobbly pitch.  Nell raised an eyebrow, amused.  “Which one?”
“Doesn’t matter.”  Her husband’s fingers were back on the ball.  Literally.  Apparently there was more hanging out under her desk than comic books.  “My point is, I don’t think that’s why this is hard for you.”
She waited.  It was usually worth it.
He tossed her the ball.  “You understood Lauren.  And you adopted Sierra practically before she arrived, but more importantly, she made sense to you too.”
Ah.  As always, her hacker made stunningly good sense when he finally got to where he was headed.  “And I don’t get Beth.”  Truth.  
“Not yet.”  His thumb stroked along her fingers, much the same way as he felt up a baseball.  “Let your need to do something rest for a bit until you get to know her a little better.  Give your formidable instincts something to work from.”
She hoped it was that simple.  “And if that doesn’t work?”
He tugged her into his lap.  “One step at a time.”
“That’s not how I fight.”  She grumbled into his shoulder, feeling the weariness settling in.  “There could be surprises behind the bushes.”
His laughter rocked them both.  “Don’t I know it.”
She snuggled in closer.  All guns blazing.  That’s how real warriors did things.  
First thing in the morning, she’d get right on that.


Chapter 4

Normal people didn’t make decisions this way.  Beth moved shiny rocks and tiny crystal creatures around on a shelf, well aware that she was making a mess of Liri’s neat display, and tried to figure out how to start a conversation about a decision that had already been made in the wee hours of the night.  
Liri looked up from the arcane contents of a small silk-lined box, a gift she was assembling for Mellie’s grand-daughter.  “It would be good if you started talking before you undid all the merchandizing in the shop.  You have the fire dragon next to the water lily there.”
Beth looked down at the shiny bits of nothing in her fingers, perplexed.  “What, conflicting elementals?”  Fire wasn’t usually a fan of water nearby.  Merchandizing had weird rules, and they got weirder if you were a witch.
“Nope.”  Liri grinned.  “They just look funny together.”
Argh.  That was the kind of nonsensical reasoning that drove her crazy and did wonders for the store’s sales.  “I’m going to California.”
“Of course you are.”  Liri slid another trinket into the box, mumbling something in old Irish as she did it.  Charms for a young girl with stirrings of power.  “I don’t think that’s ever been in doubt.”
More verbal dancing.  Beth scowled at a tiny silver elf.  “I’m leaving tomorrow.”
Liri’s incantation stopped mid-breath.
“If that’s okay.  I’ll ask Mellie to come help with the shop.”
Liri still wasn’t breathing.
Beth tried not to throw the elf—it wasn’t his fault he wore a perpetual smirk.  “Say something?  Please?”
“Yesterday changed things.”  Calm hands smoothed pink silk one last time and closed the box.  “I’m glad you’re going.”
And finally, Beth knew what she wanted to say.  “I’m terrified.  They came for me, Liri.  With magic.  Fetched me to a place full of people and faces.”  The tears were finally rising—she could feel them, along with aching frustration.  “I don’t know where I was.  But wherever it was, I didn’t belong.”
“Oh, sweetie.”
Beth sank into a soft shoulder and felt arms of solace wrap around her.  It had taken two years to stop cringing when Liri hugged her.  Another two to feel comforted.  And Liri had never stopped quietly offering.  
The woman who had somehow figured out how to be her friend and then her lover stepped back and gave Beth’s hand a businesslike squeeze.  “Go get some tea and whatever concoction you have us snacking on down here these days.  I’ll find the dragon a home that doesn’t involve getting his tail dripped on by a water lily.”
The moments alone assembling the ritual elements of a cup of tea were calming, and let Beth line up her words in the procession that would make them possible to say.  She picked up a bowl of homemade granola.  Nutritionally complete—she’d run the spreadsheet analysis herself.  Far too many witches supported their magic with sugar overdoses.
Not her circle.  At least not while she was watching.  She might have the most fragile brain chemistry in the group, but that didn’t mean the rest should be abusing their neurotransmitters.
Liri grinned when she spied the laden tray.  “Experimenting on us again, are you?”
“This one’s more flavorful than the last batch.”  Beth hoped.  Witches might have similar energy needs to elite athletes, but they were a lot more opinionated about how their snacks tasted.
Long fingers picked a few tidbits from the bowl.  “Just don’t tell me what’s in it.  I don’t want to know.”
“An excellent blend of essential ingredients for magic,” said Beth dryly, delighted when Liri laughed.  Jokes rarely came naturally to her, and this one had surprised them both.  “And a smart witch never shares her ingredients list.”
That caused a second round of laughter, one that took Beth a moment to understand.  A stray giggle snuck out.  “No eye of newt, I promise.”
“Actually, this batch is pretty good.”  
Beth already knew that—second handfuls were always a good sign.
Liri poured tea into two cups.  “So tell me what crept up on you in the middle of the night.”
It was time to talk about feelings.  In halting words, Beth tried to explain the impossible sensation of being sucked through space and time—and landing in someone’s living room.  “It was like a dream.  Except cold, and full of all these people who wanted things from me.”
“You feel that way about our customers, too.  Strangers are hard for you.”  Liri frowned, spoon slowly stirring her tea.  “Lauren said you would be welcome.”
“I think they tried.”  Beth shrugged, frustrated that her memories were so fogged by fear.  “But there were so many eyes looking at me.”  She blew out a breath, embarrassed.  “I haven’t panicked like that since I was in middle school.”
For a girl with undiagnosed Asperger’s, middle school had been every kind of hell.  And eyes had always been her nemesis.
“Are you sure you want to go?”  Liri’s words were soft.  A way out.
“Jamie’s eyes have been haunting me for twenty months.”  The last thing she needed was four more witchy watchers waking her up at night.  “It’s time.”
“Okay.”
The steady, easy support made it possible to voice the rest.  “I need to go—but I don’t know if I can do it.”
Liri’s eyes turned the stormy gray that meant she was worried.  “I believe you can.”  
That faith hadn’t wavered a single day in the last eleven years.  Beth gulped and got out the last of the hard words.  “My magic needs to go.  I need training.  But I don’t belong there.”  It wasn’t a rational belief, but she couldn’t shake it.  The faces in the room had haunted a very long night of wakefulness.
For a long time, Liri stood very still.  And then she leaned over, picked up the little crystal fire dragon, and wrapped Beth’s fingers around it.  “You belong here.  And when it’s time, you’ll come home.”
Beth clutched the piece of glass tightly.  She didn’t believe in crystals or dragons.  But she believed in love, and that was enough.
-o0o-
Nell landed in Lauren and Devin’s tiny cottage by the sea and wondered, yet again, how it always seemed to be full of witches.  Even when they hadn’t been summoned.
Moira smiled from her place of honor on Lauren’s green couch, Sophie’s son Adam asleep in her lap, two knitting needles clutched in his hands.  
Nell grinned.  “He’s getting so big.”
“Aye.  And he’s not much for cuddles while he’s awake, this one, so I have to sneak in my fill while he’s sleeping.”
Sophie smiled.  “You sneak them regularly enough when he’s awake, too.”
Devin rolled his eyes.  “Moira steals all the cute babies.”  He wrapped a casual arm around his wife’s shoulders.  “Why don’t you go sit on the couch too—put your feet up. You had a long day yesterday.”
Lauren chuckled and kissed his cheek.  “It’s not contagious, you know.”
Devin wiggled his eyebrows Moira’s direction.  “It could be.”
Nell tried not to laugh.  Apparently her brother had the baby bug.  Someone needed to warn Lauren to be on the lookout for fertility spells.  
The witch in question sat down, running her finger over Adam’s fuzzy hair.  And then kissed Moira on the cheek.  “Don’t get any ideas.”
Her husband snickered and headed for the door.  “Going on a linguine run so we have something to eat after this horde decimates the ice cream stash.  Back in ten.”
Her brother wasn’t good at worrying while standing still.  Nell waved at his disappearing back, hoping he remembered the extra Alfredo sauce.  And surveyed the crowd he planned to feed—the bat signal had been pretty strong.
Witch Central had screwed up, and with a good sleep under her belt, it was time to convene the masses and make things right.
Lauren slid off the couch and sat cross-legged in front of the low coffee table, passing out cookies and ice cream.  A signal.  Nell felt the vibe in the room shifting—time to get down to business.  She resisted the lure of Ben & Jerry’s.  With linguine coming, it would be worth the wait, and someone needed to get a grip on what had just happened.  “A lot of us are missing big parts of the story, I think, and Lauren, you might have more of it than anyone else.  Can you start at the beginning and fill us in?”
Lauren kept handing out sugar fixes.  “Pretty sure the beginning was a spellcode malfunction.”
Nell winced.  The guilt hadn’t dissipated any overnight.  “Yeah.  I used some of the transport code in the fetching spell.  One of the triplets cut and pasted the wrong two lines.”  And fixed it thirty seconds later, but Beth had reached for her mouse at exactly the wrong moment.
“It wasn’t just the code.”  Lauren stared pensively at her ice cream.  “Beth was thinking about Jamie.”
That was new.  And ominous.  “What?”
“When we visited their coven meeting back last winter—no, two winters ago—she was the most talented witch in the group.  When we left, he invited her to contact him if she wanted more training.”  Their storyteller looked up.  “She was considering it.”
Nuts.  And considerably eerie.  “Wow, we have really crappy timing.”
“It’s the solstice.”  Moira spoke quietly from the couch.  “Magic is a little more mysterious at this time of year.  Perhaps her fetching wasn’t entirely an accident.”
The only thing worse than a big coding snafu was woo-woo magics they couldn’t see or fix.  “You think our spell reached out and grabbed her because she happened to be thinking about my baby brother?”
“Aye.  Ancient energies are stirring.  If you sit in the dark in the wee hours of these nights, perhaps you’ll believe it too.”
She’d done plenty of late nights.  “I was coding at 3 a.m.  Trying to make sure we don’t fetch anyone else.”  Via coding mistakes or anything else.  And why or how Beth had been grabbed didn’t really change the facts.  “We did damage to that poor woman.  I hate knowing that.”
“It’s not the first time.”  Lauren’s quiet words reached every corner of the room.
Adam’s whiffling snores were the only sound in the cottage.
“I picked up snippets from their minds.  And I remembered some things in the middle of the night.  When Jamie and I visited their coven last year, we left a mess behind.”  Lauren looked around the room, eyes full of regret.  “From what I picked up, it sounds like the aftermath was pretty intense.  Beth was the circle leader, and we left her with a big plate of upheaval to manage.”  Her spoon hit the table in frustration.  “Not that we realized it then.”  
Nell wasn’t sure she’d ever heard the whole story.  It suddenly seemed awfully relevant. “Tell us about your visit.”
Lauren sighed.  “Honestly—I still don’t remember it all that well.  I was suffering new-witch angst and Jamie was trying to wrap his arms around life outside of Witch Central.  We were pretty self-absorbed.”  Her regret was clear.  “But there aren’t many ways to tell people they’re magically incompetent and have them like it.”
Ouch.   Nell had lots of familiarity with Jamie’s occasional elephant shoes.  “What exactly happened?”
“Maybe his memory is better than mine.”  The sigh that drifted through the cottage came tinged with mind-witch guilt.  “But here’s what I do remember.  Other than Beth, they’re very weak—just whiffs of power.  There were people handling the wrong elements, and a couple who weren’t even witches, I think.”
Oh, crap.
“Jamie fixed it, led them through a simple circle.  And then we patted ourselves on the back and walked out and left Beth to clean up the mess.”  Lauren’s hands clenched her mangled pint.  “That’s twice we’ve treated her badly.”
“You were a two-month-old witch.”  The picture was starting to form, and Nell didn’t like it one bit.  “And Jamie was going quietly nuts in Chicago.”  He didn’t belong outside of Witch Central any more than she did.  “So my clumsy brother marched in there, turned Beth’s life upside down, impressed them all with fancy magic, and then we’ve ignored her for almost two years.”
Lauren nodded.  “Yup.  That about covers it.  Until we kidnapped her.”
Yikes.  They had some serious atoning to do.  And Nell had no idea where to start.
“She’ll be coming to us, then.”  Moira bounced Adam gently as he stirred.
Sophie reached for her son.  “Here, I’ll feed him and you can explain how you know such things.”
Moira transferred the sleeping baby with skill decades in the making.  “This is a time of seeking, of journeys underway.  A time of moving toward the light.  She’ll come.”
Lauren nodded.  “Liri thinks she will.”
Well, that beat Irish mysticism as a reliable source.  Nell contemplated what she knew of their strange witch.  Fire witches hated the cold and the dark—and winter solstice in Chicago probably had plenty of both.
“She’ll be wanting training if she comes.”  Moira segued easily into an Irish lullaby as Adam fussed again.
Something practical she could do.  Finally.  “Jamie’s busy with Kenna right now.  If she comes, I can train her.”
“I’d like to help.”  Lauren looked surprisingly determined.
Nell frowned.  She had no objections to assistance, but it was an odd request.  “You’re not a fire witch.”
“I know.”  Lauren looked at her hands.  “But she feels like mine.”
Nell nodded in assent—she knew the weight of witchy guilt all too well.  
The sound of Devin’s motorcycle outside brightened the room considerably.  Linguine to the rescue.  Moira popped off the couch, eyes twinkling.  “You sit still, my dears.  I’ll fetch some plates and a wee handful of forks.” 
Lauren eyed Nell, one last thing on her mind.  “Someone needs to fill Jamie in.”
Sigh.  “Someone” had been her name far too often lately.  “I’ll do it.”  
Soon.  She was darned well eating some noodles first.
-o0o-
Moira stepped out into the bright noonday sun and stopped a moment to enjoy the delightfully blue expanse of ocean.  Irish witches knew how to find magic in stormy gray waters too, but it was a lovely change of pace from the wintery waters of Fisher’s Cove.
Her belly hummed happily along with her eyes, full of the best noodles in the world.  
A moment of contentment—not the norm at this time of year.  The coming of the solstice always shook things up a bit.
She looked around the cottage’s gardens.  Even in winter, they were coming along nicely—the gift of many hands and a long growing season.  Lauren sat on a driftwood bench, looking out over the water.
Moira suspected it wasn’t the sea she saw.
She picked her way through the honeysuckle and a nice patch of winter crocus.  “Care for some company?”
Lauren looked up, eyes welcoming.  “Sure.  I just needed a little escape from the melee in there.”
Or the thoughts in her own head, more likely.  Moira took a seat, well familiar with the difficult burden of feeling inadequate.  “You did very well with Beth, you know.”
“This time, maybe.”  The smile was wan.  “It hurts to know how callous we were back in Chicago.”
It was this that had called the healer outside.  That and a quick head nod from Devin.  “And what is it you think you could have done differently?”
The answer was a long time coming.  “I’m not sure.  I don’t know how welcome we’d have been even if we’d stayed.”
Moira had some experience with witches rather set in their ways.  “Aye.  It was a tricky situation.  And perhaps one that’s yet destined to end well.”
Lauren’s lips twitched.  “That’s an optimistic outlook.”
“We can’t change the past, my darling girl.  And whatever you and Jamie might have said or done, you’re two people with very good hearts.  You set change in motion, and that’s not always easy.”
“Beth might not see it that way.”
Perhaps not, but that could wait to be discovered in the fullness of time.  Moira had a different patient at the moment.  “It’s not just Beth who suddenly finds herself on a journey.”
Lauren frowned, and Moira could feel the leaking hints of exhaustion.  Cookies and sleep didn’t fix everything.  She reached out and took two cool hands in hers.  Even an old healer witch could help with that a stitch.  “You’ve been in the middle of things ever since we fetched you.  But it’s a different role calling you now.”
The frown deepened.  “What do you mean?  I’m too tired to look and too cranky to guess.”
“Solstice makes us all a mite cranky, my dear.”  Moira smiled, brushing a confused cheek and sending along another little trickle of power.  “We all have different reactions to the dark.  Some nest, some seek the light.  Many of us set our feet on new journeys.”
And some old witches realized they didn’t have too many solstices left.
An unexpected grin chased away Lauren’s tired eyes.  “Is that why my husband suddenly has the baby bug?”
Moira chuckled, delighted by the wisdom of her young friend.  “That, and he loves you very much.”
“Mmm.”  Lauren rolled her eyes.  “Should I be worried about all the nice tingles you’re sending me?  Thanks for those, by the way.”
“You’re welcome.”  Moira fingered a sturdy flower vine climbing the back of the bench.  “And I’m very sure Devin isn’t going to be needing any help from the likes of me if it’s a baby he wants.  I do believe he’s got some negotiating to do with you, though.”
“Maybe.”  Lauren shifted back to looking out over the waters.  “I don’t know about solstice and all, but I’ve been restless lately.”
“A wise soul can smell a journey coming.”
“I smell the tang of salt and occasional whiffs of linguine.”
Ah, the young could be so literal.  “Still afraid of the hocus-pocus, are you?”
“Is that what this is?”
“Some.”  Moira was well aware that not everyone shared her mystical soul.  “But you’ve chosen Beth as yours, and that’s very real.”  A leader emerging, even if she didn’t realize it yet.
It pleased her greatly that Lauren didn’t misunderstand.  “Am I wrong to do that?  Nell’s got the right magic to train her.”
“She does.”  Moira paused, treading carefully.  “But perhaps not the right soul for this witch at this moment.  You see Beth’s heart.  A soul that needs some careful tending.”
“She’s not weak.”
Perhaps.  That also remained to be seen.  “Even the sturdiest flower can need special care if it finds itself suddenly planted in a foreign garden.”
They were silent again for a while, a crisp winter wind blowing off the water.  Waves crashed against the cliffs below, soothing the restless beast that had been clawing at Moira’s soul lately.  She accepted it all with gratitude.
Lauren finally leaned over and kissed her cheek.  “Thank you.”
There was no thanks necessary.  “We old witches still like to be useful.”
“Good.”  The second kiss was firmer.  “We’re going to be needing you for a long time yet.”
The restless beast certainly hoped so.


Chapter 5

Beth stepped out of the cab onto Addison Street, blinking at the sunlight.  What a strange place, this California.  It didn’t feel like winter at all.
She took her bag from the driver, looking up and down the street.
“Sure this is where you want to be, miss?”
“Yes.”  She turned back to him, aware that most people didn’t consider one word an answer.  “I’m fine, thank you.”
He shrugged and got back in his cab, careening out into traffic with a screech that hurt her ears.
A lot of sounds here hurt her ears.  Not the totality of them—Chicago was not a quiet city.  But the different notes in the jumble.  Not home.
She slid a hand in her pocket and fingered the small crystal dragon tucked there for safekeeping.  Home would wait.
From her other pocket, she pulled out a simple business card dominated by a smiling face.  Berkeley Realty.  Time to find a witch and get some information.
Recalling her quick study of the map of downtown, she headed west.  Sounds assaulted her ears as she walked—so many people.  Chicago had people too, but at this time of year they walked in quick steps with their heads down.  Here, they smiled, fragments of their conversations pinging off her eardrums.  An unwanted sea of noise.
Taking a deep breath, she focused on the lines of the sidewalk.  One line, another.  A cracked one there, then back to straight and predictable.  She felt the voices receding and slowly let her fists unclench.  It had been years since she’d needed to count sidewalk lines.
It wasn’t all that big a surprise.  O’Hare International Airport had been sensory overload on steroids.
Beth looked around again, aware she was wound far too tightly.  Not at the airport anymore—it was just people now, going about their lives.  She smiled at a little boy hopping over the sidewalk lines, shoelaces untied.  Company in her crack gazing.
And the sun was shining.  Experimenting, she reached for a small trickle of power and let it sit lightly on her skin to recharge. 
She laughed at herself—magic wasn’t a battery, but it still felt nice.
With the automatic knowledge of a mind that could memorize any map, she turned into the doorway of Berkeley Realty.  And paused.  Liri would see it as a moment of passage.
Beth looked down at her fingers, pale in the winter sun, clasped around a serviceable stainless-steel handle.  She wasn’t Liri—and this was just a door.  
“Good timing,” said a voice behind her shoulder.  “If you open that for me, I’ll offer you up some linguine in exchange.  Pretty sure I got too many orders.”
The source of the voice was a tiny blonde woman with spiky hair, a nose ring, and a stack of takeout boxes piled up all the way to her chin.  Beth reached for the top boxes—basic physics said catastrophe was imminent.
“Thanks.”  The tiny blonde stuck out her hand, causing more boxes to careen wildly.  “I’m Lizard.  You were looking for Berkeley Realty?”
Beth quickly counted the boxes.  Not if they were having a party inside.  “I was looking for Lauren Sullivan, but maybe I can come back at a less busy time.”
Lizard looked confused for a moment, and then grinned at the stack in her hands.  “Oh, the boxes.  Don’t worry—Romano’s was having a two-for-one special and I think I got carried away.  Once you taste his linguine, you’ll know why.”  She propped open the door with a shiny red leather boot.  “Come on in.  Coast is clear—it’s just Lauren and me here today.  Not too many people house shopping right before Christmas.”
Oddly soothed by the flow of words, Beth stepped through the door, appreciating the relative quiet as she stepped off the street.  Cool greens and blues greeted her eyes, and a pop of color from a fiery painting on the wall.  
Lizard followed the direction of her gaze.  “You like that?”
Beth never liked art.  Too imprecise.  “Yes.  Who painted it?”
“A friend.”  Lizard smiled and juggled takeout boxes.  “Maybe you’ll get to meet her.”
Beth hadn’t come looking for friends.  She opened her mouth to ask for Lauren, and then shut it again as footsteps sounded in the hallway.
Lauren entered the front room with a smile and three forks.  “Hello, Beth.  Nice to see you again.  You arrived just in time for some of the best food in California.”
“I don’t eat a lot of pasta.  Too many carbs.”  Which wasn’t exactly a polite introduction.  Beth cursed her inadequacies with small talk.  “But I am hungry, so something to eat would be appreciated.”
She didn’t miss the glances exchanged between the two other women, but as usual, she had no idea what they meant.  And she was travel-weary enough not to care.  
“Come sit at the desk here.”  Lizard dropped boxes on a clean surface and grabbed a fork.  “I have paperwork spread out all over the kitchen.  Sorry, didn’t know we were expecting you.”
“You weren’t.”  Beth took the proffered fork.  “I didn’t notify anyone I was coming.”  She hadn’t been entirely sure she would make it.  And now she sounded like some kind of robot.  “I’m sorry, this isn’t going quite how I imagined.”
“Never does.”  Lizard grinned.  “Sit, eat, discover food heaven.  The rest can wait.”  
Beth looked at the tiny woman who looked nothing like Liri—and somehow felt comforted.
-o0o-
Lizard clomped down the street in her new red boots, contemplated the woman walking on her left, and wondered why it was that she ended up with all the messed-up fire witches.
And then decided it didn’t matter.  It wasn’t magic that had her marching down the street to Caro’s townhouse.  It was the general stamp of strange that coated Beth’s outer mind.
Beth saw herself as weird.  As other.
As someone who didn’t belong.  
And that had pushed buttons deep in Lizard’s juvenile-delinquent soul.  She looked over at her tall companion.  “How come you came to Witch Central?”  Conversation over linguine had been minimal.
Beth’s mind tucked further behind some invisible wall.  “I need training.”
Well, it was better than being on parole.  “It can be kind of weird here.  Don’t let them freak you out.”
“Okay.”  And half a block later, “Thanks.”
Lizard kept walking, satisfied.  She knew what it was to keep most of your words hidden inside.  And Caro’s townhouse would be a good place to hide.  Once again, her boss was a smart cookie.
She turned into the walkway, thumped up the steps, and dropped Beth’s shoulder bag on the porch.  “I think you’ll like it here.  Way better than a hotel.”
Mute eyes just watched her hand on the door.
Cripes.  Sometimes this real-estate gig was harder than it looked.  Lizard breathed a sigh of relief as Caro rounded the corner, a set of keys in her hand.  Saved by the landlord.
Brought me another live one, did you?  
Something like that.  She’s been through a lot today.  I think she just needs some space.  Peace and quiet.
Caro nodded briskly at the inhabitants of the porch, unlocked the door to the townhouse, and stood to the side.  
Beth walked in, and Lizard heard her quiet intake of air.  When their new arrival reached out to touch an orange wall in mute relief, she knew she’d made a sale.  And she knew it was time to go.  In lockstep with Caro, she quietly backed out the door.  
“She’ll do just fine,” said the no-nonsense woman who had become Lizard’s honorary den mother.  “We’ll let her get settled a bit, and then I’ll take over some bread.  Nice boots.”
Lizard rolled her eyes.  “They’re good for walking.  And she doesn’t do bread.  Too many carbs.”
“Well then, I’ll take her something else.”
“Keep an eye on her,” said Lizard in an undertone.  “She needs a friend.”
“That she already has.”  Caro’s eyes held quiet approval.  “And she could do a lot worse than Lizard Monroe.”
Caro handed out compliments about as often as the Queen Mother handed out Viagra.  Lizard blushed.  And barely resisted kicking a rock—it would scuff her sexy new boots.  “Page me if she needs anything.”
Her old landlord chuckled.  “I will.  Tell Josh I said hello.  Learned a new chess move.  Gonna beat that man of yours one day soon.”
Lizard just snorted and walked off, bemused.  Her life got weirder every day.
-o0o-
Lauren knocked on Nell’s door, leftover linguine in her hands, and grinned when Aervyn opened the door.  “Hey, superboy—you ready to turn six yet?”
“Nope.”  He eyed the containers in her hands and manfully stood to the side.  “I already ate, but I bet Auntie Nat’s hungry.  She just got here.”
Excellent.  The gathering of the clan, at least the part of it she wanted to see.  “I have enough for you too, munchkin.  Have you decided what you want for your present yet?”  She was drawing a bit of a blank.  Nell was currently vetoing the magic carpet, Jamie and Devin were already on a shiny red two-wheeler, and her crystal ball kept insisting there was something important she was supposed to give him.
Maybe the ball was just out of sorts.  It seemed to be going around.
Aervyn swayed side to side, thinking.  “You could draw me a picture.  Mama says the best kind of presents are the ones you make with your hands.”
Nell had never seen any of Lauren’s artwork.  “I’ll think of something, cutie.  How about I give you one of these boxes to go share with your sisters, and you tell me where I can find Auntie Nat and your mom.”
“Just follow the noise,” said Aervyn, porting the top box off the pile, forks already magically in his hand.  “Kenna found my drum set.”
Lauren winced.  The drum set had been Devin’s idea of a practical joke back when Aervyn turned two, delivered without nearly enough thought about what a hard-of-hearing toddler might do with such a gift.  
And apparently becoming the jokester’s wife had conferred guilt by marital decree.  In the lore that was Witch Central’s lifeblood, the drums were now her fault too.  “Maybe Kenna wants some noodles.”
Aervyn looked skeptical.  “I doubt it.  She only wants chocolate cake and strawberries today.  Auntie Nat called her a heathen.”
Nat was far more convinced of the value of all four food groups than your average witch.  And she seemed the least affected by whatever plague of weirdness had hit the Sullivan clan lately.  “Thanks, cutie.  I’ll plug my ears.”
He swooped up for a kiss and then ran off down the hall, paging his sisters.
Lauren followed in his wake, taking a left turn through the kitchen and into the back yard.  Nat turned in welcome, eyes lighting as she saw the Romano’s boxes.  
Nell was waving her fingers, focused on some invisible spell.  A moment later, she sat back, victorious.  “Take that, punk witch baby.”
Kenna banged her two sticks on the top of the drum—and giggled as a shiny purple fountain of bubbles spurted up.  A very silent fountain.
“Thank you.”  Nat smiled in relief, already twirling noodles onto a fork.
Lauren wondered if Devin had taken a good look at how tired Nat and Jamie were lately.  She wasn’t ready for permanent exhaustion.
“It won’t hold her long,” said Nell dryly.  She shook her head at the offered noodles.  “Just finished a huge plate of spaghetti, thanks.  Little monster’s already undone two of my best sound-deflecting spells.”
Right on cue, sound erupted again from Kenna’s drum, accompanied by more bubbles—in rainbow colors this time.
Three pairs of hands clapped over three sets of ears.  Your turn, sent Nell with a grin.  Auntie duty.
Oh, sure.  Lauren looked over at her delighted noise-terrorist of a niece and wondered if anyone had tried the obvious.  KENNA!  Too loud, sweetie.  That hurts our ears.
Two drumsticks stopped, suspended in the air by astonished toddler hands.  And then their mischief-maker tapped the drum, ever so lightly, and looked over at the trio of stupefied adults with a giant smile on her face.
It was Nat who started to laugh first, still cuddling takeout linguine to her chest.  Kenna tapped along to her mama’s giggles in quiet, rhythmic, bubble-dancing counterpoint.
Nell chuckled, shaking her head in mostly mock disgust.  “I can’t believe that worked.”
A smart realtor knew when to pounce.  “Great.  I solved your problem of the day—now you can help with mine.”
Two pairs of raised eyebrows suggested it wasn’t going to be her easiest sell of the afternoon.  “Berkeley Realty had a visitor this morning.  A certain fire witch from Chicago.”
“Oh.”  Nat’s voice was full of sympathy.  “How is she doing?”
Lauren shook her head.  “Not sure.  She’s buttoned up pretty tight, and I didn’t push this time.  Didn’t have to—Lizard adopted her before she even got inside our door.  She’s taken Beth to see if Caro’s townhouse is available.”  It would be by the time they arrived.
“So what’s the problem?” asked Nell slowly.  “Sounds like you have things pretty much under control.”
“Gut feel.”  And a strong one.  “We need to keep Witch Central at bay for a while.  Introduce her slowly, give her a chance to get her toes used to the water.”  
“Are you sure?” Nell didn’t sound skeptical, just curious.  “Immersion worked pretty well for you.  Lizard too.” 
Lauren remembered her own cannonball into the deep end all too well.  “I had a gentler start.  Let’s see if we can try wading this time.”
“Okay.”  Nell looked down at her hands.  “You seem to have a pretty good read on her.”
Lauren met Nat’s eyes over Nell’s bowed head.  It was a very strange thing for the woman closest to the heart of Witch Central to be shaky.  She waited until Nell looked back up.  “When I first started working with Jacob, I was confused all the time.  His body language and his thoughts didn’t match.”  It had been very hard to learn which signals to trust.
Nell just nodded slowly, still only half comprehending.
Nat’s eyes radiated calm patience.  “Some of my students are like that.  They sit in the back row once a week, disappear as soon as class is over. Often they’re the ones who need yoga the most.”  She settled her hands into her lap.  “If it’s breathing room Beth needs, she’ll have it.”
Lauren heard the firm tone in her best friend’s voice and knew she’d found the right help.   No one would understand the need for personal space better than Nat Sullivan.  And if anyone could keep Witch Central from bubbling over, it was their gentle, fierce yogini.
The heart of Witch Central had more than one inhabitant.
-o0o-
Carefully, trying not to move the fragile shards inside her chest, Beth sat down on the strange bed, in the strange room, in the strange land, and cuddled a strange orange pillow to her aching heart.
It was going to be difficult.  She should have known.  Only in fairytales did the princess meander daintily through the kingdom, learn a few gentle lessons, and live happily ever after.
And fairytales had more logic holes than the average conversation with a three-year-old.
None of which made her heart feel any better.
She was a strong, resilient woman—and right now, she felt like a scared child.  
Fighting the lifelong desire to run and hide in solitude when such feelings hit, she opened her computer laptop and clicked on Liri’s fanciful icon.  Beth had been the one who set up the technology behind the cute extraterrestrial head on her screen, but it had been Liri who’d insisted on the “phone home” button.
Beth heard her breath shake as her partner’s face came onscreen, and squeezed the pillow a little tighter.
“Hard day?”  The empathy in Liri’s voice was instant and soothing, even thousands of miles away.
“Yeah.”  Lining up the right words took a moment.  “It’s an intriguing town.  Lots of sunlight and interesting people on the street.”
During the few warm months in Chicago, they loved to have coffee at one of the outdoor cafés and watch the people go by.  Liri liked to imagine their backgrounds and what awaited them at home.  Beth watched their mannerisms, their faces, and tried to guess how they felt, what they wanted.
People could be such a mystery.
“And?”  The prompt was gentle, but it came with her partner’s understated tenacity.
“The usual.”  The sigh came out all on its own.  “Hard to navigate in a strange world, especially when they want things from me.”  From an airline-ticketing agent to Caro’s silent delivery of homemade lentil soup for dinner, the day had been a constant stream of people with faces saying something she never knew how to read.
“Try room service and a movie.”  Liri smiled—and then frowned, squinting at the screen.  “Wait, where are you?  That doesn’t look like a hotel.”
Beth looked around, taking in the funky decor and bright colors for the first time.  “It’s a short-term rental.  A kind of bed-and-breakfast thing.”  It occurred to her that she wasn’t clear on the details, which wasn’t like her at all.  “Lauren suggested I might find it more relaxing than a hotel room.”
“That was thoughtful of her.”
Beth smiled—she knew that overly neutral tone in Liri’s voice.  “I believe they really are trying to help.  Lauren’s assistant used to live here.  The landlord seems very nice.”  She looked around.  The space was quite soothing.  “I can come and go as I please, and you’d like the front gardens, I think.  Flowers in December.”
“Beats shoveling a foot of snow.”  Liri grinned.  “Your crew of helpers showed up bright and early to take care of it—that was very sweet.”
It wasn’t often she got to surprise her very attuned mate.  The glow of it soothed Beth far more than the colorful walls.  She’d put Mellie’s grandsons on more than snow patrol, but perhaps that would be an unexpected gift for another day.  “Good.  You have plenty to do without dumping snow on tourists.”
Liri’s laughter was warm and lilting.  “I only got the one, and that was last winter.”
Beth grinned.  The poor guy from Florida had been dumb enough to stand directly behind someone with a snow shovel.  His fiancée had giggled for an hour—and bought out half the store.  “Then again, it might be good for business.” 
“Careful what you wish for,” said Liri, repositioning the computer and lying down on the couch.  “It was a very busy day.  Too many more of those and we’ll run out of stock before New Year’s.”
They had enough to last through spring, but to her lovely partner, the ways of inventory were varied and arcane.  “Did Mellie come in to help?”
“Yes.”  Fingers reached out to touch the screen.  “We’re fine here, sweetie.  You take care of you.  Find the space you need and negotiate the witching world there at a speed that allows you to be happy.”
 It felt a bit like looking for a calm spot while standing in the path of a hurricane, but she could try.  Beth stretched out her fingertips to touch Liri’s, and held up the tiny crystal dragon that had ridden in her pocket all day.  “I miss you.”
She was pretty sure hers weren’t the only eyes wet with tears.


