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IMPORTANT NOTE

for readers of 

my main series … 




This trilogy takes place in the 

timeline between A Hidden Witch and 


A Reckless Witch.  Without giving up
any 

spoilers, Devin & Kenna are not 

with us yet ;-).



So, mentally slide yourselves back in time 

six months… and enjoy!










Chapter 1





The art world really had no idea what to do when the artist they
were trying to honor was still alive. 
Jennie sat in a quiet corner of the Guggenheim hall exhibiting her work
and decided it was really weird to wander through a crowd of people who mostly
thought you were dead.


She grinned as a lumpen man sat down beside her and
grunted.  From Charlie Tosh, that
was an effusive welcome.  


He glanced her way. 
“I see you’re still kicking.” 



She looked around the room, lips twitching.  Charlie had been through his own
Guggenheim “retrospective” the previous year—he’d be one of the few who
would truly understand how strange this was.


He shifted his bulk around on the bench.  “I hear something in Berkeley’s caught
my great-nephew’s eye.  You happen
to know anything about that?”


Charlie wanted to have a conversation?  Maybe she was dead.  Unfortunately, Josh Hennessey wasn’t a topic she really
wanted to discuss.  “Well, he’s
just bought a house.”  


Her companion snorted. 
“Knowing my nephew, I suspect the ‘something’ in question is young and
pretty.  Why is it that men are so
distracted by young and pretty, anyhow?”


“Not you, Charlie.” 
She patted his knee and gave in to her urge to tweak his eternal
grumpiness.  “You’ve always been
good at finding ‘pretty’ in those of us who are old and wrinkly.”


Others might have mistaken his noises for choking—she knew
it as his rare laughter.  “That
mean you’re finally going to let me take your portrait?”


She’d been telling him no for twenty-five years.  Charlie didn’t take portraits—he
stripped his subjects bare.  She’d
been accused of the same, but she worked with an empathetic deftness that usually
had people thanking her in the end. 
Very few people thanked Charlie. 
He had little empathy and even less need to be liked.  What he had was an unstinting eye for
truth.


He was a genius at finding what people didn’t want seen.


Jennie leaned back against the wall, contemplating the past few
days.  Lizard, the rebel poet,
putting “stupid” in its place. 
Elsie on a trapeze, reaching for freedom—and purpose.  Two moments of stupendous bravery and
vulnerability.  She knew to
treasure those moments—they came all too infrequently in any life. 


Perhaps she was ready for another one of her own.  If her students could put their
innermost dreams out into the world, then maybe she could sit for Charlie
Tosh.  “When should I come?”


Not by the flicker of an eye did he indicate she’d surprised
him.  Fortunately, mind witches had
better tools.  He was as
shocked—and as intrigued—as she’d ever felt him.  He stared casually down the hall.  “Why now?”


He’d find the answer with his lens anyhow—he always
did.  But she wasn’t going to make
it easy for him until then.  “I
need a new picture for my wall.  I
hear you take pretty good ones.”


His choking sounds were back.  She’d made Charlie laugh twice in one sitting—that was
the stuff of which miracles were made. 



He snorted one last time. 
“I was thinking I might come visit that nephew of mine, anyhow.  See that new house of his and whatever
other pretty baubles are lying around.”


It was probably a good thing Lizard wasn’t present to hear
herself called a “bauble.”


Charlie shifted beside her, never quite comfortable in his own
skin, at least while it was perched on a skinny bench.  “I’ll bring my camera and we can go for
a little walk.”  He scowled.  “But if you put any picture of mine in
one of those cute silver frames, I’ll shoot you dead.”


If Charlie Tosh took her picture, it would go up on her wall in
a place of high honor—but she didn’t need to let him know that.  She glanced over, eyebrow raised.  “What, my family snapshots aren’t good
enough company for you?”  They were
pretty illustrious snapshots—she’d taken most of them herself.


He growled.  “If
that’s the kind of picture you want, find somebody young and pretty with one of
those newfangled digital monstrosities.”


She grinned, appreciating his curmudgeonly soul as she always
had.  “Want to take a tour of the
crowd and introduce me?”  She’d lay
a thousand dollars on no, but it was fun to ask.


“What the hell for?” 
He pulled to his feet, far more graceful than he looked.  “Half the place thinks you’re dead, and
the other half thinks you’re a man. 
Let’s go find some decent whiskey instead.”


She laughed and hooked her arm through his.  Retrospectives were highly
overrated.  It was the life ahead
of you that mattered.




Chapter 2





Lizard stared at Bean, scared down to her bones.  His face was doing that scowly, unhappy
thing again, which meant he was going to wail.  It was an immutable, unstoppable law.  “Cut me some slack, little dude.”  


His face screwed up into something that might possibly be
interest, so she kept talking. 
“I’m new at this whole babysitter gig, and your mama just wants to have
a nice, long bath, which she won’t be able to do if you get all loud and
cranky.  So work with me, okay?”


Sigh.  She was
negotiating with a week-old baby. 
Yeah, that was going to work. 
Quickly, she ran through the baby checklist in her head.  Fed?  Check.  Thea had
done the whole nursing thing just before she’d fled for the bathroom with a
look of profound joy on her face. 
Dry?  Check.  Which was good, because the whole
diaper-changing-while-avoiding-random-boy-parts-leakage thing was way, way
above her pay grade.


Since that was the end of her very short checklist, she was
hooped.  And then Lizard remembered
she now lived in a universe where other people liked to be helpful.


Pulling out her phone, she texted Nell.  Aervyn’s mom had five kids—her
baby checklist was probably a mile long. 
The kid’s not hungry or wet, and Thea needs time to have a bath.  What else can I try?


The reply came quickly. 
Take him for a walk.  If
that fails, I’ll send you an experienced nine-year-old :-).


It was totally embarrassing to think that she might need
rescuing by the preteen squad. 
Tempting, though.  Lizard
looked around for anything resembling a stroller.  Thea used a sling to carry Bean, but that contraption made
changing a diaper look like child’s play. 
And Bean might be less than impressed when he discovered that her chest
didn’t conveniently leak food.


Finally she spied something that looked like an English pram,
piled under four hundred pounds of other baby stuff.  The neighborhood had been emptying their garages into Thea’s
house, as best as she could tell. 
There was a freaking two-wheeler in the corner.  


Gingerly, Lizard extracted the pram and laid Bean down, waiting
for the wail that never came.  She
got halfway out the front door before realizing her mortal error.  Quickly she backed the pram into the
house and closed the door.  “Back
in a minute, little dude—don’t go anywhere.”


Yeesh.  That was the
eleventh stupid thing she’d said in the last three minutes.  Talking to babies was hard.  Lizard flew up the stairs and knocked
on the bathroom door.  “Hey, Thea—I’m
taking Bean for a walk, okay?  We
won’t go very far.”


“You’re my favorite friend,” came the sleepy, happy response.


Taking that as permission, Lizard raced back to Bean, opening
the front door just as his first protests hit the airwaves.  “Hey, don’t do that.  We’ll go visit the neighbors and they
can all tell you how cute you are, okay?” 
And maybe they could even find someone who actually knew something about
babies.  


Thelma waved from the front garden next door.  “How’s Bean this morning?”


Lizard still thought it was hilarious that Thea lived next door
to a real-life Thelma and Louise. 
“He’s grumpy, so I’m taking him for a walk.”


“Smart.”  Thelma
nodded in approval.  “You must be
good with babies.  Enjoy your
walk—if you head left, you might run into Louise.  She ran to the store for beer and
applesauce.”