Chapter 6

Nell waded through the pillow fort blocking her front door and sighed.  So much for hoping her newest trainee had accidentally fallen back asleep.
When she’d called Beth an hour ago, the house had been both spotless and quiet, at least by Walker standards.  She pulled open the door and smiled at the new arrival.  “Come on in.  And please excuse the chaos—I was foolish enough to let my kids out of bed this morning.”
Fleeting puzzlement crossed Beth’s face.  “Do they sometimes stay in bed?”
“Nope.  Except for the oldest—I think he’s turning nocturnal.  Apparently some teenagers are like that.”
“I had unusual sleep patterns for many years.  My parents—” 
Whatever Beth had been about to say drowned in a flood of sound beaming from the back of the house.  Nell winced.  Aervyn Edric Walker, turn on your hearing aids!
Oops.  Sorry, Mama.  The contrite reply came quickly.  Dropping the noise back to normal decibel levels took several seconds longer.  Someone needed a refresher lesson in spell unwinding.
Or hearing aids he couldn’t turn off whenever he felt like it.
Nell shook her head and turned back to her guest.  “Sorry—he’s playing with his new drum set.”  And sound-wave spells.  The loud kind.
Beth looked shell-shocked—time to find someplace quiet before she fled California entirely.  “Would you like to head out to the back yard?  I think it’s free of munchkins at the moment, and that way we won’t scorch the ceilings.”
If it was possible, Beth’s face got even more wooden.  “I’m very careful with my magic.”
Oh, God.  How had she managed to get a trainee who didn’t eat chocolate or understand a joke?  Nell gave herself a very fast lecture, trying to remember Lauren’s words of wisdom.  Tolerance.  And baby steps.  “It’s easy enough for things to get a little out of hand in a training session.  And I hear you came here for the sun.”
Beth finally smiled.  “I am enjoying all the light you have here.”
Phew.  Back yard, posthaste.  Nell turned to lead the way through the house.  “I know you can’t have chocolate, so I made some oatmeal raisin cookies this morning.  We can take a plate out with us.”
“I brought some nuts, but thank you.”
Nell sighed—this just wasn’t going to be easy.  She squelched the urge to force cookies on someone who clearly had no sense of smell and grabbed several on her way out the back door.  Somebody needed to eat them, and chocolate-free cookies would likely get nothing but confused looks from the rest of the Walker household.
Cranky mama witches couldn’t be fussy about their sources of sugar.
She led the way over to a quiet spot in the back corner, behind the play structure and out of the way of overhanging trees.  “Will this work for you?”
“I don’t know.”  Beth sat down thoughtfully on a patch of grass.  “I’ve never done magic outside before.  Don’t the air currents and changing light affect your work?”
Not any more than breathing.  “Where do you practice?”
“We have a room at the shop.  It’s quiet, no distractions.  We set it up with comfortable lighting and shelves for our tools.”
It sounded like a prison.  Or a cage for a very fragile witch.  “We do most of our magic outside here.  A lot of people find it easier to access power with the ground right under their feet.”
“That makes sense.”  Beth nodded and laid her hands in her lap.  “We’ll try it your way.  I came here to learn things to take home with me.  Maybe outdoor magic will be one of them.”
She’d come to take.  Nell adjusted her seat on the grass—and wondered how to tell a witch that she also needed to give.
-o0o-
Little bits of grass poked at her ankles, making Beth wish she’d thought to wear socks.  The sandals had been a concession to the California warmth, but they let far too many things tickle her feet.
She watched Nell and waited.
“Is there something in particular you’re hoping to learn?”
Magic.  The great, glorious wave of magic that Jamie had whisked through Chicago and then taken away with him.  “Perhaps you could review some of the basics with me.  I’ve mastered candle lighting and small currents of heat, but I still struggle with fire globes.”  It was probably best to be totally honest.  “And I do the first two best with my circle for support.”
“We can fix that.”  Nell shifted slightly and raised her left palm, a bright and tiny fire globe dancing over her hand.
So blatantly easy.  Jealousy and desire hit Beth hard.  “You must be a magnificent witch.”
Creases crossed Nell’s forehead.  “These are child’s tricks—simple training skills we teach all our witchlings in the first few weeks.”
Beth tried not to take offense at the truth.  “It took me four years to light my first candle.”  And in the limited contact she’d had with other fire witches, that was considered the progress of a very adept witch.  “It only took fourteen months to replicate Jamie’s bubble spell.  That needs a circle, though—I don’t have air and water magics.”  And her circle had feeble ones, much to her frustration.  Too much heat and the bubbles wouldn’t form.
“Bubble spell?”
Her holy grail.  “The one where he filled a room with floating rainbow bubbles.”
“Ah.”  Nell smiled.  “Kenna loves those.  My son did, too.  He liked to chase after them when he first learned to walk.  There was a stretch when I was making bubbles fourteen hours a day.”
It was a spell to amuse small children.  Jamie Sullivan hadn’t shown them fancy magic—he’d treated them like toddlers.  The knots in Beth’s stomach tightened.  “Hours?”
“Yup.”  The softness in Nell’s face said she loved her children very much.  “Jamie finally managed to teach him to make his own bubbles.  Saved my sanity.”
She had spent fourteen months working on a spell that could be taught to a young child.  
With magic that felt shriveled and small, Beth began to assemble the lines of power she needed to attempt a fire globe.  Maybe here, in this place under the sun, there would be success.  And then she planned to find out what kind of spells adult witches did.
The jolt of power to her fingers was surprising.  Sharp.  She throttled it back quickly, conscious of the lack of safeguards in place.
“It’s okay.”  Nell’s voice was quiet.  “I have a training circle up.  Go ahead and experiment.”
The grass was making her ankles itch terribly.  Beth tried to let her power flow a little more smoothly.  It felt jittery, unbalanced by sunshine and nerves and too many distractions.  She teased out a small line of power, embarrassed by its unevenness.
She wasn’t a beginner witch.
“Just relax.”  Her trainer lounged in the grass, bare legs and elbows apparently not at all bothered by the flora and fauna of the outdoors.  “You’re trying too hard.”
In Beth’s experience, relaxing was very hard work.  “I’m having trouble steadying the flows.  That’s not usually a problem for me.”
“You keep them pretty throttled.  When the flows are really slow, it’s easy for them to wobble.”  Nell’s fire globe suddenly floated a foot up in the air and started a slow, circuitous journey through the air.  “See how it gets caught by all the little air currents?  If I let it speed up a little,” she said as the fire globe’s pace increased sharply, “the path gets smoother.  Less bumpy.”
Beth stared in awe at the zooming ball of light.
“It’s like riding a bike.”  The fire globe vanished.  “It’s a lot easier to ride and stay balanced if you pick up a little speed.”
The awful weight of being different settled on Beth’s shoulders—an old, old friend.  “Maybe that’s one of the reasons I never learned to ride a bike.”
“Shit.”  Nell rolled up to sitting, eyes shining with mysterious messages.  “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not very good with speed.  On a bike or in my magic.”  Speed made things happen faster than her brain could process them.
“Fire magic isn’t very good at being slow.”  Nell’s words were measured, careful.  “Earth power handles that better, but fire kind of needs to dance.”
The weight pushed harder on Beth’s shoulders.  She wasn’t a dancer, either.  Too unpredictable, too complicated—God knew Liri had tried.  “There must be another way to stabilize the magic.”  Her dark, safe room in Chicago did the job quite nicely.
“Not that I know of.”  
Jamie had found a way.
Beth hugged her knees, wanting to escape the grass and the awful feeling that her chance at a whole new world of magic was slinking away.  “I’m sorry.  I need to go slowly.”  Surely witches with such power at their fingertips could figure out how to work with that.
Please.
“Mama!”  
A rush of footsteps and clutter and noise assaulted Beth’s senses.  She closed her eyes, fighting the onslaught.
Kids.  They were only kids.
They had no idea she’d been born with a head that couldn’t always survive the everyday world where grass grew and cars honked and children played.
-o0o-
Oh, nuts.  Nell looked up at her girls, cursing sucky coincidences.  Apparently the decorating committee had been meeting in the garage.
Her three girls bounced over, vibrating preteen energy and welcome.
Mia grinned.  “Hi.  You must be the new witch.”
“’Course she is,” said Shay.  “We’re Mia and Shay and Ginia, and we’re really glad to meet you.”
“It’s nice to meet you.”  Beth was studying the triplets like they were an alien life form.
“Awesome.”  Ginia plunked down beside their new witch, pink glitter glue in one hand and a very big list in the other.  “Do you want to help us decorate for Aervyn and Kenna’s party?  We always need more help, and that way you could meet lots of people and stuff.”
She waited expectantly, ten-year-old organizer on a mission.
And Nell literally felt Beth’s brain tie in a knot.  Crap.  She leaned forward.  “That’s a nice offer, girls.  How about you give Beth a little time to think about it?”
Ginia looked confused.  “We have some really easy jobs she could do, Mama.  She could help Lizard with streamers, or Uncle Jamie with the glitter wands, or Sierra with the soundproofing, or—”  She looked to her sisters for more suggestions.
Beth’s brain was practically shaking.
Nell felt her temper firing up.  Easy welcome streamed from her girls—and Beth was reacting like she was under machine-gun fire.  She touched Ginia’s shoulder, trying to get mama bear back on the leash.  “Those are all good ideas.  Why don’t you go grab some cookies?”  She added a gentle mental shove behind the words, and this time her triplets caught the unsaid message.
Three subdued girls made their way into the house.  Nell tried to resist the urge to kick at the woman who had deflated their everyday joy.  “They’re excited about the party.  Sorry if they were a bit overwhelming.”  Her next sentence steamed out of its own accord.  “Most people who come here for training want to be included in our lives.”
“I’m very tired.”  Beth’s words were barely audible.  “I need to go now.”
Failure loomed large.  Stirred up as she was, Nell reached out, trying to stall its landing—and jerked back as an agitated witch flinched from her touch.
“I’m sorry.”  The words were tight and totally lacking in emotion, not at all a match for the distraught mind behind them.  “I don’t like to be touched by strangers.  And I don’t like parties.  I’m…  Coming here was a poor decision.”  She stood, on legs that weren’t entirely steady.  
Nell jammed her hands into her lap and wondered what the hell else to reach out with.  “I’m the one who’s sorry.  I’ve made a total mess of your first lesson.”  And lessons seemed to be all Beth cared about.
Distant eyes looked off into the trees.  And then her trainee turned to go.  “I don’t think you can help me.”
It sounded very final.
-o0o-
Lauren was fairly certain she’d never seen Nell Walker look ashamed.  But she looked that way now.  
Nell sat on the couch in Witches’ Lounge, an ignored cookie in her hand, and radiated a mix of angst, regret, confusion, and self-flagellation.
“I totally blew it.”  Nell looked up, eyes bleak.  “You told us what she needed, and I didn’t listen.”
It wasn’t often that the core of Witch Central got shaky.  Nell had been born strong, and being Aervyn’s mother had only made her tougher.  Lauren sat down on the couch and passed over the coffee.  It wasn’t a case of not listening—Nell still didn’t really understand.
And Lauren had no idea how to fix that.  “One step at a time.  Let’s wait for Moira so you don’t have to repeat yourself.  She should be here any minute.”  
The timing sucked.  Sophie was in the middle of a particularly tricky potion and had looked rather green at the thought of leaving Lizzie in charge.  And Nat was napping with an exhausted Kenna on her chest.
“Impatient Americans.”  Moira landed with a tea cup in her hand and a plate of treats nestled in her skirts.  “A good story blooms in the retelling, and Aaron had fresh scones in the oven.”
Lauren didn’t miss her concerned glance at the woman who had summoned them.  
“This isn’t a good story.”  Nell’s voice was as flat as her mind.  “I’ve been training witches for what, fifteen years?”
“Oh, longer than that, my dear.”  Moira handed out scones and a bright green jelly that smelled like Christmas.  “You’ve always had a talent for bringing out the magic in others, ever since you were a little one.”
“I got Beth exactly nowhere.  We clashed over a simple fire globe for ten minutes, wedged in between my son’s supersonic drum disaster and my daughters presuming she wanted herding like every other witch they’ve ever met.”
Lauren tried not to wince.  That wasn’t exactly a slow introduction to Witch Central.
“Well, your home can be a mite overwhelming,” said Moira carefully.
“It can.  And I know it, and I invited her into the fray anyhow, even after Lauren gave us really clear warning.”  Nell’s frustration puffed out over her coffee.  “But she couldn’t even handle sitting in the back yard with no kiddos in sight.  Something about the grass—it was hard to read anything over her agitation.”
Damn.  Grass drove Jacob crazy, too.  “It’s possible she finds some of the normal sights and sounds of life overstimulating.  Lots of kids with autism do.”  And the Walker household, even in its quiet moments, wasn’t exactly normal.  
“Even grass?”  Nell looked totally perplexed, lost in a forest of words that made no sense.
And there were so many possible trees.  Every person with autism was different.  Lauren leaned forward, trying to figure out where to start.  “Is she okay?”
“I don’t know.”  Nell’s mind was coated in forlorn guilt.  “She’s a challenge to read, and I was pretty upset.  Trying not to scratch at her for failing to love my girls instantly.”
“What happened with the girls?”  Moira frowned, ready to defend her lovelies.
“They asked her to help with the party.”  Nell’s voice was quiet, but her mind was nearly growling, a mama bear ready to take a swing.  “She reacted like they’d shot her or something.”
The hurt under the anger slammed into Lauren’s head.  Frack.  She’d asked about the wrong witch first—the one right in front of her wasn’t okay.  To Nell, Beth’s reactions had felt like rejection—of Witch Central, and of her girls.  Spears to the heart.  
Six months as Devin’s wife told her what to do.  She leaned forward, took Nell’s hands in hers, and let the love show in her eyes.  When you were dealing with a Sullivan who hurt, you healed the heart first.
“Damn, don’t do that.”  Nell leaned back and closed her eyes.  
And now the heart would be able to listen.  
Nell sighed.  “I just… she’s already shaky, and somehow she found the courage to come out here anyhow.  And I messed up.”
Lauren tried to choose her words carefully—the line between fragile and different was a murky one, and they weren’t all on the same side of it here.  “I don’t know Beth very well, but when I work with kids on the autism spectrum, there are a lot of things that look like defiance, or selfishness, or a lack of interest.”
“Okay.”  The confused look was back.  “But they’re not?”
“Sometimes.”  Lauren smiled.  “We all feel that way sometimes.  But more often, they’re a kid who can’t handle the world very well, or the situation they’re in.”  She tried to channel Nat’s gentleness.  “It’s possible Beth was just overloaded by sunny skies and grass under her feet and your very wonderful children, and not able to consider what you were offering her.”  
It took a while, but the mama-bear edge to Nell’s mind finally ebbed.  “Shit.”
That about covered it.
“It’s not very often you step wrong, my dear.”  Moira’s brisk voice had them both looking up in surprise.  “But it’s a rare misstep that can’t be fixed.  Surely you can try again tomorrow.” 
Lauren hid her grin—so much for letting Nell wallow in self-pity.
“I can’t.”  Nell’s voice was calmer now, but her concern was mounting.  “She’s ready to leave, and much as I’d like to be the person to fix it—” She paused, digging for words.  “We don’t mesh well.  She sees things very differently than I do.  Approaches magic very differently.”
“You’ve dealt with difficult trainees.”  
Lauren frowned—Moira wasn’t letting Nell off this particular hook.
“I know, but this was more than difficult.  My instincts were way off base with her.   I’d like to try again.”  Nell held up a hand to ward off any protest.  “I need to try again.  But not now.  She needs someone better able to read her or she’s going to board the next flight back to Chicago.”
“Well, then.”  Moira looked over at Lauren, eyes twinkling.  “It seems I’ve heard that you’re a fine witch in a tight negotiation.”
Lauren rolled her eyes as the swift moves of a master meddler neatly fell into place.  Nobody out-negotiated the Irish.  “She might find a sweet old lady a more welcome messenger.”
The twinkles doubled.  “And I’ll drop in for a wee visit as soon as you tell me that’s a good idea.”
Yup.  Outflanked by a tea-drinking septuagenarian.  “I’ll talk with her.”
“Make it fast.”  Nell was back to looking forlorn.  “I really do think she might leave.”
Moira patted her knee.  “You, my dear, should go have a chat with your brother.  Perhaps a small lesson or two with him would help bring our Beth some of what she wants.”
“Jamie?”  Nell frowned.  “You think he’s the right choice?  Isn’t she pretty unhappy with him?”
“Aye.”  Moira smiled.  “That would be why he’s the right choice.  Even at his worst, he brought out the magic for her.”  She paused, sipping her tea.  “He’s not nearly at his worst now.”
Nell snorted, amused for the first time since she’d arrived.
Lauren thought it through.  And hoped one day to be half as wise as the woman picking scone crumbs off her knee.


Chapter 7

It was hard to acknowledge a mistake—especially one that had been calling to you for almost two years.
Beth walked the slightly dusty lanes of the high school track, appreciating its comforting sameness, loop after loop.
She was used to new experiences feeling wrong, one of the side effects of having a strange brain in the normal world.  But when Jamie Sullivan had visited Chicago, she’d touched something very special and very right.  A magic more powerful and tangible than anything she’d ever known.
Magic freed.
And nowhere in Berkeley had she found that same rightness.
The pressure of strange people and strange faces—those were just part of being Aspie.  But magic here had forceful undercurrents—and she didn’t like it.
And if she was honest, the undercurrents had been there in Jamie’s visit as well.  There had been scorn for a decade of work and practice.  An arrogance born of superior power.  A man sure he knew the right way to do magic.
Nell’s magic lesson had come with those same seeds of scorn and arrogance.  A dismissal of different.  And it was hard for Beth’s different soul not to take that very personally.
But perhaps they had some right to the arrogance—the magic here was undeniably impressive.  Beth’s feet beat the track faster now, trying to work through her brain’s need to consider both sides of the scale.  Her heart simply wanted to blame.
They had amazing power.  Even now, her fingers itched to touch such magic.  But she didn’t fit in this world of the witching elite.  As a woman, or as a witch.
“Can I join you on your walk?”  Footsteps fell in beside hers.
It was very tempting just to ignore.  To tune out the world that kept trying to push in.  Beth wrapped her fingers around the pendant at her neck.  Ten years ago, she’d made Liri a promise.  To have and to hold—and to stay open to the world that made those things possible.
She glanced over at her unwelcome visitor.  “I’m going in circles.”
Lauren smiled.  “I can see that.”
There didn’t appear to be any judgment.  “I find it soothing.”
Lauren nodded slowly.  “I can feel that too.”
“You can join me.”  Beth started on her next circuit of the track.  “But my thoughts aren’t very friendly right now.”
They walked half the loop in silence.  Lauren peeled off a sweater, tying the arms around her waist.  “Care to share them?”
More steps, side by side.  Easy and quiet.  No pressure.  The gift of a slow conversation.  Something inside Beth unclenched just a little.  “I was thinking about the arrogance of this place and the people in it.”  
Stark words.  Unvarnished truth.  The Aspie way.
“It can feel that way.”
Beth deeply appreciated the even tone in Lauren’s voice.  No mystery, no emotions to decode.  “It doesn’t feel that way to you?”
“Occasionally, especially at the beginning.”  Lauren smiled.  “I married into that arrogance.”
Awkwardness slammed into Beth’s chest.  She hadn’t known.
“Jamie is a triplet.  His brother Devin is my husband, and his ego is more than capable of over-inflating on occasion.”
“I’m sorry.”  The weight on her chest had lightened some, but discomfort still crawled under her skin.  “I thought you’d only been here for a year or two.”
“Yes.  And Lizard’s been here even less.  Witch Central has a strong gravitational pull.”  Lauren looked over with wise eyes.  “Does that worry you?”
“No.”  Beth felt the other side of the scale insisting on its turn.  “Well, yes.  I won’t be pulled here—Chicago is my home.”  She walked, staying an even inch away from the line of white and trying to find words that wouldn’t offend.  “But I think maybe it’s part of what makes me too different to be accepted here.”
“I heard it was a rough training session.”
Beth frowned—warm empathy pushed gently from Lauren, oddly easy to understand.  “Are you using mind magic?”
“Yes.”  Lauren sounded surprised.  “I’m not in your head at all.  I’m just amplifying my emotions to make them a little easier for you to read.”
Another gift.  From an almost-stranger.  “Liri does that for me when she can.  I know it’s very hard work.  Thank you.”
“It would be difficult magic for her,” said Lauren quietly.  “She must love you very much.”
She did—so very much.  And remembering it steadied Beth.  “Maybe it’s not so difficult for you.  But I still appreciate it.  How did you know it would help me?”
“I work with an amazing woman at a center for children with autism.  She uses this amplifying of emotions to help her kids learn to interpret feelings.  I volunteer there sometimes with a little boy named Jacob.”
Lauren’s love for a little autistic boy was obvious.  “You use mind magic to help him?”
“Some.”  Lauren’s grin flashed.  “And pillow fights, and a very silly game of All Fall Down.”
“Play therapy can be very helpful for those of us with autistic brains.”  Beth struggled for words for what she wanted to say.  “You love him.  It matters.”  
“He loves me.  That matters too.”
Beth touched the pendant at her neck.  How many times had Liri said those same words over the years, until she’d been well and truly convinced of them?  “Autism doesn’t make us love any less.  It just makes it harder to show.”
“I know.”
Acceptance.  It warmed something in Beth the sun hadn’t been able to reach.
“You would know what it is to feel awkward—like you’ve taken a wrong step, said the wrong thing.”  Lauren’s words were careful now.  
“Yes.”  Every day of her life.
“I just spent an hour with a woman who is very upset with herself because she knows how badly she stepped wrong with you.”
It took Beth a moment to connect the dots.  Nell Walker was upset?  “She seemed… fine.”  Not that her skills at reading “fine” were worth much.
“She has a son.”  Lauren’s words took on the wandering intonation of someone about to tell a story.  “A very special boy with immense power.  The kind that puts him in danger on a daily basis.  Something could so easily go wrong.”
It was hard to fathom.  The old texts were full of magic and danger, but they’d seemed like only stories.  “Is he really so powerful?”
“Yes.”  More simple words.  “For Nell, I think it’s a bit like being Merlin’s mother.”
Beth tried to imagine such a burden.  “That must be very hard.”
“I don’t know that I could do it.”  Lauren’s words were softer now.  “He’s a very lucky little boy.  His mama is a warrior—full of fire and grit and skill.”
“She protects him.”  Beth felt her empathy stirring.  She understood fighting for what mattered.
“She does.”  Lauren’s path down the track meandered with little respect for the white lines.  “And one way she does that is to surround him with a strong and close-knit community.  She doesn’t intend to be the center of it, but she is anyhow.”
Ah.  The point of the story suddenly became clear.  “And I don’t fit here.”
“No.”  Lauren’s reaction was swift and definite and rocked Beth’s head.  “No, I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant at all.”  She reached out and pulled both of them to a stop.  “Nell is a warrior, Beth.  She’s got a heart as big as the planet, but sometimes she has no idea how to do things quietly or slowly, and she can be very direct.”
Beth looked off into the distance, trying to escape the intense messages in the deep brown eyes.
“Shit, I’m sorry.”  Lauren turned abruptly, walking down the track again.  “Jacob doesn’t like me to stare at him either.”
Trying to make her comfortable.  A litany of small gifts.  “It’s okay.”  Beth’s smile came honestly.  “You’re going the wrong way.”
Lauren turned around, surprised laughter bubbling out.  “Whoops.”
Kindness.  And understanding.  Beth tried to match them.  “Nell sounds like someone I would like to know—under different circumstances.”  
“I hope you’ll give us a chance to change the circumstances,” said Lauren quietly.  “We have a request of you.”
Wariness grabbed at Beth’s throat.  “I don’t know if I can do that.”
“You don’t need to decide now.”  Lauren held out a piece of paper.  “This is Jamie’s home address.  If you decide to give us another chance, he’d like to talk with you in the morning.”
Beth studied the paper for a moment, her gut as twisted up as an Irish knot.  “Liri is the best person I know at reading someone’s insides and knowing exactly how to speak to them.”  She looked up at Lauren, straight into the deep brown eyes.  “I think I’ve just met her equal.”
It took Lauren a long time to reply.  “I’m not sure whether to apologize or say thank you.”
Beth turned to continue her walk around the track.  Alone this time.  “I’m not sure either.”
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“Oh, no you don’t, small girl.”  Jamie reached out with hands and mind and snagged his imp of a daughter right before she pulled his laptop down on her head.  “That’ll bang your noggin, cutie.”
“Ban’, ban’, ban’, ban’!”  Kenna dropped to her knees and scooted in her characteristic lopsided crawl, in love with her new word.
Jamie shook his head, amused.  “You just want to go visit Auntie Lizard again and impress her with your new vocabulary.”
They had a list of playmates, babysitters, and magical guardians a mile long.  A somewhat shorter list of witches powerful enough to stand middle-of-the-night shifts, their magic on call to contain Kenna’s mischief.  And every grandmother within a mile had tumbled into love with the vivacious, grinning baby who rode on his back as they walked the neighborhood day and night.
But it was Lizard who had discovered Kenna’s love for words.  A wide and vast array of them.  Poetry, Beatles’ lyrics, children’s rhymes, or Aervyn’s made-up nonsense—his daughter soaked them all in, transfixed.
It was about the only time she was ever still.
He reached for a Dr. Seuss book.  Someone was supposed to be taking a nap soon, and it was hard to fall asleep while playing World Explorer, baby version.  “Want to read Sam I Am, munchkin?”  He couldn’t hold a candle to Lizard’s rap version, but it was his girlchild’s favorite book.
Kenna plunked onto her well-padded bottom for a minute, considering.  And then shot him a lightning grin and took off again.  “Sa’, Sa’, Sa’.”
Jamie chuckled—he was getting better at the whole parental bribery thing, but his baby girl was a force of nature.  “Okay, I guess we’ll wait until you fall over, then.”  It wouldn’t be the first time.  He’d walked the streets with her at 2 a.m. often enough that all the bouncers and late-night pizza-delivery guys knew Kenna by name.  
He watched as his fearless girl pulled herself up, using a sturdy and very tolerant bamboo plant for leverage.  And made a mental note as the container wobbled—time to put more rocks in the planters.  Other babies used furniture props as they learned to walk.  Kenna favored dogs, skateboarding teenagers, and greenery.
Typical Sullivan, doing everything the hard way.
She giggled as the bamboo canes swayed in her grip, her little feet doing a mad dance to try to compensate.  Landed on her bottom with a squelchy thunk and more giggles.  And then froze, head tilted to the side.
Listening.  To something nobody else could hear.
Jamie didn’t bother reaching out with his mind—even Lauren was beginning to raise her eyebrows at Kenna’s range.  “What do you hear, sweet girl?”
She flashed a drooly grin and took off toward the door.  “Ah, ah, ah!”
Her word for “auntie.”  Which didn’t narrow down the possibilities much—the kid had more honorary aunts than the Dalai Lama.  Jamie levered himself out of his chair, hoping it was someone with lots of energy.
He pulled open the front door and grinned at his sister.  “Heh—a real auntie this time.”
Nell scooped up Kenna as she shot between Jamie’s legs, heading for freedom.  “Nice try, punk.”
Kenna snuggled in and looked up with big brown eyes.  “Nay-nay?”
Jamie tried to hide his snort—his nephew Nathan and his very fast skateboard were Kenna’s current favorite pastime. 
Nell rolled her eyes.  “Nice to see you too, turkey girl.  I’ll send Nathan over to give you rides tomorrow.”
Given his daughter’s desire to fly, that required a supervisor with porting talents.  Jamie yawned.  “Don’t send him too early.”  Maybe Kenna would sleep in—he could always hope.  So far, she seemed to have inherited Nat’s early-bird genes.  He probably couldn’t blame the hurl-down-a-hill-on-a-skateboard genes on his wife, though.  
Nell headed for the couch, a chatty Kenna in her arms.  One head leaked happy stray thoughts—the other was locked up tighter than Fort Knox.
That didn’t bode well.  Jamie raised an eyebrow.  “What’s up?”
His sister blew raspberries into Kenna’s belly and laughed when sparks flew out the baby’s fingers.  “Silly wiggle.  Your dada thinks I need an excuse to come visit.”
Hardly—Witch Central didn’t have the foggiest idea what privacy was.  “You have your mind barriers all battened down for no good reason, huh?”
“Some of us actually practice our mind magics on occasion,” said Nell dryly, dancing lights on her palm to amuse Kenna.
Jamie caught the edge of his daughter’s power surge and threw up a training circle, breathing a sigh of relief as it landed about a nanosecond before Kenna’s streaks of fire.  And snickered as his sister’s eyebrows almost got crisped.  It was his job to protect the couch—aunties who should know better were on their own.  “Some of us are a little busy at the moment.  Kenna, no hot fire inside the house.”
His daughter, mildly chastened, held up a very well-behaved fire globe.  And then slid off Nell’s lap, scooting across to her beloved fire truck.  “’Ot, ’ot, ’ot.”
Maybe their next child would be a water witch.  He could always hope.
Nell snorted.  “Be careful what you wish for.”
He ported drinks and some of Nat’s homemade granola from the kitchen.  “Okay.  Maybe our next child will be a mild-mannered, cooperative sweetheart who sleeps at night and enjoys afternoon siestas.”
His sister nearly sprayed granola crumbs across the room.  “Only if you’re not her father.”  She grinned at Kenna.  “And siestas are boring, right, biggest girl?”
Jamie only sighed and snagged another handful of granola.  Nell had done plenty of late nights and nocturnal babies.  “So, back to whatever it is that brought you here?”
He got hit by the sudden image of Nell’s mind carefully choosing words.  “You know that Beth’s here.”
“Yup.”  His nieces had been buzzing with the news.  “What’s going on?”
“How much do you remember about your visit to her coven?”
Not a lot.  Jamie dug for the memories buried deep under layers of diapers and all the places a small child could hide the TV remote.  “A little magic, a lot of attitude.  Beth had some potential.”
Nell raised her eyebrows.  “Lauren said you walked in, defrocked several witches, flashed your magic, and left.”
He winced—that sounded about right.  “I had stuff going on.  I probably wasn’t very patient.”
“Well, you’re going to get a second chance.”  His sister’s gaze was serious now.  “She’s here, and she wants training.”
A picture floated to the surface of a woman in a dark cloak.  “She was the only one with more than a sniff of magic.  I told her to come if she ever wanted help.”
“Mmmm.  She came.”
Jamie frowned at the skeptical tone of her voice.  “What’s up?  We train witches all the time.”  He mused.  “Might be a good project for Elsie.”
“Beth’s different,” said Nell carefully.  “She’s got a kind of high-functioning autism called Asperger’s.”
Jamie knew what that was.  Geek syndrome.  “We have a lot of people like that here in California.”  His quiet investing activities brought him into contact with plenty of geeks. 
“Maybe.”  Nell fiddled with a stray thread on the couch.  “But most of them don’t have magic.”
Something was up.  Jamie waited for the shoe to drop.
Nell looked up.  “I don’t get her, Jamie.  She came over this morning for a training session, and it was a disaster.”
He listened as she filled him in on the tale of the witch who needed slow, quiet, and controlled and had somehow landed in the middle of a Walker-house morning instead.  And heard what she didn’t say.  His tough, charge-at-life sister was confused, oddly wary, and hurting.  
Her mind wasn’t anywhere near Fort Knox anymore.
He got up and moved to join her on the couch.  “Training doesn’t always go well—you know that.”
“Yeah.”  Her fingers still tugged on the annoying thread.  “But I’m not used to it failing quite that dramatically.  When was the last time someone left one of your training sessions and got on a plane to leave the state?”
“She’s not leaving.”  Jamie glanced at his phone, full of messages that now made sense.  “Lauren seems pretty sure that she’s going to show up at my house tomorrow morning.”
Nell grimaced.  “Sorry.  That’s the part I came to tell you.  Didn’t get here fast enough, I guess.  We need someone else to take a swing at this.”
“Sure I’m the right person to pick up the bat?”  The memories of the coven meeting were coming back to him now.  It hadn’t been pretty.  “She’s probably got grounds for thinking I’m an arrogant asshat.”
It was a sign of how disturbed Nell was that she ignored his last comment.  “You’re way more creative than I am.  You prove that with my son every day.”
He snorted.  Training sessions with Aervyn were almost always a blast.  “I’m way less mature than you are—not sure that’s the same thing as creativity.”  
It was good to see her crack a smile.  
Nell sighed.  “You used to be really good at getting out of a jam.  We’re hoping you can help us all wiggle out of this one.”
He’d have volunteered for far worse than that to help the angst in his sister’s head.  “Okay.  And have those of you who concocted this little plan come up with any ideas to help a poor, sleepless guy when she shows up in the morning?”  He didn’t need rescuing, but it generally amused the women in his life to pretend otherwise.
She caught the edge of his thoughts and managed a grin.  “Nope.  One step at a time.  Maybe she’ll be swayed by your charm and winning personality and it will all be fixed.”
Women were never that simple.  And his sister didn’t believe it was going to be that easy either.  “Witch Central has lots of room for quirky.  It’ll be fine.”
He might as well have been speaking Klingon.  Nell wasn’t paying attention anymore.
She was looking over at the corner with a mind full of goo.
Jamie followed her gaze and felt the rush of love from somewhere deep in his toes.  
His girl.  Sound asleep, head pillowed on her fire truck.
They both watched her for a while, two people who knew how to deeply love a moment of quiet joy in a hurricane life.
“I dropped the ball.”  Nell stood up from the couch, her eyes melted into sad again.  “I’m hoping you can pick it up for me.”
He reached for her hand.  “You’re a fighter, sis.  You attack problems, and maybe that hit Beth a little hard.”  He waited until he had her full attention.  “But my girl in the corner there?  Your superdude?  They need a fighter.  I sleep easier knowing they have one.”
She looked a long time at his sleeping daughter.  “They have more than one.  But thanks.”
Jamie watched her walk away, mind lighter.  He was glad that for once, he’d managed to find the right words.
And wondered what the heck to do with a witch who had undone Nell Sullivan Walker.
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Sophie eyed the elderly witch on her laptop screen with a good deal of suspicion.  “And exactly why would you be wanting those crystals?”
It wasn’t comforting when Moira’s eyes only twinkled more merrily.  “I’m thinking they’d make our young Beth a nice housewarming gift.  I’ll be going to greet her properly in the next day or two.”
Waiting a whole twenty-four hours to welcome a guest was an eternity by Irish standards.  “Is she up to visitors yet?”  Gossip didn’t always arrive promptly in Nova Scotia, but the last Sophie’d heard, all they were sure of was that Beth hadn’t left town yet.
Not that it bothered a certain old witch to stick her nose into situations fraught with difficulty.
“I’m just one little old lady.”  Moira was using one of her better matriarchal looks—the kind that was supposed to end conversations.
Sophie was well used to the entire repertoire by now.  “Just remember Lauren’s message.  Witch Central in small, careful doses.”
“My ears are working just fine.  If you’re concerned, I can have Ginia look at them in the morning.”
Oy.  Sophie tried not to bury her head in her hands.  
She’d about had her fill of feisty witches this long and cold December.  Lizzie had decided to make her own potion and only called for help when the billowing smoke turned purple.  An utterly cranky duo of patients had just left—Morgan was cutting teeth and Marcus was convinced she was dying.  And apparently shipping Moira off to California hadn’t made her someone else’s problem.  “I don’t know that we should be using crystals and things to mess with Beth.”
“I thought you believed crystals useful for most everyone.”  Their elder healer seemed honestly surprised.
“I do.”  Sophie tried to hold on to some shreds of tact.  “But they work best when the patient is the one seeking.”  And when you knew what the heck you were trying to fix.
“Sometimes patients need a mite of help.”
“And sometimes they want to walk on their own two feet, in their own time.”  The words were said as gently as Sophie could manage.  “Take her a lovely housewarming gift by all means.  Sometimes it’s the simple things that heal a soul best.”  
“Don’t you be quoting my gran at me, young lady.”  Moira scowled at the screen.  
Okay—there was cranky, and there was downright snarly—and Moira was very rarely the latter.  Sophie wished for a kitchen table between them rather than two computer screens and several thousand miles.  She reached out, trying to touch.  “What’s really going on?”
“I don’t know.”  Moira stirred her tea pensively.  “I feel a bit out of step on this one.  Old and sitting by the wayside while people I love are hurting.”
And a new witch sat lonely in the middle of an ocean of potential friends.  “Some journeys are trickier than others.  And sometimes, much as we want to, it’s tricky to walk alongside.”  
“Aye.”  The spoon stirred more slowly now.  “Knowing where you’re headed is one thing.  Knowing how to get there is often the tricky part.”
Sophie smiled, love making its way through the frustrations of a difficult week.  “So an old healer taught me.”
Love came back at her through the screen.  “Someone needs to walk beside the poor girl.”
“It sounds like Lauren managed a little bit of that today.”  Witch Central had gained a very fine negotiator when a certain mind witch had joined their ranks.
“I know.”  Moira sighed and held up her hands.  “But the desire to help—it’s in my bones.”
And there were no finer healing hands on the planet.  Sophie pushed her own short temper aside—perhaps elderly instincts weren’t wrong after all.  “So, go visit her then.”  
“I believe I might.”  A pause for a sip of tea.  “Perhaps you might send some of my blueberry preserves—I’ve a jar or two left, I think.”
There were at least fifty sitting in Aaron’s pantry.  And Sophie planned to scan them for hidden blessing spells first.  “I can do that.  There’s no one better to extend her a true welcome.”
“And do nothing more, is that it?”  The twinkle was back in Moira’s eyes.  “I won’t push, I promise.  You’re a tricky one, you are.”
Sophie grinned and blew a kiss at the screen.  “I learned from the best.”
Delighted chuckles rolled out over greater California.  “Good night.  I need to go to bed—I’ve a wee boy to play with in the morning.”
The computer screen went dark and Sophie got up to check on her sleeping son, with the echoing laughter of fairies and elves and old Irish witches warming her soul.