Only in Berkeley did seventy-year-old women run to the corner
store for beer.  The applesauce was
probably for Thea—apparently Bean liked applesauce milkies.  Which was way, way more than Lizard had
ever wanted to know about milk or breasts or infant dietary needs.


Lizard waved and headed left.  The more people on their route who had baby experience, the
better.  


The street was oddly quiet, until she turned the corner and
drove the pram into Josh. 
Literally.  “Nuts!  Crap. Sorry—this thing corners
worse than Freddie’s bus.  You
probably need a permit to drive it, or something.”  Jeebers.  She was
totally babbling.


Josh’s lips quirked as he juggled beer and groceries into one
hand and reached out with the other 
to rub Bean’s belly.  “Got
him to sleep, did you?”


Holy crap, she had. 
He looked so damned innocent all curled up like that.  “Is that why people take babies on
walks all the time?  Does it always
do this?”


“When they’re little, yeah—pretty much.”  Josh grinned.  “Want to walk me home? 
You can protect me from the hordes of little-old-lady matchmakers.”


Yes.  No.  Dammit—why did being around him
make her feel so freaking weird lately? 
She might not be white-picket-fence material, but he lived in her
neighborhood.  She could handle a casual
conversation on the sidewalk.


Josh was staring down at her quizzically.  Frack—conversations required
actually talking out loud.  Lizard shook
her head and tried to find her balance. 
“The little old ladies all know I’m your realtor.”


“Sure.”  Josh
touched a gentle finger to Bean’s mohawk. 
“But I’ll tell them that this is my long-lost love child and my heart
belongs to his mother.”


It would be so much easier if he wasn’t nice.  And funny.  And all googly-eyed over a baby with cute hair.  


And she was falling down on that whole conversation thing
again.  Lizard tapped on his
beer.  “If you think that’ll work,
you’ve been drinking too much of this stuff.”  She was pretty sure every little old lady in the
neighborhood already recognized Bean on sight.  “But we’ll walk you home.”  It was a purely selfish move—Josh knew a crap-ton
about babies, so if Bean didn’t stay asleep, she’d have an expert two feet
away.


And he was probably the one person in Berkeley who didn’t know
she’d spouted poetry, which should put him on her safe-people-to-hang-out-with
list.  Everyone else was making her
really uncomfortable lately—she’d spent the last several days dodging
people who expected her to recite poetry just because they asked nicely.


The vibes she was picking up from his mind said his brain would
be totally gooey-baby the whole way home anyhow.  She didn’t hold it against him—Bean seemed to do that
to almost everybody.  


And yeah—that was a whole crap-pile of justification for
spending two more blocks in the vicinity of a guy that was way, way out of her
league.  Lizard scowled and pushed
the pram a little faster.


Carefully.  No point
mowing down Louise, too.


~ ~ ~


Helga was positively giddy, the kind of effervescent bubbly most
people thought belonged to teenage girls. 
Elsie sat, needles clicking, and listened while Marion and Jodi went
about the pleasurable business of digging Helga’s story out of her.


It was a nice change from the empty house she’d been facing
lately—but she had a plan for that. 
Lizard couldn’t hide forever.


“So, wait—this is the old guy you met at Elsie’s spaghetti
breakfast, right?”  Jodi
sighed.  “I can’t believe I missed
that, but Sammy is a night owl. 
He’s always sleeping in the morning.”


“My Joey did that,” said Marion from the rocking chair, a ball
of flaming orange yarn unrolling onto her needles.  “Awake in the wee hours and then slept until noon.”  She grinned at Jodi.  “You just wait until Sammy’s a teenager
and goes completely nocturnal.”


It sounded like they’d totally lost the initial thread of the conversation,
but Elsie was getting wiser.  Jodi
had a mind like a steel trap—it might wander through a conversation
fairly randomly, but she never forgot anything.  If you waited patiently, they’d circle round.  They always did.


Then again, Elsie was also learning it could be fun to be part
of the digging crew.  


She looked over at Helga, currently the knitting picture of
innocence.  “This is the guy you
decided to use for flirting practice?” 
She was darned sure Helga was also the author of that particular suggestion
in her Silly Jar—a suggestion that had started in her “impossible” pile
and was slowly inching toward the “maybe” pile.  


Helga blushed. 
“Well, I’ve always loved a good flirt, but Edric isn’t the kind of man
you can just flirt with and walk away.”


Flirting sounded a lot more complicated than mud volcanoes.


“Ooooh.  You’re
holding out on us.”  Jodi pointed
her knitting needles.  “Dish.  With Sammy up all night, my love life
is non-existent, so I have to live vicariously.”


Elsie giggled.  It
was a strange world where Helga had a steamier life than twenty-something Jodi.
 Or thirty-something Elsie, for
that matter—and she didn’t have a night-owl baby as an excuse, only her
own basic ineptitude.


“It’s just been a couple of coffee dates,” said Helga, cheeks
still glowing pink.  “And one trip
to the old-fashioned milkshake place down the street.  You have to appreciate a man who loves a good
double-chocolate shake.”  She
winked at Jodi.  “We shared a
glass.  Two straws, though—a
lady has to have her standards, even on the third date.”


“I don’t know,” said Marion, still rocking.  “In my day, sharing a milkshake was
pretty brazen.  Has he kissed you
yet?”


“No.”  Helga paused
a beat.  “But I kissed him.  He’s a bit shy.”


In the midst of the good-natured whoops and giggles, Elsie
realized something.  She was
jealous.  Of an old woman’s
milkshake-and-kisses date.  And she
didn’t have the foggiest clue how to go about remedying that.


She needed a plan. 
The newly bold Elsie Giannotto needed a purpose—but she also
needed a life, the kind that didn’t leave her jealous of a seventy-something-year-old
woman.  


So she rocked some more, soaking up easy friendship.  And she thought.


~ ~ ~


Lauren moaned as strong fingers pushed into a particularly tight
spot between her shoulder blades. 
It always amazed her that Kathy, five-foot-nothing of massage therapist,
had hands that felt like they belonged to Boris, ex-Olympic wrestler.


The guy who looked like Boris was working on Nat.  He specialized in pregnancy
massage—just another case of appearances bearing little attachment to
reality.  When you worked in real
estate, that was a useful reminder. 
Lauren looked over at her friend, whose mind was even more of a serene
puddle than usual.  “Feel good?”


“Mmmphfft.”  Nat
lifted up slightly out of the neck cradle, and then lowered back down when
Boris protested.  “Totally
heavenly, thanks.  Jamie tries, but
he just doesn’t find all those weird little places pregnancy messes up.”


Lauren was pretty sure she didn’t want to know what a baby could
do to a body that had started off as a yoga pretzel—it didn’t bode well
for the rest of womankind.  “We can
come back as often as you want.” 
She’d take any excuse for feeling like melted chocolate. “We deserve it
for all the early mornings and late nights we’ve been putting in as WitchLight
mentors lately.”


Nat giggled.  “You
know we don’t need to justify this, right?  Grown women are allowed to do nice things for
themselves.”  She yawned.  “And Elsie’s great flying adventure
wasn’t that early.”


Said the woman who got up regularly to teach a 6 a.m. yoga
class.  “Right.”  The yawns were contagious.  “It was pretty spectacular,
though.  I think more than one
person in the crowd was tempted to get up there with her.”  And some, including one four-year-old,
didn’t need a trapeze to do it. 
Uncle Jamie had been pretty busy keeping Aervyn’s feet in contact with
the ground.


“I wonder what she’ll do with it?”  Nat sounded more contemplative now.  “That kind of opening creates space.”