Chapter 8

Jamie opened the door, wincing at the sound effects behind his back.  So much for getting noisy kiddos out of the house before Beth arrived.  Sullivans were apparently slow learners.  
He looked at his newest trainee, determined to make a better impression this time.  They weren’t off to a rocking start.  “Sorry—my daughter doesn’t want to put clothes on, and it’s a bit cold for a naked trip to the park.”
Her smile was tentative, but there.  “It’s much warmer than Chicago at this time of year.”
He remembered.  “I don’t know how anyone lives there.”
The smile grew wider.  “We find ways to keep warm.”
He blinked—the grapevine had said jokes weren’t her strong suit.  And then he felt the dismay leaking from her mind.
“I’m sorry.”  She was looking at some space over his shoulder.  “That’s always how Liri answers when tourists come into our shop during the winter.  I guess I don’t have her way with words.”
Damn, damn, damn.  And to hell with the grapevine.  Jamie went with his instincts and touched her arm gently.  “It’s not you, okay?  I’m feeling like an idiot because I stumbled into your coven like an elephant in a china shop.  I wasn’t expecting you to be nice to me this morning, and I dropped the ball.”
Surprise hit her eyes.
He opened the door wider, pressing his advantage.  “Come on in.  And tell me more about Liri—she seems like an interesting woman.”
She took a tentative step into the house and then stopped, attention totally caught by the action coming down the hall.
Jamie turned to look.  Kenna toddled at her top speed—which, fortunately, wasn’t very fast yet—stark naked except for a purple tutu.  Aervyn was hot on her heels, holding out his red superhero cape in some ill-fated attempt to cover her up.  And Nat was right behind the two of them, trying very hard not to laugh.
He groaned—a nice, quiet get-to-know-you training session had obviously been way too much to hope for.
Nat met his eyes in mute apology and reached down for their escapee daughter.  She stopped in mid-stretch, shooting an intrigued look at Beth.
Jamie couldn’t see their visitor’s face, but he could see his daughter’s.  Kenna had paused a couple of feet from Beth and was looking up, enchanted.  
Slowly, Beth squatted down to Kenna’s level.  “Hi, sweetheart.  I hear you don’t want to put your clothes on.”
The black scowl was plenty of answer.
“I didn’t like to wear pants when I was a little girl.  Or shoes.  Do you like shoes?”
Kenna shook her head solemnly, scowl transforming into baby fascination.
Beth looked up and smiled.  “She doesn’t need to go on my account.  I enjoy children.”
Wow.  The grapevine had been way off-kilter this time.  Jamie shrugged at Nat and watched, bemused, as his daughter took their new arrival’s hand.  “Pway!”
Aervyn helpfully took Beth’s other hand.  “She doesn’t know how to play like a big kid yet, so sometimes we have to show her.  And be really patient, because she’s little.”
“It sounds like she has a lot of fun with you.   Are you going to play with us too?” 
Aervyn’s eyes lit up.  “Uh, huh.  It’s okay, right, Uncle Jamie?”  He grinned up at Beth, not waiting for an answer.  “I’m gonna wear my superhero cape—I have an extra one if you want to be a superhero witch too.”
Jamie didn’t hear the reply, but whatever it was amused his nephew greatly.  The odd threesome waddled down the hallway at Kenna speed and then took a sharp left turn into the playroom, full of pillows, fire trucks, and enough fireproofing spells to protect half of California.
Beth froze.  “This room is full of magic.”
“Yup.”  Aervyn strode in, unconcerned.  “That’s cuz Kenna still sparks sometimes on accident.  On purpose sometimes too.”  His sigh was long enough to make Moira proud.  “But she’s little, so we just hafta put up wards and stuff to keep her safe until she learns better manners.”
Jamie let the words float over his head—it was Beth’s face he was watching now.  And her magic.  That she’d sensed the wards in the room was interesting.  Nell had set most of them and they were subtle, the work of a very talented spellcaster.  Most witches would have overlooked them.
But more importantly, whatever might be making Beth uncomfortable at Witch Central, the magic clearly called to her.  She was fascinated—and her channels practically glowed in response.  He smiled.  She was no Kenna, but she had very decent access to power.
Right now, however, she seemed even more interested in his girlchild and her sidekick.  Beth sat down on the floor beside Kenna, still looking at Aervyn in her odd, indirect way.  “Kenna is a fire witch?”
Aervyn grinned.  “Uh, huh.”  He turned to his youngest cousin.  “Kenna, make a magic ball.”
Kenna set down her fire truck carefully—Jamie gave her points for remembering to let go of the toys first—and waved two chubby hands in the air.  A ball the size of her head floated gently in the air, full of tiny dancing lights.
Beth’s eyes were huge, but her mind was more awed than afraid.  Jamie went with his gut and sat perfectly still.  Sometimes training was entirely about getting out of the way.
“Yay!”  Aervyn clapped with the easy joy of a teacher whose star pupil had just performed a new trick.  He’d been trying to get Kenna to make the ball’s interior lights dance for over a week.  “Look, she did it!”
Jamie didn’t have the heart to tell him she’d been doing it for days now—every afternoon, right after he left.  His baby girl did things on her own time.
His eyes still on Kenna, Aervyn reached out one hand, a much smaller magic ball sitting on his palm.  “Look, Kenna—can you make the lights like this?  All different colors like a rainbow?”
Kenna’s ball vanished as she beelined for the much prettier one twinkling two feet away.
Aervyn giggled and floated it up over her head, just out of reach of grasping fingers.  Then he turned off the ball and looked at Kenna hopefully.  “Now you try.”
She glared at him and marched back to her fire truck, plunking down in a sulk that would have done a teenager proud.
Aervyn just rolled his eyes, an old hat at dealing with his baby cousin’s temperamental nature.  He looked up at Jamie.  “Maybe she’ll try it tomorrow.”
Probably—his munchkin couldn’t resist pretty lights.  Heck, with his luck, they’d be up half the night watching rainbows dancing in the dark.  Kenna had a deep fondness for figuring out new magic tricks in the dark of night.
“Oooh.”  Aervyn’s eyes got big.
Jamie followed his gaze, suddenly remembering they had a guest.  Beth sat frozen in place on the floor, one hand held in front of her chest, palm up—and every fiber of her being concentrating on that hand.
“She’s trying to make a magic ball,” said Aervyn softly.
Jamie switched to watching her power flows.  Sure enough.  She’d seen just a little of what Aervyn had done and was trying to replicate it.  It was like trying to copy Picasso with a broken crayon—but she was trying.
And damned if he was walking in and trampling all over her magic a second time.  If he had to be an idiot, he at least wanted to be one who learned from his mistakes. Leaning over, he ruffled his nephew’s hair.  Why don’t you give her a little help, superboy?  Really carefully—she’s just a baby witch.
She has a little bit of it right, sent Aervyn thoughtfully.  He walked over and sat in front of Beth.  “Can I speak to your mind?  I can show you something that will help.”
Her nod was barely perceptible, her focus on her palm still absolute.  Nice discipline, even if she had no idea what to do with it.  Jamie threw up a training circle.  Quietly.  There was more than one kind of magic happening in the room, and he didn’t want to disturb any of them.
With the same infinite patience he showed with Kenna, Aervyn started tracing lines and power flows.  An innovative kind of magical connect-the-dots that nobody else could do nearly as well.
Unlike Kenna, Beth paid consummate attention.  Slowly, carefully, with her pint-sized teacher augmenting her wavering skills, she traced each line behind him.
Jamie stared at the slow parade for a while, and blinked when all the lights went out.  What happened, short stuff?  The lesson had been going well.
She’s really tired.  Aervyn smiled up at Beth, who was white with fatigue—but distinctly proud.  “She’s not ready yet.  But she will be.”
Dammit, he shouldn’t have missed her exhaustion.  Trainer fail.  Jamie kept his mouth shut, however.  His stand-in hadn’t failed, and today, they’d take victory where they could find it.  “Okay.  Lesson one over, then.”  
Beth smiled, tired, but distinctly amused.  “Not quite.”
Kenna sat in the corner, fire truck in her lap—and a dancing multicolored magical ball floating in front of her face.  “Ba’!”
Ball, indeed.  Punk baby.
Jamie squeezed Aervyn’s shoulders.  Nice going, superdude.  Two prickly witches trained in one easy lesson.
Nat walked back into the room, grinning fondly at her daughter.  “That’s pretty, Kenna.  Want a cookie?”
Magical balls exploded into nothing as every witch under six dove for the snickerdoodles.  Jamie snagged one at a slightly more mature speed.  His wife held a bowl out to Beth.  “I have some of my homemade granola, if you’d rather.  Lots of nuts and seeds.  It goes totally unappreciated around here.”
“I’d like that very much.”
Beth’s simple, heartfelt gratitude told Jamie two things.  One, he now knew two adults who actually liked seeds.  And two—they’d finally extended a decent Witch Central welcome.
Not that he’d had much to do with it.
Small children and wise wives to the rescue.
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Nell sat down with a mug of hot chocolate, grateful for the first moment of silence all day long.  
The morning had started with Daniel’s Saturday pancake breakfast, which always seemed to attract strays and leave behind kitchen Armageddon.  
Then the itty-bitty decorating committee had taken over, co-opting all the pancake strays for their army of party-planning minions.  Fortunately, given a choice between glitter glue and a spatula, Lizard had opted to feed the army lunch, with Sierra and Nathan as her erstwhile assistants.
None of which had rendered the kitchen any cleaner.
And then Aervyn had arrived back from Jamie’s house full of stories about the new witch.  The one who had apparently rolled just fine with a streaking baby, a totally unplanned magic lesson, and even a snickerdoodle nibble or two.
Which hadn’t helped Nell feel a whole lot better about Beth’s first disaster of a training session.
She was in one of those infrequent moments where she needed a soft place to land.  Daniel was providing umpire duties for Nathan’s pick-up baseball game and Jamie had shown up, taken one look at the kitchen, downloaded a quick update, and fled.  So Nell had called in the big leagues.
A knock on the back door said they’d arrived.  
Nat walked in, Kenna perched on her hip.  Nell reached for a cookie from the tin on the counter and kissed her niece on the cheek.  “Hi, kiddo.  I hear you do really good work.”
Kenna grinned and reached for the cookie.  “’Ook!”
Her mama laughed and put her down on the ground.  “I bet your cousins are upstairs causing trouble, cookie monster.  Why don’t you go find them?”
  Toddler legs motored for the hallway, their owner babbling a stream of nonsense in between bites of cookie.
“She’s walking really well now.”  Nell sat back down and smiled at her guest.  
Nat groaned.  “Don’t remind me.  We walked by the track team practicing on our way over, and she was far too fascinated by the sprinters.”
“Yup.  There’s a terrifying two years or so where they’re faster than you are, and the word
‘stop’ still has flexible meaning.”  Nell was deeply glad those years were mostly over—Aervyn had been a terror on two legs.
Nat’s eyes danced over her mug.  “Talking with you is always so comforting.”
It was about to get less so.  Nell breathed in the aroma of her hot chocolate—when babies were in the house, it didn’t pay to beat around the bush for too long.  “I hear Beth dropped by your house this morning.”
“She did.  I thought Jamie came over to fill you in.”
“He did.”  Nell glanced around her kitchen.  “I think the mess scared him off.”
“Mmm.”  His wife looked skeptical.  “Sullivans live for messes.”
They certainly knew how to make enough of them.  Nell took a swig of hot chocolate.  “Well, Beth’s mine.  I was hoping you might help me think about ways to clean it up.”
Nat nodded slowly, obviously well-informed by the usual channels.  “This morning went a lot better.  She really warmed to Kenna.”
It was hard to imagine anyone not warming to that irresistible ball of cuteness.  “I’m glad.”
“She wouldn’t make sense to you,” said Nat gently.
“But she does to you.”  Nell squinted into the mirror that had been making her uncomfortable all morning.  “And to Lauren, and even to that cape-wearing son of mine.”
“Aervyn knows better than anyone what it is to be different.”  Nat reached for Nell’s hand, one mama to another.  “But he also knows what it is to have his differences embraced.”
“I don’t want her to feel unwelcome.”  Nell looked at their joined hands and wondered how her sister-in-law handed out love and tender chiding in the same sentence.  “But I’ve managed to accomplish it anyhow, and I want to make it right.  Help me.  You met her, and you’re the damn wisest person I know.”
The corners of Nat’s eyes crinkled.  “There’s a lot of competition for that job around here.”
“You need your own space and time, just like Beth seems to.”  Nell wasn’t letting this one go—their Chicago witch’s mind had been far too frustrated and sad.  And she hated to lose.  “You know what it’s like to land in the middle of Witch Central.”  
“Yes.”  That word hung in the air for a long moment.  “But I was ready for what you are here—hungry for it.  Love and family and sisterhood were lifeblood for me.”
Nell knew that.  They’d been awesome for Nat.
She wanted them to be awesome for everyone.
In programming, if one angle didn’t work, you tried another.  “So how do we help Beth be ready for what we are?”  
“Maybe we don’t.”  Nat’s fingers stroked her mug meditatively.  “From what Lauren tells me, for Beth, love and sisterhood live in Chicago.  She’s here for something else.”
Training.  But life didn’t work like that, even for witches.  Maybe especially for witches.  “Magic doesn’t come in its own little separate box.  It grows out of the connections between us.”
“I know.”
Nell watched as Nat’s mind dug for an answer.  Patience didn’t come naturally to fire witches, but she’d learned that her sister-in-law’s wisdom was worth the wait.
“Some people come to my yoga classes ready to immerse themselves in the experience.  They come early, sit in the middle of the room, sink into the music and meditation their very first class.”
Nell’s lips quirked—most witches she knew didn’t fall into that category.  “Jamie was one of those, huh?”
Nat’s laugh was like dancing summer rain.  “No, he hung out in the back row and squirmed during meditation for almost a year.”  She sobered, love shining in her eyes.  “But he knows how to be in his body, so for him, the flow and movement were his key into the rest.  For some, it’s the music, or the same familiar spot in the room, or focusing only on one simple asana.  Small pieces of the whole that eventually let them join more completely.”
And there was the nugget she’d been waiting for.  “You’re saying that we need to give Beth small pieces of what we are.”  A bowl of nuts.  One adorable toddler holding a pretty ball of fire.  Things that would eventually lead to the rest.
“Something like that.”  Nat set her mug back down on the table.  “I also know that for some students, I struggle mightily to find the parts that will matter for them.”
Nell thought she knew where this one was going.  “And those are the ones who make you feel the best when you figure it out?”
“Yes.  Sometimes.”  Nat smiled a little sadly.  “And sometimes, those are the ones where I fail.”
Nell took a deep breath and blew it out.  Her gut said those were the words she’d really been waiting to hear.  The name to the shadow haunting her day.  The possibility they might fail.
That she might fail.
It wasn’t Nat’s wisdom she’d been seeking after all.  It was her courage.


Chapter 9

Lauren waved good-bye to Jacob and his father and closed the door to the Center.  It had been a good session, full of laughter, two new words, and a very lopsided pillow fight.
And it had added fuel to the litany of questions circling in her head.
Tabitha stepped up to her shoulder, two cups of coffee in her hands.  “That was a good day.  Come sit and tell me what’s got you so distracted.”
Lauren followed her over to a squishy couch that did double duty as the pillow fight headquarters.  “We have a new witch who’s come to Berkeley looking for some training.”
“Mmm.”  Tab raised a curious eyebrow.  “Mind witch?”
“No.”  The couch felt heavenly—it had been a very long day.  “Fire witch.  With Asperger’s.”
“Aaahh.”  They sipped together quietly for a moment.
“We didn’t get off to a good start.”  Lauren watched shadows flirt in her coffee cup and gave Tabitha the short version of Beth’s fetching.  “She had a rough arrival, and then we managed to compound the mess in her first training session with Nell.”
Tab’s mind winced.  
Lauren stopped, train of thought broken.  “You think that was a bad choice?  Nell’s one of our best fire witches.”
“Nell’s wonderful.  But she’s kind of the opposite of autistic.”
People with autism were as varied and diverse as people with brown hair, magic, or shiny red shoes.  Even very part-time work in the Center had taught her that.  Lauren frowned.  “What do you mean?”
“Autism is a lot of things.  But at its heart, it’s a collection of issues that get in the way of being in easy community with others.  Think about Jacob.”
Lauren nodded slowly.  A year and a half ago, their small bright boy had such a need to spin that he couldn’t stop long enough for a hug.  Now he could—but he still lacked words.  And he made strange noises.  And he had a very hard time reading the body language and facial expressions and tones of a normal conversation.  “He’s improving so much.”
“He is.”  Pride shone from Tabitha’s mind.  “And he will keep improving.  But for him, relating to others is hard work.”
The dots were lining up.  “And Nell is the heart of Witch Central and makes it look effortless.”  Relating writ large.
“Yup.”  Tab set down her coffee.  “She lives and breathes community—and she offers it to others generously.  You would know that.”
She did.  But for a newbie mind witch from Chicago, used to interacting with a sea of people on a daily basis, it had still been a near-drowning experience.  “They have no idea how overwhelming they are.”
“The world needs Witch Central to be exactly as it is.”  Tabitha gave Lauren a searching look.  “But it also needs people who remember what it was like to stand in the path of that kind of wave.”
A mirror.  Tabitha was particularly good with them.  Lauren looked into her coffee cup, which was suddenly mysteriously empty.  “Funny, I came here to see if you could help us understand Beth and how to help her.  You always help me see myself more clearly instead.”
“Oh, I can help with Beth too.  You already have the perfect person to help you understand her.”
Lauren blinked.  “Who?”
“Beth,” said Tabitha wryly.  “Jacob can’t speak for himself.  She can.”
Lauren remembered back to her first whirlwind days in Witch Central.  She’d barely been able to figure out what to eat for breakfast.  “I wouldn’t have known what to say.”  It had taken her months to process that particular upheaval in her life.  
“You aren’t autistic, either.”  Tabitha’s eyes were kind—and flagged another lesson coming.  “You roll with life with an ease that makes me very jealous.  Those of us who are less adaptable need to learn how to cope with the world, and that involves figuring out what we need.  Beth sounds like a strong and amazing woman.  From what you told me earlier, she owns a business, has friends, is in a long-term relationship.  Handles the role of coven leader with quite some skill and grace.  No one with Asperger’s could do most of those things without learning a whole lot about themselves.  I’m quite sure she’ll have a very good idea of what she needs.”
Phew.  “They—Nell, but even Moira—see her as weak.”
Tabitha raised an eyebrow.  “And you don’t.”
It wasn’t a question, thank goodness.  “No, although I don’t think I’d painted quite as clear a picture for myself as you just did.”  Lauren paused, at the center of her dilemma now.  “How do I help them see?”
The pause was a very long one.  “I think maybe you don’t.  We don’t do a competent person any favors when we carry them on their journey.”
“Her partner said much the same thing.”  Have a little respect.  Clearly, on this issue, with this witch, they were very slow learners.  “Thanks.”
“Anytime.  And let me know how it goes.”  Wistfulness wafted into the air along with the smell of coffee.  “I like to hear of adults with autism who have full, rich lives.  It gives me hope for my kiddos.”  
-o0o-
Beth squinted, wishing her eyes could see magical flows with half the ease of anyone else here in California.  “It gets all blurry when you move it that fast.”
“Hmm.”  Jamie leaned back, studying his hands.  “It has to move that fast.  Fire flows are really difficult to slow down.”
She’d been slowing them down all her life.  “But if they go fast, I can’t see what they’re doing.  And if I can’t see what they’re doing, I can’t shape them into anything useful.”  Beth could feel the frustration rising in her throat.  Another magic lesson headed somewhere wrong.
“I hear you.”  The flickering light on Jamie’s palm died.  “Let me try holding the final spellshape steady for you again—maybe now that you’ve seen pieces of it forming, you’ll be able to weave it yourself.”
“No.”  Beth was coming to a very uncomfortable realization.  It wasn’t just a problem with speed.  “My mind doesn’t work like that.”  She wasn’t creative or spontaneous, unlike apparently every other witch in Berkeley.  “If I want to get to a specific destination, I need a map.”  A very detailed, thorough one.  Like the one Aervyn had drawn for her, neatly tracing all the lines of his beautiful magical ball.  
But that had been yesterday.  Today, she was an autistic witch—and apparently back to unteachable.
Jamie smiled wryly.  “I wish I had my nephew’s skill, but he’s the only witch I know who can teach magic like that, and unfortunately, his presence was required in kindergarten this morning.”
Beth tried not to cringe—most of her memories of school were not good ones.  “Does he like kindergarten?”
“Loves it.”  Lights flickered on Jamie’s palm again.  “His favorite part of the day is weather forecasting, closely followed by making paper lanterns out of shiny red paper.  I think they’re getting ready for Divali.”
It didn’t sound like any school she’d ever been to.  “What’s Divali?”
“Indian Festival of Lights.  Witches aren’t alone—most cultures have some kind of celebration at this time of year.  A reaction to all the dark, I guess.”  
Beth blinked as the power lines on Jamie’s hand slid briefly into focus.  And then blurred again as she squinted at them.
“Keep talking to me.”  His voice was soft, but carried a touch of command.  “What were your favorite parts of kindergarten?”
“I didn’t like school.”  The lines stayed blurred.
Jamie sighed.  “Me neither.  My brother Matt did, but Devin and I weren’t born to sit still.”
Sitting hadn’t been her problem.  “I had trouble with all the noise.”
He grinned.  “Devin and I were most of the noise.”
She’d hidden inside a locker once, trying to get away from kids like that.  For the briefest moment, the lines slid into focus again.  “It’s hard for me to focus when there’s too much going on around me.”  At school, or anywhere else.  It was making her crazy, trying to talk and watch his hand at the same time.
And yet, there were tiny glimpses of success peeking through.
Hope.
The lights on Jamie’s palm vanished.
Beth’s eyes snapped up to his.  “Why did you turn them off?  I was seeing it.”  Just a few more quick flashes and she might have enough—her mind learned maps very quickly.
“I know.  I think maybe we just learned something useful, and we’ll try again in a few minutes.”  He reached into a dilapidated leather bag on the floor and came out with a small green container.  “Nat sent over more of her granola.”
“Thank you.”  She never understood why people interrupted important work with inane small talk, but she tried to roll with it.
“Check your power levels,” said Jamie quietly.
She blinked—they hadn’t been doing any actual magic.  
“Gas tank’s on low.”  His eyes watched her steadily.
Beth did the quick self-check that was the first lesson she taught every witch in her circle.  And cursed the spluttering dregs of power that she found.  To be that low after so little was embarrassing—but not noticing it was far worse.  “I’m sorry.  That was a beginner mistake.”  One that had her teeth gritting.  Jamie had shown up on her doorstep bearing coffee and burritos and announced that they needed to start at the beginning.  Ten years of hard work as a fire witch and apparently she wasn’t yet skilled enough to try the tricks small children did with ease.  The last thing she’d wanted to do was prove him right.
“You were trying something new.”  He seemed unconcerned by her sloppiness.  “It’s easy to lose track of something.”
Something in his casualness grated on her nerves.  “It’s dangerous.”
“It would be if you were working alone.”  His cookie stopped halfway to his mouth.  “Ah.  Which you usually do.”
Not always.  “I have a circle.”
“But you’re the strongest.”  His eyes were clear now, like he saw right through her.  “You’ve always been the one who has to keep track of all the pieces, make sure no one in your circle is overexerting themselves.”
“Of course.”  Keeping her circle safe was a leader’s biggest priority.  And they were her friends.
“And you train alone.”
“Yes.”  She tried not to feel judged.  “Liri monitors when she can, but it exhausts her.”  She did the best with what she had.  “It would slow down my learning if I never worked alone.  I’m very careful.”
Jamie set down his cookie.  “When we train here, we try to transfer most of those responsibilities to the trainer.  It frees up your energies to be less careful.  To explore the magic more, knowing someone has your back.”
It was a tempting offer—and a dangerous one.  “I’m only here for a short time.  I don’t want to pick up any habits that would be unsafe at home.”  
“We’d layer in the checksafes again before you go.”
He was trying so hard to understand.  Beth took a deep breath and tried once again to explain the reality of being an Aspie witch.  “I need rituals and patterns.  They help my mind to connect with the magic, but they also help me as a person to stay comfortable.”  Something all her circle knew and helped her with.
Here she stood alone.  “New things are very difficult for me, in life and in magic.  I don’t do well with change.”
“You came to learn.  Some of that is going to be new.”  His words were gentle, but his eyes held the same dare that had invaded twenty months of dreams.  
“I’m trying.”  And she was, which is how she’d almost run out of energy without noticing.  “But I won’t compromise on safety.”  Mellie might handle a small amount of backlash in a circle, but Margaret would surely crumple.
And Liri would feel the pain of each one of them.
She took a handful of granola from the green tin, trying to find more words.  And gaped in surprise as the heat hit her tongue.
“New blend.”  Jamie grinned.  “This one’s got some spices that Caro said are good for fire witches.  Nat said to let her know if you don’t like it and she’ll switch it out for something different.”
Beth’s heart squeezed.  They were trying so hard.  Which was lovely—and she really wanted to feel appreciative.  “It’s very good.”
“But?”  His eyes asked for what she hadn’t said.
But three days here, and no one over the age of five seemed able to teach her anything.  She tried to find a more polite way to tell him.  “Maybe we could hold our next lesson when it’s not time for kindergarten.”
Jamie winced.  “I’m not doing so well, huh?”
Ten years partnered with Liri had taught her not to agree with statements like that.  “I enjoyed spending time with him.”  Aervyn had deft magic—and kind eyes.  The ones that thought she could do anything with just a little more practice.
“You enjoyed my daughter, too.”  Jamie’s head tilted to the side, thinking.  “Would you like to come over for lunch tomorrow?  Kenna’s magic isn’t very predictable, but she might like to do some tricks for you.  Give you something else to watch.”
He was trying.  And Kenna was wonderful.  “I’d like that.”
She’d give it one more chance.  And if they couldn’t find a way to step forward, then it would be time to go home.
-o0o-
Liri closed the laptop, very pleased with herself.  Three days now she’d managed to update inventory without breaking anything.
Standing up, she walked over to the shelves, fixing things as she went.  An herbals book misfiled in the history section.  Carnelian sitting next to topaz.  With quiet hands, she remedied the trail of small disorders created by browsing customers.  A job that always soothed her soul, even when the day had been hard.
It had been a record-setting day for the shop, the kind that signaled a holiday season brimful of hope and generosity.  It was her heart that hurt.
When you’d loved someone every day of eleven years, their absence left a hole.
She reached out a finger to the water lily crystal, sitting all alone.  It missed its dragon friend.
The sound of a key in the lock had her turning.  After hours, that meant someone from the coven.
“You still here, girl?”  Mellie set down her bag and began peeling off the five layers required to survive a two-block walk in a Chicago winter.
“I had inventory to adjust.”
“Mmm, hmm.  That’s usually Beth’s line.”  Their earth witch pinned her with a sharp look.  “You should have come to dinner.”
She’d needed to nest some.  “My channels were pretty taxed today.  We were busy here.”
“Don’t I know it.  People strolling up and down the darned street all day long.”  The last of her layers off, Mellie plunked her ample self in the shop’s most comfortable chair. “But I know that one earth witch doesn’t tax your mind overly much, and it would have made it a lot easier to get my gossip if you’d just taken a little walk down the street.”  She nodded toward her monstrous purse.  “If you’re hungry, I might have brought you over a little something-something.”
Love came in so many shapes.  Liri smiled and gave the water lily an extra squeeze.  “I haven’t heard from Beth today.  Just a quick email last night.”
“They’re probably romancing her with all their fancy magic.  She won’t have time for the likes of us.”
It hadn’t sounded like romance so far.  “She had to go, Mellie.  She’s got more magic than the rest of us combined.”
“I know.”  A huff and a puff as her visitor rooted more deeply in the chair.  “I’m worried about her, that’s all.  She’s worth knowing, that one, but you have to make the effort.  You think they’re making it, way out there in sunny California?”
For all her huff and grump, Mellie had made that effort.  Liriel came and sat on the sturdy stool that normally helped her reach high places.  “I don’t know yet.  I’m trying to be patient.”
“Hmmph.”  Mellie’s voice hit the gravelly place that, for her, meant high emotion.  “Well, then.  I guess we’ll just have to sit here and be not patient together.”
Liriel reached for the tough, gnarled hands of one of her dearest friends.
Together, they shaped a single yearning wish—and sent it west.
-o0o-
Moira looked up at the sky, enjoying the warm California sun and at the same time, feeling her body’s bewilderment.  Irish blood had no idea what to make of sunshine in December.  However, her old bones would enjoy a brief sojourn in the warmth.
She turned up the walkway to Caro’s townhouse, shaking her head at the state of the gardens.  Smart plantings—the kind that could survive December sun and the vibrations of a resident fire witch.  But someone needed to have a chat with a few of the more persistent weeds.
Ah, well.  An old witch could only tend so many gardens, and right now, it wasn’t weeds that were her concern.  Jamie had called for reinforcements.  They had a guest who was feeling lonely and out of place, and Moira’s Irish blood had risen in protest.
Time to pay young Beth a visit.
She knocked on the door, waiting patiently for footsteps in the hall, and cast a wee blessing while she waited.
“Let the feet that touch this ground,
Find water and warmth, safe harbor and love.
From seed to sprig, and sprig to tree
Grow ’tween that below and that above.”
“What are you doing here?” The voice from the doorway was surprised—and possibly a mite grumpy.
Moira looked up.  My, the girl was tall.  “I’ve come to visit and bring you a housewarming gift, if I might.”
Beth looked confused.  “It’s not my house.  I’m just staying here for a few days while I get some training.”
The first step in growing roots was to acknowledge the soil under your feet.  “Well then, for now, it’s yours.”  Moira settled the jar of blueberry preserves into stiff hands.  “This tastes lovely on crackers or a bit of fresh bread, if you’re a baker.”
“Why does everyone here eat like a child’s fantasy?”  Beth held the jam as if it might be a small bomb or a fertility potion.  “Sugar and cookies and an overdose of carbohydrates.  You’ll all end up overweight and diabetic.”
Not while she was still elder healer.  “Magic uses a lot of sugar, my dear.  Witch metabolisms have different needs, to satisfy the work we do.”
Beth only raised an eyebrow.  “Witches aren’t doing magic all the time.  I acknowledge the need for occasional quick energy, but there’s no need to eat that way all the time.  Even the non-witches here do.”
Moira felt her hackles rising.  “You judge us quickly.”  And rather harshly.  And before inviting a guest in the door.
There was silence for a moment.  “I’m sorry.  This is all very new for me, and I’m sinking into things you’d find irrelevant to help myself cope.”
They were quiet words, said without a lot of feeling.  And they punched a hole right through Moira’s heart.  She looked up at the girl, sympathy flowing from her heart.  “It’s so very hard to be a newcomer, isn’t it?  I was once.  A young woman, left home and country, off to a strange and heathen land.”  
“Where did you go?”
Moira smiled at the open curiosity—a story could often go where nothing else could.  “Why don’t you let me come in and make us both a cup of tea, and I’ll tell you the tale of young Moira Doonan.”
Beth’s face stayed oddly flat, but she stepped aside and held the door open.
An old witch didn’t need any more invitation than that.  Moira strode briskly in the door, senses jolted, as always, by the fiery flare of Caro’s interior decorating.  No matter—even a water witch appreciated a little heat in midwinter.  “Are you enjoying your stay here?”
“It’s colorful.”  
Moira wondered if Beth knew how her fingers drifted toward Caro’s paintings as she walked down the hall.  “The woman who owns this is a fire witch as well.  I’d imagine you’d find these colors soothing.”
“What?”  Beth had stopped in the hall, astonishment clear in every bone.
Proper visits happened at kitchen tables, especially when the conversation was clearly going to take a few strange turns.  Moira herded Beth the few remaining steps to the kitchen and spied the tea kettle already on the stove.  Some things, at least, were predictable.  “I brought a nice, spicy rooibos tea with me.  I expect you’ll like that as well.”  Encouraging the little rooibos flowers to bloom in December had been no easy task.
“I am fond of spicy teas.”  Beth still looked perplexed.  “But how could you possibly know that?”
“You’re a fire witch, my dear.”  Moira looked up, tea preparations on automatic pilot.  “Not all fire witches are the same, of course, but you tend to share affinities.  Spicy things to tease your palate, warm colors to soothe your eyes, a ball of lovely yarn under your fingers, and of course a need for light and warmth…”
“I knew of the need for light.”  Fascination was overcoming Beth’s confusion.  “But I’ve never read of any of the others, even in the oldest texts.”
Ah, a witch historian.  Moira beamed, finding herself very pleased with their new witch.  “You like the reading, do you?  I’ve a library that might interest you, if you want to come for a wee visit sometime.”
“Plane tickets to Nova Scotia are very expensive.”  Beth took down a small tin and poured some sort of cereal mix into two bowls.  “But I’m always looking for something new to read.  Maybe we could plan a trip for next summer.”  Her whole face softened.  “Liri would love to travel.”
The girl loved as well.  There was much to like here.  “You’d both be most welcome.”  Moira stirred the tea, musing.  “And if you find yourself wanting to try the transport spells again, the cost of the ride isn’t quite so dear.”    She didn’t miss the shudder from her companion.  “I’ve gotten used to the infernal things, but I must admit, I found them entirely awful the first few times.”
“I understand they have a very high safety rate.”  Beth wrapped her arms around her ribs.  “But …”
Ah, now they were getting somewhere.  “But what, child?”
“I worked four years, reading and learning and practicing.”  The words came steadily now, almost a chant.  “Over and over, every evening for hours.”  Beth’s hands moved, lining up packets of sugar in a neat row.  “Four years, and I made a flame.  A tiny little thing that barely managed to light my candle.”
Moira’s heart hurt—so much desire here, and so little knowledge.  “You worked hard.  You must have been proud.”  Tenacity was a good trait in a witch, and one that would serve her well as she got more training.
“I was,” said Beth quietly.  “I was so proud of my tiny flame that I nearly blew it out in my excitement.”  She looked up.  “In my life, lighting a candle is difficult magic.  I’m considered an adept in my coven.  I don’t know how to accept a world where transport spells are used for casual visits.  It shouldn’t be possible.”
Moira studied the lined-up sugar packets and felt her sympathies stirring yet again.  
“I’m sorry.”  Beth slid the packets into a pile.  “I organize things when I’m nervous.”
“Don’t apologize.”  The spicy rooibos was nearly ready.  “I make tea when I need calming.”
It took a moment, but the smile that slid onto Beth’s face was worth waiting for.
Moira reached out a hand.  “Come, my dear.  Let’s sit at the table and I’ll tell you a story of long ago, when a headstrong Irish lass arrived on the shores of Nova Scotia.”  
She murmured a wee stitch of power as she began to weave the tale, an old bard’s charm to let the words fall on open ears.  It would rock Beth when she discovered how much of that impossible magic was hers to command.  Perhaps a story of loneliness and belonging would help ease the way.
If nothing else, it would help Moira to remember.  And it was usually easier to walk alongside someone when you remembered the journey.


Chapter 10

Jamie pulled open the door, hoping he could manage not to be a giant doofus today.  And gaped at the enormous metallic butterfly floating in his doorway, every color of the rainbow and supremely glittery.  A tiny girl’s dream balloon.
He looked down.  Yup, those were Beth’s shoes.  “Hey.  Looks like you came bearing gifts—is that for me?”
He was rewarded by a chuckle.  Almost.  It cut off mid-laugh, followed by red cheeks coming around a bright wing.  “I’m sorry.  I brought a gift for Kenna and one for Nat, but I didn’t bring you anything.”
The deflated sound of her voice broke his heart.  “You brought a butterfly that will delight my daughter for a week.  Consider me thoroughly gifted.”
“You’re very kind.”  Beth smiled, but her eyes were still bleak.  
Dammit, he was not going down that road again.  “My mother would assure you that I did so many terrible things in my youth that I don’t deserve any presents until I’m at least sixty-two.”  He tugged on the balloon string, pulling her into the house.  “If you want, I can pull your pigtails later to make up for it.”
“I don’t have…” One hand stopped on the way to her hair, followed by a giggle that clearly surprised her more than it did him.  “You’re teasing me.”
“Yup.”  Please don’t let it backfire.  “It’s pretty much the only way I know how to treat girls.”
“It’s true.”  Nat slid smoothly into the entryway, beaming at their guest.  “But he’s cute, so I keep him.”
Beth’s smile went all the way to her eyes now.  “I brought you some of my granola.  I made a batch last night.  You have some wonderful stores here in California—they even have fresh nuts in December.”
“Yum.”  His wife accepted the bright yellow tin appreciatively.  “There’s a terrific little shop over on Bancroft that will grind nut butter for you right in the store.  My favorite is a mix of macadamia nuts and coconut with a little flaxseed thrown in.”
“I love macadamia nuts.”  Beth’s grip on the balloon string had relaxed several degrees.
“We can walk over there after lunch if you like.”  Nat deftly worked Beth out of her coat and bag.  “I think we finished our jar this morning.”
Alarm bells went off in Jamie’s head.  He was pretty sure that whatever he spread on his bagels in the morning smelled vaguely like coconut.  “I eat flaxseed?”
Nat grinned at Beth, one of those conspiratorial looks designed to make him feel like he was five.
Damn.  He did eat flaxseeds.  However, he knew better than to interrupt the easy flow of conversation, even though he really wanted to know what else might be lurking innocently in their kitchen.
His wife pulled the lid off the granola, inhaling deeply.  “It smells divine.  What do you put in it?”
Now the flush in Beth’s cheeks was simple happiness.  “I can write it down for you if you like.”
“Please.”  Nat cradled the tin.  “Such thoughtful gifts you brought.  Thank you.”  
“Moira brought me a present yesterday.  It inspired me.”  Beth held out the balloon string.  “Is it all right if I give this to Kenna?”
“Of course.”  Nat led the way down the hall.  “She’s in the back yard.”
Jamie tried to keep up with them—there was no way he wanted to miss his daughter’s face when she spied butterfly treasure.  He lightly linked into his wife’s mind.  Thank you.  I was being a klutz again.
You were doing just fine.  Nat’s mindtouch soothed, as it almost always did.  You had her laughing before I even got there.
He was sticking with his version of the story—sexy wife to the rescue.  Kenna’s gonna flip.
Don’t watch her, his wife replied gently.  Watch Beth.
He didn’t understand why, but as they stepped out into the sunny yard, he positioned himself where he could see them both—his wife was far too smart to ignore.  Just as he’d figured, Kenna’s face lit up like the Fourth of July the moment she spied the butterfly.
She came toddling as fast as her two chubby legs could move.  “Ooooooooooo!”  Beaming effervescent delight, the kind babies shared effortlessly with the world.  
And her joy didn’t hold a candle to Beth’s.
-o0o-
Nell looked around.  She had her forces assembled, necessary supplies in place.  Now all she needed was a plan.
One that wouldn’t step in witch quicksand before they even got started.
She sat down on the couch and eyed her team.  “I need you guys to help me figure something out.”  
Five heads nodded, curious. 
Time to get everyone on the same page.  She looked at her triplets.  “We need decorations for the big birthday bash, right?  And you guys could use more help.”
Three blonde heads bobbed in unison.  The polite version of “Duh, Mama.”
Nell looked at Moira.  “And we have a witch who feels like she’s landed in a foreign country where she doesn’t know the rules and no one knows her.”  
Their elder witch nodded calmly over her tea.  Nell knew strong convictions lay below the calm surface—they’d had quite the early morning chat about a young Irish immigrant girl and a lost witch from Chicago.
Ginia frowned.  “California’s not a foreign country.”
“It isn’t, sweetheart.”  Moira leaned over and patted her knee.  “But our Beth is feeling a bit like it is.  She’s a little lonely and confused, and we want to help with that.”
Three sets of eyes cleared—they loved to help with just about anything.
Nell stepped in before they volunteered.  “We need to help in a way that will work for Beth.  And that’s different than what we might do if one of you were lonely.”  She looked over at the sixth person in the room, hoping for an assist—it was hard to explain what you were just barely beginning to understand.
Lauren leaned forward and helped herself to a brownie.  “Have you guys ever noticed what Lizard does at parties?”
Shay nodded, all ten-year-old seriousness.  “She hides behind stuff.”
Nell covered a grin as Mia gawked at her sister—Shay had always been the most observant of the three.  
Ginia looked thoughtful for a moment.  “Or she hangs out with one or two people somewhere.”
“Right.”  Lauren broke her brownie in four pieces and passed one to Shay.  “She’s really fun to be with, but when she can, she likes to deal with the world a few people at a time.  Even at a big Witch Central party.”
“That’s okay.”  Mia settled back, puzzled, but game.  “We love Lizard.”
“I know you do.”  Lauren handed Mia one of her mini-brownie squares.  “Now tell me what Caro does at a party.”
Even Mia knew this one.  “She sits down on a couch in the middle of everything and knits and waits for people to come visit her.”
“Yup.”  Lauren handed Ginia the next brownie chunk.  “And how about Uncle Jamie?”
Ginia thought for a second and grinned.  “Mostly he hangs out at the stove and cooks and talks to fifteen people all at once.”
“Exactly.”
Her daughters were smart little cookies.  Which Nell already knew.  She was far more impressed by how neatly Lauren had just made sure each of them had come up with an answer they could be proud of.
Basic realtor skills.  Lauren’s mind voice was amused.  Let’s see if I can pull off the rest.  Her eyes never left the triplets.  “So Lizard and Caro and Jamie are all really different, right?  But they’ve all found a way to be happy here at Witch Central.”
“Oh.”  Mia, girl of action, leaned forward, eyes bright.  “So we have to find a way for Beth to be happy here.”
“Exactly.”  Lauren popped the remaining brownie square in her mouth.  Nell tried not to laugh as her three girls did exactly the same.  “Each of us is a little different, and we all find unique ways to be here and hang out together.  But for Beth, being new, it might be hard to figure out how to do that.”
Shay wiped milk off her chin.  “How do we help?”  
Nell swallowed fast—ball back in her court.  “I was thinking that we could try making some decorations with Beth today.  Nat’s going to see if she wants to come by after lunch.”  Via a stop at Nancy’s Nuts, which was just more proof of Lauren’s point—some of Witch Central’s existing inhabitants were plenty strange.
Flaxseeds.  Poor Jamie.
Focus, sent Lauren dryly.  Or your girls are going to have this all planned out before you finish worrying about what Nat might have put in your peanut butter.
Nell shuddered and hoped dearly it was only peanuts.  
And then stuck her head into the blonde collective surrounding Moira’s tea cup and started making plans.  
Careful ones.  Witch Central on its tiptoes.
-o0o-
Some days were just magic.
Jamie looked over at his wife and smiled.  She sat with Kenna in the corner of the room, offering cookie crumbs to their daughter’s beloved new butterfly.
Who apparently only liked snickerdoodle crumbs.  Which would have been cute enough if it were Kenna’s idea—but it had been Beth’s.  A devious plan to get rid of her excess cookie, maybe, but it had delighted his girl.  
He looked over at their guest, who had been mostly happy and at ease for two hours now.  She sat very still, watching his daughter intently.  It reminded him of the way a small child studied the world.  “What do you see when you look at her?”
“I like to watch children.  How they play.”  He could feel her wonder—and her nagging sense of incompetence.  “You see there, how she looks at Nat?”
He tried to see his daughter through strange eyes.  “She does that all the time.”
“Yes.  It’s called social referencing.”  Beth talked quietly, her eyes still on Kenna.  “She learns when she looks.  How Nat feels about the environment, her behavior, other people in the room.  It gives Kenna cues about how to act and what to pay attention to.”
That made sense.  And didn’t explain the tinges of sadness as their visitor talked.  He replied from his gut.  “It didn’t work that way for you?”
“No.”  One word, loaded with finality and yearning.  “Most people with autism never learn how to do that.  And it makes sitting in a room like this so much harder.”
He was lost.  “Why?”  
She was watching him now.  “When Kenna looks at you, it’s kind of like a shortcut to figure out what she should be doing.  Because you’re not worried about me, she doesn’t have to be.  Because Nat’s not paying attention to the noisy little papers flapping over in the corner, she doesn’t have to.”
Jamie looked over in the corner.  A small stack of Kenna’s latest finger-painting masterpieces flapped in an invisible flow of air—the edge of one of Nell’s soundproofing spells, most likely.  “You can hear that?”
“We all can.  But the three of you can easily ignore it.” 
He tried to imagine a life distracted by random bits of flapping paper.  “What else do you notice in the room?”
Her face didn’t change, but her mind tinged with appreciation for his interest.   “I hear some odd creaks—pipes, most likely.  And three dogs barking from the north, south, and southeast.  A car backfired about four minutes ago.”  Beth paused a moment.  “There are some warmer air currents coming under that door over there.  The kitchen, maybe—there are whiffs of tomato and oregano.”
His tomato sauce.  “You’re totally welcome to stay for dinner.”  She really was.  Anyone who delighted his daughter and his wife in the same day could sit at his table for as long as they wanted.
She smiled back.  “Nat’s rocking chair has something under the left side that’s slightly breaking her rocking rhythm.  And something smells over behind that green beanbag chair—moldy bread, maybe?”
Holy hell.  Kenna liked to hide food, but his mind wasn’t on his witchling at the moment.  “How do you function with all that in your head?”
“I can’t.”  She was back to watching his girlchild.  “I’ve learned my own weird little filing system for what’s important.  I missed learning how to do that when my parents were close by, so I have to do it the hard way.  It helps a lot when there’s a child in the room—I can usually take my cues from them.”
He let out a breath.  “We have lots of kids around here.”  And every last one of them would be delighted to hang out with a witch who understood that toy butterflies liked to eat cookies.
This time, her smile came with a tinge of embarrassment.  “More than one child brings a different kind of challenge.”
Crap.  Of course.  “Well, then, we have lots of kids you’re welcome to spend time with one at a time.”  His brain was going a mile a minute now.  Plenty of those munchkins had fire power, too.  He’d finally found something helpful—no way was he letting it go.
She laughed, a sound that had Kenna looking up from the feeding of her treasured “bufly.”  “You’re a lot like Nell.  The two of you are very persistent.”
He had no idea whether that was a compliment or not.  But he’d made a discovery with his persistence.  The person most likely to help them make sense of Beth was… Beth.
“So you don’t filter information the way Kenna does.”  He routed back over what she’d said in his head, trying to grab the most salient points.  This connected to teaching her—it had to.  “Or have you watched enough children that you do learn that way now?”
She shook her head.  “Not really.  I was taught to make eye contact and to look like I’m paying attention.  And I’ve practiced a lot—Liri helps with that.  But mostly, I have compensations to replace what Kenna does naturally.  In a familiar environment, they work pretty well.”
She didn’t have to say the rest.  Accidentally teleport her into Witch Central and toss chaos-as-usual at her, and they’d thoroughly broken a lot of the ways she functioned.
Damn.
He kept following the breadcrumb trail.  “So in a new environment, Kenna usually sticks to us for a while, and then she goes off to explore.”
Beth nodded.  “She’ll take her cues from you for a bit, and then she probably watches other people around her.”
He grinned.  “Mostly her troublemaking cousins.”  However, that probably didn’t work for a witch who found two or three children at the same time overwhelming.  “What if there are no people?”  Kenna spent plenty of time navigating the world solo.
“Then she explores on her own.  Learning from others is fastest, but it’s not necessary.  Human beings are curious for a reason.”
A lot of those reasons kept him up at night.  And this was one of the most interesting conversations about his daughter he’d ever had.
Even when it wasn’t Kenna he was trying to understand.
There was something critically important in what Beth was saying—and he didn’t have all it yet.  “So how do you learn?”  Because very obviously, she did.  “Mostly on your own?”
“Yes.”  It was said neutrally, without much inflection—but he was learning to catch the quiet edges.  Hints of pride.  “Hard work.  Trial and error, just like she’s doing right now.”
He looked over at Kenna, who was busy trying to stuff her butterfly into her favorite yellow bus.  That it had no hope of fitting clearly hadn’t dawned on her yet.  “That will frustrate her pretty fast.”  He shaped a quick fireproofing spell and pushed it the way of her new treasure—metallic balloons probably weren’t all that happy with flying sparks.
“But she’ll come back to it.”  Beth spoke with conviction, even though she’d never seen his daughter’s tenacity with a problem she couldn’t solve.
“She does.”  And it made him oddly proud.  “She works out each step until she understands it.”
“Then you already know most of how I learn.”  Beth wrapped her arms around her knees.  “I work it out myself.  Break something down into its pieces until I can figure out each one.”
There was strength in that.  “I write computer programs.  There’s a big job market for people with those skills.”
She smiled.  “Lots of geeks are Aspies.  Not all, but many of us find a home in the logic and intricacy of computers.  It’s not always so useful in real life, though.”
He watched his daughter slip the corner of her butterfly’s wing into the little yellow bus, still light-years away from acknowledging the laws of physics that were shattering her dreams.
And wondered how you helped someone to learn that her butterfly didn’t fit.