Lauren’s hips still hurt from the last time Nat had gone about
creating space.  “Maybe she’ll need
a massage too.”


“Not a bad idea, but I was thinking more about her mental
opening.  She’s spent a lot of time
in the last weeks learning who Elsie Giannotto isn’t.  Now she has
this beautiful piece of who she is,
or at least who she might be.”


Now Lauren was the one who was contemplatively curious.  She sighed as Kathy’s hands started
smoothing out the kinks in the back of her neck.  “And what do you think the piece is?  Being brave?  Or vulnerable, maybe?” 



“Some of all of that.” 
Nat was silent a long moment. “But mostly, I think she learned the power
of feeling oriented.  That she is
at her most wonderful when she has a direction.  A compass.”  


It took Lauren a moment to twig to the wistful note in her best
friend’s voice.  “You want her to
come back.”  


“Yeah.”  Nat
sighed.  “I miss my intern.”


“So tell her that.” 
As soon as she said it, Lauren knew that was the wrong answer.  “Never mind.  That’s advice for my intern, not yours.”  Lizard needed the possibilities spelled
out to believe them.  For Elsie, it
would just be another kind of pressure—and Nat would only want a choice freely
given.


Lauren tried not to squirm under Kathy’s relentless
fingers.  Maybe she had a ray of
hope to offer up in the meantime. 
“Lizard’s considering coming to a class.  Says it might be good to know more about what you
offer.  Lots of clients are looking
for things like yoga in their neighborhood.”


Nat laughed, delighted. 
“At the risk of repeating myself, tell her that grown women are allowed
to do nice things for themselves. 
We don’t need an excuse.”


Ha.  Given how
cranky her intern had been since poetry night, Lauren wasn’t looking to be the
deliverer of unwelcome messages. 
“Maybe you can smooth out a few of her prickles.”


“She did that herself,” said Nat quietly.  “That poem was an anthem to setting
your prickles aside.  It’s just
going to take her a little while to feel safe staying in the new world she
drew.”


The poem had been monumental, and the “new world” idea was an
interesting one.  “I thought the
poem was about telling the world—and herself—that she isn’t
stupid.  She could be smart and still
be plenty prickly.”


She could feel Nat’s grin. 
“If you wanted totally smooth and easy, you picked the wrong intern.”


Point.  Although she
hadn’t exactly picked Lizard.  “Maybe
I’ll send her for a massage.  Dial
down the office cranky factor.”


Nat hummed as Boris clearly did something wonderful to her
feet.  “You might want to wait
until after she crosses paths with Josh and finds out that he got to see her
metaphorically naked.”


Lauren squirmed. 
Not Kathy’s fault this time—Nat knew how to head right for the
jugular.  “You think I was wrong to
invite him?”


“No.”  Nat
chuckled.  “But I’m pretty sure
Lizard isn’t going to share my opinion.”


That was a pretty safe bet.  Damn.


~ ~ ~


Melvin sat in his comfy chair and waited.  He was pretty sure it was the last time
in the afternoon he’d be doing anything quietly.  Aervyn was a marvelous visitor—but four-year-old boys
didn’t possess quiet genes.  Even
ones who that eventually grew up to be accountants started off as loud little
boys, and Aervyn was no future accountant.


A giggle in the hallway suggested his guest had arrived.  And was taking a small detour past the
kitchen first.  Which was
understandable—Vero’s cookies tempted witches far older than four.  He was also reasonably sure his wife
would send a cookie or two his way after she’d loved on Aervyn just a little.


He gently touched the old, lonely place in his heart for the
children they’d never had, and was grateful for all that his wife had done to
fill it.  There wasn’t a witchling
in California who hadn’t been made welcome in Vero’s kitchen, where cookies,
milk, advice, and love were doled out freely by the most generous heart he’d
ever known.


Without her, he might have thought his life’s work was
accounting.


And while he still had a fondness for neatly lined-up columns
and musty ledgers, he knew well that his legacy belonged with WitchLight.  A witch could hope for no more than to
put their power out into the world and have it find root and multiply goodness.


He was a very fortunate witch.


And a distracted one. 
A gentle mind touch was all the warning he had before a small boy hopped
up into his lap, fingers wrapped around a cookie offering.  “Vero says this is all we get to have
until after we eat lunch.  But
she’s making cheesy-moon sandwiches and purple soup, so I bet we’ll like that
pretty well.”


Melvin nodded solemnly. 
He’d never been brave enough to ask what his wife put in her purple
soup, but very few witchlings protested its sweet goodness.  “Well then, let’s enjoy these cookies
now, shall we?  I see you brought
two—perhaps you can tell me which one’s bigger.”


Aervyn studied the problem carefully for a moment.  “This one’s fatter, but…” he tapped
Melvin’s other hand.  “This one’s
got more bumps, so I think it’s the biggest one.  You eat that one.”


In more than three years of sharing cookies, Aervyn had never
failed to offer up the biggest one. 
When other people talked of the most powerful witchling in generations,
it wasn’t the scope of Aervyn’s magic that held Melvin in awe.  It was the size of his heart.


Melvin took a bite, inhaling cinnamon-y goodness and small-boy
cuddles.  “So what should we do
with ourselves after lunch?”  He
loved visits from the small ones—life was never boring with a pint-sized
imagination around.


“Well, I already found a frog today, and glued the wheel back on
my fire truck, and practiced my rhyming.” 
Aervyn happily crunched on a cookie.  “We could have Vero teach us a new song.  I liked the last one about the jingle bells.”


Melvin smiled. 
Listening to his wife teach a small boy to sing a Christmas carol in
July was one of his fonder recent memories.  “I’m sure she’d be happy to do that.  She’s been teaching Elsie some pretty
tunes lately.”


“Really?”  Aervyn
brightened.  “Is that why Elsie got
all brave and did the big circus tricks on the flying trapeze and everything?”  He polished off the last of his
cookie.  “She needs a sparkly
costume, though.  All the people in
the circus are really shiny so you can see them better when they’re way up in
the sky.”


Melvin was fairly certain a spangly leotard would have done in
Elsie’s bravery altogether.  “Not
everyone loves sparkles quite as much as you do, my boy.”


“It’s okay.”  Aervyn
reached up and patted his cheek. 
“You have lots of shiny stuff in your mind, so you’re really easy to
see.”


What a lovely and disconcerting thought.  “My mind’s shiny, is it?”


“Yup.  Just like
Auntie Nat’s.”  His small visitor
hopped down.  “Mama’s is a little
shiny, and Uncle Jamie’s sometimes, and Elsie’s was shiny when she dared Lizard
to say a poem.  But you and Auntie
Nat are shiny almost all of the time.”


Melvin considered himself a humble man.  But he knew exactly what Aervyn was
seeing in the lovely Natalia.  A rare
wisdom.  And it tickled his heart,
that to a small boy with unfathomable magic, wisdom was shiny.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Nat <nat@spirityoga.com>


Subject:
The waters are calm. Mostly.


--------------------------------------


Hello
Jennie,


I hope it’s a joy to walk in fame again for a couple of
days.  I know we very rarely honor
your genius around here, so enjoy the adulation.  We all need a touch of that in our lives.


We only have bits and pieces to report.  Lizard and Elsie have been tiptoeing
around both each other and the marvelous feats of opening they accomplished
last week.  Caro reports lots of
strange early departures and late arrivals—two roommates in avoidance
mode.


She also believes that Elsie is readying, although she’s not
sure for what.  I do know that
sometimes stillness comes just when we need it, although I admit to being
insanely curious about where she will step next.  I’m less worried than I used to be—the woman with
enough guts to hang on to that trapeze isn’t going to be able to go into hiding
again, even should she want to.


Lizard’s bravery was no less stunning, and apparently her
response has been an unprecedented level of crankiness.  Lauren is surprised, but she’s always
been adaptable—partly because she’s always known exactly who she is.  Those of us used to hiding in the
shadows take a little more time to get accustomed to the bright sunlight.  And to me, at least, Lizard’s poem let
us know she’s not going to go willingly hide in the dark of stupid any longer.


I saw Freddie drive by the other day.  I wonder if he has any idea that his bus is the reason
Lizard still seeks the light.


Jamie is reading over my shoulder now, and he says this is
awfully mystical for a report. 
He’s just grumpy because Aervyn only brought back two cookies from
Vero’s house.  Apparently he and
Melvin managed to consume the rest.


I wouldn’t mind growing up to be a mystical and wise cookie
monster one day.


Lots
of love,


Nat




Chapter 3





--------------------------------------


To:
nat@spirityoga.com 


From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Re: The waters are calm. Mostly.


--------------------------------------


To
the wise Nat and anyone else reading over her shoulder,


So those two are still avoiding each other, are they?  That’s an interesting state of affairs,
but I’m going to hold tight to the fact that their first reaction for each
other was joy.  I didn’t expect it
to stick—neither of them is secure enough in their own skins yet for that,
but I trust that love will prevail.


And if that fails, we’ll try cookies and meddling.


Elsie’s flying was indeed one of the most beautifully daring
things I’ve ever seen.  You know,
of course, that she was only able to stretch out her hands into the sky because
you showed her how.  I have a photograph
of those hands I’m happy to give you. 
And one of the love on your face as you watched her fly.  It is the second of those that reaches
deepest into my heart.


Lizard is cranky because, of our two students, she is the far
more self-aware.  And while she
might try to wriggle off that hook in public, I don’t know that she’s ever had
a whole lot of space to hide in her own mind.  There are so many bits of truth she could have chosen to set
loose at the Starry Plough—and she chose that one.  Gave her biggest chain a name and
shrunk it down to six letters. 
While she might be kicking herself all over Berkeley for it now, she has
to know exactly how magnificent a choice that was.


And yes, Freddie is why she could do it—but not the only
reason.  Lauren’s security in herself
is slowly leaking into Lizard’s heart. 
You can’t be around Lauren for long without wanting that same solid
ground under your own feet—and I suspect you know that better than
anyone.


If it’s being a wise old cookie monster that you seek, I suspect
all you have to do is wait for the old part.  Mingling with people who think I’m dead has me convinced
that growing old is overrated, however. 
Enjoy the wisdom of youth for a while first.


Looking
forward to coming home,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Lizard stretched and tried to identify the sound that had woken
her up—for the first time in weeks, it wasn’t her alarm or one of Elsie’s
weird dreams.  Then she heard the
sound from the kitchen again and sighed. 
They had to have a talk about singing along to loud opera music at 6
a.m.


She rolled out of bed, reached out blindly to the chair where
she usually threw her clothes, and hit soft leather.  Her eyes popped open, looking for the intruder—and
discovered her poet pants, half hidden under a couple of other discarded
outfits.  The ones she’d worn when
she’d dumped her insides out all over the Starry Plough stage.


Maybe someday she’d want to thank Elsie for that.  But since strangling currently seemed
like the better option, she’d just stay in bed until her roommate left the house.  It had worked the past two
mornings—and evening classes had pretty much kept them out of each
other’s way at night.


That and hiding in the coffee shop until midnight.


However, it didn’t take a psych degree to know that Elsie
singing at 6 a.m. was another dare. 
The old version of her roommate had been pretty easy to get around.  The new model had guts and brains and
eyes that got all sad and made it difficult to be an obnoxious brat.


Crap.  Lizard
reached for an old hoodie.  It
matched her disreputable mood. 
Time to get the inevitable over with—she probably wasn’t the only
one still supremely pissed about her dare.  They could fight over breakfast, assuming whatever Elsie was
making was edible.  If it was burnt
waffles again, she was moving to San Diego.


Hoodie on and mind barriers up, Lizard headed for the
kitchen.  It wasn’t until she was
halfway down the stairs that the obvious sunk in.  Elsie’s aria wasn’t the mad, fighting kind—or even the
slightly pissed kind.  It was all
pretty and giggly and hopeful.


At 6 a.m.?


Lizard walked slowly into the kitchen, wary now.  Nobody should be that happy at the
crack of dawn.  Her roommate stood
at the counter, making grand, sweeping gestures—at a carton of eggs.  Oooh, boy.  “That’s probably the hard way to crack them.”


Elsie spun around, pulling headphones out of her ears.  “What?”


“Why are you singing to the eggs?”  Lizard’s brain was waking up enough to realize that was a
fairly dumb question.  “It looks
like they’re your audience or something.”


Elsie looked dismayed. 
“Oh, no—was I singing out loud again?”


Yes.  At 6 a.m.  Lizard figured her scowl would convey
that information just fine.  “What
are you making?”


“I’m not sure.” 
Elsie grinned and held up her phone.  “I was reading about these egg soufflé things, but they
sound kind of complicated.”


Lizard didn’t have time for French egg experiments.  She reached for a frying pan.  “I have to be at work in an hour, so
how about good old scrambled eggs?”


“On Saturday?”  Her
roommate looked disappointed.  


It was the freaking weekend?  Lizard peered at the clock on the stove, ready to share some
pithy thoughts on early wake-up calls on the two days a week she got to sleep
in a little.  And realized it was
10 a.m., not the crack of dawn.


Elsie touched her hand. 
“I was hoping we could have breakfast together.  I wanted to have a chance to talk, to
thank you for what you did for me.”


And she totally meant it—her mind was swimming in
sincerity.  Which was insane.  “I dared you to hold on to a skinny
little piece of metal and fling yourself into the sky.”


“Yes.”  Elsie’s face
glowed with the memory.  “And I’m
going back to do it again on Tuesday. 
You should come try it.”


When hell was manned by cute, mohawk-wearing Bean
lookalikes.  “I’m pretty fond of
keeping my feet on the ground, thanks.”


“I thought I was, too.” 
The leaking mental gratitude was back.  “It was a life-changing gift.  You picked exactly the right thing, and you got me up
there.  Honestly, I don’t know how
you did either one, but I want you to know how much it means to me.”


Frack.  Lizard
shelved her need to get mad and rampage all over Elsie’s skull.  It wasn’t in her to rant at those
eyes.  She’d find a target for all
the pissy stuff inside her head later. 
“You need to separate the eggs for soufflés.  I’ll show you how.”


~ ~ ~


Elsie smiled, well aware she’d just won a major victory.  Lizard had done a pretty good
disappearing act for two days.  The
old Elsie would have let her keep doing it.  The new Elsie had cracked opened her roommate’s door before
heading down the stairs to make a joyous and purposeful racket.  


She reached for a couple members of her egg audience.  Cracking their heads open seemed a
little sacrilegious, but she was hungry. 
“The recipe says one egg per person.”


Lizard snickered. 
“That’s for non-witches. 
Double it at least.  More if
you’re hungry or we’re expecting company.”


Elsie was beginning to understand that in Witch Central, company
was always a possibility.  She
picked up six more eggs.  “If they
turn out okay, I’m sure we can find someone to eat the leftovers.”


“They’ll turn out.” 
Lizard squatted down and started pulling out bowls and mixers.  “But soufflés don’t last.  They’re egg perfection for about
fifteen minutes, and then they’re cold rubber with air bubbles.”