Chapter 11

“It’ll be okay.”
Beth looked into the gentle eyes of her new friend, clutched her jar of macadamia-coconut-flaxseed butter, and opened the front door of Nell Walker’s house.
The last thing she expected was utter silence.
Then quiet footsteps came from somewhere deep in the house, and a smiling blonde face popped out into the hall.  “Hi, Auntie Nat.  Hi, Beth.”  A few more soft footsteps and the face smiled up at them from much closer.  “Come on in.”
Beth stepped through the doorway gingerly, expecting noise to explode at any moment.  “Is anyone else home?”
“Only those of us who know how to be quiet,” said the blonde child cheerfully.  “Which means Dad and Aervyn went over to visit Uncle Jamie.”
They were doing this for her.  Beth gulped.  “I don’t remember your name.”  And it suddenly felt important.
“I’m Shay.”
“You have two sisters.”  They’d seemed so much bigger last time, towering over her as she sat on the grass.
“Yeah.  They’re Mia and Ginia.  It’s okay if you can’t tell us apart.  Most people can’t.”  Shay sat down on a staircase that headed upstairs.  “Can I tell you a bit about what we planned, and you can tell us if it’s okay for you?”
Beth nodded slowly, at a loss for words.
“We have a few people downstairs.  My sisters, and my mom, and Lauren, and Aunt Moira.  With you and Auntie Nat and me, that will be eight.  If we try to be nice and quiet and only talk one at a time, will that be okay for you, do you think?  We’re going to make some decorations, but we have some instructions that we wrote out, and we’re going to work in small groups.  You get to work with me and Auntie Nat.”  Shay slid to a halt.  “Sorry, I might be talking too fast.”
Words were one of the few things that had never been a problem for Beth at all.  She swallowed hard as their true meaning landed.  There were six people downstairs and two right beside her trying their hardest to be exactly what she needed.  
And for eight people who hardly knew her, they’d come up with some amazingly thoughtful ideas.
A gentle hand squeezed hers.  Nat.  Support—and a signal.
Beth looked at the girl sitting on the steps, waiting for an answer that hadn’t come yet.  “I’m sorry.  Sometimes I need to think a minute before I give you a reply.”
“That’s okay.”  Shay set her chin on her cupped hands.  “What were you thinking about?”
“About how you look smaller than the last time I saw you.”  Beth smiled.  “And about how kind you seem.”
Shay’s smile spread all the way to her knees.  “We’re going to color a dragon.”
Beth’s hand slid to the small crystal in her pocket.  “I think I’d really like that.”  She ignored the voice in her head listing off all the ways it could go wrong—eight people deserved that much, and more.
Walking into the room downstairs made putting the voice to rest easier.  The quiet murmur of conversation continued as they entered.  A couple of faces looked up in friendly welcome and then went back to their work.  Soft yellow light cast the room in warm tones and quiet music played from somewhere overhead, sounding very much like something Liri would play in the shop.
Shay stretched out a hand and then jammed it back against her side.  “Our table is over there in the corner.”
Beth hadn’t been born with a head that understood body language—but thirty years of practice helped with a lot of things.  She reached out gently for the fist hidden in the folds of Shay’s glittery skirt and wrapped the small warm fingers in hers.  “I don’t mind being touched by friends.”
It felt like all the room smiled in return.
-o0o-
Ah, it was so very lovely when a plan came together.  Moira looked up from her job coloring a dragon’s tail red and took in the melodies of the room.
The conversation was soft, and little souls in particular were making an enormous effort to be gentle with their noise.  But periodic giggles floated up into the air and contentment was on wide display, even with the volume turned down low.
“I think you’re done that part, Aunt Moira.”  Mia’s eyes twinkled, clearly amused by forgetful elders.  “We just have to do the spiny things now.  And the eyes.”  She squinted at the head of their dragon.  “Are you sure the eyes should be purple?”
“Absolutely.”  Moira pointed a finger at the instruction sheet, written out in glittery pink crayon.  “It says right here to make sure we use our very favorite colors.”
“You have a lot of favorite colors.”  Mia giggled, looking at the rainbow wings and bright green dragon toenails.  
It was no fun being seventy-four years old if you couldn’t be at least a little silly every day.  “You’re sure you don’t want to add a little brown or maybe some lovely mossy green?”
The look she got in return said someone wasn’t all that far from embracing her teenage years.  Moira chuckled—she enjoyed the liveliness of the young ones hitting puberty, even if it made their parents a little crazy.
A second blonde head appeared over Mia’s shoulder.  Shay—quiet, thoughtful, and extremely proud of herself. 
And so she should be.  Moira pulled her in for a quick hug.  “That was very well done, sweetheart.  You have a special talent for taking very good care of people’s hearts.”
“Especially quiet people.”  Mia handed her sister a bright blue crayon.  “You’re like Auntie Nat.”  That was the highest of praise—all of her nieces adored their yogini aunt.  
Shay’s eyes shone starlight bright.  “I was thinking maybe one of you might want to go take a turn at our table.”
It was an idea Moira wished she’d thought of herself.  “Our Beth is ready for a little variety, is she?”
Shay took the question very seriously.  “I think so.”
Moira looked at her young coloring partner.  “Would you like to go?  You can make sure they’ve got a little bit of red tucked into their dragon somewhere.”
“You go.”  Mia’s eyes shone with mischief.  “I’m going to go color the toenails on Auntie Lauren’s dragon.”
Oh, dear.  Someone’s leash on her exuberance was sliding—and she was smart enough to know it and head for safe ground.  Moira reached over for a hug.  “And what color were you planning on making them?”
Mia’s eyes met her sister’s, triplet secret code passing between them.  “It’s a surprise.”
Moira watched, amused, as the two of them giggled their way over to the table where Lauren, Nell, and Ginia sat industriously coloring.
The toenails would surely be glittery and pink—she’d been a bubbly girlchild once.
Moira picked up her Irish green crayon and headed for the table in the corner where Beth and Nat were sitting.  Perhaps there was another dragon needing its toenails colored.
Nat looked up as she approached.  “Come to help us, have you?”
She had.  But as Moira took a seat, she realized that help was totally unnecessary.  The dragon’s body was covered in beautiful swirls of color blended one into the next.  A garden for the eyes.  “I do believe that’s the most enchanting dragon I’ve ever seen.”
Beth was finishing the last of the swirls on a knobby dragon knee.  “It was Nat’s idea.”  She looked up, smiling.  “It feels like I’m lost in a Monet painting.”
Natalia Sullivan did very few things by accident.  Moira studied the work of art, curious.  “And how did this idea come to pass?”
Beth reached out to touch a tiny crystal figurine sitting at the top of a table.  Light glinted off the scales and curves of a small, entirely gorgeous dragon.  “This is mine.  See how the light makes all the colors dance?  Nat thought we could maybe do something like that with our crayons.” 
Moira’s fingers ached to touch the wee dragon.  “My gran would have loved that very much.  She had a deep fondness for dragons and things that shine in the light.  Part of her collection keeps me company in my cottage.”  
“I’ve never been a person for collecting things.”  Beth picked up the small crystal, nestling it on her palm.  “But Liri loves them.  This one was a gift when I left.”  Her voice wavered.  “To remind me that home would be waiting when I was ready.”
Sometimes it took a room full of love to discover the obvious.  Or perhaps it only took an hour with Nat Sullivan.  Moira laid a finger on the tiny dragon’s head.  “You miss home terribly, don’t you?”
Beth looked up, mute.  Yearning.
“I told you the story of a wee Irish lass who traveled across the ocean.”
“I know.”  Gratitude shimmered on Beth’s face.  “And it made me feel better.  Thank you.”
Tears teased the backs of Moira’s eyes.  She traced the crayon swirls that spoke of love and longing and home.  “I’m glad of it, my sweet girl.  But it occurs to me that there’s one very important difference between that lass and you.”
Nat was already smiling.
Beth’s grip on her crayon tightened.  “What’s that?”
“You can go home, my dear.”  Moira reached out to touch a brave cheek.  “You can go home.”
“I don’t need to.”  Beth looked around the room, suddenly frantic.  “This was just right.  Please, I think I can make this work.”
Oh, child.  Moira’s heart broke.  “We’re not sending you away, sweetling—it’s just for a bit of a visit.”  She squeezed Beth’s hands tightly, crayon and all.  “Everybody needs to nurture their roots once in a while.  You go home and spend a night or two with the people who love you.”  She firmed her own wavering voice.  “And then you come back to us with your soul well watered and ready to grow a bit more.”
Understanding finally hit Beth’s eyes—and with it, an ocean of thanks.
-o0o-
Beth wrapped her arms around her ribs and tried not to think of Star Trek transporter malfunctions.  Once Witch Central had decided she might want to go home, things had moved very quickly.
Nell’s very nice husband looked up from his computer terminal and smiled.  “I have a smooth, easy ride all set.  Let me know when you’re ready to go.”
She tried not to shake, focusing on what she knew.  Fact.  It was probably less traumatic than getting on a plane and enduring O’Hare again.  Fact.  They’d never lost a witch in a transport spell yet, or even so much as a shoe.  Fact.  She really needed to see Liri and spend a night soothed by hearth and home.
Fact.  Her body was about to be hurtled through space by a power not even the people in charge thoroughly understood.  Beth clamped her teeth shut.  Sometimes, you just needed to jump.  “Beam me up, Scotty.”  
Daniel winked—and then he was gone.
The cold wasn’t so awful this time, and her feet hit solid ground before her brain totally dissolved in fear.  Beth kept her eyes closed a minute, waiting for things to stop whirling about.
And then she heard Liri’s squeal.
Her eyes popped open just as her partner jumped into her arms.  Or rather, mashed into the very large bouquet Beth was carrying.  “Careful, you’ll destroy the flowers.”  Or the joy exploding out her fingers was going to cook them.
“Mmm.”  Liri inhaled deeply, still squishing the bouquet between them.  “What did you do, rob a florist?”
“Just a garden or two.”  Helped by three giggly, adorable ten-year-olds.
“It must be glorious.”  Liri backed up a step and buried her face in the flowers properly this time.  “Having this kind of richness around you all year long.”  She looked toward the window and laughed.  “Puts my planter box to shame.”
“No, it doesn’t.”  Beth tried to rescue the most mangled of the blooms.  “These are a small gift.  Those are home.”
Her partner looked up, eyes suddenly solemn.  “You came home.”
“Yes.”
Liri took a deep breath.  “Are you going back?”
“Yes.”  Until she answered, Beth hadn’t been sure.  “I need to be there for a little while yet.  But I needed home, too.  I needed you.”
Liri’s cheeks might have been wet, but her smile was a mile wide.  “You should have told me you were coming.  All I have for dinner is soup.”
They’d eaten hundreds of bowls of soup, once upon a time.  Part of the scrimping and saving of getting the store started.  Beth smiled, warmed by the memories.  “Let’s take it downstairs and eat by the cash register.”  It had been their only level surface once—furniture for the apartment had come only after Witchery had been full of inventory.
“I’m putting up the lights—you can help me finish.”  Liri reached for the flowers, still beaming.  “Let’s put these in water, and we’ll stick them in our display window.”
“For winter solstice?”  Beth followed her partner out into the narrow hallway, bemused as always by decorating choices stuffed full of illogic.  “Wouldn’t that make more sense in spring?”
“Solstice is a time of dark.”  Liri’s footsteps sounded quietly on the stairs, feeling her way in the dimness.
Beth made a mental note to replace the bulbs in the crotchety old light fixture before she left.
“But it’s also a time to remember that the light comes.”  Liri opened the door at the foot of the stairs and bathed them both in a luminous glow.
The shimmering dance of a thousand twinkling lights pulled Beth through the door.  Her soul wrapped itself in the glow, the blazing warmth of the small fire in the corner, and the delectable smell of cinnamon cookies.
Home.
And German snickerdoodles—Liri’s great-grandmother’s recipe.  “You’ve been busy.”
“Yes.”  Liri’s happy glow matched that of the lights.  She reached for a cardboard box sitting on a stool.  “But I hadn’t quite finished.  The last strand is yours.”
The lump landed back in Beth’s throat.  Eleven winters now—and always, the last strand of lights had been hers to put up.  A quiet demand in the early years, from a partner who hadn’t been content to leave their split of accounting and store merchandizing well enough alone.
And now, one of their most treasured rituals.
That she’d almost missed it had the lump doubling in size.  She sat down in a chair, looking around the small shop.  Lights twinkled from every possible nook and cranny.  In the early years, Liri had left her an obvious spot to decorate—a small shelf or bit of greenery bereft of lights.
She looked around one more time, seeking the place that still needed light.
And then she knew.  Meeting Liri’s eyes, she clutched the tangled nest of wires to her heart.  They would travel back with her in the morning.  
Lights from home.
-o0o-
Nell set her kettle on for tea and took a seat at her kitchen table, ears baffled by the quiet.  
The noisemakers were still at Jamie’s house, the triplets were curled up reading in their room after helping to assemble the biggest bouquet in the history of Witch Central garden raids, Lauren and Nat had headed off to yoga class, and apparently the Walkers hadn’t adopted any stray children or puppy dogs in the last twenty-four hours.
Moira patted her hand.  “Enjoy a moment of rest—it’s very well deserved.”
Dragon decorating had been a raging success, one that had helped ease the guilt in Nell’s belly a little.  And the birthday witchlings would drool over the results.  “All I did was requisition enough crayons.”
“Hardly, my dear.  You’re raising three beautiful girls capable of loving someone the way they need to be loved.  You stand at the heart of a community that does the same every single day.”  Moira’s hands punctuated her words.  “And I do believe this particular event was your idea.”
“I sat in a corner and colored dragon legs.”  And had stayed carefully out of the way of the many people in her life who had far better instincts for making Beth comfortable.  
“Yes, you did.  And they were lovely legs too.”  Irish eyes asked for the rest of what ailed her.  
She’d been a passenger.  “It doesn’t feel like enough.  Like I did enough.”  
“When most people walk in a garden, all they see are the flowers.”  Moira’s fingers trickled through a few blooms one of the girls had left in a lopsided vase on the table.  “They don’t see the gardener who comes through every day and makes sure they have water.”
Nell smiled at the woman who had always been the witching community’s best waterer.  “I’m pretty sure that’s a bad analogy to use with a fire witch.”
“Mayhap.  But I’m elderly and frail of mind, and I couldn’t come up with a better one.”
Nell nearly snorted flower petals up her nose.  “Your mind is about as frail as a semi truck.”
The tea kettle began to whistle, and Moira stood up, amused.  “I’ve some nice rooibos left from the batch I made for Beth, if you’d like some of that.”
So long as it came with a heaping spoonful of sugar, she was fine with frou-frou tea.  “I’m no gardener.”
The gaze Moira leveled at her would have had lesser witches scrambling for cover.  “You’re the core of this place, and you do no one any favors by denying it.”
“I’m just a fighter.”  Nell unclenched her fists, entirely unclear why she was fighting something she already knew.
“I’m Irish, love.”  Moira’s hand settled on her hunched shoulder.  “The best of our leaders have always been warriors.  And mothers too.”
Nell sucked in a shaking breath.  “You think it was the right thing to send her home?”
Moira took two cups off the rack.  “You don’t?”
“I don’t know.”  Nell resisted the urge to destroy sugar packets.  “I’m afraid she won’t come back.”  And they’d finally started to get somewhere.
“She might not.”  The soft clinks of the tea-making ritual somehow gentled the words.  “But whether she does or not, it will be a choice.  One made with a better understanding of who we really are.”  
They were more than dragons and quiet basement coloring parties.  “I guess I was hoping she’d have a chance to see more of us first.”
Moira turned, sugar bowl in her hand, and came to sit at the table.  “Trust this place you water with such care.”
The water metaphors were making Nell’s magic squirmy.  “I want her to feel at home here.”
“Of course you do.”  Moira looked out the window a moment.  “But this place of sun and light isn’t home for all of us.  We have roots in various places that we also need to nurture.  Beth needed to breathe in her own garden for a bit.  She’ll be back.”
“You seem so sure.”  As did three girls who would be very sad if their new friend didn’t return.
“This isn’t home.”  Moira’s eyes were soft pools of green.  “But we will always find water here.  You offer nourishment, whether we plant here or not.  She’ll come back.”
Nell wished she had that kind of faith.
An old and not-yet-frail hand slipped into hers.  “And when the gardener needs nourishing, she should come and visit a friend.  I’m going to pop home for the night too.  You might come join me when the sky puts out her twinkling decorations this evening—I’ve a mind for a soak.”
Even a fire witch couldn’t resist that kind of invitation.
Or that kind of watering.


Chapter 12

Beth squatted down in front of their tiny, cantankerous fireplace and added another log to the fire.  A real wood-burning fireplace had been one of the main reasons they’d rented the small apartment.  That, and the retail space below.
Not that it had looked like retail space when they’d first found it.
She looked over her shoulder at Liri, who was lounging on the couch with a cup of hot chocolate cradled in her hands.  “Remember when we first got this place?”
“Mmm.”  The chuckle was long and wry.  “You decided the rent wasn’t a problem because we’d be dead of some noxious disease before the month was up.”
It had been an entirely rational fear—the previous tenants had left a nasty kind of squalor behind them.  And according to neighborhood gossip, the storefront downstairs had conducted several kinds of business, none of them legal.  “It cleaned up pretty well.”
“It did.”  Liri smiled as Beth settled back on the couch.  “And so did we.”
They’d been fresh out of college, eager to create a home for themselves, and slightly crazy.  “When we walked down the street tonight, I realized how much the neighborhood has changed.”  Including the latest addition—an excellent coffee shop on the corner.
“It sneaks up on me sometimes.  I say hello to Mrs. Andriychuk or dodge a skateboard as I unlock the doors in the morning, and it feels the same as always.”  Liri grinned.  “And then I take a look at our account balance at the end of the month, and I realize it’s a whole new world.”
Their account balance had rendered Beth speechless when Liri had pulled it up downstairs.  People strolling down the street this holiday season had money to spend.   
That change felt really good.  Beth pulled her knees up under her chin, watching the flames dance up around the new log.  “It’s good to remember how far we’ve come.”  
“You know how to journey,” said Liri softly.
Here, at home, she could face the difficult truths.  “I’m hard to journey with.”
“Maybe so.”  Her partner slid off the couch down onto the rug beside her. “But it’s worth the effort.  Our circle is stronger for having learned to work with the mind and the heart that is Beth Landler.”  Fingers slid into hers.  “Our relationship is stronger for the same reason.”
Oh, she’d needed to hear those words.  “We’ve walked a lot of steps together.”  And for so many of them, she’d been the one pulling back, resisting.  “It’s harder alone.”
A slow smile crept up Liri’s face.  “You didn’t always think so.”
She hadn’t.  And she didn’t remember to thank the woman who had convinced her otherwise nearly often enough.  “I’ve missed you so very much.  It all moves so fast in California.  I feel like I’m losing my balance most of the time.”
“I think that’s exactly what you said when Mrs. Andriychuk’s grandson talked you into trying out his skateboard.”
Beth grimaced, amused.  That had ended with an embarrassed trek to the urgent care clinic and five stitches.  “I’m not very good with speed.”
Liri gazed over the top of her mug, silent for an uncomfortably long time.  “Do you want to be?”
That sounded ominous.  “I don’t know.  I tried some training with Nell and Jamie, and they both insisted that fire magic needs to be fast.”
The hand that reached out for hers was warm and steady.  “Are they right?”
Only Liri could make her want to look at the hard things.  “They might be.  I’ve been watching the kids.  There’s this tiny girl—Jamie’s daughter, Kenna.  She has such magic, Lir.”  And such joy.  “She lets the energies flow much more quickly than I do.”
“You’re a very careful witch.”  Liri spoke slowly, the dancing light of the fire casting shadows on her face.  “But you’ve also practiced your craft for more than a decade.”  She paused, gathering her thoughts.  “When Jamie came, he turned things upside down.”
He had—and Liri’s body language said he still wasn’t entirely forgiven.  “We managed.”
“Exactly.”  Her partner’s eyes flashed gentle fire now.  “You’re our leader—and the circle you built handled radical change.”  
Beth traced the misshapen handle on the mug that had been Liri’s last solstice project.  “You think I could do it.  Let the magic be faster.”
“I don’t know.”  Liri looked at her now, the direct gaze that she only used for her most important words.  “But I think you’re ready to try.  Do things differently and see what happens.”
Unwavering support—and a sturdy push.  Two gifts her partner had always offered in abundance.  Beth tried to accept them both.  “I’m afraid.”
“I know.”  The words were infinitely gentle now.  “Let it change you, love.”
Beth held on tightly to the woman who had taken so many steps at her side.  “I think it already is.”
Liri cuddled in closer.  “I know that, too.”
-o0o-
Moira laid her head back against a cool stone, admiring the shimmering night sky.  “She’s putting on quite a show for us tonight.”
Sophie chuckled from her seat nearby.  “It beats last night’s rain.”
A true earth witch never minded the rain—but fire witches from California weren’t quite so sturdy.  
Spluttering laughter from Lauren, newly arrived, suggested to Moira that she hadn’t been thinking quietly enough.  She never could remember that the warm waters made her mind leaky.
“Just for that,” said the last of their quartet, sliding into the pool, “I’m sending your cookie rations back home.”
It would be a harsh punishment indeed—the plate in Nell’s hand smelled of delectable goodness.  “I can hardly help it if you’re picking up on my private thoughts now, can I?”  Moira beamed in welcome and reached for a cookie, just in case.  “Besides, I notice you never come soak in my pool on the nights when we’re getting a gentle Irish rain.”
If Nell’s eyes rolled any harder, they were going to plop right out.  “Rain, I can handle.  Horizontal sleet at thirty miles an hour is the kind of weather that calls for a fire inside and a warm body to share it with.”
Oh, my.  Someone was feeling frisky this winter’s eve.  “And how is our Daniel?”
Sophie was chuckling again.  “You were in Berkeley just a couple of hours ago.  Surely the news hasn’t changed much since then.”
Time passed differently when you were old.  “I’m thinking a couple of hours is plenty of time for two as young as Nell and Daniel.”  
Moira twinkled at the pool in general as Lauren nearly slid under the water laughing.  And Nell’s glare couldn’t cover up the amusement in her eyes.  Good.  A dash of humor was one of the best antidotes to the winter blahs.  
Or fragile ground under a warrior’s feet.
Sophie reached for a cookie.  “How long have you decided to grace Fisher’s Cove with your presence?”
Long enough to check in on all those she loved.  “Just for the night.  A wee sleep in my own bed, and I’ll be headed back west tomorrow.  We’ve decorations to finish.”  And a newly rooted fire witch to nurture.  “I promised Beth I’d help her shop for a couple of birthday gifts.”
“I’m not sure she needs help.”  Nell was still looking up at the stars.  “Kenna hasn’t let go of that butterfly balloon since it arrived.  Nat said they wake up at night to the quiet crinkling of metallic wings.”
There were worse sounds to wake up to.  “They’ve a special bond forming, those two.”  She’d learned well in her years—it was often the little ones who extended the best welcome.
“Shay, too.”  Nell’s pride shone in her words.
“And Lizard and Nat.”  Lauren dusted cookie crumbs off her fingers into a nearby flower patch.  “With the notable exception of the under-six crowd, I think Beth has found it easiest to connect with the quieter, more introverted people in our midst.”
A certain old Irish witch was making progress too.  “They’re also some of those with the biggest hearts.  We’ve made a good start, I think.  A few missteps, but we’ve touched the woman.”
Sophie lifted her head off a convenient rocky pillow, eyes suddenly alert.  “That’s an interesting choice of words.”
Lauren was nodding slowly.  “But an apt one, I think.  We haven’t really connected with her magic.”
Aye.  The woman, they’d begun to reach, and that was nothing but good.  The witch—well, she was still in hiding.  
“Not for lack of trying.”  Nell’s sigh was a series of frustrated little spurts.  “She’s so linear in her magic, and so inflexible.  It’s really difficult to work with.”
They all waited quietly—Nell was plenty capable of finishing that sentence herself.
When she did, the smile that came with it was wry.  “Especially when her trainer is opinionated and not very flexible either.”
“I’ve never known a spellcaster to be all that flexible—and you’re one of our best.”  Moira patted her hand.  “Complicated magic requires a witch who knows how to drive to her goal.  But that’s not all that’s impeding our efforts with Beth.  Jamie had little more success, and he’s a very adaptable, creative witch.  Probably the best trainer we have.”
Every head in the tub was nodding now.  
“He keeps up with my munchkin.”  Nell traced wet lines on a rock.  “And Aervyn did really well with Beth, but he’s hardly ready to be her trainer.”
Moira sent a mental cuddle to the boy she loved beyond measure.  “He’s got a fine hand as an assistant.”
“In most cases.”  Nell spoke slowly now, her words measured.  “And he did well with Beth when they were just playing.  But any time someone has tried to guide her learning, there’s been struggle.”
And a mama bear protected her little ones.  “You don’t want him in the middle of that.”
“Not if there’s any way to avoid it.”
“She doesn’t know how to trust.”  Lauren was still gazing up at the stars.  “People with autism learn a lot of things on their own.  I think she’s very used to acting as her own guide.”
Sophie frowned.  “She has a partner.  That speaks of a pretty solid ability to connect and relate.”
“Yes, and there’s deep trust between them.”
Instinct tugged on Moira now.  “The kind that’s built over years.  We don’t have that kind of history with her.”
“We don’t.”  Lauren’s words were mild, but Moira could hear layers behind them.  “And the brief history we do have might not be all that convincing as to our worthiness as guides.”
Aye.  They’d shown the girl strong magic, but of the rather reckless kind.  Running amok in her coven, teleporting her hither and yon.  
Her coven.
The vague feelings in Moira’s gut suddenly took on shape and texture and grit.  “Perhaps we’ve been going about it wrong.”
Nell snorted.  “I don’t think that’s much in doubt.”
Lauren abandoned her stargazing and raised an eyebrow.  “You have an idea.”
“I do.”  Moira stirred a hand through the warm waters.  “We’ve been trying to shape her magic, to teach it.  Perhaps instead, we need to share it.”  The rightness of her idea was growing.  “We’ll be having a solstice circle, no?”
“Of course.”  Nell was already frowning.  “You can’t be thinking to put her in the circle.”
“Not the big one, no.  But a circle, yes.”  
“That’s—” Nell stopped and forcibly relaxed.  “I’m listening.”
Moira hid her smile.  There was more than one witch in the pool used to getting her way.  “It would obviously require a rehearsal, but she’s no novice.  She’s done ten years of circle work, and Jamie tells me she did admirably well in Chicago for a witch with so little to work with.”
There was silence in the pool for a long moment.  Moira kept her eyes on Nell—it was there that the idea would live or die.
When Nell finally spoke, it was a single, drawn-out word.  “Why?”
In answer, Moira rooted herself in the long-tilled soils of tradition.  She smiled at the fierce warrior across the pool.  “What are the three responsibilities of a witch in the circle?”  She’d taught every last one of them to a young Nell Sullivan herself.
“To join her flow with others.”
Moira only nodded.
“To hold steady.”
“Her circle work in Chicago will have taught her both those things.”
Nell looked down at the gently rippling waters and sighed.  “To trust.”
“Aye.”  Beth would manage the first two quite nicely—she was a disciplined witch.  “It’s the last that will be the test.”  
Nell’s hands fisted on the surface of the water.  A witch in turmoil.
A turmoil that clearly didn’t make sense to anyone else in the pool.  Moira spoke from her heart.  “What troubles you so, Nell?”
Sophie leaned forward, her healer instincts also seeking.  “We do circles with new witches all the time.”  
Nell stirred the waters, seeking wisdom in the pool’s depths.  “I don’t like it at all.  I honestly don’t know why.”  She looked up, face taut.  “But it makes my gut tie up in knots.”
Moira felt worry settle in her heart.  It might be overreaction—but witches didn’t ignore their warriors.  
“I watched her color a dragon and hug my girls, and that felt really good.”  Nell’s voice hitched.  “But this feels different.”
A smart witch knew when to push—and when to let truth make its own way.  “Perhaps it’s more coloring and cuddles we need first, then.”  Time for trust to build.
“I don’t know.”  More staring into the murky depths.
Once again, the pool’s occupants sat silent, honoring Nell’s struggle with truth.
When she looked up, her eyes were clear and bright.  “Okay.  It’s a good idea.  But I’m not the right witch to ask that of her.  The trust.”
“Not yet.”  Moira offered balm as she could.
“I don’t know that I can trust Beth.”  Honesty shone in the words—as did worry.  “But I do trust the circle.”
Sometimes witching asked so very much of its strongest hearts.  “We’ll let you and Jamie work out the details.  Perhaps Lauren can assist you.”  And maybe figure out what was casting shadows on the warrior’s soul.
“She understands Beth best.”  Nell’s breath let out with a whoosh.  “Okay.  I can live with that.”
Moira didn’t miss Lauren’s worried look from across the pool.  All was not yet well in the witching world.
She looked up at the stars, drawing solace from their light.  On this dark winter’s night, that would have to be enough.  
They had a witch to woo.
And one of their strongest to steady.
-o0o-
Beth made her way slowly down the stairs to the shop, a small glass of eggnog in her hand.  Tea might have been more appropriate to the hour, but she hadn’t wanted to disturb Liri’s sleep making it.
Apparently her Aspie brain was still on California time—and even a warm body cuddled in beside her hadn’t been enough to convince her mind to drift off to dreamland.
She made her way to the back of the shop by feel, something she did often when her nocturnal thoughts kept her awake.  Parting the curtain of blue crushed velvet, she let herself into the cozy back room that served as their coven meeting place and her usual spot for nighttime magic practice.
It hadn’t been thoughts teasing her brain—it had been the lure of a new spell.
Magic, in a space and a time of her own choosing.
Carefully, she set out the things she would need to be comfortable and safe.  A firm hassock to sit on and a cup of water nearby.  Candles to light a ring around her workspace.  A small fire extinguisher in the corner, never needed, but always present.
She pressed play on the iPod tucked away on the room’s single, simple shelf, and smiled as Celtic Christmas carols filled the space.  Liri loved them.
And tonight, love would support her work.  She turned down the volume to barely audible and returned to the hassock.  Already her breathing was settling into the quiet rhythm of the simple meditation she always used to begin her practice.
Slowly the breathing led her other senses to quiet, focused only on the air moving in and out.  Bringing life to the energies that lay within.
And soon enough the drumbeat of power began to beat in her veins.  A second heart, pulsing in time to an ancient calling.
The beat was strong tonight.  Power, yearning for purpose.
Time for a map.
Filed in her mind between street maps and restaurant menus, Beth found the memory she needed.    A simple fire globe, hovering over a five-year-old hand.  Carefully, she zoomed in on the floating orb, her mind working back to the spellshape that had created it.
Glowing lines of power, beautifully tangled.
With the precision of a decade of practice, she called fire into her fingertips.  And with the new eyes of the last twenty months, she began to tease apart the colors.  Yellow—the workhorse stream of power.  It took only a few seconds to work it into the oblong flow that served as the spell’s backbone.
The thin orange flow came next, dancing more sharply.  Breath in, breath out.  The flow eased, winding itself sinuously around the spell’s core.
This far, she’d come before—it was the next step that always faltered.  Beth paused, checking the map.  Aervyn’s spellshape was cleaner and simpler than the ones she’d tried in the past.  Just two more flows.
Unraveling delicately now, she teased apart red and violet, seeking the fickle, darting energies of the first.  It snapped at her fingers, protesting.  She tugged hard on the lines, demanding control.  Too fast.  Slow down.
The red snapped harder.
Let it change you.  Liri’s words seeped into the magic.  
Slowly, Beth let the brakes go a fraction, and felt the zooming speed as red energy lit up her channels.
It was frantically fast—but it wasn’t snapping anymore.  If she could move fast enough, it would do as she asked.  Fingers flying, Beth wove an undulating filament and threw it at her spellshape.
And gaped as it layered itself over the yellow and orange.
The shape was wrong.  Not Aervyn’s spell now, but Kenna’s.  Her magic had gone renegade.
No.  It was morphing.  Innovating.  Evolving.  Sweating now, Beth invoked the power of friendlier synonyms to stem the panic.  She was one step away.  One.
And the violet flow was her favorite.
Hands trembling, she folded the tiny energy stream that reminded her of fairy lights and slid it into the center of the spell.
And then ignited it and opened her eyes, laughing.
Delighting.
And stared in awe at the orb floating over her palm.
It was a tad lopsided.  And the size of a basketball.  And a fair bit hotter than a well-behaved fire globe was supposed to be.
None of which mattered in the slightest.
She’d done it.  With Chicago concrete under her feet and an evening wrapped in love at her back—she’d done it.