Elsie stared at her roommate’s back as a niggling intuition
blossomed.  That’s why Lizard
cooked.  And why her poems never
got written down.  Food
disappeared—and then there was nothing around to remind her she was
brilliant.


Lizard’s back stiffened—and Elsie remembered, all too
late, that her roommate read minds. 
Oh, God.  So much for the
attempt to bond over breakfast. 
She turned quietly and started returning eggs to their carton.  “I’m sorry.  It’s an occupational hazard—I’m always analyzing
people and things, even when it’s none of my business.”


“You’re not a therapist anymore.”  The words were biting, angry. 


Elsie settled the last of the eggs gently in the carton and
turned to face the music, even as hurt pierced her heart—she’d been a
therapist most of her adult life. 
“I don’t know what I am. 
That’s what I need to figure out next.”  And the emptiness tore at her, but she could worry about
that later.  Right now, she had
things to say, and a roommate who was finally out of hiding.  And before Elsie ran to hug a blankie,
she planned to say her piece.  “But
I know you have insane talent.  I
heard your words—and even if I don’t know anything at all about poetry, I
know what it feels like to hear something achingly right.”  


Lizard just stared, bowl in one hand, beaters in the other.


Elsie dug for the right words, the ones to convince a poet of
her worth.  “You do what Vero does
when she sings, or what Jennie does when she takes pictures.”  She could feel the common thread, but
she couldn’t name it.  Frustration spiked—and
then she had it.  She squatted down
on the floor in front of Lizard and reached for the bowl.  “You unveil truth.”


“They’re just words.” 
Lizard spoke in barely a whisper. 
“I’m no Jennie.”


“Sure you are.” 
Elsie knew every therapy textbook in the world was screaming at
her—and she didn’t care.  Her
gut knew this was what she needed to do. 
When friends cared, they earned the right to meddle.  “You’re a mind witch—when you
read your poetry, what did you sense from your audience?”


“But those were just a bunch of witches.”


“What, now you’re a snob?” 
Elsie grabbed two eggs and held them out.  Change of plans—she wasn’t running for her blankie
until this was all over.  “Show me
how to separate these.”  She hid a
grin as Lizard automatically reached out. 
“Half your poetry class was there, and the people who usually come to
Poetry Slam.  Did they think you sucked?”


An egg cracked onto the side of the bowl with way more force
than seemed necessary.  “It was
just one poem.”


Elsie laughed in sheer wonder at the compass in her head that
knew exactly where to go.  “So do
it again.  Go back and read another
poem, and see if that one sucks.”


She was pretty sure the two eggs landing in the bowl, shells
still on, weren’t properly separated. 
And the gobsmacked look on her roommate’s face was… completely awesome.


~ ~ ~


Lauren stared at the emailed photos from Jennie.  And the message.  From one meddling witch to
another—well done, and good luck with the fallout.  There were several pictures of
Freddie and the gathered crowd, a few of their rebel poet—and one of the
sexy young man in the corner.


Yeah.  Even with a
continent of miles between them, Lauren could hear the unspoken message.  Time to ‘fess up.  Inviting Josh to Lizard’s poetry slam
had been a carefully considered move—and she’d known there would be hell
to pay later.  Apparently “later”
had arrived.


Her pendant vibrated lightly.  Great.  Even the
rock agreed.


It was no surprise to see Lizard wave through the main office
window a few moments later.  First,
they had a client coming in to see a house, and second—karma tended to
land with both feet.


The small dish in Lizard’s hands was less expected, however,
especially when she slammed it down on Lauren’s desk, along with a fork.  “Eat fast.  Elsie put some kind of warming spell on it, but she said it
probably won’t last long, and cold soufflé tastes like glue.”


It was some sort of puffy concoction topped with browned cheese
and smelling of eggy goodness. 
Lauren didn’t need to be told twice.  Three bites in, some of what Lizard had said started to
process.  “You and Elsie cooked
breakfast together?”


Her assistant shrugged. 
“Is it still breakfast at eleven o’clock?”


Emboldened by the lack of crankiness in that answer, Lauren
forged ahead.  “You made
soufflés?  I thought you didn’t
like food with fancy names.”  There
had been a bit of a rant the previous week about Elsie’s weekly menu and words
in foreign languages.


“Eggs are cheap, even in French.”  Lizard pointed at the dish.  “Seriously, finish it. 
It took about fifteen tries before Elsie got the hang of folding egg
whites gently, so appreciate it while it’s warm.”


Lauren was smart enough not to ask how you folded an egg.  Or to call her assistant a
chef—and clearly one in a good mood, if she was giving Elsie cooking
lessons.  Which made owning up to
meddling an even less happy thing to be doing, but Jennie was right.  It was time.  


She shoveled in the last bites of yummy soufflé and swung the
computer monitor around.  “Jennie
sent pictures from your Poetry Slam.”


Lizard looked at the screen like it was green, glowing
Kryptonite.  “Am I going to hate
them?”


Lauren didn’t speak—she just clicked her mouse.


Her feisty assistant’s eyes softened as she looked at the solid,
fiercely proud face of Freddie Grenadine. 
“He drove his bus right off his route for me.  I hope he doesn’t get in trouble.”


He wouldn’t.  Lauren
had spent a busy hour on the phone making very sure of it.  “He loves you.”


“Yeah.”  Lizard
waved her hand in a vague “keep going” motion.


Lauren handed over the mouse and resisted the urge to run for
cover.  She watched the emotions
rolling across her assistant’s face—even Jennie’s funny pictures were
evocative and made demands of their audience.


And then Lizard got to Josh.  Young and handsome, sitting in a dark corner, eyes fixed on
something out of camera range.  It
didn’t take a genius to know what he was looking at.  And if you were being honest, it didn’t take a mind witch to
know what was pooling behind those intent eyes.


Fascination.


Lauren wondered if Lizard would be able to be honest.  And then she remembered the far more
pertinent issue with this particular picture—right before her assistant’s
mind froze.


Lizard looked at the screen for a very long time, mind barriers
down as tight as Lauren had ever felt them.  When she spoke, the words were strung steel.  “Who invited him?”


Oh, hell.  “I did.”


Lizard stared another long moment—and then she turned to
Lauren and let her barriers down, just a fraction.  Just enough for a sliver of gratitude to leak.  “That was pretty badass.”


Now it was Lauren facing Kryptonite.  Where was the delinquent storm?  The infuriated assistant on a rampage?  “I probably shouldn’t have done it.”


Lizard snorted. 
“Why is it that everyone at Witch Central only says that after
they’ve caused trouble?”


This conversation wasn’t going in any of the expected
directions.  Lauren was tempted to
dive for cover just on principle. 
“Why aren’t you mad?”


“Oh, I am.” 
Lizard’s lips twitched. 
“But stomping around this office would just be stupid, and I don’t get
to do stupid just because I feel like it anymore.”  


She reached for the mouse and flipped to the picture of Freddie,
studiously avoiding Lauren’s eyes. 
“He’s the first reason stupid had to go—but you’re the
second.  You gave me something
important here, something that says ‘not stupid’ every day.  You earned the right to mess with my
life.  Once.”  She took a deep
breath and stood up.  “I’ll go get
the paperwork ready for the Madisons.”


Lauren watched her assistant’s retreating back,
bewildered—and totally impressed. 
Both messages received, loud and clear.  


Those must have been some soufflés. 


~ ~ ~


Elsie opened the door to Spirit Yoga and heard the quiet notes
of one of Nat’s favorite tracks for shavasana, the quiet, prone meditation at
the end of class.  Excellent—she
had about ten minutes.  That should
be long enough to figure out if this was a good idea or not.


For maybe the first time ever, she hadn’t tried to work out the
entire answer in her head before taking action.  Nat had sent her away—and it might be time to come
back, but she wasn’t going to know for sure until she slid back into the role
of yoga intern and saw how it felt. 



Elsie looked around—and spied the laundry basket, full of
clean towels, sitting behind the counter. 
Perfect.  She slid off her
sandals and walked around to her old, familiar station, trying to stay open to
how it felt.  She remembered all
too well how it used to feel, the dragging weight of boredom and
obligation.  The towels hadn’t
changed—but perhaps she had.


The towels were still warm.  And the little burst of pleasure she got sinking her fingers
into their languid fuzziness charmed her. 
A moment of comfort.  Echoes
of childhood memory, perhaps, or the hint of safe haven in the everyday.


She grinned.  Waxing
philosophical about towels was definitely new.


Fingers enjoying the sensations, ears tuned to the lilting notes
drifting from the studio, Elsie began to fold.  She’d emptied half the basket, enjoying the ritual of the
ordinary, before she really looked at the growing pile beside her—and had
to giggle.  It looked like Aervyn
had done the folding.  


With one hand, she gently pushed the pile back into her basket,
curious.  Yoga positions had some
very clear forms, and Nat taught that freedom came from the precision of good
alignment.  Could towel folding be
mindful and neat and not become drudgery?


Moving with her breath, she spread a towel out on the counter,
lifting one half up and folding it down on the other.  Her fingers missed the just-out-of-the-dryer warmth, so she
leaked a light touch of magic, smiling as the fabric cozied under her hands
again.  Just like warming a
soufflé.


And then a new thought whispered, and she grinned,
enchanted.  Towel folding had
definitely changed.


She worked through her pile, reaching for the last towel just as
the music died away.  Perfect
timing—her spellwork probably wouldn’t last very long.


Elsie scooped up her neat stack and went to stand by the
door.  When the first student
exited, she dropped a towel in his hands, delighted as he brought the soft
fabric to his cheek.


The next student took a towel—and then stopped, a smile
blooming on her face.  “It’s
warm.”  She buried her fingers and
nodded.  “Thanks.”


Ten students.  Ten
towels—and ten small moments of grace.  


Elsie was nearly in tears by the time Nat emerged.  She offered up the last towel, knowing
the magic waned, even now.  She’d
have to find a witch with better spell longevity and get a lesson.


Nat reached for the towel, face welcoming and slightly confused.  When her fingers touched warmth, the
bewilderment grew.  Wordless, she
glanced around at her class, a few towels still being cuddled, some making
their way to the dirty laundry basket. 
Ever so slowly, comprehension dawned on her face.


Then she looked at Elsie, eyes bright, and held out her
arms.  “Welcome back.”




Chapter 4





Professor Allard had the kind of look in his eye that had Lizard
squirming before she even got into her seat.  And unfortunately, in a class of eight people, there weren’t
very many places to hide.


She was feeling delinquent this morning, and wearing the torn
jeans to prove it.  Given what she
expected to happen, that wasn’t stupid—it was an act of self-defense.


Jeremy, on the other side of the table, gave her a quick thumbs-up
and slid his glasses back on his head—a total sign of nerves.  Lori, sitting beside him, looked as
sick as Lizard felt.  Huh.  Apparently nobody was looking forward
to their poetry going under the bright lights of the advanced poetry seminar
microscope.


At least the Starry Plough had been dark.


The guy in charge cleared his throat.  “You can all relax. 
What happens at Poetry Slam stays there.”


Jeremy frowned. 
“You aren’t going to say anything?”


“Only this.” 
Professor Allard pinned the three of them down with a glance.  “It takes guts and a bizarre kind of
bravery to empty your soul out on a stage.  Some people do it and their poetry totally sucks, but that
doesn’t take away one nano-weight from their guts.  Sometimes the poetry is sublime.”


He looked at each of the three of them in turn.  And then flashed a grin.  “Yours didn’t suck.”


Lizard felt relief whooshing through the two across the
table—and realized that she cared much less than they did.  Her team of judges had already
ruled.  


And her poetry had never sucked—that much, she also
knew.  Admitting it in public was a
totally different thing from what you knew inside your soul.  The words had always come to her, and
she had always known they were right.


Jeremy shrugged and wrapped his arm around Lori’s
shoulders.  “It was her poem.”


“No.”  Professor
Allard shook his head.  “In the
most obvious answer, your art made her words live, and that makes it yours,
too.”  He looked at Lizard.  “But I think you know why Lori’s poem
isn’t just hers anymore.  And why
yours isn’t only yours.”


She did.  It was
exactly why she’d always kept her words tucked away in a dark corner of her
head.  But there was no freaking
way she was going to spout mystical crap to a bunch of brainiacs.


She sat in silence, watching eight sets of eyes stare at
hers.  Some curious.  The professor’s more demanding.  And Lori’s, almost pleading.


Frack.  She was
turning into a total wimp lately. 
“It also belongs to the audience.”


Professor Allard’s eyes were still demanding.  Most of the rest were fairly
confused.  Apparently braniacs
sometimes needed a personal tour. 
“Words start as ours.  Until
we say them or write them, they’re just in this little bubble inside our heads,
and they mean exactly what we meant them to say because we’re the only
audience.”


She turned to Lori, blocking out all the other eyes.  “But if we put them out there, words
speak to things inside people, things we don’t even know about.  You talked about being new—new in
this country, new in this culture.” 
She shrugged.  “That’s no
big for me—I’ve always been here. 
But I’m kind of new to the whole grown-up thing, so that’s what I heard
in your words.  So now they’re a
little bit my words too, and they don’t only mean what they meant when you
wrote them.”


And wow, that was an arrogant thing to say, even if she was
totally right.  Someday she was
going to find a leash for her mouth.


Lori’s grin was a bit wavery.  “Do you want to know what I heard in your words?”


No.  A thousand
times no.  But that wasn’t how
grown-ups did business.  “I guess.”


“I heard that you don’t win a fight by surviving.  You win it by changing the rules, by
being smart and being brave enough to look past what you always thought was
true.  You win by knowing the truth
matters, and it’s the truth inside you that matters most.”


Lizard tried desperately to squirm in some direction that
wouldn’t make her look into the mirror her new friend was holding up.  Dammit, this was exactly what she’d
expected to happen when she’d come to class.  She glared at Professor Allard, purveyor of broken
promises.  He just winked and
grinned.


Lori looked down at the table, cheeks flushing.  “Anyhow, that’s what I heard.”


Lizard yanked down her mind barriers as murmurs of agreement,
said and unsaid, started floating around the room.  “Don’t we have some dead-poet dude to talk about?”


“In a moment.”  Her
professor’s eyes had that look again. 
“But I’m going to break my own rule first.  You told us ‘stupid’ wasn’t a name anymore.  Just a word.”


Triple fracking hell. 
She wanted to move back to the planet where nobody paid any attention to
the words coming out of Lizard Monroe’s mouth.  “Yeah.  So?”


He smiled slowly. 
“It made me wonder what the new name is.”


As she mentally stomped out of class, Lizard could hear the
frustrated answer swinging around her ribcage.  Sometimes poems lied. 
There was no new name.  She
was Lizard.  She would always be
Lizard.


~ ~ ~


Elsie watched as Helga clambered up the ladder to the trapeze,
and prayed that Abe knew what he was doing.  The Trapeze Arts trainers hadn’t even blinked when
seventy-year-old Helga had shown up, peeled off her warm-ups to reveal a
spangly cat suit underneath, and announced she wanted to try flying.