Chapter 13

Jamie looked at the two women eating omelets at his breakfast bar and felt like the innocent bystander waiting for the sword fight to start.
Which wasn’t making his own eggs go down all that well.  He tried to figure out where to start.  “So what is this brainstorm of Moira’s, exactly?”  His sister’s text message had been far more thorough about her breakfast order than what was driving the early-morning visit.
Lauren finished chewing first.  “She thinks we should put Beth in a circle.”
He wasn’t about to argue with a witch who wasn’t even present.  And feeling very foggy about why a circle was causing dark swirls in the air.  “And what do the two of you think?”
“I think her reasoning makes sense.”  His sister-in-law fiddled with a stray onion trying to abandon the omelet ship.  “But I’m not going to be on the front lines, so I think you guys have a veto on this one.”
That sounded like a master negotiator trying to thread a very small needle.  He looked at his sister and raised an eyebrow.  “And you?”
“It might be the right thing to do.”  Nell sounded fairly conflicted on that point.  “But purely from a training perspective, it’s kinda nuts.”
He couldn’t disagree with that.  They usually got trainees solid on a series of basic magics before they put them anywhere near a circle, and Beth had demonstrated exactly zero of them.  “I hear you.  But for a good cause, we roll with nuts pretty well.”
The peanut gallery was very silent.  Jamie tried to keep picking his way through the breakfast minefield.  “Beth’s not our typical trainee.  And she’s done circle work.”  
His sister’s raised eyebrows said volumes.
Ooh, boy.  He helped himself to more eggs—this conversation was clearly going to require fortification.  “Fine.  She’s done circle work with a baby circle.”  Kenna’s sneezes had more power than Beth’s coven.  “But her joins were solid, and she’s not a floofy witch.”  That last would carry weight with Nell.
It took a long time, but she finally nodded.  
He forked some eggs and sent a very careful message to Lauren.  Any idea why she’s so unhappy about this?
Not really.
That wasn’t an answer.  However, if Nell was freaking out about a circle with a baby witch, then they needed to deal with that.  “You want us to be careful, we’ll lock it down.  You can even be on cowboy duty if you want.”  
Otherwise known as the person who sat outside the circle and cleaned up the messes.
“Okay.”  Nell finally shrugged.  “You’ve done a circle with her; I haven’t.”  
Lauren gave him a sideways impressed look.
He tried not to hunch his shoulders.  He had a bit more experience with this particular Sullivan—they weren’t nearly done.
Nell inhaled a slice of bacon.  “So who do you think we should have in this circle?”
Jamie didn’t miss Lauren’s “Oh, shit” look.  Their resident realtor caught on fast.  
He started with the easy stuff.  “Well, you riding herd.  Me, Dev probably.”  Nell never minded putting her brothers in harm’s way.
“Aervyn,” said Lauren quietly.
He tried not to curse her bravery.
Nell rounded on her with a glare that would have reduced most people to cinders.  
Lauren was made of sterner stuff.  “Aervyn is more than capable of holding the circle for her if she falters.”
“He won’t need to.”  Mama bear was off her leash.  “I’ll be guarding the circle.  If she falters, it will be on me to handle it.”
“She trusts him,” said Lauren steadily.  “And for a first circle, that matters more than anything else.”
Jamie waited a beat, hoping one voice was enough.  And then sighed as Nell’s face firmed.  He knew that mutinous look.  “She’s right—he’s more than capable.  We have him shielding Kenna all the time.”  Which was far and away the more difficult job—his daughter had fifty times Beth’s power and a fraction of her common sense.
But his sister loved Kenna.
He watched, hurting for her, as Nell worked through the wrenches cranking in her chest.
When she finally nodded, he knew it was done.
She picked up a fork and stabbed her eggs, leftover violence of a mind that had climbed down from red alert.  For now.  “Okay, so how do we do this and keep everyone safe?”
“Do a test.”  Lauren spoke around her last mouthful of eggs.
Jamie blinked.  Someone had clearly drunk lots of coffee that morning.  Sadly, it wasn’t him.  “Have pity—I haven’t had real sleep in almost a year.”
“Well, you want to make sure she can handle linking to a decent flow of power, right?”
He and Nell nodded, equally perplexed.
Lauren shrugged.  “So do a test.  The two of you.  Add her on fire, Dev on water.”
It was a very good idea—for Nell’s sake as much as Beth’s.  Except for one thing.  He eyed his sister.  “Crap.  I guess that means I get earth.”  His earth power was a wimpy fizzle compared to his good stuff.  However, it beat Nell’s none.  Their mother had somehow failed to give birth to a decent earth witch.
“Yup.”  She made a face at him, and then turned to Lauren as her brain caught up with the plan.  “Wait—isn’t that a circle?”
“Nope.”
Huh?  Jamie wasn’t keeping up either.  “Looks like a circle, quacks like one…”
“It’s not a circle until you call it one.  At least for her.”  Lauren stared mournfully at the empty bacon platter.  “We can tell her it’s a small precaution.  A dry run to keep any little people in the circle safe.”
Which would totally work, because Beth loved kids.  Basic psychology, wielded by a very smart witch.
Nell dropped her last piece of bacon onto Lauren’s plate.  Apology and sisterhood, all in one.  “Thanks.  I should have figured you had this thought through.”
“No problem.”  Lauren stabbed the bacon contentedly, her work done.
Jamie grinned.  Not quite so fast—he was about to have the last word.  “So you’ll go tell Beth?”
Lauren looked up, mouth full.
He knew how to pick his moments.  “I’m not her favorite person, especially when it comes to circles.  And Kenna’s not talking yet.”
The look she shot him was fairly dire on a regular-person scale.
He only laughed.  She’d never hold a candle to Nell.
-o0o-
What a difference a night at home made.  Beth landed in the dining room of her temporary Berkeley home, only a little disconcerted by the porting spell this time.
She hugged three containers to her chest—Liri’s small gifts for the road.  Some nuts, a special blend of tea, and an early-morning batch of fresh snickerdoodles.  She reached up gingerly to make sure the string of lights hung around her shoulders had made the trip too.
Comforts from home.
Sidling over to an armchair, she dumped her treasures onto a low table as carefully as possible.  And then, caught up in a moment of whimsy, plugged in the string of little white lights and hung them over the back of the chair.
Liri’s artistry it wasn’t, but it made Beth feel like a bit of Chicago had made the trip through the void with her.
Her stomach growled, interrupting twinkling whimsy with a vengeance.  She reached for the tin of nuts—and then grinned and reached for the snickerdoodles instead.
Eleven-and-three-quarter months of the year, Beth Landler ate nuts and seeds and the balanced intake of protein and fat that kept her brain functioning at its best.  On the fifteenth of December, snickerdoodle season arrived—and for one week, she indulged in as many cookies as her witchy heart desired.
It took nearly the whole month of January to get her brain biochemistry back on track—but for Liri’s snickerdoodles, it was worth it.
The smell alone could make her beg.
A rhythmic knock interrupted her cookie bliss.  Beth headed for the hallway and tugged open the front door, still chewing.
And discovered that in Witch Central, holding a cookie tin in your arms was a good way to make pretty much anyone beg.
Lauren stood in the doorway, eyes zeroed in on the cheerful red cookie container.  “Please tell me those are as good as they smell.”
“They’re Liri’s secret recipe.”  The smile bloomed on Beth’s face unaided.  “And they’re delicious.  Come on in, and I’ll share them with you.”
“Sit outside with me instead?”  Lauren gestured at the porch swing.  “It’s really nice out today, and that way, if you want to throw me out after I’ve said my piece, it won’t be so far to go.”
Beth felt herself staring.  The porch swing was pure kindness to an Aspie who didn’t like too much direct eye contact, and she greatly appreciated the lack of inane small talk. But the rest of the words came loaded with the kind of nuance that curled her stomach in dread.
“Sorry, that was a lot more mysterious than it had to be.”  Lauren’s words stayed even.  Neutral.  “We’d like to invite you to do a circle with us.  A small one, with a dry run first to practice.”
The porch swing suddenly seemed like a very good idea.  Beth needed to sit down.  “Why?”  She’d done exactly zero successful magic west of Illinois.
“You’ve done circles.”  Lauren joined her, setting the swing into gentle, bumping motion.  “We thought it might be an easier way to experience some of what we do here.”
She knew how to join.  But there were oh, so many other things involved in a circle.  Beth started explaining as carefully as she could.  Thirty years of practice, and it was still far too easy to give unintentional offense.  “There’s a lot of sensory input in a circle, even a small one.  It took a lot of work for me to be able to lead even our coven’s tiny practice.”
“From what little Jamie and I saw, you do that quite well.”
Beth frowned.  “He made it very clear we were doing it all wrong.”
A mix of confusing emotions hit Lauren’s face.
A night with Liri, and she’d found some semblance of her footing.  It was time to ask for what she needed.  “It helps me a lot if you use words for what you’re feeling.  I can’t read your facial expressions very well.”
“Damn, I’m sorry.”  Lauren’s hands flapped like a small, lost bird.  “I know that—I just keep forgetting.  Can I mindlink with you instead?  It’s a lot easier for me that way, and hopefully easier for you as well.”
Help didn’t always come in the shape you asked for.  Beth nodded reluctantly and tried not to wince at the gentle push on her mind.
“I think I need to tell you a story,” began Lauren slowly, “of a newbie witch and a homesick one who crashed a coven meeting and had terribly bad manners.”
Beth closed her eyes, trying to process the river of feelings coming along with the words.  Deep regret.  A solid helping of embarrassment.  And a wry edge of self-deprecating humor from a woman who clearly owned her mistakes—but didn’t let her life be derailed by them.
You untangle feelings very well for someone who hasn’t done this often.  Respect flowed from Lauren along with the mental words.
Beth stuck with the form of communication she used best.  “You seemed so sure of yourselves.”  That wasn’t quite fair—Lauren had only hovered in the background.  “Well, at least Jamie did.”
“He’s been doing circles since he was old enough to stand.”  The smile was soft and apologetic.  “But that doesn’t give any of us the right to trample on anyone else’s hard work.”
There was more.  Beth focused on the stream coming from Lauren’s mind and tried to find it.
Impressed surprise added to the flow.  There is more—I’m just trying to figure out how to explain it.  Lauren stood up and walked over to the porch railing.  “Jamie’s very sure of himself, but he’s also very kind.  He walked me through the first days of being a witch, and he did it with great care and empathy.”
Beth’s insides rose up in disbelief—the brown eyes of Chicago and twenty months of dreams had been neither kind nor careful.  And then she remembered the gentle man who had made her feel welcome in his home.  Who’d listened with deep interest to her ramblings about children and how they learned.  “Something was different when he visited us.  Why?”
“He was hurting.  He was away from home.”  Lauren’s words were simple and laced with sorrow.  “And he thought he might never be going back.”
Sympathy punched through Beth’s gut.  “Never?”
“He loved my best friend, and I thought my place was in Chicago.  They were going to stay.  For me.”
Devotion and loyalty—those were things that mattered.  “You’re lucky to have them.  My coven isn’t rich in magic, but we understand that kind of love.”
“That is its own kind of magic.”  Lauren moved back over to the swing and sat down.  “That’s why we wanted to do a circle here, so you could feel the sense of community and joining.  The magic isn’t difficult, and perhaps it will echo what you feel in Chicago.”
Let it change you.
Beth took a deep breath.  “You seem to think I can do this.”
“I do.”
It was the same steady support she often felt from Liri.
“She and I would see your strength more easily.  Your mind is coated in it.”  Lauren glanced sideways.  “Others might need a little more time.”
And some proof she was more than a useless witch.  Beth wrapped her fingers around the chain of the swing.  “Tell me about the practice run.”
She listened.  And tried to imagine, holding on to the love she’d brought back all the way from Chicago.  She could do this—and if she couldn’t, there were capable people ready to catch her.
Children ran.  And occasionally they fell.  It would be okay.  “When?”
Warm glints hit Lauren’s eyes.  “Soon.  How about Jamie’s house, tomorrow morning?”
Soon was good.  “I can do that.”  Beth held her tin of cheerful red and felt the butterflies forming in her stomach.  And then laughed as Kenna’s face danced into her mind.  She reached into the tin and pulled out a cookie.
She had it on excellent authority—butterflies loved snickerdoodles.  
-o0o-
Jamie unbent his knee, flowing smoothly from warrior into triangle pose.  And rolled his eyes as his wife did the same—with a handstand thrown in between.  “Show-off.”  She never did that stuff in class.
She grinned under her arm.  “I need some time upside down today.”
It always looked to him like her feet were trying to fly.  “Gonna teach Kenna how to do that soon?  Might slow her down some.”  Their daughter’s foot speed was increasing by the minute.
Nat smiled again, already on her way to downward dog.
He hurried to catch up.  Sexy wives were seriously disruptive to good sun salutations.  “Think Caro will mind if we take a quick detour to Tahiti?”  He had connections—they could probably be there in ten minutes.
She chuckled, stretching her arms to the sky.  “Not if we bring her back some pretty yarn.”
Yarn shopping was most definitely not what he had on his mind.  He sighed, heading back into warrior pose.  Yoga in the park with his wife wasn’t too bad of a consolation prize.
Maybe it would help him deal with the ripples moving in the Sullivan pond, too.
Nat leaned forward in a graceful swan dive, pasting her nose to her knees.
Jamie did the same and waved to his knees from two feet away.
His wife chuckled.  “Want to talk about it?”
Yoga chatting was a new phenomenon—the product of parenting necessity.  He slid a leg back into lunge.  “Talk about what?”
“Nell.  Lauren says she’s struggling with Beth again.”
Yeah.  Which was really weird.  “A rogue witch could land on Nell’s lawn sending  flaming fireballs to the sky, and she would put out the fire and hand them a cookie.”   He leaned back into the contortion known as reverse warrior.  “And someone who can’t even produce a reliable fire globe has her stomach churning.”
He didn’t get it.
Nell floated into handstand again.  “She’s afraid.”
That made even less sense.  “Of what?”
“I’m not sure yet.”  The troubled look in his wife’s eyes was way more disturbing than the foot arching to touch her head.  “I don’t think she is, either.”
That wasn’t at all comforting.  “How do we fix it?”
Nat brought her feet down into a backbend that would have snapped him into six pieces.  “Maybe we don’t.”
That didn’t compute.  Sullivan family rules—you didn’t leave someone in the muck alone.  Jamie sat down, done with the pretzel part of his afternoon.  “I was hoping you’d tell me which bad dude to go fight.”
It was tough to be a superhero without a target.
“Maybe she just needs to be afraid for a while.”  His wife folded into lotus beside him, emanating calm—and quiet sadness.  “Fear can be a teacher too.”
It sliced at him to think of his big sister wandering in the shadows.  But the woman at his side had taught him a lot more than a decent triangle pose.  He slid his fingers into Nat’s and took a deep breath.  Pictured Nell in his mind.  And sent a message out to the universe.
My big sister?  She doesn’t walk alone. 
 


Chapter 14

Nell eyed the trio coming through her back gate.  Her brothers had been suspiciously happy to drop by and pick up Beth this morning.
She snorted as she spotted cookie crumbs on Devin’s t-shirt.  Rumors of snickerdoodles had been making the rounds—ones that lived with the witch who swore she didn’t eat cookies.
Be nice.  Jamie’s mental voice came accompanied by a sizable eye roll.  I don’t think she eats many, and Dev got her last two.
Nell wasn’t born yesterday.  Got there first, did you?
His grin could have been swiped from the Cheshire cat.  Yup.  I deserved them—Kenna got up at the crack of dawn again.
The crack of dawn arrived at about 7 a.m. these days.  Wimp.
Devin cleared his throat and darted eyes at the woman standing quietly beside him.  “We going to get this show on the road, people?  Some of us have stuff to do today.”
Jamie elbowed his brother.  “That’s not what you said while you ate her last cookie.”  
Great.  The Moe and Curly show.  On purpose, no doubt—they liked to leave her holding the bag of grown-up behavior.  Nell smiled at Beth, whose nerves were obvious now.  Time to skip the small talk, as ordered.  “If you need a resupply on the cookies, just let me know.  Ready to get started?”
Visible relief came along with the quiet nod.  
Nell led the way to a patch of grass covered in a simple canvas sheet.  Nat’s idea.  She took a seat on the eastern edge and gestured with her left hand. “I’ll be handling air today.  We usually have fire calling from the south, if that works for you.”
More relief as Beth sat and folded her legs.  “That’s how we do it in Chicago, too.”  
Her brothers plunked down in their respective spots, Jamie making a face at his earth duties.
Life’s tough, baby brother.  The only other earth witches in residence were safely ensconced inside with Auntie Nat.  
He stuck his tongue out, mind-witch style, and turned to Beth.  “I’ll start with a call to earth.  When we get to you, use whatever words you normally use in Chicago—we’ll keep this really simple.”
Nell could feel their trainee witch’s mind calming with the easy litany of details.  She picked up where her brother had left off.  “I’ll call air and reach out a flow your way.  Take it when you’re ready—there’s no rush.”
Beth nodded, attention mostly focused on her hands.  “And I’ll call fire and push a flow out to Devin.”
The guy in question winked and got a smile in return.
Nell shook her head, a little jealous.  Only Devin could make friends in less time than it took to empty somebody’s cookie stash.
He thought it would help today flow easier.  Jamie waited just long enough for her guilt to set in, and then smoothly shifted gears.  Ready?
Hang on.  Nell ran a quick scan of Beth’s channels.  If she couldn’t be a mature sister, she could at least be a responsible witch.  Yup.  She’s good to go.
Jamie’s call was a simple one, borrowed from their days of easy childhood magic.  
Nell snagged his flow and blinked.  Somebody’s earth magic was a lot stronger than he’d let on lately.  
Somebody has to practice with superboy.  It was a mournful complaint—and not at all a real one.  
Amused, she added her call to air, enjoying the impending reunion of the Sullivan trio.  With deft fingers, she twisted the two flows together into a neat rope and then reached a gentle line toward Beth, trying to keep it slow.  
And gaped as the rope got picked up by quick, competent hands.  
She’s done this before.  Jamie’s mind voice was approving, but distracted.  Look how fast she’s readying her call.
Nell jolted as Devin smoothly picked up the tight braid of energy Beth pushed his way.  Damn.  I thought she was allergic to speed.  This was blazingly fast for a practice circle.
Me too.  Jamie’s brain was cranking into gear.  The circle in Chicago moved quickly too.  Her coven has very limited magic.  I bet she has to hurry to conserve what power they have.
It was hard to conceive of a circle exhausted by the simple act of joining.  Nell did a quick scan of Beth’s channels.  She’s fine.  Plenty of power.
Jamie shrugged.  Yup.  Easiest beginner circle ever.
Nell readied a ground line to siphon energy away from the circle, and then felt mischief beaming in from the west.  Dev, never content to let her end a circle the easy way.
He pinched off a small bit of the circle’s flow, keeping his connection to Beth rock-steady.  A quick tug on fire and air power for movement and heat, a little antigravity action from Jamie’s earth energies, and he wove a spell they’d all done since childhood.
Nell fired up a shielding spell just before he hit activate.  With Dev, it paid to take precautions.
She grinned as the rainbow droplets danced in a shimmering pattern over their heads.  Show-off.  
He only flashed her an innocent smile.
Ha.  Dev was born un-innocent.  With a flick of her fingers, Nell drained his spell down her ground line.  They had a baby witch on board, and she was probably getting tired.
It took one look at Beth as the spell faded to know that wasn’t the case at all.  She stared at the air where the drops had been—and her eyes swam with yearning.
Uh, oh.
Nell’s mindlink collided with Jamie’s, both trying to get Devin’s attention at the same time.  It was like trying to flag down the Titanic.
Dev leaned forward, reaching for Beth’s hands.  “Go ahead, give it a try.  I’ll feed you the power you need.”
Jamie just shook his head and threw up a training circle.  Nell wished she shared his optimism that they’d need it.  Whatever she might be capable of in a circle, so far Beth’s individual spellwork had been all kinds of fail.
Give her a chance.  Jamie sat quietly, watching the working duo.  
The spellshape started innocently enough, unraveling the power flows into their constituent elements.  Nell relaxed a fraction.
And then Beth started to shape them.  With water power at the core.
Nell dove for Devin’s mind.  Shit.  She’s not doing her own spell—she’s trying to copy yours!
He jumped to intercept just as hissing fire hit slow-flowing water.  Too late.  Backlash from the sizzle hit every witch in the back yard.
Nell rubbed her temples, mentally counting to ten.  And then she took a good look at their trainee.  Beth sat in mute, white silence, staring down at her hands.  
A single, noiseless tear rolled down her cheek.
Three sets of Sullivan eyes met.  Dev’s were full of contrition.  
“I’m sorry.”  Beth’s words were harsh and laden with more tears.  “I don’t know what went wrong.”
“It was all my fault.”  Dev reached for her and then stuffed his hands under his legs.  “I didn’t realize you hadn’t learned to mirror yet.  You were so competent in the circle.”
“I don’t know what mirroring is.”
Nell gave her brother points.  Beth still looked like a statue—but at least she was a talking one.
“You wouldn’t need it in Chicago.”  Jamie lazed on the edge of the canvas, studiously picking grass.  Avoiding eye contact, just like Lauren had coached.  “When you do a spell in a circle, it doesn’t matter how you use the power flows because you’re all connected.  But if you’re working alone, or off a feed like Devin was sending you, then you have to start with a layer of your own magic.”
Beth’s eyebrows knit in confusion.
“Basically, you tried to boss water around, and you’re not a water witch.” Devin grinned.  “You were close—you just need to start that spell with one of your own elements.”
Nell felt the tug as her brother grabbed power from his siblings.  Devin never talked where action worked instead.  Impromptu lesson back in progress.  “See, I do the spell like this.”  He held up a spellshape on his palm for a few seconds and then activated, miniature rain back in action.  “But you’re a fire witch, so you have to build the spell around your primary power.  You tried to do it around mine, which just made for some fairly unhappy flows.”
Yup.  Nell’s fire magic was still shuddering in protest.  Fire did not like getting wet.
Devin’s eyes met hers.  Nell grabbed the power line he tossed her.  Under protest—there were so many ways this could end badly.  “Here’s how I would build this one.”  She paused the spellshape long enough for Beth to study it, and then let it loose.  Her droplets danced faster than Dev’s, keeping time to a hotter beat.  “Same basic spell, but this one’s closer to what you’d want to do as a fire witch.”  
“Your turn.”  Devin’s hands reached for Beth’s, readying the power she would need.  He wasn’t letting this ball stop rolling—he never did.
“I don’t…”  She shoved her hands into her lap, words haunted by tears.  “I don’t know how to put it together.  Nell started in a different place.”
“It doesn’t matter.”  Dev’s voice radiated calm patience.  “Use fire and you can start anywhere you want.”
“I don’t work that way.”  Bleak eyes met his.  “I need a map.  A sign that says where the beginning is.”
That was like asking where the ocean began.  
“You can choose anywhere you want.” Nell tried to help.  “Different witches will assemble the spell differently.  Kind of like drawing a picture—it doesn’t matter if you draw the head first or the feet, so long as it looks like a person at the end.”
“I always draw the hair first.”  Beth’s eyes fluttered closed, confusion and despair wrapping around her like a cloak.  “Top to bottom.  I have to know the order.  The hair is always first.”
Magic didn’t work like that.  Hell, in her world, people didn’t work like that.  Nell looked at her brothers, hoping someone had an idea that was going to keep the Sullivan batting average out of the drink.  And was met with helpless shrugs.
They were failing.  Again.  It was getting really old.
The back door swung open and Aervyn bounced out, a plate in his hands and a disturbing gleam in his eye.  “Auntie Nat says you guys need a distraction.”
Nat had better radar than any witch Nell knew.  “And you volunteered, huh, munchkin?”
“Yup.”  Her son grinned and plunked down on the canvas between them.  “One of those cookies is mine.”
Four of the cookies were huge and scrumptious.  The fifth one looked like cat puke—green, lumpy, and possibly contagious.
Aervyn giggled.  “That one’s for Beth.”  He turned to their still-white guest and carefully ignored her tear-streaked face.  “My sister made it for you.  It has lots of stuff that’s really good for you in it and only a little sugar.  She said trainee witches hafta eat something.”  He looked at the cookie as if it were radioactive waste.  
Nell couldn’t blame him—but it was a really sweet gesture.  She tried to support her daughter’s efforts.  “Ginia’s pretty good at concocting stuff that’s better tasting than it looks.”
Beth gazed at the cookie a moment longer—and then burst into leaky, hiccupping giggles.  Carefully she picked it up, cradling the misbegotten thing in her hands like treasure.  “She made it for me?”
“We hope you like it.”  Aervyn patted Beth’s hand gently.  “It’s kind of hard to try to be like everyone else all the time.  It’s okay to just be you sometimes.”  He squiggled in closer, hands touching his ears.  “Sometimes I turn my hearing aids off and I just sit and let the world be really, really quiet.”
Nell gaped.  She didn’t know that.  And her son had just shown his hearing aids to someone one step removed from a stranger.
He looked her way, eyebrows squished together.  She’s not a stranger, Mama.  She’s like me—she’s different.
Beth put her hands over her own ears.  “I do it like this.  I imagine my world is all quiet.”  Her smile held yearning.  “I wish it really could be sometimes.”
“You could do it.”  Aervyn grinned and swallowed a huge mouthful of cookie.  “There’s a pretty easy spell if you wanna try it.  Just some tangly air and stuff.”  He popped up a spellshape on his hand.  “See, just like this.”
Three Sullivans leaned forward on an intercept course—and then sat back again, pushed away by something new in Beth’s mind.
Trust.
“Where do I start?”  Beth’s breath still hitched, but her eyes were intent on the glistening spellshape.
“Where do you wanna start?”  Aervyn snagged another bite of his cookie, unconcerned by either his sudden trainer status or his student’s rocky footing.
“At the beginning,” said Beth fervently.
“Okay.”  Aervyn pulled up dancing lines of power.  “You have ears that want quiet, so let them decide.  Which one of these wants to go first?”
Nell held her breath as Beth stared at the shimmering flows of light.  Watched as her son patiently changed their order, moving one over the next in some poetic Victorian dance.
And then Beth reached out, fingers sure.  “This one.”
It didn’t matter.  The spell could have started with any one of the lines dancing in Aervyn’s hands.
It matters to her, Mama.  Almost-six-year-old wisdom spoke in Nell’s head.  She likes stuff to have a beginning.
But spells don’t have a beginning, sweetie.  Nell fought down the still-churning frustration.  Witches have to be flexible.
Uh, huh.  Aervyn reached over and nudged one of Beth’s spell lines—it was wobbling a bit.  But maybe she can be the flexible one tomorrow.  Today, it can be our job.
Nell sat back, his innocent words hitting her hard.  When did you get so smart?
Yesterday.  Her son grinned and ported cookie crumbles to his mouth—his hands were busy helping Beth shape her spell.  Auntie Nat says we hafta get smarter fast or Kenna’s gonna rule the universe.
Just what they needed.  A magical diva in diapers.
Auntie Nat also says that sometimes witches aren’t very good at understanding when someone doesn’t want to be just like us, so we need to try really hard.  Aervyn eyed Beth’s cookie with suspicion.  I sure hope I don’t have to eat that, though.
Nell sighed.  There were a whole bunch of lessons that had come out the door with that cookie.  Nat Sullivan knew how to deliver a message.
It was beyond time a certain stubborn fire witch listened.  
Aervyn moved his hands carefully away from his student’s spell.  Held his breath along with the rest of them as it shimmered in a shaky, but stable, spellshape.
And was the only one of them not entirely confused when she let it collapse.
Nell stared at Beth.  The shape had been stable enough to activate.  “Why didn’t you trigger the spell?”  
“I need to practice first.”  Beth’s voice was coated in wobbly joy.  “But I know how to make it now.”
What kind of witch didn’t want to do the actual magic part?
Her pint-sized teacher grinned happily.  “One day, it will be a really good spell.”
Beth’s smile was nearly as big as his.  “I’ll practice hard.”
He cuddled into her chest.  “I know.”
His hearing aids were showing.  Nell felt something inside her heart melt.  Her son, one of the most loved people in Witch Central, had just declared himself tribe leader of the different witches.  
Aided and abetted by Auntie Nat.
Pride nearly took her breath away.  
And she knew what had to come next—no matter how confused she still might be about their Chicago witch.  She glanced at both her brothers, making sure she spoke for all three of them.  Jamie and Dev just rolled their eyes in unison.
Yeah.  Not much danger from a witch who was afraid to let a spell loose.  
“You two work well together.”  Nell smiled at Beth and her pint-sized sidekick.  “That will be useful in the circle tomorrow.”  
Her son slipped his hand into Beth’s.  Tribe leader, indeed.


Chapter 15

Jamie looked up as his wife walked in from the back yard, radiant from her morning yoga workout and the dewdrops on her toes.  “You’re up early.”
She leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “I wanted to get my yoga done before the girls show up.”
In Witch Central, that could mean a whole lot of different people.  “Which particular ones are invading today?”
She laughed, picking up the mug of tea he had waiting for her on the counter.  “The first wave is the triplets, I think.  Something Shay picked up from Lauren about Beth liking Christmas lights.”
Uh, oh.  “Let me guess—they’ve requisitioned your supply.”  Nat had enough lights to blanket half of southern California.
“Uhhmmm.”  She sipped her tea, eyes bright with simple morning happiness.  “They want to make her feel really comfortable for her first circle.”
And they had a monster affection for anything that glittered, twinkled, or shone.  “Shay, huh?”  
Nat only smiled.
Jamie could feel the pride layered underneath.  His wife loved each of their nieces wholeheartedly, but she had a special affinity for Shay’s quiet, thoughtful spirit.  He tugged her closer for a hug.  “The two of you are a lot of the reason Beth is still here, I think.”
“Kenna, too.”
And Aervyn.  And possibly Lizard.  “Okay, you and all the inhabitants of Witch Central under five feet tall.” 
Her laugh lit dark corners in the kitchen.  “That’s awesome company to be in.”  She glanced over at the Christmas light storage boxes in the corner.  “You want half a bagel?  The girls are going to be here soon.”
He looked at the boxes.  And remembered a lumpy green cookie.  And read the face of the woman he loved beyond measure—and was finally beginning to understand.
This was important to his nieces.  It was even more important to his wife.  And she had talents that went well beyond making the back yard into an overload of twinkle.  “Why don’t you play your flute?”
It delighted him when her cheeks flushed pink.
He waited.  Just asking was enough of a dare.
“Okay.”  She sighed, a little sound that melted half his brain.  “I’ll do it, but it’s on your head if people are covering their ears.”
She was a far better flute player than she believed, but he knew it didn’t matter.  Playing let her be a real, tangible part of the circle—and for this witch, it was suddenly very obvious that Nat would suffer through far more than the occasional wrong note.
He wondered how he’d missed the formation of Beth’s army.
-o0o-
Nell walked into Jamie’s back yard, amused by her girls.  She grinned at Mia, who looked up first.  “What are you three up to?”
“We’re decorating.  Lauren gave us a hint.”
Tiny white lights shimmered in the grass, a magical fairy-lit morning.  Judging from the strands currently adorning Shay’s shoulders, they were heading up the oak tree next.  “What did you do, rob the Christmas tree in the town square?”
“Mama!”  Three voices protested in unison.
Ginia had the best glare.  “We would never do something like that unless it was a total emergency.  We borrowed Nat’s lights.”
The woman in question walked out the back door.  “Hey, Nell.  Have any snickerdoodles?”  She held up a plate.  “Apparently, this is our full supply.”
So she’d been told.  Accompanied by brotherly sulks and a grocery bag full of flour and butter.  “Yup—there are several dozen cooling on my counter.”
Small blonde heads grinned up at their beloved aunt.  
Nell shook her head.  Apparently a grand, cosmic plan was unfolding according to specifications.  “Anything else I can do to help?”
“Want Kenna duty during the circle?”  Nat looked hopeful.  “We tried to send her over to Caro’s house, but I swear, she can smell magic on its way.”
“More likely she smelled the snickerdoodles.”  Nell chuckled—her niece was a cookie fiend.  “I’ll be happy to keep track of her.  Are you playing your flute?”
“Trying.”  Nat didn’t share the general consensus that her baby flute-playing skills were more than adequate.
For a circle thrown together in less than twenty-four hours, this was going to be a fairly jazzy one.  “I hope Beth appreciates all the ambience.”  She had visions of one terrified fire witch running for the hills with streamers of Christmas lights trailing behind.
And three very disappointed girls.
“She’s braver than you think,” said Nat quietly.
Crap.  Nell sighed, well aware she deserved the gentle look in the mirror.  “I don’t shift gears very fast.  She didn’t love all my children at first sight, and apparently that’s still making me grumpy.”  Which was plain dumb, since the love affair was now well underway.
For today, she planned to ignore any other causes of unease stirring in her belly.
The empathy in Nat’s eyes was absolute.  “Fortunately, she adores Kenna, or you’d have had grumpy company.”  
Someday, Nell wanted to grow up to be her sister-in-law.  Wise, righteous, and kind, all at the same time.
Nat turned her head, listening to some invisible bat signal.  “Beth’s been spotted down the street.”
That suggested shenanigans.  “Is my son hovering in trees again?”
“I think so—the girls were trying to keep him busy.  It’s possible they used the same ruse to get my husband out of their hair.”
Well, Jamie kind of qualified as adult supervision.
The activity in the back yard morphed, decorating committee swiftly shifting into circle mode.  Ginia, huffing a little, moved past them carrying one of Jamie and Nat’s kitchen chairs and set it down inside the magical perimeter.  Nell raised an eyebrow at her sister-in-law—only one witch in the vicinity qualified for a comfy seat.  “Moira’s doing the circle?”  That hadn’t been the plan at 7 a.m.
“She volunteered.”
Nat didn’t have to say anything more—Irish volunteers weren’t the kind who took no for an answer.  “Who else is on water?”  They’d opted for two witches at each element.  More stable than one, but no need for trio linking.
“Devin.  He volunteered about two seconds after Moira did.”
Nell relaxed—that part was in the plan, and Dev had enough water power to carry the entire load ten times over.  He was also as protective of their elderly matriarch as any witch alive.
Shay dashed by and tossed a string of lights their way.  “Mama, can you put those up in the tree?  Please?  Make them pretty!”
She looked down at the lights, bemused.  It was a strange sensation to be on the receiving end of all the odd jobs that surrounded a circle.  Witches in the circle were usually busy with magical preparations, but apparently the same didn’t apply to those on mopping duty.
“Welcome to temporary status among those of us who aren’t the strongest witches in the land.”  Nat’s eyes twinkled.  “Want help with the lights?”
“No.”  Nell waved her off, chuckling.  One of the strongest witches in the land could manage to get the lights up in the tree all by herself.  “You’re probably needed on the welcoming committee.”  Put the friendliest faces up front—slightly grumpy witches were better off hanging out in the background.  Nell tossed another layer onto the global soundproofing spell as she climbed the tree.  The last thing they needed this morning were curious neighbors peeking over the fence.
She was still in the tree, trying to channel her daughters’ artful talents, when Beth came into view on the front sidewalk surrounded by a procession of attendants, small children, and at least two of the neighborhood cats.
Nell didn’t bother trying to get a mental read herself—she just pinged Lauren.  How’s she doing?
Fine, came the steady reply.  And she’ll probably stay that way so long as you don’t fall out of the tree. 
Haven’t done that since I was seven.  And that time was Jamie’s fault.  Or maybe Devin—it was hard to keep her brothers’ nefarious escapades straight.  Where’s that kiddo of mine?
Beaming in for a landing.  I think he aimed for the kitchen.
Doing his best impression of a cookie thief, most likely.  Nell started to climb out of the tree, and then thought the better of it.  She would have a good view of the power flows from way up here.  An excellent vantage point in case something went wrong, and Kenna loved hanging out in her big oak tree.
She pushed away the continuing niggles in her belly.  Worrywart witch.  It was going to be a tiny baby circle with less power than Aervyn used cooling off his cookies.
She hoped.
-o0o-
It was a fairyland.  Beth stepped into the back yard, Kenna tugging on one hand, Shay holding the other one more sedately.  “The lights are beautiful.”
Shay looked up, delighted.  “Lauren said you might like them.”  
Concern flitted through Beth’s mind.  “We can’t use them in our circles at home—they’re too distracting.”  This was far from the quiet, dark room her coven worked in.
“Beauty enhances our work together.”  An Irish lilt floated out from behind enough flowers to outfit several brides.  “Perhaps you’d help me put a few of these blooms out.  Young Jamie particularly likes calla lilies for his call to air.”
Beth had no idea what a calla lily was, but judging from the good-humored snickers, there was a joke somewhere.
“Calla lilies are the tall white ones,” said Shay in a stage whisper.  “And they make Uncle Jamie sneeze.”
“Not these ones, my dear.”  Moira settled some of her armful on a convenient bench and began dividing them into four baskets.  “Ginia’s spelled them—we can’t have sneezing in the middle of Beth’s first circle with us.”
Beth had never seen flowers in a basket before.  She leaned over and rescued a floppy blue bud threatening to start an avalanche.  “They’re beautiful.”
“A small offering, if you will.”  Moira beamed.  “We old Irish witches tend to be rather traditional.”
It was something Liri would love.  Perhaps she’d found at least one small thing she could take back to Chicago.  “Does it matter which flowers go with which elements?”
“Not at all, my dear.”  Moira paused, fingers holding a stem of something delicate and blue.  “Or rather, the answer might change depending on the day.  Flowers have a whole language of their own.  So you might just choose a bouquet that feels lovely for the moment.  Or you might plant a message or two in each basket.”  She nodded at the stem of tiny blue blooms.  “These buttercups, for example, tell of the joy of being a child and celebrating simple things.”
That was a big message for such tiny flowers.  “What else do you have in here?”
Moira picked up the basket on the far right.  “This one is for those of you calling fire.  It’s got a few of these pretty lilacs, and some geraniums, and a branch or two of this red sumac.  Little notes of purity, steadfastness, and splendor.”
Beth stroked a bold orange flower.  “And this one?”
“Ah, that one’s just a lovely bit of color.”  Moira reached up a hand to touch Beth’s curls.  “If you like, I can pin it in your hair.”
It felt silly—but oddly, she wanted to say yes.
Aervyn bounded to her side.  “Me too, Aunt Moira.  Can I have a shiny red flower in mine?”
“Aye, and won’t you be a lovely couple, with matching pretties in your hair?”  
Hairpins appeared out of nowhere, and Shay climbed up onto the bench.  “Hold still—this will only take a second.”
It took a little longer than that, since holding still was apparently not one of Aervyn’s better skills.  Beth, somewhat dazed, wondered if her flower was also as big as her head.  Apparently fire witches liked their hair pretties big and flamboyant.
Ginia slid into the small crowd, a gorgeous waterfall of bright yellow flowers running down her braid.  Beth made a mental note to ask for their name—they would suit Mellie down to the ground.  She looked around for the second witch who would call to earth and saw Sophie, yellow in her own hair and pinning purple into Jamie’s.
Jamie waved, rolling his eyes.  “I hear you’re the one who got us into this.”
Beth was sure he was teasing—and if she hadn’t been sure, every mind witch in ten feet was gently projecting that fact.  Helping the Aspie stay on her feet.  “They look beautiful, but I thought air witches liked pink.”
The joke pleased a lot of people, perhaps herself most of all.
“We do.”  A girl Beth didn’t know stepped up beside Jamie and waved.  “I’m Sierra—you don’t know me yet, but I can usually be found around here somewhere.”
There were a lot more than eight people in the back yard.  And lights and decorations and the pressing feeling of a party about to happen.  This wasn’t a simple circle.  Suddenly Beth felt short of air.
“It’s okay—you’re doing great.”  Lauren spoke quietly over her right shoulder.  “Will it help you if we move to our spots now?”  
She breathed out as slowly as she could.  Order.  That almost always helped.  “Yes, please.”
Beth had no idea what Lauren did, but heads snapped up instantly, and what had been genial disarray moved sharply toward assigned positions.
A hand slid under her elbow.  “Help an old lady cross over, would you?”  Moira had a stunning purple flower in her hair and a smile on her face.  “The uneven ground sometimes trips me up.”
Order and a job to do.  
Air flowed back into Beth’s lungs.  She touched Moira’s hand in gratitude and began to move across the yard.  One step, and then another.  It felt like a procession somehow.  One with dignity, even amidst all the dizzy light and laughter.
“We’ll be doing a simple call to the elements,” said Moira, stepping delicately over a toy fire truck.  “Two of us at each position.  You’ll join with each other and then link with the circle as your turn comes.  Aervyn will share the words with your mind in case you forget.”
That was thoughtful—and entirely unnecessary.  “I have a good memory for words.”  These ones had been delivered to her kitchen in pretty script, along with a delicious omelet.
“Excellent.”  Moira patted her arm.  “Then you can help him to remember.  Lauren will be our monitor, much as your Liriel does for your circles.”
Beth could feel herself relaxing.  The trappings were different, but the core was the same.
“And Nell, up there in the tree, will keep us all safe.”
In the tree?  Beth looked up, shocked to see Nell tucked in a crook, a happy Kenna in her lap.  “What can she do from up there?”
“Just a precaution.  She’ll catch any stray bits of magic that leak from the circle.”  Moira let go of Beth’s arm and took her position beside a man who looked exactly like Jamie except for the mischief in his eyes.
Beth hoped dearly it was Devin—she wasn’t ready to meet any more Sullivans.
That’s him.  Lauren’s mental voice bubbled with laughter.  And don’t worry—their brother Matt is the most reasonable one of the lot.
One of three.  Such a strange and fascinating way to live.
Soft music drifted up behind the circle.  That’s Nat.  We’ve kept the outer circle small today.
Beth frowned.  She had no idea what an outer circle was.
It’s where non-witches and witches who aren’t needed in the circle join us.
Non-witches.  Shock hit Beth hard.  There was a place for those without power?   
There is.  Lauren’s mind voice was careful now.  They provide love and support for the circle.  It’s not a small job, and we don’t take them lightly.
No.  Not a small job at all.  Tight bands squeezed Beth’s heart.  So many they’d turned away.  So many.  Those with only flickers of power, or only love for craft and earth.
She hadn’t known they had a place.
Beth looked over at Nat, who was blowing into a slim cylinder of wood, and grabbed the day’s second gift with both hands.  She would learn of this outer circle, and she would carry it back to the family of her heart.  They could grow bigger now.  Mellie’s daughter.  Margaret’s best friend.  The young man who touched the crystals with longing but had no magic in his fingers.
There was a place for them all.
A small hand tugged her into place in the circle.  “We’re going to start,” Aervyn whispered.  “But we’re gonna be very polite and wait until you’re ready, so you just tell us when we can go, okay?”
So much she’d been given—and they hadn’t yet begun.  
Beth held hands with a small, flower-festooned boy, shut her eyes, and let the familiar shape of the circle sink into her bones.
Ginia’s musical words began the call to earth, the light sounds of young girl mixing with something far older.  Sophie’s words lay under hers, thousands of years of tradition rising under their feet.
Beth could feel the familiarity of ritual sliding under her skin.  So different from her circle—and yet, the same.
Two voices, male and female, called to air.  Beth’s eyes flew open as wind snapped around the circle.
It’s okay.  Jamie’s mental voice rang strong in her head.  We’ve got more power than your coven circle.  This is well within our means to hold.
Her circle had no witch at all for air.
Aervyn squeezed her hand again.  It was time to do their job.  Breathing deep into her chest, Beth reached for the fiery strands of power that thrummed in her blood.
“We call on Fire, warm song of our hearts
As one year ends and new one starts
A gift we make, of light to see
As we will, so mote it be.”
The fire that leaped into her fingers stunned the woman—and dazzled the witch.  Never had she felt that kind of sheer energy.
You can hold it.  Lauren, with the silky-calm voice of a master circle monitor.  There is sun-warmed earth beneath your feet, not Chicago concrete.  It feeds you.
Beth marveled.  And trusted.  There was no other choice. 
Carefully, she reached a finger of power toward Aervyn.  No one in her circle could have linked with the power she held now.  She heard his mental giggle—and then the phoenix landed.  Wings of blazing power danced around her puny little stream, cradling it gently.
Show-off.  Lauren’s mental voice was dry as the Sahara.  Somebody ate too many cookies for breakfast.
The wings died down to a well-mannered stream, and the insane magic flying through Beth’s veins throttled back to something that merely hummed.  She felt the tears rolling down her cheeks and wondered how to thank the small boy who had just shown her, for a brief moment, what it was like to sing opera.
You just did.  Lauren’s smile came down the mental channel.  He hears you at least as well as I do.  You okay—can we keep going?
“Okay” wasn’t a word she might ever use again.  But she was fine.  
She waited for Aervyn to link to Jamie’s air—and then realized it had already happened.  Apparently some people were more used to birds of fire.
The Sullivans are all well used to circle misbehavior.
Beth was beginning to love Lauren’s sane, funny care for the circle.  
Happy to serve.  They’ll call to water now—and then you’ll link with Moira.  Take good care of her.  She’s the weakest witch in this circle.
Lilting Irish tones began the call to water, flowing together with those of Lauren’s husband.  
Beth listened, enchanted—she’d never heard water dance before.  Back in Chicago, Margaret was a more solemn kind of water witch.
She sensed Moira’s light flow reaching out for hers.  And stretched her own power out carefully, heeding the call to caution.  She smiled as the flows snapped competently together—Lauren had no idea what “weak” was.
Devin reached out to his niece for the final link of the circle and four strong, balanced flows of power united, a glowing river of shimmering light tied to sixteen hands and eight hearts.
Beth leaned into the power of a full and healthy circle for the first time in her life.
And exalted.  
This is what she had come for.