Apparently half the world wanted to try flying.  The line-up in their beginner class
included a football player, three teenagers, a man with a beard long enough to
be a safety risk in the air, and a mom of six.  Other than one of the teenage girls, they were all bouncing
happily in line and waiting their turn, shouting encouragement to whoever was
currently up with the trainers.


Helga waved down as they cheered her on, and then grabbed the
trapeze with both hands.  Elsie
watched in interest and relief as Abe clipped on a couple of additional
wires.  Good—they were taking
extra care with her bold friend’s old bones.


Some students froze when they first gripped the bar, clutched by
the exultant terror Elsie remembered all too well.  Helga, however, leaped off like she did this every day,
swinging her legs back and forth with nicely timed momentum, her spangles
turning her into a happy flying rainbow. 



Elsie grinned—it was entirely possible this wasn’t Helga’s
first time flying through the air. 
Seventy years of bold living had probably generated a fair list of
adventures.  Her list was a baby by
comparison—but she had a list, and it would get longer.


She ran over to the base of the net to help Helga’s final
dismount, and giggled as they collapsed in a pile on the floor.  Helga was still gasping for
breath.  “Sorry, darling.  My legs are still trying to figure out
which way is up.  That’s quite a
trip, isn’t it!”


Elsie laughed and logged a wish—please, when she grew old,
might it be with even a fraction of Helga’s spice.  “Are you going to go again?”


“Goodness, no.” 
Helga’s voice was tinged with regret.  “I firmly believe this old body can do anything it sets a
mind to do, but I think once is my limit.”  She patted Elsie’s cheek.  “But I might just come back again with you sometime.”


There would be plenty of opportunity.  Elsie’s second time at Trapeze Arts had blown on the banked
embers of joy from her first visit. 
“I think it could become a bit of an addiction.”


Helga chuckled and slowly got to her feet.  “We knitters know all about addiction,
dear.  The trick is to pick
passions that fuel your soul.  I
think you’ve chosen very well.”


It felt almost like a benediction—or like the easy
maternal approval she’d never really known in her life.  Elsie moved on instinct, leaning in for
a hug.  And then giggled as she ended
up nose-to-nose with Helga’s spangles. 
“Can you help me make a suit like this?”  Being a flying rainbow had become a sudden personal
ambition.


“Of course. 
Sparkles aren’t just for the little ones.”  Helga’s eyes twinkled—and then slid away, distracted.


Elsie turned, looking for the cause.  It was time for the one girl who wasn’t at all eager to go
to have her turn.  She couldn’t
make out Abe’s gentle words or the girl’s tearful replies, but everything about
her body language proclaimed her fear.


Hazel’s hand pushed her gently forward.  “Go on.  Help her out, sweetheart.  You know what it is to be afraid.”


Elsie wasn’t at all sure that qualified her to intervene, but
she walked over slowly. Abe looked up as she approached and smiled in
welcome.  “Melissa here is feeling
a bit nervous.  Maybe you can tell
her about your first time flying.”


Melissa was more than a bit nervous—she looked half an
inch away from bolting for the door. 
“My friends came on a dare, but they do crazy stuff like this all the
time.  I’m not like them.”


It often sucked to be the sensible one.  “My first time was a dare too.  And I’m about the least crazy person in
the universe.”  Elsie breathed and
hoped her words were the right ones. 
“Forget why you came. 
You’re here now, and nothing before really matters, or anything that
will happen after you leave.”  She
pointed up to the sky.  “If you
look up there, and listen inside, what do you hear?”


Melissa managed half a smile.  “My teeth chattering?”


Elsie grinned and slid an arm around the terrified girl’s
shoulders.  “Besides that.  Listen deeper.  Maybe you truly don’t want to go up,
and that’s okay.  Lots of really
interesting people never fly through the air on a tiny little bar.”


Abe chuckled, but said nothing more.


Elsie looked over at Melissa.  “But if that place deep inside you really wants to fly, this
would be a great time to listen. 
To discover that about yourself. 
Even if you don’t choose to go up today.”


Melissa closed her eyes—for long enough that Elsie got
concerned.  But when she opened
them again, it was clear she’d found her answer.  She reached out for Abe’s hand.  “Help me do this.”


The impressed look in Abe’s eyes made Elsie feel good.  The gulping courage in Melissa’s made
her feel wondrous.


And when Melissa flew through the air screaming in delight,
clipped in to Abe’s harness, Elsie wasn’t entirely sure her own feet stayed on
the ground.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Caro Genady <caro.knits@gmail.com>


Subject:
You’re invited.


--------------------------------------


Hey
Jennie,


Do they serve up email on airplanes?  I have no idea what your girls are up to this afternoon, but
they’re busier than an anthill over on the other side of my duplex.  And I’m supposed to pass on a
message—you’re invited to Sunday dinner.  Said with the kind of cackle that would make me entirely
nervous.


You might be made of sterner stuff.


Elsie went trapeze flying again this morning, accompanied by the
unstoppable Helga, and apparently talked some poor scared child up onto the
trapeze, much to everyone’s delight. 
This all relayed by Helga, whose arms were so tired she gave up trying
to pick up her knitting needles this afternoon and just gossiped instead.


Give the two of them a few more days, and I won’t be at all
surprised to see more of my knitters traipsing off to Oakland to join the
circus.


All I’m picking up from Lizard is hunger, so Elsie must be
making her tomato sauce again. 
Which means I’m entirely jealous you’ll get there before I will.  (I have another obligation that will
make me late, even for magical spaghetti).  


Enjoy
your tasty welcome home, and save me some if you can,


Caro


~ ~ ~


Jennie nearly blessed the cab driver as he pulled up in front of
the duplex where her students lived. 
Home—or at least, reasonably close to it.  Her husband, who had gone off to San
Diego to visit the grandbabies, wouldn’t be home for a few hours yet, and
magical spaghetti sounded like an ideal way to while the time away.


Then again, there might be more than spaghetti for dinner—Caro’s
email had suggested something was afoot. 
If Elsie and Lizard had put their heads together, that opened up a
fairly creative world of possibilities.


She was tired of creative. 
She just wanted a home-cooked meal. 


With a nice tip to the cab driver, she hopped out and
contemplated tucking her luggage behind the first convenient bush.  Once upon a time, she’d known how to
travel light.


“I’ll give you a hand with that.”


The looming voice of Freddie Grenadine shouldn’t have surprised
her—but it did.  As did the
nerves in his mind.  When he’d
walked Lizard into the Starry Plough, he’d been a lake of calm.  “I’d appreciate that.  I’ve been lugging these things over
half the country.”


He hefted one of her bags by the shoulder strap—and his
eyebrows winged up.  “What you got
in here, rocks?  Pirate loot?”


She grinned, very glad not to be the one doing the hefting.  “Camera equipment.  It used to be I could hike around with
that on my back for hours, but apparently old age has made me soft.”


“Heh.”  He grabbed
her other bag.  “Soft’s not the
first word that comes to mind. 
Good thing, too—my Lizard doesn’t need soft.”  He put a hand on her arm.  “Before we go on in, I wanted to say
thank you.  I don’t know how she
ended up with you in her life, or any of these other folks, but for the first
time in a long time, I’m not worried about her anymore.  She’s gonna do fine now.”


Jennie had spent a lifetime honing her ability to move in the
moment.  And in this moment, she
wasn’t the one who needed to be thanked. 
“Without your bus, she wouldn’t have come to us with anything left to
reach.  It solved a big mystery for
us when you walked into the Starry Plough together.” 