Chapter 16

Nell watched the shimmering light bathing the circle below her and heaved a sigh of relief.  
It had worked.
And even if her contribution was limited to tree-limb babysitting, the delighted awe painted all over Beth’s face was a very welcome sight.
A tiny fraying in the light near Moira caught her attention.  Nell reached out with a mopping spell just in time to get sprayed with water by her favorite troublemaker of a brother.  She tapped into his head.  Punk.
His response was fast and amused.  What, you think I can’t take care of a little water leak?
Devin had never had a problem with humility.  But he’d also made very sure Moira wouldn’t know her magic had wavered.
Beth was holding nicely—and she’d done very well with Aervyn’s impromptu display of pyrotechnics.  Thank goodness.  He would have been horrified if it had scared her, but he could only hold his five-year-old self to good manners for so long.
Kenna wiggled in her lap.  Nell grinned.  “Hard for a one-year-old, too, isn’t it?  They’ll be done soon, sweetheart.”
The tiny, fiery girl waved her hands insistently—and then power lit up around them like a Christmas tree.
The unease in Nell’s gut went supernova.
Nell.  Lauren’s mental voice was sharp and insistent.
Dammit.  On it.  Adrenaline surging, Nell threw up a barrier around Kenna, and then realized, several seconds too late, what the baby had done.
The shimmering river of light had been irresistible to the tiny spellcaster.  She’d pulled the lines of power up into the tree and was busy shaping them into something intricate, pretty, and completely unrehearsed.
With eight people attached to her plaything.
Oh, hell.  Nell jumped in to link with one mind at each element.  Jamie.  Dev.  Aervyn.  Ginia.  Her blood and Kenna’s, and the witches who would need to be on the front lines if this blew.  Anyone know what she’s making?  Halting a spell in progress was dangerous business—halting an unknown one was insanity.
It looks a little bit like my magical ball, Mama.  Aervyn sounded less than certain.  But she’s doing something else, too.
There’s an awful lot of air power in whatever it is.  Jamie mentally squinted.  It’s pretty hard to see from down here, though.
Nell traced the lines of power as fast as she could, trying to reverse engineer her niece’s creation in the making.  Whatever it was, she appeared to be making two of them.  Sort of.  Damn, she was fast.
And then Kenna scrunched up the loose end of a power flow, cooed happily, and tossed it into the crowd below.  Straight at Beth Landler, the most fragile witch in Berkeley.
Nell hurled a containment spell at the tossed line, intent on grabbing it—and yanked her magic back just in time.  She wasn’t part of the circle.  Busting in that hard would cause serious backlash.
It’s okay.  Jamie sounded thoroughly impressed.  She caught it.
And she had.  Beth held the end of the tossed line of power with both hands, easily the most astonished witch in Berkeley—but a reasonably steady one.
Then a lot of parts started moving all at once.  And Nell’s gut wasn’t the only one churning.
Kenna was spellcasting for real now.  The baby babble was gone, replaced by intense concentration—and Beth was firmly tied into whatever she was doing.
Crap.  Jamie was up in the tree beside them now, staying at a respectful distance from his daughter’s handiwork.  
Any ideas?  Nell was still trying to catch up with her niece’s flying fingers.
We need her out of the tree.  She’s warping the circle badly from up here.
As was Jamie.  Which the experienced witches down below were handling fine so far.  But if Kenna’s spell exploded…  Moving her is dangerous, too.  Spellcasters didn’t like to be disturbed—and neither did opinionated babies.
Port her to Nat’s lap.  Lauren’s voice was cool silk.  See her, Jamie?  
Nell looked down.  Nat was sitting calmly in the center of the circle.  How the hell did she get in there?  The magic blast crossing the perimeter should have knocked her out cold.
Aervyn ported her in.  Lauren continued to sound like she was reading a grocery list.  He’s shunting the magic for her.  
A genius move—and an extremely tricky one.  You doing okay there, sweet boy?  Nell mindspoke softly, not wanting to shake his concentration.
Sure, Mama.  He sounded entirely cool.  And Beth’s doing really, really good.
That might not last, sent Jamie on a very tight channel.  Let’s get Kenna down.  I’ll move my girl, you hold her spell steady.  
Nell met his eyes and nodded.  One, two, three.
They landed, Kenna in her mama’s lap, Jamie back in his spot in the circle.  And Nell standing on the outside, looking in.  Useless.
You need to help Beth.  Lauren’s voice was more insistent now.  I’ll hold a mindlink open for you, but she’s in way over her head.
Gods.  She doesn’t exactly want my help.
Open your eyes, Nell—she’s not weak.  She’s holding just fine for Kenna, but she’s never seen magic like this.  And you’re the best damn spellcaster we’ve got.  
She was definitely the best one not already in the circle.  Nell positioned herself directly behind Beth, chastened and a little frantic.
Help Beth hold steady.  Lauren’s voice had gentled.  Nat and I are going to see if we can talk Kenna into putting down her pretty little spell.
No.  Nell had been watching her niece’s hands the whole time.  Certainty solidified the ground under her feet.  I think it’s too late for that.  Spells were a lot harder to undo than they were to finish—and whatever this one was, it was getting close to done.  Link me in to Beth.
Already done.  Jamie’s teasing Kenna’s spell a little to buy you some time.
Nell tiptoed in very gingerly.  Beth?  Can you hear me?  I’d like to help you.  I can hear anything you want me to hear—Lauren is helping with that.
Okay.  
One terse word—but it was the right one.  Kenna’s building a spell, and she’s got you holding on to part of it.
I can see that.  What is she building?
We don’t know.  Nell had some of the pieces teased out—a magic ball, and some extra layers—but that was information a nervy witch didn’t need.  And they were out of time.  Kenna was only going to be distracted by her daddy for so long.  You’re doing really well.  We almost have it figured out, and then I’ll step in.
It’s different than before.  Beth’s mind voice had the dimmed quality of someone deep in thought.  Kind of inside out.
You’re really smart, Beth!  Aervyn sounded way impressed.  
What?  Nell stopped trying to trace the manic figure eights Kenna was shaping and tossed up a pretty fire loop instead.  Keep the baby spellcaster distracted.
Beth’s mind was clearer now.  More certain.  It’s like she’s weaving a magic ball from the inside out, instead of the outside in.
Nell stared and tried to invert three dimensions of flow in her mind.  With total lack of success.  I don’t see it.
Me neither.  Jamie had joined the party—Lauren must be feeling like a mad telephone operator.
People with Asperger’s are often very good at spatial relations.  Beth’s voice was eerily calm.  She’s got something else happening that I don’t understand, though.  Coming in from the left and splitting twice, and then over to the flow I’m holding.
 
The best spellcaster of her generation tried to flip the spell in her head again, and cursed.  Geometry from hell.
Here, Mama.  Aervyn pushed her an image.  Kind of like this, I think.  What’s the branching part?
That’s not quite right.  Beth paused for a moment, something murky coming down her mental channels.  I can’t figure out how to push it out—can anyone see the picture in my head?
The image snapped into crystal focus, no doubt aided by every mind witch in Jamie’s yard.
Nell could see it now.  Every damn inch of the neatly inverted spell, including the figure eight branching through the middle.  The one with two perfect layers—and a mangled third.
A spell Aervyn hadn’t been able to do until his fourth birthday, and Kenna was a hairsbreadth away from pulling it off.
Unfortunately, in spellcasting, hairsbreadths mattered.
She’s got a broken layer.  And now they had an emergency.  Jamie, you shield Nat.  Aervyn, sweetie, you and Devin shield everyone else.  Her brother would know that as code for keeping her son safe when she broke the circle’s connection.  Beth, you need to trust me now.  I’m going to step into your connection with Kenna.  Can you split it in two so I can take a piece?  We need to get that spell repaired before she sets it off.
I can help.  I see where it’s broken.
That was crazy talk.  You can’t shape a simple fire globe.
You made that perfectly clear.  Pure frost crackled down their mind connection.  But I can do this.  It’s a simple join.
Fury hit Nell’s airwaves.  We don’t have much time.  I need you to split that connection.  There was no time for newbie-witch heroics.  And split or not, she was going in.
Nell.  Her brother’s mind voice was honed steel.  She does see it—better than any of us.  And it’s dangerous for you to step in. Help her make the join.
Insanity.  She whirled on Jamie, circle-busting spell already forming in her fingers.  And ran smack into the wall of his mental conviction.
I need help.  Beth’s mind presence shoved down the middle of the standoff.  Kenna—how do I keep her safe?
For a split second, nobody moved.  Not an atom of air, not a molecule of magic.
And then Jamie exhaled.  You listen to Nell.  He projected comfort and confidence with every syllable.  She’s the best there is.
Okay.  A deep breath, and then Beth’s focus was back on the dancing lines connecting her to the toddler in Nat’s lap.  Nell, help me please.
Nell felt her insides shuddering.  She’d talked Aervyn down from magical cliffs all his life.  And she was quaking in her boots.
They’re green flip-flops.  You hate boots.  Jamie’s voice carried humor—and a good swift kick.  Beth, that line of power in your hands?  Just start pulling yourself along it.  Nice and gently, hand over hand.  See where it intersects with the green flow up ahead?  Hang a right.
His message to his sister was much more terse.  Are you doing this, or am I?
Beth was already on the move, her magical shifting careful and precise.  Are you sure?  Left at the blue sparkly one might be faster.
No.  Nell stepped in.  Jamie was a good caster—she was better.  Blue is water, and you’re holding fire.  Stick to the earth and air flows if you can.  You’ll move faster.
Fire has a temper.  Beth almost smiled—and executed a neat right turn at the green.  Left and up?
Kenna’s watching.  Lauren’s alert was quiet and unalarmed.  She’s stopped working.
They could all see it.  The flows sitting, waiting.  Good.  Fascinated babies didn’t set off broken spells.  Nell traced backward from the missing join.  Try down and right at the narrow orange flow ahead.
Then right at green, right and down twice on yellow, U-turn at purple.  Beth was moving faster now, her mind increasingly sure.  
Nell traced.  Damn.  Correct on all four.  Yes.  Slow down on the last one—we don’t want Kenna yanking on anything from her end.
I’ve never seen the lines like this.  It’s so big.  Awe leaked through Beth’s mental voice.
There was no time for awe.  She’s a powerful little munchkin, but she’s got a whole circle feeding her.  They’re feeding you, too.  Trust the circle.
Beth rounded the last turn.  
Nell zoned in on the center of the spell.  Time for action.  Can you see both ends?
Yes.  Beth was back to her robot voice.
Okay.  You’re going to reach carefully for the one closest to you.  Nell gritted her teeth and tried not to doubt.  “Reaching” was the only part of this that relied on Beth’s personal magic.
Won’t that be unbalanced?  Beth was still, surveying the flows.  I can make a little joining piece, like this.
Nell gaped at the small, well-behaved linking spell sitting on Beth’s palm.  It was a little nontraditional, but it looked plenty effective.  Where did you learn that?
It’s how I join my circle together.  We don’t have an air witch.  Beth tugged on the spell slightly, and it unrolled flat.  I’ve never actually been able to see it before, though.  Will it work?
Shock was rippling through the circle.  Nell didn’t have time for that, either.   Yeah, I think so.  What are the bits on the ends?
I think of them as magical magnets.  Beth sounded apologetic.  It’s hard to get my circle connected otherwise—our power is a little uneven.  I can maybe take them off.
Hell, no.  They were genius.  It’ll work just fine.  Slide it in, nice and gentle.
Nell didn’t send her last words down the mental channel—she just readied her own magic and prayed them.  And hang on for the ride.
-o0o-
It was like throwing herself into a vortex.  Beth clipped in the loose ends of Kenna’s spell and felt a crazy, sucking maw pulling at her.
Terror clawed at her throat.  So much worse than the fetching spell.
Discipline fought hand-to-hand with the terror.  It was a circle.  And a tiny girl with fuzzy red hair.  She would not panic.
She. Would. Not.
With every inch of fortitude and skill she possessed, Beth fought to stay sane.
And then the sucking stopped and her world was filled with an explosion of joy and light, an infinity of glittery pinpoint twinkles, each singing an impossible note.  Every color of the rainbow, dancing in a deep-dark sky to the music of the spheres.
The universe—in the shape of a butterfly.
And then it all vanished.
Spell, lights, magic, everything.
She didn’t feel her legs crumple or the grass come up to meet her head.
She only knew that it was over.
-o0o-
Witch chaos.
Lauren pushed through the crowd surrounding Beth.  “Don’t touch her.”
Ginia looked up.  “I have to check her channels.”
It wasn’t her channels that were the problem.  “It’s her autism we overloaded, not her magic.  Back up please, everyone.  She needs space.”  She’d spent the whole circle listening to the drumbeat of different in Beth’s head.  Now it was time to bring her solace.
Most people took a step or two back.  Three very stubborn small faces refused to move.  Ginia held out her hands, a healer readying her scan.  Aervyn and Shay simply sat down by Beth’s head and dared the world to move them.
Lauren knew a tough negotiation when she met one.  She started with the easiest of the three, gently touching Ginia’s hands.  “You can scan her in a minute, okay?  I bet Kenna could use her channels cleared, and if you don’t do it, Moira probably will.”
Ginia nodded and flew off, and Lauren turned to her next rebel.  “I need a mind bubble, sweetie.  A great big one.  Can you go help Uncle Jamie do that?  We need Beth’s mind to be nice and quiet for a while.”
It made her heart ache to watch him square his shoulders under the responsibility.  He was still so little.
But Beth needed some space from magic, and Aervyn’s flows were still zinging.  Everyone’s were.  Nell.  Dev.  Get the power in this back yard grounded ASAP, please.  
You’re so sexy when you’re bossy.  
Her husband’s amused reply had Lauren grinning even as she moved to reinforce Beth’s shields.  Most of the pieces were in play.  She only needed one more person.  Nat?
“Already here,” said a quiet voice, sitting down at Shay’s side.
Those two were exactly who Beth needed right now.  No magic and huge, gentle hearts.  Lauren looked up from her patient.  “Kenna okay?”
“Yeah.”  Nat looked down, deep empathy in her eyes.  “But she’s not, is she?”
Not yet—but she would be.  “She’s strong.  I’m just barriering her for a while until things quiet down out here.”
Shay laid a quiet hand on Beth’s forehead.  “She’s really brave.  How come nobody understands that?”
Lauren felt the wincing as nearby mind witches picked up on the thoughts pouring out of a small, blonde lion cub.  Shamed by the words of a ten-year-old girl.  “They will, sweetheart.  She’s just brave in ways that are different from what we’re used to.”
“She’s brave inside her head.”  Shay’s chin stuck out, mutinous.
Nat’s hand reached out and cupped the chin just as it started to quiver.  “I know someone else who’s brave like that.”
The quiver stopped.  Two shoulders heaved a big breath—and went back to guarding a friend.
It reminded Lauren hard, yet again, of the power that flowed in the hearts of the non-witches of Witch Central.
They, too, knew what it was to be different.


Chapter 17

Nell sat in a quiet corner of Nat and Jamie’s living room, nibbling on a cookie.  It seemed appropriate that she’d been handed a snickerdoodle.  Cinnamon penance.
Happy baby cooing floated over from the small rug where Kenna played with her fire truck, undisturbed by the emotional currents swirling in the room.  She’d set off her shower of magical ball fireworks in the back yard, made delighted noises at the sky, and then cuddled into her mama’s chest, a contented witchling.
Blithely unaware that her playmate had passed out cold.
Ginia walked in from the hallway, Lauren right behind her.  The room quieted instantly. 
“She’ll be fine.”  Their ten-year-old healer exuded the confidence of someone whose patients always got better.  “Her head will hurt a bit, but she’ll feel better after she has a nap.”
It wasn’t her head Nell was worried about.  “Backlash?”  Singed channels could take a long time to heal.
“Nope.”  Ginia seemed very sure.  “Lauren was right—it wasn’t her magic that overloaded.”
Which was still an entirely baffling statement.  “We knocked her unconscious—how can that not be channel shock?”
Lauren squeezed Ginia’s shoulder.  “The magic contributed, but not in the way you think.  Her channels were fine—she’s a disciplined witch, and she’s put in the practice necessary to strengthen them.  But she’s very sensitive to sensory input.  She finds it plenty of work just to handle the sights and sounds and smells of everyday life.”
That’s why they’d spent an afternoon coloring dragons in a half-lit basement.  Nell felt her frustration surge at being told what she already knew—and then she connected the dots.  “Magic is just another sensory input.”
“Yeah.”  Lauren eyed her youngest niece, who was busy trying to hide her fire truck under the rug.  “And someone builds her butterfly spells with lots of sensory bells and whistles.”
 They had been some very impressive fireworks.  “I should have stepped in.”
“I don’t think so.”  Lauren shook her head slowly.  “That could have easily hit the whole circle with backlash, especially if Kenna objected.”
“Indeed.”  Moira’s Irish lilt inserted itself into the conversation.  “And then strapping young lads trying to protect their elders would have had nasty headaches.”
Devin just chomped on a cookie and grinned.
She sniffed his direction.  “When I’m old enough to need a protector, I’ll let you know.”
He raised an eyebrow.  “And when I’m old enough to worry about a little headache, I’ll let you know.”
Brown eyes glared at green—and then green eyes twinkled in apology and forgiveness both.  “Ah, you’ve always been the one who inherited my most stubborn genes.”
Nell shook her head as Devin rolled his eyes and yet another bit of tension unloaded from the room.  No one knew better how to charge a problem head on than those two.  And not a soul would ever remind either of them that they didn’t share a drop of blood.  
In the way of witches, they simply shared a heartstring instead.
Remembering that made them all stronger.  Point made.
Unless you had just conked a witch unconscious because the bonds of love and trust and understanding didn’t run nearly deep enough.  Nell felt her shoulders scrunching.  “There has to be something I could have done differently.”  Well, there were a lot of things, but she still had no idea which of them would have protected Beth.
“Nay, love.”  Moira’s words were quiet, but firm.  “This isn’t on your head any more than it’s on wee Kenna’s.  We’re witches, and sometimes the unexpected happens.”
“I know that.”  Her crankiness had returned full steam.  “But when the unexpected means we leave a fragile witch holding more power than she’s ever seen before, it seems to me like we should be learning something from our mistakes.”
No.  This wasn’t Witch Central’s goof-up any longer.  “I should be learning from my mistakes.”
“Beth did fine.”  Jamie frowned.  “She did great, actually.  And let’s not forget the beginning just because the end got a little nuts.  The initial circle was a big deal for her—you could feel it.”
Heads nodded all around the room.  Thanks to Lauren, every mind present had felt Beth’s streaming joy.
“And she figured out Kenna’s butterfly spell.”  Aervyn spoke up from a chair bedecked in cookie crumbs.  “It was all inside out and stuff.  Beth’s really smart.”
Everyone else was seeing success.  Nell had only found more names for her fear.
She knew everything they said was true, but her spellcaster’s soul rebelled at calling it a victory.  “She was very brave, and she held very steady for the casting.”  And Kenna was happily playing in the corner because of it—she’d have had one very sore head if she’d triggered her mangled spell before it had been repaired.
Those were very good things—but they weren’t enough.  Too much risk, too many wrong steps.  It was still shaking her soul, and their Chicago visitor was at the center of the earthquake.  Nell struggled to find words that didn’t sound awful to her own heart.  Words that didn’t paint Beth as less because she was different.
And simply couldn’t find them.
-o0o-
Such pain.  And so much confusion from someone usually so clear.
Lauren watched the woman who was Witch Central’s rock sink back into her chair, shoulders drooping.  And heard the question she’d been too kind, too uncertain, and too guilt-ridden to ask.  
Sometimes even warriors ran low on courage.  “Nell’s right.  Some things went very well today, but we need to ask the same questions we ask about any witch in a circle.”
“Okay.”  Jamie was skeptical, but trying to help.  “So… what can they handle, magically?  And how can we best keep them safe?”
“Right.”  Now time to thread the trickier needle.  “Beth’s brain works a little differently from most witches—so the answers to those questions might be different too.”
“It’s hard—”  Nell stopped and took a visible breath.  “It will be hard to figure those things out when we can’t train with her.”
“She’s learned lots of stuff.”  Aervyn scowled at the room in general.  “She’s a really smart witch.”
Lauren wondered if Beth had any idea how much the ten-and-under crowd in Witch Central loved her.   Which was a good thing—but Aervyn’s words were hammering into his mama.
Time to clear the kids out of the room.  Nell wasn’t going to be able to be weak and scared while they watched.  She needed space.  And Daniel.  And nobody pushing a sword into her gut.  Lauren beamed word to Jamie.
“That’s true, superdude.”  Jamie acknowledged her send and picked up Aervyn, ready to begin the herding.  “She did some pretty cool magic tricks today.  But I think she learns a lot on her own.  She doesn’t learn while we’re teaching her, and that makes some stuff more complicated.  Imagine if Kenna did all her magic by herself under her bed.”
He met Lauren’s gaze over Aervyn’s head.  Daniel’s on the way.
“Her bed would blow up.  Beth’s not silly like that.”  Aervyn protested as they hit the doorway.  Mutiny hadn’t disappeared any, even with uncle cuddles.  “She just likes to practice on her lonesome.”
So many witches hurting on this one.  Lauren reached comfort out to Aervyn’s mind.  He deserved words too.  “Practice is awesome, cutie.  But sometimes we have to practice together so we learn about each other.  There are some things we’d like to learn about Beth.”
He scowled some more.  “Like what?”
She dug into her mental impressions from the past week.  “Well, you know that Beth likes to do things in small steps, one at a time, right?”
He nodded.  “She likes to know where the beginning of a spell is, too.”
Something that had mystified her husband for two days.  “Right.  We need to know things like that so we know how to take care of her when we work together in a circle.”  Ideally, the kind without impromptu toddler fireworks. 
Something still wasn’t sitting right—she could see it in his eyes.  And then he wasn’t watching her at all.  
Lauren turned.  Oh, damn. 
“She’s not fragile.”  Shay stepped forward from the wall, eyes shooting blue thunder.  “He can feel it in your brains, and I can see it on your faces.  You all think that, even after what she did today.”
The room stared at Nell’s quietest triplet in utter shock.
All except for Nat.
And that had Lauren sitting up a lot straighter.  This wasn’t only coming from one child—she was simply their spokesperson.
 “It’s not true.”  Hands fisted at her sides, Shay put her entire body behind each word.  “She’s new and she’s careful and she has to do some really hard stuff every day.  But she’s really strong.  And you won’t be able to work with her or fix anything until you believe that.”
Nobody breathed.
-o0o-
Beth sat on the bottom step of the staircase in a strange house in a foreign land, listening to the words of the people who had pushed their way into her life.
And felt like the little marionette puppet Liri had rescued from the flea market, tears streaming down her cheeks as she cut the strings and freed the poor wooden doll from its days of dancing to someone else’s tune.
Beth hadn’t understood then, although she’d tucked the doll into a place of honor on their mantel, knowing it mattered to the woman she loved.
She understood now.
And she wasn’t so weak she needed defending by a child—even a wondrous one.
With hands no longer shaking, she pulled herself up.  Ordered her knees to behave.  And on bare feet, walked the five and a half steps to the living-room entryway.
“You should be sleeping.”  Ginia looked stunned.  “I used my best sleep spell on you.”
Beth had vague memories of a weird tingling sensation.  “Sleep is difficult for me.”  Maybe that made a difference.  Maybe not.  She didn’t much care right now.
Shay had turned around to face the doorway, eyes huge.
Beth walked over to her diminutive white knight and knelt down on the rug.  She reached out a hand and touched Shay’s cheek.  A gift—just like Liri, Shay liked to touch.  “You’re a very good friend.  Thank you.”
Bright blue eyes brimmed with tears, but the smile was a real one.
Willing her fingers not to shake, Beth reached for fisted knuckles.  “I have some things I’d like to say.  Will you hold my hand while I try to say them?”
Two fists relaxed.  And the small fingers that slid into hers didn’t feel strange at all.
Slowly, Beth got to her feet, Shay a small, sturdy sentinel at her side.
“I’m not good at arguing.”  Her first words rang oddly loud in the quiet space.  “So please, just let me say my piece.  I’ve listened to yours.
“You’re right.”  She focused on the swirling colors in a painting on the wall.  “You don’t know what it is to live in my head. You don’t know what it is to come here, to a strange place with strange rules.  The invitation I got wasn’t a gentle one, either time, but I came anyway.”  She squeezed Shay’s hand.  “And I’m very glad I did.  But it was a choice. 
“My choice.”  She was a grown woman, even if a baby’s magic could knock her out cold.  Beth looked at Nell.  “I came for training.  I came here to know the possibilities of my own magic, and I won’t run from it.”
So many eyes.  “But I need to walk the journey in my own way.”  She could feel the reactions, even without looking.  “You see that as selfish, perhaps.  But it wasn’t me who walked into a coven meeting uninvited.  It wasn’t me who told two women devoted to the craft that they weren’t witches, and untied another from her chosen magic.  It wasn’t me who did all that and walked away.”
The anger bubbled up inside her from places unknown.  “You talk of witching community—well, you did damage to mine.”  Damage they had needed to work long and hard to repair.
“And no one came back.”  Now, fueled by painful anger, she met eyes.  Dark ones, surprised ones, sorrowful ones.  “Twenty months, and not one of you ever bothered to see if we were okay.  If we needed help or training or a cookie or a hand to hold.”
Shay’s fingers still rested warm and firm in hers.
The Aspie need to be fair pushed on her soul.  “You have a wonderful thing here, with people who love you and magic beyond anything I knew was possible.  But you’re not everything.  And whatever magic lies in me can’t look just like yours.”
She nearly choked on the next words.  “You feel sorry for me.  Because my brain is different.  You’ve tried to accommodate that, and I’m grateful.  But I am a witch of reasonable power, not a small autistic boy who spins.
“Coming here was my choice.”  Her smile wobbled.  “And I’m sorry that I expected your amazing magic to make you smarter and wiser and more able to work with this difficult head of mine.  That was silly and wrong.” Her words had come full circle.  “You couldn’t possibly do that—you don’t know what it is to live in my head.  But I do.”  
She sought Nell’s face.  “I knew what could happen when the spell released.  Even a small spell often overloads my brain.  It was my choice to make.”
Nell’s arms cuddled her knees like a small, scared girl, but her eyes never wavered.  “Why did you do it?”
“For the same reason you would have.”  For butterflies and snickerdoodle crumbs and a fiery girl with magic hands.  “Because it was the best choice.  The one where the risk was mine, and Kenna was as safe as I could make her.”
She met Nell’s eyes for one last moment, woman to witch.  “And because I am not entirely different from you.”
-o0o-
Nell walked down the stairs, feet feeling a thousand times heavier than usual.  It had been a long pre-bed chat with Shay, and then with all three of her girls.
Honoring their wisdom.  Respecting the right of a grown woman to make choices for herself—and of young-women-in-the-making to think hard thoughts and say difficult things.
Shay had been right, and so had Beth.
And as Nell walked down the stairs into the dark, she wondered exactly where she’d gone off the rails.
Or if she had.
Nell Sullivan Walker didn’t like change, and she didn’t like failure, and she didn’t like fighting battles she couldn’t see.  But none of that explained the personal clenching of her gut every time Beth touched Witch Central’s magic.
Warriors trusted their guts.  They had to.
Turmoil churned her insides like a living thing.  She followed the walls into the living room, leaving the lights off.  The dark and shadows suited her mood.  Slowly she walked the room, seeking comfort in the familiar.
And used the shreds of solace she found to hold a mirror up to her gut.  
It took three circles around the room before she found the courage to name what she saw there.  It wasn’t dislike lurking in the depths.  Or impatience, or even lack of respect.
It was fear.
She was a warrior.  And her warrior heart feared Beth Landler.
A witch who was different.
Nell felt the tears starting to fall as the true awfulness sank in.  At the core of Witch Central was acceptance.  And this time, her warrior couldn’t accept.  She slid down the wall, her legs no longer willing to hold her up.  And felt the shame slicking her soul.
Hot tears ran down her knees, the silent crying of a mama who didn’t want her children to hear.
The arm that wrapped around her shoulders wasn’t a child’s—and it nearly shattered her.  Daniel’s gentle crooning finished the job.  
Self-respect already vanished in wet trails down her knees in the dark, the warrior crawled into her husband’s lap and let the tears rain.  
With hands and sounds and the beating of his heart, he gave her space to crumble.  Wiped her tears and warmed the shivers coming for her soul.  And made her believe that love flowed into even the deepest places of the darkest night.
When she’d slowed to the occasional hiccupping sob, it was his fingers that pushed the curtain of hair back from her eyes.  “Tell me.”
“I feel like she doesn’t belong here.  I don’t want her here.”  Nell’s words whispered into the night.  “And I’m horrified that kind of ugliness lives inside me.”
But not horrified enough to make it go away.
His hands never stopped their gentle soothing.  “Why don’t you want her here?”
It wasn’t rational.  And it wasn’t right.  She was simply broken.  “I don’t know.”
His arm stretched up to a nearby table.  And came down, a small photograph in his fingers.  He tilted it to catch the dim rays of a streetlight.  Aervyn at two, asleep in a corner.
It was one of her favorite pictures.  She reached out to brush his baby cheek, not understanding.
“Look at him.”  Her husband’s words murmured in her ear.  “Keep your eyes on our son, and ask yourself again.  Why doesn’t Beth belong?”
The ocean of tears threatened anew.  Nell cringed.  She had nothing left.
“Look.”  Daniel wrapped her fingers around the frame, insistent now.  “Why don’t you want her here?”
Because it was him that asked, she found the strength to look.  Her beautiful boy, so tiny and innocent in sleep.
Hers to love.  Hers to protect.
And then she knew.  “Because she’s a threat.”  To Aervyn, and to the baby cousin who shared his power.  
It wasn’t prejudice fighting against Beth—it was motherhood.
His hands ran down the waterfall of her hair.
Nell breathed, beginning to make peace with the angry warrior inside.  Her fighter, wrongly judged.  “The circle got hairy today.”  They lived every day with Aervyn knowing that could happen.  Unfathomable magic came with lots of surprises.
So did witches who were different.
“You stepped in.”  It wasn’t a question—Daniel knew his wife.  And there’d been plenty of scuttlebutt flying all day.
“I did.”  Clarity was flowing thick and fast now.  “But it was like being in a fight with the wrong weapons.  I made a lot of mistakes.”  Because she hadn’t understood Beth—her strengths, or the things that might make her weak in strange places.  
It had made Nell frantic and indecisive and combative in all the wrong places.
It had made her weak.  And that was the fear eating at her soul.
Today the wrong steps hadn’t mattered, but tomorrow they might.  They all had weaknesses—and the warrior fought best when she knew them all.  Witch Central was her turf.  The place she chose to fight to keep her son, and all those she loved, safe.
Beth wasn’t the enemy.  Not understanding her was.
“I screwed up because I don’t know what it’s like to be her.”  And that could be fixed.  Without cringing at the contents of her own soul.
Nell sat a long time, letting the worst of the ugliness inside herself settle.  She leaned into the chest of the man who loved all her darkest, weakest parts.  “Thank you.”
He only smiled into her hair in reply.
The room was still dark—but the light inside her heart had been relit.
-o0o-
She’d always been drawn to the dark.  Moira let herself out the back door quietly—no need to wake up wee Kenna with her nocturnal wanderings.
The old energies were stirring again as the veil thinned, awaiting the coming of the light.  And they kept an old Irish witch awake.
She pulled her wool cloak tighter around her shoulders and looked up at the waxing moon that braved the night sky.  It wasn’t truly dark here—no city ever was.  But she could feel the blackness sitting over the city just as the wool covered her shoulders.
Protecting.  She looked up again, smiling.  Forever now, she would think of Evan, guardian of the night skies.  And be grateful.
It soothed her, the remembering.  They only needed be patient and wait.  The darkest moments were those just before the world turned anew to welcome the light.
She breathed deeply of the night air, trying to let it cool her heart’s small aches.  People she loved were hurting deeply.  Struggling.  Seeking the path that would carry them to the light.  
Beth had perhaps found the beginnings of hers, hard words carrying with them the truths that mattered.  The need for equality and the right to justice.  They had wounded what was hers, and she’d finally been brave enough to say so.
Courage was a great help to the light.
A witch who had taken charge of her own journey, even if she was a little unsure of the destination just yet.  And she’d done it holding the hand of a ten-year-old girl who had learned something about the power of her own voice this day.
A mighty reckoning—for so many hearts.
Some would be sleeping peacefully tonight, their hard work done.  Some simply storing energy for tomorrow’s steps.
But it was the great mama lioness who was hurting the most.  Nell carried her burden so lightly most days that you almost forgot it was there.  Guardian and protector, center of the circle and its heart.
Moira sat down on a swing and held Nell softly in her thoughts.  A blessing on you, daughter.  May the light come to help you find your way.  
She set the swing to moving gently, talking to the flowers at her feet.  “It’s so much easier for those of us who are weak, my sweet rooted friends.  We know what it is to not feel brave or strong.”  When a warrior found cracks in her own heart, it was a fearsome thing.
And a necessary one, even if the warrior hadn’t looked clearly yet.  It was guilt and blame that still coated Nell Walker’s soul—and they were hiding the truth.  
Nell had been very quiet at dinner.  Perhaps the light was coming.
Moira bent her head, acknowledging the dark.  And trusted that the circle would begin anew, just as it always had.


Chapter 18

Lauren grinned and snuck a green block into the middle of Jacob’s intricate pattern.  He giggled and pushed it back out.
Making airplane noises, she zoomed it around his head and dropped it back in the pattern.  No giggle this time, just a quick shove out of the way.
Slowly, she picked it up again, watching for any signs that she’d leaned on his growing flexibility hard enough.  He tracked her hand, but otherwise made no protest.  Still moving slowly, she leaned over and tucked the block up his pant leg.
New game.  And for Jacob, new was often still scary.
He looked down at the half-covered block for a while, thinking.  Processing.
And then he picked up a red block and put it on her knee.
“You’re so silly.”  She chuckled, making sure her face stayed in play mode.  No need for Jacob to know her brain was trumpeting Ode to Joy.  
Some of us can hear you singing all the way in the parking lot.
Lauren’s head shot up as Nell walked in the door of the Center.  Hey.  What are you doing here?
Nell picked her way slowly through the jumble of train tracks, pillows, and building blocks—therapy sessions with Jacob were never neat.  It was time.
The morning suddenly felt like one of those that required another cup of coffee.  Then again, she’d already had two.  Jacob was a serious early bird.  Lauren leaned over and kissed his head—victory was always a good place to stop.  And he liked to play alone with the toys for a few minutes before he left.
“Something went right?”  Nell propped her elbows on a small bookcase.
This didn’t feel like small talk.  “Yes.  He finds new things difficult, so one of the goals of his therapy is to work on that.  Some of the fear comes from not knowing what to do, so we want to build memories where he’s successful when something new happens.  Today I tossed in something different while we were playing—just a small variation in a game with his blocks.  Three months ago he would have thrown a block at me.”
Nell grinned.  “Sounds like Kenna.”
Pretty much everyone at Witch Central had been ducking ever since a certain silly uncle had taught his youngest niece how to throw.  Daniel was still unreasonably proud of her aim.  “Fortunately, Jacob’s a little less temperamental.”
“He didn’t throw stuff this time, huh?  You seemed awfully happy.”  
She’d learned to take victory in small steps, but today’s had been pretty major.  Lauren told Nell the story of the blocks.  “The goal right now is to have him tolerate change.  It’s a pretty big deal when he actively wants to play the new game.”
“It’s like when my kids were little.”  Nell watched the small blond boy intently now.  “I used to sing to them all day long.  And then Daniel would walk in and make up a silly new verse to the song, and he’d get all the giggles.”
Lauren was pretty sure she’d never heard Nell’s husband sing.  “Most kids are wired to seek out novelty—it’s how they learn.”
They watched as Jacob pulled over another bin of blocks.  More fodder for his patterns.  Nell’s mind shrouded in sadness.  “But not him.”
“Not always.  He has a lot of challenges that make it hard to embrace something new.”  And they weren’t only talking about Jacob anymore.
“Tell me about that.”  Nell’s voice trailed off for a moment.  “I think it’s part of what I came here to learn.”
Lauren tried to figure out how to explain sensory overload to someone who lived in the Walker household.  “You know how it feels the morning after you’ve been on Kenna duty?  The world seems to be moving weirdly fast and coffee doesn’t fix it?”
Nell smiled.  “You think I have days that don’t feel like that?”
Point taken.  Lauren dug for a better example.  
“I remember the first weeks after Nathan was born.”  Memories hazed Nell’s brain.  “No sleep, and when we did manage to sleep, I’d wake up in a panic in case he’d stopped breathing or something.”
If they had a child, Devin was going to be on are-they-breathing duty.
“We were working on an update to the video version of Realm.”  Nell chuckled quietly.  “It’s a good thing I had two parents and three little brothers checking every line of code I wrote.  I was more tired after Aervyn was born, but in many ways, Nathan was the hardest.”
Maybe Devin needed to take a little walk down memory lane with his sister—he was finding little babies on every street corner lately.  Lauren focused back on her current conversation and made an educated guess.  “Did anything change about how you handled emotions or sounds or light?  Anything like that?”
“Yeah.”  Nell fondled a bumpy ball pensively.  “I burst into tears at random intervals, the lights had to be on bright, and I couldn’t stand the sound of Jamie crunching potato chips.”  She bounced the ball quietly on the floor.  “I’d forgotten about that.”
“Sleep deprivation makes most of us more sensitive to sensory input.”  
Nell looked at Jacob, who was still intent on his blocks.  “And so does autism.”
“Sometimes.  People with autism aren’t any more similar to each other than people with magic.”  Lauren grinned as Jacob stuck a green block in the middle of his pattern.  Totally out of place—and exactly where she’d tried to put it.  “But I think it’s one way that Jacob and Beth are similar.  She’s just got a lot more coping skills than he has right now.”
Nell nodded.  “Not fragile.”
“No.”  Shay’s words still reverberated in both their heads.  “I think she has one of the strongest wills of anyone I know.  She’s just busy using most of it to cope with everyday life.”
“That must be very difficult.”
They were the right words—but Nell Walker, woman who had been born able to do sixteen things at once and do them easily, still didn’t understand in the place deep in her gut that guided who she was.  Lauren ached to help.
“He makes wonderful patterns.  Really complicated ones.”  Nell was back to watching Jacob’s solitary play.  “In another life, he’d be a great spellcaster.”
Lauren had a quiet debate with herself and decided Tabitha would approve.  “Would you like to see?”
“See what?”
“We have permission to use nontraditional therapies here.  Jacob’s parents know we pick up information from his mind.  We don’t push too far unless safety is at stake, but I can give you a taste of what it feels like to live inside his head.”
Nell watched the small boy and his beautiful, intricate patterns for a while longer.  And finally nodded.  
Gently, Lauren formed the three-way link that would let Nell feel the reality of Jacob’s head.  The noise.  The clutter.  The dimensional patterns that would keep a mathematician busy for a week.
And the steady determination to live anyhow.
-o0o-
Jamie shuffled down the street, hands in his pockets.  Damn cold morning, at least by Berkeley standards.  And he hadn’t dressed for a stroll, only for the one-block dash to Nell’s house.
Which would have worked out just fine, except she wasn’t home.  And she hadn’t returned during the entire time it had taken him to consume three plates of Daniel’s hazelnut pancakes.
So now he wandered the streets alone, unable to tackle the problem Nat had sent him out the door to fix.  
He snorted—that was a walloping dose of pathetic from a guy with an amazing wife and a belly full of the world’s best pancakes.  Nell was hurting, stuck in the echo chamber of two people who had tried hard—and simply failed to comprehend each other.  But his sister wasn’t the only way to solve this particular problem.  Just the easier one.  Maybe.
He turned the last corner on the route to Caro’s townhouse, thinking of Nat’s wise words of the morning.  Witch Central didn’t only love—it understood.  Saw people clearly and embraced them for who they were.
And in the implacable opinion of his wife, they still weren’t seeing Beth clearly.
He was well aware that he was only a small cog in the army Nat had mobilized.  Shay had captain status, and he was deeply afraid that he was outranked by his own daughter and a boy last seen wearing a red cape while eating pancakes.
Even Lizard had been spotted in the vicinity.
It was a weird day in Witch Central when the non-witches, kiddos, and former delinquents were in charge and the rest of them could barely manage to tie their shoes.
He kind of liked it.
Or he’d like it just as soon as he managed to graduate to non-idiot foot-soldier status.
The first thing he noticed when he entered Caro’s yard were the flowers.  Big purple ones—the kind that had no business growing in December.  The next thing he noticed were the two witches crouched down behind them.
Damn.  Nat’s army was fast.
Ginia stood up and waved.  “Hi, Uncle Jamie.  Did you leave any pancakes for me?”
Apparently the better army recruits put duty before food.  This whole foot-soldier thing was more work than it looked.  “Has your dad ever run out before?”
His niece giggled and collected her backpack.  “Nope.”  She grinned at Beth.  “Don’t let Uncle Jamie touch your flowers.  Gramma Retha says all the Sullivan kids were born with black thumbs.”
His father would agree—his children had tormented his gardens pretty much from the moment they were born.  Devin had mastered rolling over for the express purpose of eating some yellow petunias, and it had gone downhill from there.
“I’ll take good care of them.”  Beth touched the petals lightly.  “Thank you—they’re Liri’s favorite color.”
That sounded ominous.  “You headed home again?”  Jamie was pretty sure his attempt at casual had totally failed, especially when his departing niece graced him with her best preteen eye roll.
“At some point.”  Beth looked up, eyes welcoming and strangely peaceful.  “I miss her.”
Choices.  “I was away from home once.”  The simple words caught in his chest.  “Whenever you need a transport spell, just let me know.”
“Thank you.”  She picked up a watering can and sprinkled the flowers.  “I’ve never been very good with growing things, but there are wonderful gardens here, and Ginia says these should grow in Chicago, even in winter, if we give them a little extra light.  Liri will love them, and so will Mellie—she’s our earth witch.”
She was talking.  And she was collecting things—small treasures for the people she loved.  He had a wife who did that.
Maybe he could offer something for her stash.  “If you want, ask Aervyn to show you how to heat a fire globe a little.  That would help things grow nicely.”
Her eyes widened.  “That works?”  
“Yup.”  Their father had often snagged him or Nell to help baby his tomato starts in the early spring.  He grinned.  “Just don’t touch the flowers with magic still in your fingers.”  It had taken a lot of crispy tomato plants before he’d remembered that lesson.
His dad had the patience of a choir full of saints and angels.
“Yeah.”  Beth winced, eyeing the purple flowers nervously.  “I wilted Liri’s orchids once.”
That kind of stuff could be very hard on relationships.  And maybe he could offer up another small gift for Beth to tuck in her treasure chest.  “If you want a visitor someday, Ginia loves to travel.  I bet she’d be happy to help with the orchids.”
“Oh!”  
He could practically see the sunrise dawning in her mind.  And was totally clueless as to why.  “If we can get you here, we can get people to Chicago.  No problem.”
She cuddled her arms to her chest and simply glowed.
He’d somehow given her something huge—that much was obvious.  And even if he had no idea what it was, accidental joy was still a gorgeous thing.  He grinned back at the entirely happy witch in front of him.  And did what foot soldiers do.  “Want to come have some breakfast?”
Bringing joy home would make the major general very happy.  And he was always up for more breakfast.
-o0o-
Nell snuck out the back door, bagel in one hand, strawberry smoothie in the other.  Time for a morning snack and some noodling in her hammock hideaway.
Distracted by the gears cranking in her own head, she didn’t notice the hammock’s existing occupant until she nearly sat on him.
“There’s room for two.”  Daniel caught her neatly and shifted, managing to deposit them both more or less safely within the canvas confines.
Nell handed him her smoothie and wiggled until her perch felt a little less precarious.  “Hiding, are you?”
“No.”  A smile crinkled his face in the patterns she loved.  “Waiting for you.”
“What are you, psychic?”  She took back the smoothie, wondering what the tell had been.  It never took much.
“You come here to think.”  He slid her fingers into his, swiping half her bagel in the process.  “And ever since you got back from hanging out with Lauren this morning, you’ve been one big ball of think needing to happen.”
For Daniel, everything in life made more sense in ball form.  “I went to visit Jacob, the autistic boy she’s been working with.”
“Ah.”
Her husband had thus far been very silent on the subject of one Beth Landler.  “I haven’t done very well with Beth so far.  I was hoping that learning a bit more about what it’s like to live with an autistic brain might help.”
“Hmm.  Interesting.”  Daniel munched on her bagel for a minute.  “Did it?”
“Yeah.”  And it was still rocking her mama heart.  “Lauren piped me into Jacob’s head for a bit.”
Sympathy spiked in her husband’s eyes.  “What was that like?”
She took a deep breath.  The whirling, chaotic jungle of the small boy’s brain would haunt her for a very long time.  “It’s kind of like trying to code while watching gaming live on five different screens.”
“We do that all the time.”
“Not when it really matters.”  She’d get her pants beat trying to seriously game that way.  “His mom walked in while he was playing with his blocks.  And there was all this stuff flying in his head—colors, sounds I couldn’t even hear, gravity tugging on each of his fingers, the seams in his socks.  I don’t know how he even noticed her.”
“But he did.”
He had.  This time.  “Lauren says sometimes he doesn’t.”
“Ooph.”  Daniel’s fingers clutched hers reflexively.  “That must be awful.”
“His mom loves him so much.”  She’d felt it—huge, deep oceans’ worth.  “And some days, even that isn’t enough to get through.”
Her husband laid his head back, pain tracking in his eyes.  “Tab and Lauren do really important work.”
They did.  And she was pretty sure a perhaps-not-very-useful fire witch was going to be visiting the Center again soon, even if all she could do to help was clean up blocks.  “Sometimes, I look at Aervyn and think we have the hardest job in the world.”  She looked at her husband, tears threatening to spill over.   “We don’t.”
Daniel didn’t speak.  He just tugged her into his lap.
Exactly like Jacob’s mama had done.  “I don’t know how he opens his eyes in the morning.”  And yet he did.  And he was learning.  Talking.  Playing sweet, giggly games with people he clearly loved.
Her husband’s voice rumbled beside her ear.  “He sounds brave.”
Yes.  The distinction between fragile and different was blindingly clear to her now.  “To him, it’s normal.”
“Mmm.  A little bit like a small boy who likes fire trucks and teleporting and mostly ignores his hearing aids.”
Yes.  And no.  Nell tried to follow the thread that had been tangling her up for hours.  “Kind of, but Aervyn’s different.  It’s sort of like game points.  Most people have a certain amount.  With hard work, you can get more, but they’re still limited.”
Daniel chuckled.  “Some of us aren’t fond of limitations.”
How well she knew—but very few people had her husband’s gaming skills.  “If you use too many of your game points on your wardrobe or fancy buildings, you don’t have enough left for weapons.”  Or nasty surprises left by elderly librarians.
“Sure.  But most players only make dumb mistakes like that once.  Not enough weapons, you die.”
“What if the rules aren’t the same for everyone?” asked Nell quietly.  “What if some people have to spend half their game points just to have one decent outfit?”
Her husband’s breath blew out slowly.  “Then they have to make some pretty careful choices on the weapons front.”
“Yeah.”  The kind of choices that might make you seem weak to others.  Or fragile.  “I think autism’s like that.  Jacob has to blow half his game points just to open his eyes in the morning.”  Maybe Beth, too.
His arms wrapped tighter around her aching chest.  “And you just want to give him half your stash, I bet.”
“Yeah.”  She sat up, running her finger down the cold drops on the outside of her smoothie glass.  “I always think of Aervyn’s hearing aids as no big deal.”
Deep brown eyes met hers.  “They aren’t.  But he’s got an awful lot of game points.”
Exactly.  She closed her eyes, grateful that he so easily understood.  “I’ve been judging Beth by what she does with her leftover points, and not giving her nearly enough credit for what she’s already done with the main chunk of them.”
Her husband was quiet for a long time, chewing the last bite of the bagel she’d never touched.  “I’ve gamed with you for a long time,” he said finally.
She waited, fairly sure he had a point.  Daniel Walker didn’t always pitch in straight lines.  
“You know what I’ve never seen?”  He took a deep swig of her smoothie and swung his legs over the hammock.  “I’ve never seen any teammate of yours go under because they ran out of points.”
He stood up.  “Not ever.  I’ll go get you another bagel.”
Nell watched him go—and wrapped her arms around the words he’d left behind.  They were one of the nicest compliments she’d ever gotten.
And wickedly smart advice.


Chapter 19

Beth knocked on Nell’s back door somewhat gingerly.  The invitation to drop by had been delivered along with little-boy giggles and a steaming plate of pancakes.  Witch Central was apparently bent on feeding her today.
Not that she was complaining—she’d happily consumed the pancakes, along with a truckload of nuts and a protein smoothie.  The kind of circle work they did here in Berkeley was exploding her concept of a good, healthy witch diet.  
The door opened and Nell smiled, a canister of flour in her hands.  “Hi—you’re earlier than I expected.  Come on in.”
The kitchen was warm, full of the scents of pancakes and melting butter.  And eerily quiet.  “Where is everyone?”
“Napping.”
At eleven o’clock in the morning?  Beth looked at the clock, puzzled.
Nell pulled out a stool, chuckling.  “They’re always up at the crack of dawn after a big circle.”
The circle had been only yesterday.  Time flew so strangely here.  “Why do they get up so early?”  Ginia had shown up just as the first rays of sunshine were tickling the sky.
“Hunger pangs.”  Nell grinned.  “Daniel feeds them a huge breakfast, I hit them with a light sleep spell, and we send them back to bed.  Nearly always works.  When it doesn’t, I have some very cranky kiddos on my hands by dinnertime.”
“You should try protein.”  The words escaped before Beth could yank them back.  She ground to a halt—most people didn’t want to know about blood-sugar spikes and serotonin swings.
“So Nat tells me.”  Nell yawned.  “If she has her way, we’ll all be munching nuts like squirrels.”
Well, that put her firmly in the squirrel camp.  Beth squirmed on her stool, brain sinking in the quicksand of casual conversation.  “Thank you for the pancakes.”
“No problem.”  Nell traced a random design in the flour dust on her counter.  “Daniel makes them a lot.  Glad the Witch Central delivery service wasn’t a problem.”
They still treated her so very carefully.  “I’m hard for you to understand, aren’t I?”
“Yes.”  Nell’s finger had created an ancient pattern—one of the old Celtic knots Liri loved so much.  “But maybe I’m making a little progress.”
That was new.  Beth stumbled around in her head for words and finally gave up.  Silence would have to do.
“I went to visit Tabitha’s center this morning.  I ended up meeting the little boy Lauren works with.”
Ah.  “Jacob.”  Beth still wasn’t sure how to feel about a child who shared her struggles.
“Yeah.”  Nell blew at the flour on her countertop.  “He’s adorable and tenacious and funny and I have no idea how he moves through life with all that’s going on in his body and his head.”
By having no idea what it was like to live in a normal body and head.  “It might get easier for him as he grows up.”  Or not.  
There was silence for a stretch as flour motes floated back to the countertop.  “There’s a lot going on for you too, isn’t there?  That we can’t see.”
“Yes.” Beth wasn’t sure how to compare herself to a little boy she’d never met.  Wasn’t sure she wanted to.  “Asperger’s isn’t as severe as other forms of autism.  Usually I just come across as kind of quirky.”
“But it’s not easy for you.  Sitting here in my kitchen, or putting up streamers for a party, or getting on an airplane to come here.”
Beth knew an analytical mind in progress when she saw one.  “Most new things are a challenge.  Or anything with lots of people or sensory information to process.”  She traced her own finger through the flour and redrew the Celtic knot Nell had blown away.  “I end up putting a lot of energy into things that don’t matter to most people.”
Nell stared at the complicated, twisting lines on the counter—an exact replica of her own.  “Wow.”
“I could have done that when I was Kenna’s size.”  And been lost in it for days.  “Carrying on a simple conversation is far harder.  Too many layers.”
“And magic adds even more.”  
“On its own, no.”  Magic was pattern—Celtic knots formed in the ether of the universe.  “But with people involved, it’s just another thing to juggle.”
“Can I ask you something?”  
Nell’s fingers were fiddling again, this time with a set of crayons.  Somehow, it made Beth feel better.  “Sure.”
“Why do you practice alone?”
Because she always had.  “I’m more comfortable that way.  There are fewer distractions.”
“Is that the only reason?”
No.  Beth considered for a long time just how much she wanted to bare her soul.  And then she remembered a shy and fierce girl with warm hands who had called her brave.  “Magic is a lot of trial and error.  I try differently than most people, and I fail differently.”
Sorrow flooded Nell’s face.  “And when you do, we mistake that for weakness.”
“Yes.”  Beth thought of flowers and dragons and a back yard full of Christmas lights.  And found the courage to tell the truth.  “And sometimes, you’re not mistaken.  I’m not fragile—but sometimes life makes me that way.”  
“I think I’m starting to get the difference.”  Nell’s knuckles whitened around the crayons.  “I’m not the right person to train you, and I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to understand that.”
Beth wished for a few crayons of her own.  “Because you can’t work with my autism.”
“No—I think we could figure that out.  But I’m a really direct person.  A fighter, and not a very flexible one.  I share your magical talents, but that’s not really what makes the best trainer.”  Nell’s head tipped down.  “And my butt-headed stubbornness is at least as much of a training issue as your Asperger’s.”
It was impossible not to like that kind of honesty.  “Liri would tell you that stubbornness is one of my more memorable traits.”
“Yeah.”  Nell’s smile was small, but very real.  “It’s hard on the people who love us.”
Something in common.  She would need to think on that a while.
“I don’t think I’m the right person to train you.  Not for a while, anyhow.”  Nell fingered the petals of a wilted bouquet of flowers.  “But I would like to work with you one day.  You visualize patterns like nobody’s business.”
Something tight in Beth’s chest exhaled.  “Maybe someone else can help me with the beginner stuff.”
“You’re no beginner.”  Nell looked up sadly.  “Just another thing I was wrong about.  I think that when we started off so badly, I blamed you.  And I’m deeply sorry for that.  I had plenty of people trying to tell me I had it wrong.”
There had been lots of those people in Beth’s life—and very few of them ever made it to this place.  “Please don’t blame yourself.” 
“Who else?”  Nell lifted a helpless shoulder.  “This is my world, and I couldn’t figure out how to welcome you into it.”
“I’m not easy to welcome.  It takes a special kind of person to…”  Beth trailed off, not wanting to insult.  “Liri was the first, really.”  And through Liri, others had come.  “Your daughter Shay…”  She halted again, stumbling now on the rocky ground of holding one small hand instead of the others.
“My three girls are very different.  Not everyone knows how to see them as more than one of three.”  Nell paused, three crayons in her fingers.  “And when they do, it’s not usually Shay they see first.  I’d like to thank you for that.”
“She’s…”  A tiny miracle with small warm hands and safe eyes.  “She’s very special to me.”
Nell exhaled softly.  “She loves you very much.”
And finally, Beth had the right words.  “You shared her with me.  That was a very fine welcome.”  One that deserved a thank you.  She reached for the canister of flour.  “If training needs to wait a while, perhaps you can teach me to bake a decent batch of cookies instead.  Snickerdoodles are Liri’s favorite.”
The astonishment on Nell’s face was worth a hundred moments of awkwardness.  “You want to make cookies?”
“Yes.”  Beth delighted in her idea.  Aspies were hardly ever spontaneous.  “Recipes have a beginning and an end.  I think we’ll do fine.”
“But you don’t eat cookies.”
And in this place, perhaps that deserved an explanation too.  “My brain chemistry is fragile.  It doesn’t handle the swings of sugar very well.  I do better on a diet of seeds and nuts and other boring squirrel food.”
Making Nell laugh was almost as much fun as surprising her.  Beth smiled.  “Spellcasting isn’t your only magic.  You’re the center of this place—the gravitational force holding everyone in.”
“I’m a bossy witch, you mean.”
“Yes.”  Beth realized, a sentence too late, that this was one of those times when most people weren’t honest.  “Sorry.  Sometimes I don’t filter very well.”
“It’s okay.”  Nell looked over, eyes warm.  “You’re not wrong about the bossy part.  But what does that have to do with cookies?”
“You’re the glue around here.  And I don’t know exactly how you do that, but I’m hoping the cookies are part of it.”  Beth felt one of her rare jokes coming on.  “I figure it will get me further than trying to feed everyone nuts.”
Reading eyes wasn’t her strength.  But she was pretty sure that what shone from Nell’s was the beginning of friendship.
“Tell you what.”  Nell reached up into the cupboard and brought down a tin with a familiar label.  “How about we start with good old-fashioned chocolate chip cookies?  We’ll use white chocolate chips and throw in some macadamia nuts for the squirrels.”
Something fierce and warm glowed in Beth’s chest.  
At last.  Common ground.  
-o0o-
Lauren curled up next to her husband on the couch, enjoying the endless ocean view and one of his rare lazy moods.  “Think it will storm?”  Gray clouds teased the western sky, offering at least the possibility of something other than winter sunshine.
“If it’s a storm you want—” Devin’s grin suggested that lazy could be finished any time she wanted.
Hmm.  That had definite possibilities too.  She snuggled in closer, working a hand under the hem of his t-shirt.
Lazy vanished from his eyes.  He shifted, laying them both out on the couch.  Less good for ocean viewing, far better for hands heading under shirts.
Lauren explored, reveling in the warm, solid feel of him.
And then one of his pockets started howling at the moon.
Cripes.  That wasn’t his usual ring tone.  She snickered and shook her head, suspecting shenanigans.  “Sure you don’t want to move to outer Mongolia?”
He growled and dug out his phone.  And then squinted, mystified, at the message on his screen.  “It’s for you.  Apparently Daniel requires your immediate attention.”
Whatever—her brother-in-law could wait.  She snuggled into her husband again, ready to pick up where they’d been pre-howl.
And then Deck the Halls hit the airwaves.  In Darth Vader’s voice.  This time it was Lauren who picked up the cell phone, trying not to laugh.  Stop kissing Devin and check your email.
Devin raised an eyebrow.  “I need to have a serious talk with that guy.”
Lauren scooted for her laptop.  If Daniel was interrupting kissing, it had to be fairly serious.  
His message was at the top of her inbox.  No text, just a picture.  
Nell and Beth, holding up a monster plate of cookies.  And smiling.
Lauren gulped and showed her husband the picture.  One Aspie witch, happy in the heart of Witch Central.  It made her unreasonably glad.  And it made her proud of every last one of them.
-o0o-
Change was afoot—she could feel it.  Moira breathed in the unusually crisp evening air one last time before she stepped into the small corner market and cafe.  Kenna had fallen asleep in her dinner, and her parents had put her to bed with a lively twinkle in their eyes.
An old Irish witch knew better than to get in the way of twinkles.
She cast a glance at the fresh produce on her way in the door, still enjoying the magic of vine-ripened fruit in December.  A stack of bright Clementine oranges pleased her eyes.  Some of those might have to make the journey back to Nat and Jamie’s house.
Right after a nice cup of tea.
She made her way over to the counter, singing along with the Christmas carols under her breath.  Silent Night had always been a favorite, even if she rather doubted the wee babe had arrived calm, quiet, and sleepy.
And then she spotted a familiar body in the corner.  Beth, sitting quietly, a mug steaming in her hands—watching the seasonal bustle go by with something akin to enjoyment on her face.
Well, well.  Change was afoot indeed.  Moira placed an order for mint tea and walked over to the corner, giving Beth plenty of time to notice her presence.  
Giving her choices.  Honoring her right to be a grown woman who sat in holiday corners alone—or with company.  When the smile came, it pleased Moira down to the ground.  “Might I join you?”
“They have really good spiced cider here.”  Beth held up her mug, smile a notch more tentative now, but still there.  “I can order you some if you like.”
The poor girl had about as much natural affinity for small talk as Marcus Buchanan.  Ah, well—there was no better place to practice than with the Irish.  “I’ve some tea coming, but thank you.”  She patted Beth’s hand, and then withdrew gently when the girl flinched.  No matter.  Choices.  “It smells delicious.  My great-gran used to make something similar for a special holiday treat.”
“Liri puts spices in wine.”  Beth seemed astonished that she’d talked.  “A recipe passed down from the German side of her family.  It tastes like a cookie in a glass.”
So the mysterious Liriel knew something of family and ritual.  Good.  “It sounds lovely.  What other holiday traditions do you have?”
Beth sipped her cider slowly.  “Well, Liri bakes her special snickerdoodles.  And lights—we put up strings of lights all through the shop.  They make people smile.”
Moira was getting used to their Chicago witch’s tendency to stare at a point just over her shoulder.  Seeing faeries, perhaps.  Not so odd once you had a chance to sit with it for a bit.   “A grand way to greet the darkest days of the year, I’m thinking.”  Moira smiled at the young man who delivered her cuppa.  “I’ve a lovely warm pool in my back yard.  Perhaps some lights would make it festive at this time of year.”
“I’ve heard about your pool.”  Yearning snuck into Beth’s voice.
Ah.  A way into the heart of a fire witch.  Moira tucked away that handy bit of information to use on a new day.  Today had a different purpose, one that had grown full-bloomed in between talk of mulled wine and strings of light. 
It was well and beyond time to show some respect for Beth’s roots.  Moira leaned forward and touched Beth’s hand, glad when it was accepted this time.  “I hope we’ll travel together soon, you and I.”
Beth looked up, eyes wary.  “You want me to come visit your home?”
Aye, but that could wait.  “No, my dear.  I’m hoping that one day in the not-too-distant future, you’ll do me the great honor of allowing me to be a guest in yours.”
The silence lasted several sips of tea.  Moira waited—she knew how to be patient when it really mattered.  Beth found her spot watching the faeries again.  “Why?”
“I’m an earth witch, my dear.  A gardener.  When I see a beautiful flower, I want to know something of the place where it grew.”
Her companion puzzled that one out.  “It’s just a small apartment above a store.”
“I live in a tiny cottage myself,” said Moira briskly.  “There’s nothing at all wrong with a small space.  And I’ve a penchant for small bits of stone and crystal—might you have anything like that in your shop?”
“We do.”  Beth smiled.  “Or rather, Liri does.  The books are mine.  The little bits of things are all hers.”  
Ah, and in true Irish fashion, now they were getting closer to the heart of things.  “I’ve a love of books, too.  Perhaps you’ll let me spend some time in your library.  I’ll browse the pretty trinkets on my own.”
“I don’t really understand collecting, but some of them are quite beautiful.”  
“You’ve a gorgeous wee dragon, as I recall.”
Beth reached hesitantly into her pocket and drew out the bit of shiny glass.  “Yes, this one is mine.  A small gift from Liri as I was coming here.”
It was exquisite, now that she could see it in full light.  A gorgeous, infinitely detailed little creature with just a hint of turquoise in its poised wings.  As a thing of art, it was lovely.  As a message and a gift from one who had obviously studied the old arts, it was magnificent.
Dragons lived long, had one great love, and always returned home.
Moira leaned in and brushed a finger over a glass wing.  “She’s exquisite, my dear.  Your Liri must know you very well.”
“I think she would like you,” said Beth quietly.  
Moira looked at the dragon again.  “I already like her.  She has fine taste in dragons and in those she chooses to love.”
Beth’s cheeks turned a lovely shade of pink.  “Perhaps we could go visit in the morning.  The shop is closed until noon, and it would be quieter then.”  She studied her tea.  “It would be nice to go home.”
“I would like that very much.”  Moira got to her feet, delighted in their young fire witch.  “I’ll let Aervyn know we’ll be wanting a ride.”  And she’d beg a little time in Ginia’s garden to brew up a small gift or two.
Something that would honor the women she was about to visit.


Chapter 20

Beth stood in the middle of the shop, wishing she had something to do.  Liri was bustling, shifting a book here, a crystal there.  Merchandizing.  Beth had been banned from that activity long ago, and the rest of the little details that got the shop ready to open had been taken care of hours ago.  It had seemed like the thing to do when she’d beamed in at the crack of dawn.
They had a visitor coming.
Liri looked up from her arranging.  “You can make the hot chocolate, if you like.”
That was a brave offer—Beth’s idea of the ratio of chocolate to sugar didn’t suit the palate of most of their customers.  “You think we should do that this early?”  
“No.”  Light laughter shook her partner’s shoulders.  “I forgot we’re not opening for hours yet.”
It was throwing their entire routine off kilter.  “I’m sorry—maybe this wasn’t the best time to invite someone to visit.”
“Of course it is.”  Liri frowned and moved a trio of pink crystals for the fourth time.  “Our home is always open. You know that.”
She did—but this was the first time in eleven years that she’d been the one who invited a surprise guest.  “I think you’ll like her.”
“I’m a sweet Irish grandmother—what’s not to like?”
They both swung around at the voice in their midst.
“Whoops!”  Moira smiled brightly at each of them in turn.  “Aervyn forgot to let you know he was sending me, didn’t he now?”  Then she held out a hand and beamed at Liri.  “You must be the wonderful woman smart enough to love Beth.”
Liri tilted her head to the side for a moment, and then smiled in return.  “One of them.  Welcome to Witchery, and blessed be.”
Moira turned all the way around slowly.  “It’s just marvelous.  Warm and cozy and full of books and wee surprises peeking out of everywhere.”  She paused, taking in the strings of lights overhead.  “What a joy it must be to spend your days here.”
Beth felt a lump hit her throat.  “Liri puts out all the things.  If it were me, everything would be in nice, orderly rows.”  And far less joyous.
“Not all of us are blessed with the skill of making a place homey.”  Moira began to move now, her fingers reaching out to touch here and there.  “I’ve always known where to put the plants and the flowers in my garden, but it’s Sophie who comes over to tell me where to put a new trinket or a lovely painting.”
Liri’s hand slid into Beth’s.  “Would you like some tea?”
“That would be delightful.  I hear you have some special—”
A thunk sounded from over by the stairs.
“Ah, and that would be my things.”  Moira headed in the direction of the thunk, neatly skirting store displays as she went.  “I’ve brought you a gift or two, if you’ll humor an old lady.”
Liri giggled, already enchanted.  “Does anybody not humor you?”
“Occasionally.”  Twinkling Irish eyes peeked over a shelf.  “But I’ve a bit of a stubborn streak.”
Small talk usually made Beth crazy.  This morning, it was making warm, fuzzy things multiply in her heart.  Moira was precisely the kind of person Liri liked best—opinionated and fascinating.
“First, something for your circle.”  Their guest emerged from behind the shelf, a large potted plant in her hands.  
The yellow flowers that had tumbled down Ginia’s braid cascaded over the side, mixing with something that looked like bluebells.  An orange flower that matched the one Beth had carefully tucked in a book after the Berkeley circle stood tall in the center, ringed by something very purple.
Beth knew not a single flower by name—but she knew their purpose.  “For our hair.”
Moira smiled.  “Yes.  I’m a fanciful old lady, and I rather liked the way everyone looked all decorated for our circle the other day.  And I know how lovely flowers can be in winter.”  She set the pot down in front of Liri.  “Ginia and I spelled it so it will always be blooming, and potted it in good, sensible soil.  It should do well with the care of an able gardener.”
Liri’s fingers reached for a bright pink flower.
“That one’s got a lovely smell.”  Moira leaned down to give it a sniff.  “I was thinking it might suit you.”
It matched Liri’s bright heart.  Beth smiled at the thoughtful old woman who had somehow become a friend.  “I promise not to touch it.”  
“I’ve a second gift.”  Moira disappeared back behind her shelf.  “This is just for the two of you.”
It was Liri who spotted the second pot first.  But it was Beth who cried.  
Two single stems, wound together, blooms facing each other.  
One orange, one bright pink.
-o0o-
What a delightful morning it had been so far—and it appeared the fun was just beginning.  Moira looked around at the impromptu circle that was beginning to form and smiled.  An old Irish witch knew meddling when she saw it.
First, Mellie had shown up with cookies fresh out of the oven.  She’d barely laid them down when Margaret had come looking for her lost hat.  And neither of them had been the least bit surprised to find a strange witch in their midst.
Apparently the witch gossip chain was alive and well in Chicago.
And then Mellie, an odd twinkle in her eye, had suggested a circle.  To welcome the visitor.  
A cookie would have been welcome aplenty—but one look at Liri’s eyes and Moira had kept quiet.  So Liri was assembling candles and herbs, Margaret had found hairpins somewhere and was chasing Mellie around with a lovely stem of yellow flowers, and a befuddled Beth was standing in the middle of the room trying to catch up with her coven.
Liri caught Moira’s eye.  “You’ll be joining us, won’t you?  Is earth magic your strongest?”
“Strong” had never been a word applied to Moira Doonan’s magic.  “Well, I’ve earth and water power both, but not a large helping of either.”
“Would you like to join Margaret, then?”  Beth shrugged, apologetic.  “Our circle is a bit oddly shaped, but we’d love to have you.”
Witches began assembling in the background, no herding required.  Definitely something afoot—and she certainly wasn’t going to stop it.  “Haven’t I done plenty of strange circles in my day?”  Moira spoke briskly, glad to be a part of whatever was brewing.  She walked slowly around the circle and offered a smile to the solid woman standing in the west.  “My powers wane now, so I’ll be appreciating the support.”
“Hmmph.”  Margaret snorted, amused.  “I’ve never had more than a whiff myself.  Maybe between us, we’ll make one decent witch.”
Moira had spent most of her life the weakest witch in her circle.  She reached for Margaret’s hand.  “I think we shall.”
She looked across the circle, feeling the emptiness.  And then saw Mellie’s face crease in a beautiful smile.  Their earth witch stepped over to the curtain and looked at Beth.  “We have a surprise for you.”
Beth frowned, and then smiled, still perplexed, as a young girl walked in.  “Hi, Rhianna.”
Margaret leaned over and spoke in a stage whisper.  “That’s Mellie’s grand-daughter.”
Of course she was.  Two peas from a pod, they were.
Rhianna took a deep breath and held out her hands, fingers moving slightly.  
The ability to see the flows had long since gone from Moira’s sight.  But she knew a spell underway when she saw one.  And if the light purple glow over the child’s hands was any indication, Beth’s circle had just found their air witch.
Margaret sniffled quietly at Moira’s side.
“She’s been practicing hard,” said Mellie, turning to her coven leader.  “And we worked on joins while you were gone.”
The question hung in the air unasked.
Beth stepped forward, shrouded in the authority of a witch in charge, and took Rhianna’s hands in hers.  “You know the words we live by.”
“Yes.”  The young voice filled the room with sunlight.  “To respect the craft and work hard.  To do good wherever we can.  To harm none, no matter what.”
Words that had been said for centuries, by new witches young and old—a fabric, linking them through time.  Moira felt the quiet joy in the room and happily added her own.  A young girl, just coming into her power, joining those who had touched magic for a lifetime.
It was good to remember the cycle.  Her energies were on the wane, but what she lost would grow new roots, nurturing young witches and those who loved them.
Humor touched her mind and Moira looked around, seeking the source.  Liri sat in a corner, her thoughts plain as day on her face.
Nobody was witch fertilizer just yet.
Moira chuckled at her own silliness.  Solstice brought out the melancholy and the morbid—and laughter was always the best way to greet them. 
Beth led Rhianna over to her place in the east, the rightness in the circle increasing with every step.  Moira looked around the warm, dark room and felt words rising in her heart.  As elder witch, it would always be her right to say them—and today it was a great privilege.  “So many have practiced just as you do here.  In small numbers, with small powers, right down through the history of time.  You honor tradition.”  She felt the truth of it shining in the dark.  “Those who came before you would be proud.”
Five faces smiled, including her in their numbers.  
She turned to their leader, as was only proper.  And waited.
Beth looked at each of them in turn, and then nodded to Mellie.  “Let the circle begin.”
Moira listened as the staid and solid Mellie called to earth, anchoring the circle in the slowest of the ancient energies.  And then she watched, a lump in her throat, as tears rolled down a grandmother’s face—and Mellie extended a line of power to the child beside her.
Rhianna caught the link competently and began her lilting call to air, a breeze touching the circle as she finished.  Eyes opened in wonder.  Beth’s flashed with excitement, even as she collected the connection from their newest witch.
Fire linked in quickly, and then Margaret squeezed her hand.  Time to close the circle.  Moira called a light flow—no need to tire out herself or anyone else.  Margaret’s tiny trickle joined with hers, two rivulets flowing into the greater whole.
The quiet jolt of the last connection made, and then magic flowed around the circle.  United.  Uninterrupted.  
It was the barest of shimmers, hardly more than a faery’s wing.  But it flowed.  From hands and hearts and love for craft and each other.
Aye.  There was magic here.  Soft and quiet magic—the kind just right for baby shoots sticking up their first leaves. 
And perhaps for those clinging to their last leaves, too.
Moira bowed her head and let the faery’s wing dust her heart.  It was time to let her own solstice reckoning land.  She would not be doing a full circle again—she’d felt her magic waver.  And felt Devin, young and brave, try to hide it away.
You couldn’t fool an old witch, especially when the waver came from her own hands.
But a small circle was still within her grasp.  A shimmer and a place to stand as a witch, strong and true.
A gleaming of the light, insisting this was not yet her final dark.
She looked at the young girl on the other side of the circle, face glowing in awed belonging.  And felt peace.
-o0o-
They were whole.
Beth held the energies of her circle steady and rejoiced.  An air witch, and one of their own, come into power.  Rhianna had sat at Mellie’s feet for as long as anyone could remember, asking for stories of craft and lore.
And now she stood among them, magic flowing from her hands.
Carefully, Beth checked in with each element.  Mellie’s power was strong and true.  Margaret was a steady trickle, buoyed by Moira’s solid presence.  Rhianna simply danced.
Impatient longing tugged at Beth’s heart.  There was real power here.
And a brand-new witch.  With the discipline of years of practice, she pushed the impatience away.  Spells could wait.
Gently she began the steps that would draw the circle to an end—and felt Liri’s exasperated thunk on her head.  Beth’s eyes shot open, looking for whatever had caused that kind of magical outburst.
Her partner shrugged.  Raised an eyebrow.  Dared.  
Beth glared.  It wasn’t the responsible thing to do.
Liri only grinned.
Sighing, Beth closed her eyes—and let speed win.  Her hands shaped the spell they’d worked on for almost twenty months.  Lithe power danced under her fingers, so much more than she’d ever had.
Quickly she shaped one bubble.  Two.  And still the magic danced. 
Demanded.
It was snickerdoodle season.  Beth tossed off restraint and shaped more bubbles than she could count.
And when she released them, her small but mighty circle exploded in joy.
In Chicago, the light had come two days early.
-o0o-
Moira picked up her cup of tea and walked over to the table where Beth sat fingering a beautiful old Celtic knot.  “That’s a lovely bit of carving.”
“Liri brought it back from a trip to Ireland when she was a child.  I’ve always loved how it feels.  Like many hands have sat and done this over the centuries.”
Tradition and roots.  “My great-gran used to say that the knots represent a journey.  And that a traveler should remember that what feels bumpy and twisty-turny makes for a work of art in the end.”
Gran had never been one to be bothered by a few bumps in the road.  Or the slight altering of a story for higher purpose.
“I never go on a journey without a map.”  Beth sighed.  “Until now, at least.  I don’t know how to fit California into my life.  I feel like I’m traveling on two separate continents.”
Something a witch with Ireland in her soul could well understand.  Moira started with the answer least likely.  “You could be part of what’s in Witch Central.  They’ve always room for one more.”  Or two or five.
“No.”  Beth’s answer was fast and definite.  “What’s there is too much for me.  Too many people, too many connections.  Too much magic.”
Honest—and a little wretched.  Poor sweet girl.  Coming down from victory was always hard.  “Well, not all of us choose to live in a place as big and bustling as Berkeley.”
Beth’s fingers played with the small packets of tea Moira had left lying on the table.  The smell of verbena floated up, pungent and homey.  “Our circle here is small.  We don’t have much magic—I know that now.”  Her voice sank to a whisper.  “But they’re mine.  And they love me.  And we did real magic today.”  
“You did.”  Moira understood better than Beth would ever know.  “You have an important few.”
Beth nodded slowly, hair dancing in the quiet light.  “Whatever I might need as a witch, this is what I need as a woman.”
Some of the answers were working themselves out, then.  “You can’t separate a flower from its roots, my dear.  Whatever one needs, the other does as well.”  
“I know.”  Beth sighed.  “But I kill plants.”
Ah, such a lovely heart.  Moira reached for the Celtic knot again.  “When I visited my gran’s village a few years back, I saw so many of these.  On doorways and benches, pub tables and t-shirts.  You wouldn’t think a wee knot could take so many shapes.”
Beth’s fingers joined hers, tracing the smooth wood.  “Liri says the journey is as important as the destination.”
“That makes her a lovely partner for a woman who likes to know where she’s going.”  Moira smiled, so very glad she’d come.  “You’re wonderful together—I hope you know that.”
Beth’s cheeks flushed a delightful pink.
“You’ll need to bring her to Fisher’s Cove soon.”  Irish hospitality came with rules.  “We’re a sleepy little seaside village, and I’ve a warm pool for you to soak in and a book or two for your library, if you’d like them.”  She’d not mention the people just yet.  One step at a time.
“Liri would like that.”  Beth’s eyes softened.  “Maybe in the spring, when the shop is quieter.”
A seed planted—for today, that was enough.  
Moira set her cup to the side.  “Perhaps we might go back down to your shop before I leave.  I’m in need of a solstice gift for Sophie, and you have a green tourmaline down there that’s breathtaking.”
Beth stood awkwardly, still cradling the wooden knot.  “You don’t need to buy anything.”
“Don’t be denying an old lady her pleasures.”  Moira got to her feet, suddenly a mite teary.  “I’ve a mind to take a little piece or two of Chicago home with me.” 
The awkwardness slid away, a small smile in its place.  “I’ll go find Liri.  She loves to help people shop.”
Moira took one last look around the tiny kitchen.  She’d be sad to go—it had been a truly lovely visit.  But in the way of the Irish, she’d be leaving a piece of her heart behind when she left.


Chapter 21

Beth stood outside the arrivals gate at the San Francisco airport, well disguised in sunglasses, noise-canceling headphones, and a shiny red cape.
The first two soothed her senses.  The last one made her laugh.
She’d no sooner transported back to Berkeley than Aervyn had presented her with a huge, carefully lettered card festooned in sparkles, a couple of adorable spelling errors, and something that might be balloons.  Or possibly the moon.
An invitation.  For Liri.
And a plane ticket.  Because apparently they intended for Liriel’s trip to California to start off gently.
It was wildly generous and entirely sweet.  Liri had laughed, cried, and jumped on a plane two hours later.
At least fifteen people had volunteered to meet her at the airport, including several not old enough to drive.  But Beth had decided she actually wanted to see her partner before she got swallowed by Witch Central.
Which might be easier said than done.  The quantity of people flooding out through the arrivals gate made finding one short, curvy witch harder than it might seem.  She strained to see over the crowd, amused by the blue-green tint her borrowed sunglasses gave everyone’s faces.
Searching for one Liriel Andretti, turquoise alien.
“Look down,” said a laughing voice at her knees.
Oops.  Beth had forgotten the part where she’d climbed up on an advertising platform for a better view.  Liri hopped up and gave her a kiss that had more than one onlooker clapping.
Beth was pretty sure her cheeks matched Aervyn’s cloak.
“Come on.”  An excited Liri slid off the platform, eyes dancing.  “I heard a rumor there’s sun outside.”
The woman she loved, always seeking the light.
They stepped outside the doors into a rush of heat and noise and car exhaust.  And then Liri grabbed Beth’s hand and started heading in totally the wrong direction.
“The car’s over there, Lir.”  Jamie had offered her his, even gamely wrestling all small children out of the back seat.
“Grass.  Green stuff!”  
Beth finally figured out her laughing partner’s destination.  Liri jumped into the middle of a sad little plot of grass and lifted her arms to the sky.  “It’s warm and green and totally gorgeous.”
It was crowded, polluted, and even the dandelions looked limp.  Beth grinned, unable to resist her beloved’s joy.
There were some very good things here in California.
And every last one of them had just gotten better.  
-o0o-
Jamie picked Kenna up off the changing table, shaking his head at her wiggly antics.  “Keep that up and you’ll need to learn to port, silly girl.”
Nat laughed from behind him.  “I think that falls into the category of be careful what you wish for.”
Truth.  “I can’t believe it’s her birthday.”  The big Witch Central birthday bash was tomorrow, by triplet decree.  Today was for the three of them.  He wrapped an arm around his wife, remembering.  
“Our girl of storm and fire.”  Nat reached up and stroked Kenna’s cheek.  “Hard to believe when you’re all cuddly and cute, little one.”
The baby just cooed and snuggled in closer.  Sleepy time.  Maybe.  “Family nap?”  Kenna loved those best, lying in the warm nest of her parents and her favorite red blanket.
Nat led the way into the bedroom, stopping just long enough to rescue the blankie from the top of the pillow fort.  Kenna’s birthday request.  At 5 a.m.  No wonder they all needed a nap.
It was a good sign when his tornado of a girlchild curled up between them, her head pushed against Nat’s chest, her toes working her way under his ribs.  Jamie grinned sleepily at his wife.  “How come I always get the feet end?”  Kenna’s definition of “snuggle” still needed some work.
Nat breathed in the moment—they’d learned a lot in the last year about appreciating stillness when it landed.
Or he had.  His wife had been born wise.
A few more moments gazing on the treasures in his bed, and Kenna’s whiffling sounds signaled success.  He looked at her chubby fingers, curled in the red blankie Caro had knit on the night of her birth.  “So peaceful.”
“It won’t always be.”  Nat sounded awfully certain, even with her eyelids drifting shut.  “You can feel the currents in the universe at this time of year.  Lots of energies moving and changing.  Some years you get a slow-moving stream.”
That wasn’t exactly comforting.  “Figure we’ll win the lottery eventually, do you?”
Nat only smiled.
She had a point.  Sullivans always seemed to find the swift-moving waters whether they meant to or not.  This December, it had been Nell taking the swim.  “I vote Dev for next year.  He likes fast water.”  Of course, that probably meant throwing Lauren under the bus too.
“’Kay.  Let’s buy him all the tickets.”  Nat’s voice was drifting off into sleep.
Jamie chuckled, closed his eyes, and joined her.
-o0o-
Nell landed in the Witches’ Lounge, a top-secret bag in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other.  Trying to get Aervyn’s gift wrapped without including a curious head or two in the package had eluded her all day.
Her living room had been a constant stream of inbound visitors.  The usual ragtag band of witches making their way into town for the solstice circle and tomorrow’s party.  Matt, Téo, and Nell’s parents were next on the transport list, assuming someone could find Retha.
Last Nell had heard, her mother had managed to get lost in the jungle.  Since Matt hadn’t sent out the bat signal yet, she refused to get worried, but for the next year, all crazy witchling antics were going to get blamed on Gramma Retha’s genes.
Not that she’d mind.
Sophie landed on the couch, laughing, an enormous mug in her hands.  “Has the world ended yet?”
Uh, oh.  Nell grinned, sliding Aervyn’s gift out of its baggy disguise.  “A little crazy at your end of the continent too?”
“Ooooh, yeah.  Lots of witchlings excited to make the trip.  I think half the village is coming with them.  They’re beaming over in an hour.”  Sophie nodded at the shiny red helmet.  “I assume there’s a bike to go along with that?”
There was, as long as her brothers managed to vanish themselves long enough to get the wheels on.  “He grew out of the helmet you guys made for his broomstick.  Kid’s growing like a weed.”  It had taken her a week to load this one up with protection spells.  Mostly for the poor people who were dumb enough to get in Aervyn’s way.
“I think Marcus made him a spell for his fire truck.”
Nell wasn’t dumb enough to hope it was a quiet one.  “He realizes that we’re going to get even for all these things, right?”  Most of Marcus’s gifts lately—and any gifts at all were astonishing—were very loud.
“He doesn’t seem to care.”  Sophie sipped from her mug and made a face.  “Morgan played drums half the night last night, and he was downright cheery this morning.”
Her world couldn’t adapt far enough to consider a cheery Marcus.  Nell sniffed.  “You have hot chocolate?”  She side-eyed the solitary mug.
“Yup.  Trust me, you don’t want any.  Lizzie’s experimenting again.”
Ah.  Disguised green stuff.  Nell abandoned her dreams of chocolaty goodness.  “You’re drinking it.”
“Not anymore, I’m not.”  Sophie looked around.  “The Witches’ Lounge is in need of a big plant.”
Noted.  On the list for after solstice.  Way after.  “Did Moira make it back from her travels?”  Keeping track of one old Irish witch wasn’t as easy as it sounded.  “Beth emailed that she’d headed back your way.”
“Back and napping.  I’m supposed to wake her for the mass transport.”  
Jamie’d been up half the night making sure they wouldn’t lose any travelers.  “Anyone snagged her spare bedroom?”
“I think that’s where Kevin’s holed up.  Moira brought him a couple of books from Chicago.”  Sophie grinned.  “Need a hideout, do you?”
She did.  She had a fantastic idea for a solstice spell, but it needed some thinking time.  Which was going to happen exactly nowhere in Witch Central, and they left for Ocean’s Reach in two hours.
“Got your spell ready yet?”  
Nell eyed her companion.  “What, you suddenly have mindreading skills?”
“Nope.”  Sophie laughed and came over to man the tape dispenser.  “You were wiggling your fingers.”
That probably wasn’t helping with the wrap job any.  Nell took a piece of tape, grateful for the assist.  Lumpy, sort-of-round things were hard to wrap.  “Yeah, I have an idea, but I’m not sure I can make it work.  Think we can sit the outer circle in pretty organized lines?”
Sophie’s eyebrows shot up.  “Dare I ask why?”
“Not telling.”  It would be a secret under normal circumstances—doubly so when she wasn’t sure she could actually pull it off.  “I could ask Nat.”  Her sister-in-law was a rocking witch herder.  
“You could.  Or you could just ask them.”  Sophie smiled.  “Your solstice spells are little miracles, Nell.  People will do whatever you ask.”
That was an embarrassing thought.  “I just have a little fun with them.”
“Everyone talked about last year’s spell for weeks.”
That one had been high on outside assistance, low on magic.  “All I did was a glorified book of baby pictures.”  The shooting-them-up-to-the-sky part had been pretty cool, though.
A warm hand reached for hers.  “Every time I look up at the sky now, I see Adam’s face.  Or Mike’s.” 
Awww.  “Okay, that’s pretty sweet.”
Sophie squeezed lightly.  “You love spinning the solstice spell more than any witch I know.”
Nell sighed and squeezed back.  She did.  And this year, she was going to love it especially much.  Even if she had to barricade herself in a closet to get the darned spell worked out.
It was time to truly welcome a witch.
-o0o-
Ocean’s Reach always stirred her soul.
Moira walked the winding path that would carry them to the valley under the stars, a steady stream of Fisher’s Cove villagers walking the route in front of her.
Fire globes were popping up here and there in the curving procession.  The sun had gone down with an impressive display of rainbow fire, and now they walked in the gloaming.  It had been her great-gran’s favorite time of day, those haunting moments between sunset and true dark.
She sensed shadows coming up alongside.  Beth and the delightful Liri, both wide-eyed.  Beth carried a small ball of light over her palm.  Moira strained her ears.  “Is the wee thing singing?”
Liri chuckled.  “Apparently the young man handing out witchlights didn’t want anyone to forget it was his birthday.”
Ah, how the faeries would enjoy Aervyn tonight.  “Walk with me then, will you?  I used to make my way well enough in the dark, but the rocks find my toes more often now.”
“I don’t believe that for a moment.”  Liri linked an arm through hers, and Beth followed suit a moment later.  It was a tight fit on the narrowing path.  “But we don’t want to get lost, and we heard you’ve walked this way a time or two.”
Something tugged on Irish instincts—they weren’t entirely humoring an old lady.  Two souls a little lost in the bustle.  “Perhaps you’ll join me in the outer circle, then.  It’s great good luck to sit with new guests.”  If that wasn’t part of solstice lore, it should be.
“That would be nice.  I didn’t expect so many people.” 
Moira didn’t miss the relief in Beth’s voice—or Liri’s quick wink.  “Witches love a celebration, my dear.”
“We’re used to such a tiny circle.”  Liri stared at the winding crowds ahead.  “To think that witches are this known and loved…”
“You’ll be in the outer circle?”  Beth frowned, her light wobbling.
There had been more than enough tears shed on that subject today.  “Aye.  I’ve been there many a time.  There’s no finer seat in the house.”  She held a little firmer to the strong young arms linked with hers.  “Magic is a fine thing—but it’s no match for love.”
-o0o-
Nell was up to something.
Lauren watched their solstice spellcaster standing on the flat rock in the center of the forming circle at Ocean’s Reach.  Judging.  Measuring.
Readying.
Mind telling us what you’re working on?
Not yet.  Nell’s mind voice was distracted, deep in thought.  Can you
get everyone to back up some?  Two or three feet should do it.
Math wasn’t Lauren’s strong suit, but she was pretty sure that was going to make room for a spell bigger than a house.  
Something like that.
Cripes.  Lauren did her job as circle monitor, scanning Nell a little deeper.  No doubts, no enlarged sense of adventure.  No guilt.  Just conviction and focus.
Good enough.  Lauren grabbed a few handy minds and began the process of shifting several hundred people back a few feet.  A few cast curious glances her way—most of them members of the Sullivan family.  But there was no one the witching world trusted with a spell more than Nell Walker.  The outer circle shifted, small children and baskets of cookies changing hands as well.
Lauren searched for Beth, wondering how she was handling the crowd.  And found her gathered with Nat and Moira, Kenna happily ensconced in Liri’s lap.  Lauren checked to see that Jamie’s super-duper baby bubble was still working—the last thing they needed was his girlchild trying to take charge of a circle again.
Shay sat just in front of Beth, very still, holding Nat’s flute in her lap.  Lauren looked a second time.  Nope, a second flute.  A night of beginnings for lots of people.
Matt and Téo emerged from the path through the narrow valley opening, herding a few stragglers, and sent her a quick thumbs-up.  
Lauren beamed out the message.  We’re all here.
The valley quieted, a moment awaiting its beginning.
And then the flutes began to play, Elorie’s clear, lilting tones and Nat’s more hesitant ones.  Lauren moved slightly for a better look, listening for the third player—her responsibilities weren’t only for the inner circle tonight.  Shay sat, flute numb in her fingers, frozen in a battle of nerves and desire.  Lauren linked into her mind and gave a gentle push.  You’ll make Auntie Nat feel a whole lot better if you play.
Shay grinned and raised her flute to her lips.
The magic had begun.


Chapter 22

Such majesty.
Beth sat on a soft blanket, thoughtfully laid out by Nat, and soaked in the sharp hills nestling them in a valley of wonder.  Stars like she’d never seen them.  And the rhythmic, soothing overlay of rolling waves somewhere far below.
To simply breathe in this place was magic.
Light notes drifted out of Shay’s flute now.  A sign.  A readying.
Beth looked around at the layered, looping circle, random faces coming into focus.
Aervyn, up in Jamie’s arms to hear his sister play.
Sophie, sitting with a boy in glasses who had thanked her profusely for the books.
A face that looked exactly like Jamie and Devin, except his smile was slow, his eyes were shy, and his fingers were linked with a handsome, dark-haired man who was most definitely not Lauren or Nat.
Two little boys with purple hair, a shared cookie in their laps.
Liri’s hand slid into hers.  “You okay?”
She shouldn’t have been.  “Yes.”
Aervyn’s high, clear voice began the call to earth, dampening the trance of music and faces and impossibly starry nights.
Beth shut her eyes, calling it back.  Tonight, that trance was her friend.
She felt the ground rising up to meet her, the rush of earth power coming to join them in the night.  A stiff breeze joined in, whispering in her ears and teasing tiny locks of hair over her fingers.  Sleepy Kenna, curled up in Liri’s lap.
Beth readied—fire would be next, and Jamie had warned her it might give her a good tug.
Instead, she felt only a soothing warmth.  
Exhaling, Beth opened her eyes as Devin began the final call and watched as fourteen witches cradled power beyond comprehension.  And then pointed it to the woman standing on a rock in the circle’s core. 
Nell looked every inch a witch.  Ramrod straight she stood, red silk snapping around her ankles and starlight gleaming on her face.
The center of the whole.
And then her hands began to move.  Her arms in motion, even her feet as the warrior reached for the ground, the night sky, and everything in between.  So many strands.  So many beams of light.  A spell as big as a house and as bright and as complex as a constellation.
It should have fried every input Beth had.  Unblinking, she stared, mind and soul standing witness to the transcendent fierceness.
And then the spell began to gentle.
-o0o-
It would be a spell for the ages—if she could get her darned lines untangled.
Nell fought, warrior taut, for control of 313 fine lines of power.  One for every man, woman, and child in the valley.  Inner circle and outer.  Witch and not.  Heck, a couple of them were even sleeping.
Battling, she brought the spell that was her creation under her control.
She was going to include them all.
With the might of the circle at her back, she teased each and every line apart.  Coated the tendrils in a layer of shielding meant to keep every single person in her care safe.
Nobody was overloading on this night.
Then, and only then, soul bursting with magic and a beating need to bring forth the light, Nell reached out 313 lines to 313 waiting hearts.
To her beautiful, ineffable daughter, blowing cautiously into her simple wooden flute.
To the woman who still got lost in jungles and loved her children with a tiger’s fierceness.
To the different witch who had shaken her heart to the core and made a darned good cookie.
To the new sisters and Costa Rican brother who had chosen a life with her brothers.
To the man who was her rock.
She joined herself to each of them, the center to the whole.  And when she’d collected 313 hearts, she sent out a simple message of truth.  Words first said in anger and now offered in love.  
I am not entirely different from you.  Happy Solstice.
-o0o-
It had been heart-stopping magic.  And after being connected in a glowing web with so many souls, Beth found it almost lonely on the beach with only Liri at her side.  She’d needed the escape, and the path down from Ocean’s Reach had been a tempting one with teasing glimpses of moonlit waters.  But still, the emptiness almost vibrated.  “It’s so quiet down here.”
Liri chuckled softly.  “There’s something I never imagined hearing you say.”
“We should bring everybody next year.”  The thrill of the solstice circle still rode in her veins.  Rhianna would dance to the magic, and Mellie and Margaret would love the thrumming power of Ocean’s Reach.
Even a tiny witch could feel like a giant here.
“I hear they do this to welcome every new season.”  Liri’s cheeks glowed pink, even in the moonlight.  “We don’t have to come that often, though.”
Beth closed her eyes, trying to hear the words behind the words.  “You’d like to.”
Her partner’s eyes were quiet.  “I would.  This fed something in me that I didn’t even know was missing.”
It fed her, too.  “It’s kind of like your snickerdoodles.  Delicious and magical and if I ate them every day, I’d be in a coma of overload.”  She breathed out into the night air.  “But I look forward to that first bite all year.”
“You need balance.”  Liri bent down to pick up a shiny rock.  “That’s okay.”
She did.  She had a fragile head and a need for space and ritual and the familiar.  But Witch Central had given her one more gift—the certainty that those weren’t all she needed.  
And this gift was one to share.  “We should take a trip.  Go somewhere with pretty blue water.”  New posters of far-away places were forever appearing on their apartment walls—and most of them featured tropical seas.
Her partner’s jaw nearly bounced off her knees.  “You want to go on a vacation?”
It had been a sudden idea, but the more Beth let it roll around in her mind, the more she liked it.  Sunny skies and nothing to do but walk on the beach.  “Would you like that?”
Liri took several steps in silence.  “You’re changing.”
That sounded solemn and almost ominous.  “How?”
“You’re more open to possibilities.  More fluent in reading faces.  Less scared of stepping wrong.”  A pause to admire the moonlit waters.  “Being here has been good for you.”
“There’s a lot of good in this place.”
A rogue wave ran up and tickled Liri’s toes.  “We can take some of that home with us.”
That had been very much on her mind.  And this night, watching Liri’s joy with new places and new people, had solidified her rambling thoughts.  “I wish I’d brought you here sooner.”
“I don’t.”  Liri kicked wet sand with her toes.  “This feels perfect.”
Perfect was a big leap for an Aspie—but it did feel possible.  Nice, even.  And that was a bit of a solstice miracle itself.
She tugged on Liri’s hand, heading back to a round rock.  “Come on—we have to talk.  I have some ideas.”
-o0o-
Lauren detached herself from the back of Devin’s impromptu conga train and staggered, laughing, to an empty sandy hillock.  She grimaced—the hillock looked exactly like the one her crystal ball kept griping about.
Temperamental orb.
Out of breath, she watched the festivities rolling by.  A dome of light glowed over the valley, keeping old witches and sleeping babies safe and generally making it look like a fairy world.
If fairy worlds came with loud and raucous conga lines.
She jumped when a tray landed at her feet.  Jamie waved from the makeshift kitchen to her right.  Takeout, Witch Central style.
She dove for her fork, suddenly ravenous.  A big plate of spaghetti and she might actually survive this night.  
And then she heard a tiny whisper of a mind voice.  Barely a shimmer, carried on the wind and the waves and the possibility that lived in the darkest night.  A message about a woman who had things to say.
Lauren finally knew why her crystal ball had spent the last month insisting she sit on that particular hillock at exactly midnight.  So she did what any good messenger was supposed to do.  
She rolled her eyes, put down her fork, and paged the troops.
-o0o-
Beth looked up in utter shock at the trail of lights coming down to the beach.  “You did what?”
“I asked them to come down.  Some of them, anyway—the people we know.”  Liri sounded irrationally proud of herself.  “So you can tell them.”
That was insane.  “You don’t have that kind of power.”
“I do tonight.”  Her partner practically glowed. 
Still insane.  “It’s solstice.”  And Witch Central was having a really big party.  That had apparently been interrupted for some inane babble from Chicago.
“It is.”  There was gentle laughter in Liri’s voice.  “And for the next three days, you’re going to be holed up in a warm, dark room recovering.  The time is now, love.”
The first witches were arriving on the beach.  Beth closed her eyes, wishing for the sand to swallow her up.  “They might not like it.”
“Nonsense, my dear.”  Moira’s bare toes buried comfortably in the sand as she settled on a low chair.  “We love surprises.”
Beth didn’t ask how she’d made it down the steep path—she was pretty sure her head couldn’t cope with the answer.  She watched in stupefied silence as the Walker and Sullivan clans and assorted others found handy patches of sand and looked up at her expectantly.  
So many eyes.
Liri’s hands settled on her cheeks and pulled their foreheads together.  “They’re our friends now.  Trust.”
Beth grabbed hold of a small tendril of magic that promised they weren’t so very different, and faced the waiting crowd.  She knew the words to begin.  “I’ve spent my whole life journeying—and you’ve given me a bigger, more joyous world to walk in.  Harder, too.  But I’m going to keep walking.  I don’t know all of where I’m headed, just yet.  But I’m shading in some of my map, and I’d like to tell you about it.”
 Thoughts scattered and reassembled as she tugged them back.  “I dream of our coven in Chicago as having a real place in the witching world.”
So far, no one had moved.
She pressed on, her bravery building.  “I want us to figure out who we are, borrowing as we desire and are able.  As I am able.”  She looked around the beach, seeking Jamie’s face in the reflected moonlight.  A thread of their past that needed finishing.  “Perhaps some of you will come visit us.  In the summer months, when your fragile blood won’t freeze.”
It pleased her greatly when he started to laugh.
She looked for the next face, the blonde curls that looked so much like her sisters’.  This time, a thread to begin.  “Shay, I was hoping you might come and be our first guest in Chicago.  I have a couple of women who aren’t witches I’d very much like for you to meet.”
Beth could feel the surprise in Liri’s mind—and the approval.  Their beach chat hadn’t covered that part.  Chicago was going to have an outer circle.
Bright eyes gleamed in excitement.  “Can I go, Mama?”
“On one condition.”  Nell raised an eyebrow at her daughter.  “See if you can bring back the recipe for those snickerdoodles that are way better than mine.”
Liri’s lips quirked.  “That’s top secret.  It might take two or three visits.”
“Nuh, uh.”  Shay grinned.  “I’m a really good negotiator.”
Stray giggles trickled out over the water.  Liri’s eyebrow slid up in the way it did when she was highly amused.  “Oh, really?”
“Yup.”  Shay swirled a finger in the sand.  “I have Mama’s Nutella cookie recipe.”
Beth watched the spurting laughter and felt her partner’s mental giggles.  It was going to be okay.  They could do this.
 “I want to keep coming back.  I still need training.” She took another breath, deeper this time.  “Maybe one day I’ll even be able to do a spell with someone watching.”
Gentle amusement swelled from the crowd.  And helped her get the next words out.  “I know I haven’t been an easy guest.”  Her gaze swept up the cliffs.  “But you have something awesome here, and—”
Her nice, neat words stopped, cut off by what swelled in her heart.  “You’re part of me now.  I want to come for the easy steps and the hard ones.”  Tears threatening, she looked for Nell.  “Slowly, for me, and to keep those of you who join with me safe.”
So many eyes.  Beth struggled not to close hers.  She’d known the words to start.  She didn’t know the ones to end.
Aervyn stood up, smile bright.  And reached out his hand.  “We love you, Beth.  Want half my hot dog?  It has hardly any sugar at all.”
Beth felt the wave of giggles starting in her toes.  “Sure, cutie pie.  I’d love that.”
Speech ended.  
The denizens of the beach, coming to the same conclusion, began to move.  An audience politely dismissing itself.  Beth watched, shell-shocked and pleased, as a small group flowed around Liri—and as an excited Shay bounced off Nell’s arm.
Good.  It looked like they would have a gentle, sunny visitor.  There was healing to be done in Chicago yet.
A cup of tea slid into her shaky hands.  “Perhaps you will accept the occasional visitor from the east as well.”  Moira smiled.  “I’ve a mind to come shop in your store again soon.”
The smell of Liri’s favorite blend floated up from the cup.  More small links being made.  Beth took a deep breath.  “Mellie—you met her, she’s the earth witch in our circle—her daughter Nora wants to open up a small bed and breakfast.  There’s a house down the street we’re investigating.”
One that would maybe be a nice way station for the occasional witch.
“Ah, well, I know a certain innkeeper who would be more than happy to help if he can.”  Moira’s eyes twinkled.  “And we hardy Nova Scotia types aren’t at all scared of a bit of winter cold.”
“Nora’s a wonderful cook, and she’s good at making people feel at ease.”  Beth inhaled deeply of the tea.  Change was still hard.  
“Wonderful traits for an innkeeper.  And with a name like Nora, perhaps a wee bit of the Irish in her too.”
Beth pictured Nora’s curly dark hair and brown skin and laughed.  “I don’t know about that.”
Moira winked.  “We’ve a dark pirate or two in our heritage, young lady.  But perhaps not a monopoly on good hospitality.”  She slid her hand into Beth’s and squeezed.  “I’m delighted to hear of all your plans.  Sounds like you’ve found some of the pieces of your knot.”
And she was oddly happy to be standing on a cold, sandy beach talking about them.  “I don’t know that we can be quite like Fisher’s Cove.”  To listen to Witch Central talk, Nova Scotia was just down the street.
“The soil’s different in Chicago.”  Moira was doing more of her touching thing again, this time sneaking an arm around Beth’s waist.  “Smart gardeners adapt to what’s underneath their feet.  You’re finding your own way and your own roots.”
Beth leaned gently into the hug and then stepped away, apology in her eyes.
“Don’t,” said Moira quietly.  “No apology.  You’ve stood here and chatted with me for several minutes.  Accepted the love and happiness I wanted to share with you.  And let an old lady have her cuddle.  Rejoice in what you can do, my strong, lovely girl.  You’re a beautiful flower who needs lots of space to be able to bloom.  Take it with no shame.”
“I like you.”  Liri’s eyes were dancing as she slid Moira’s arm around her own waist.  “And you can cuddle me all you want, even if you do steal my tea recipes.”
“This one,” Moira said, her cheeky tone obvious, even to Beth, “is one of those pretty little weeds that grows up through cracks in the sidewalk and sweet-talks you into leaving her be.”
Liri rolled her eyes, laughing.  “I don’t know whether that’s a compliment or an insult.”
“I’m Irish.”  Sparkling green eyes included Beth in the joke.  “The day I can’t do both, my dear, is the day you’ll be putting me in a box in the ground.”
Beth found herself hoping that day was a very long time coming.  “We’ll come visit.  Soon.”
“You do that.”
Moira slid away into the crowd.  Liri squeezed her hand once and followed.  Beth turned to follow, confused.  And turned back at Liri’s wordless prompting.
Nell stood alone, her hands cupped in front of her.
Beth felt the creeping gray shadows of awkwardness and tried to hold them at bay.  The night’s magic deserved no less.  “You look like you caught a frog.”
“I hope not.”  Nell’s smile held mischief, so much like her youngest son.  “I don’t think our California frogs would appreciate your weather.”
Weather had always been the kind of small talk most mystifying to Beth.  “It’s not so cold if you live there.”
“I’m sorry.  Again.”  Discomfort scrunched Nell’s shoulders around her ears.  “I really look forward to the day that you and I will find it easier to talk.”  She looked up, eyes suddenly intent.  “I really do.”
“You keep trying.  It matters.”  Beth tried to form a gift with her words.  “There are a lot of things in my life that have been a struggle.  Sometimes the things I fight hardest for are the ones most worth having.”
Nell’s eyes were unnaturally bright.  “I know how to fight.”
“Yes, you do.”  Beth took a deep breath and squeezed the little dragon in her pocket.  She was going home—she didn’t need her anymore.  With infinite care, she slid the tiny crystal out and held it up under the winter moonlight.  “Can I leave this here with you?  She’d like a warm, well-lit corner, if you have one.”  So Liri said, anyhow—and at this moment, Beth wanted to believe it.
Nell stared.  And then she smiled, shaky and bright, and uncupped her hands.
Silvery magic gleamed on her palm.  Beth leaned in, captivated by the tiny, perfect dragon.
“Aervyn named her Moby.”  Nell’s chuckle got the air moving again.  “I think he’s been reading too many whale stories.”  
It was a ridiculous name for a miniature bit of silver.  And the lump in her throat felt as big as a whale.  She had so many things to say.
Wordless, she reached for Nell’s hand.  And for the first time since a slow courtship with Liri, eleven years past, gave someone permission to look.
Nell gazed down at their joined hands.  “Are you sure?”
Beth nodded.  It was time.
The mindlink slid in with the clink of warrior steel.
Beth stood straight and tall.  She knew what Nell would see.  Clutter.  The alphabet running forward, backward, and everywhere in between.  A bunch of goofy rules to help her remember a hundred faces and a hundred names.  Liri’s cookie recipe and the order of the glasses on the Walker kitchen counter.
And beyond all that—she’d see thanks.  
She’d see a need to leave while promising to come back.  
And she’d see gratitude.  
For beginnings and dragons and two women who weren’t so very different.


Epilogue

The dream was back.
Beth shifted under the chafing edge of her downy comforter, Aspie even in sleep.
So many eyes now.  Some she’d known for years, and some she’d only known for days.  Dancing in the light of the power flowing around her small but mighty circle.
They weren’t alone now.
Brown eyes and blue ones.  Deep, twinkling green ones.  Ones full of laughter, and some with a hint of tears.
So many eyes.
But none held pity.  Whatever their moods, whatever their messages—the eyes held respect.
And something that looked an awful lot like the beginnings of love.
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