A mystery she’d totally missed until after the fact, but that
was her lacking, not Freddie’s. 
She’d known enough delinquents in her life that she should have
recognized the strangely solid ground under Lizard’s feet.  The pub had been full of mind witches
going “oh, duh,” when Lizard had walked through the door with the man who loved
her as his own.


Freddie shrugged, the uncomfortable feeling back in his
mind.  “That’s the first time I’ve
ever seen her off my bus.”  He
looked up at the door.  “And now
she’s invited me to Sunday dinner. 
The wife’s coming by in a bit, after she gets off at the hospital.”


Jennie felt the import of that whack her like a
two-by-four.  Lizard had spent a
decade keeping her worlds very carefully separate.  This was a very big moment.  “Well, let’s go in then, shall we?  I heard rumors of spaghetti.”


Freddie’s face collapsed comically.  “I guess I was thinking it would be biscuits.”


She’d have given up her plate of spaghetti for that face in a
photograph.  Jennie wished for the
million-and-first time in her life that the camera in her brain had a slot for
film.  She patted Freddie’s arm,
about to sing the praises of Elsie’s spaghetti sauce, when the door opened and
the smells wafting out did the job for her.


Lizard stood at the door in an interesting mix of delinquent
regalia and nine-year-old-girl pink glam. 
Jennie blinked.  “Nice
outfit.”


“The girls helped decorate.”  Lizard’s eyes were all on Freddie.  “Thanks for coming.”


The big man produced a potted plant from somewhere inside a
pocket.  “The missus sent this for
you.  She’ll be by as soon as she
gets off shift.”


Getting past Freddie’s bulk wasn’t an option, so Jennie leaned
quietly against a post and watched two people who adored each other squirm in
entirely unnecessary discomfort.  


It was Lizard who finally broke the silence.  “I’ve been getting on your home for ten
years.  It’s about time you came to
see mine.”


Freddie grinned, tension draining in a relieved swoosh.  “Seems like you finally got yourself
one worth seeing, girlie.  You put
any meat in that spaghetti for me?”


“Yeah.”  Lizard
turned around and yelled down the hall, 
“Yo, Elsie.  One incoming
carnivore.”  She winked at
Freddie.  “Go get a plate before
the hordes beat you to the kitchen.”


Jennie turned around at the giggles behind her—and
realized half of Witch Central was lined up in the front yard.  Tomato sauce was better than a bat
signal.  And then she realized she
should have expected a crowd, sauce or not.  In Lizard’s world, homes weren’t buildings.  They were neighborhoods.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
One tired monkey.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


I am, at long last, tucked in at home—and I can’t sleep.
I’m sure arriving home to what turned into a major party didn’t help.  My husband lies snoring beside me, a
talent of his I’ve envied for all of our married life.  


It’s hard to imagine that the bedraggled blonde fairy and the
precise psychologist have evolved into a partnership that can roll with a Witch
Central invasion. Heck, I think they planned it, although I never got in enough
words with either of them to find out.


You would have truly loved the quiet story going on underneath, however.  Lizard invited Freddie and his wife to
what is I’m sure the strangest Sunday dinner they’ve ever attended.  Both of her families—the Grenadines
in their Sunday best, and Witch Central in our typical chaos.  It took about two minutes, one bite of
Elsie’s delectable sauce, and a certain witchling in Freddie’s lap, for
Lizard’s worlds to meld.  


Somehow, a big black man without a whit of magic is now one of
us.  And his wife sat down beside
Helga, pulled out her knitting needles, and didn’t move the rest of the
night.  My husband just chuckles
and says it’s likely my fault.


I only wish I could take the credit.


The quiet story doesn’t end there, however.  Somewhere in the middle of all the
chaos, I realized that our Italian witch stood holding court over her pot of
sauce.  Not bewildered this time,
not scared and searching for a foothold. 



We’ve always seen Elsie as a born organizer.  That’s far too sterile a term.  She’s a born matriarch.  And today, in that kitchen, I could
finally see it.  I wonder if she
does.


Full
of noodles and headed to bed,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Caro’s eyes flew open, the fog of sleep vanishing from her
brain.  She frowned at the streak
of moonlight kissing her cheek—it wasn’t moonbeams that had woken her up,
even frisky ones.


Elsie was dreaming again.


The trapeze dream had ebbed in the past few nights.  Snippets still flew in Elsie’s sleeping
head, but usually not with enough emotional force to wake anyone else up for
long.  Caro reached out
gently—no, Lizard was still sleeping.  Good—and a smart thing for all witches to be doing at
3 a.m.  She stretched and gave her
pillow an extra squoosh, enjoying the feel of the soft silk yarn under her
cheek. 


She’d just settled her eyes closed when Elsie’s dream trail
started up again.  Disjointed and
blurry, but with the deep ruts of a dream played over and over.  Strange.  Caro pulled down her mind barriers a little more
tightly.  The girl hadn’t asked for
monitoring, and purposely intruding on someone’s sleeping thoughts was far
outside of ethical.


But it was interesting, and a little concerning, that Elsie was
dancing under the stars held by a sexy cowboy with Freddie’s face.  It didn’t take a psychology degree to
interpret that one.  The girl
needed a father—and a little sexy dancing in the moonlight.


Both were important. 
And both could dig Elsie into a world of trouble, even with the newly
bold head on her shoulders.  Or
perhaps because of it.




Chapter 5





--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: One tired monkey.


--------------------------------------


Lovely
Jennie,


I hope you’ve slept well, nestled in the comfort of being
home.  You and I have always been
witches who ranged far and wide with ease—and I think for world
travelers, coming back to our roost is a particular pleasure.


It doesn’t surprise me in the least that Witch Central adopted
Freddie and his wife—we have big hearts, but we would have treasured him
simply for loving one of ours.  It
also doesn’t surprise me that the witch leading the envelopment was
Aervyn.  Tell him to enjoy driving
Freddie’s bus (how could that not happen one day soon?)—and perhaps
suggest that he keep the wheels on the ground.  Our Freddie might not be used to witchling antics just yet.


Melvin would like to know why I’m giggling.  I don’t precisely know, but I liked
Freddie very much in our brief time together at the Starry Plough.  And it was clear that he has the kind
of steady rock in his life that I do with my Melvin, so I’m sure I’ll very much
enjoy his wife as well.  


It sounds like we may need to brave Jamie’s computer transport
again soon.  If anyone had told me
I’d be beaming around like those cute boys from Star Trek, I’d have eaten my
rather ample corset—but Realm’s taxi service has some lovely benefits,
even if I do feel a bit concerned part of me might not make the journey.  Jamie assures me I have nothing to be
worried about, and Melvin tells me I’ve done far crazier things in my life.


He might have a point.


It occurs to me that perhaps Lizard has brought her worlds
together in preparation.  I think
that her next step is to honestly see the woman she’s become.  Letting us all look at her at the same
time is a good first step.


Then again, we weren’t all there.  She still keeps that sexy boy far away.  Someday I’ll have to tell her the story
of the man I held far away—those are the most dangerous kind.


And of course Elsie is a matriarch.  Her instincts led her to psychology years ago, and I don’t
think that was entirely a miss. 
She was born to mother and to lead—hers isn’t the heart of a
soloist, even though she’s been flying alone for a very long time.  Now that she’s surrounded by people who
love her, I believe we’ll see the stirring of her need to make a
difference—properly directed this time.


But that is for the lovely Natalia to help her with, I
think.  My job is to help Elsie
find her passions.  All of them,
including the less comfortable ones still eluding her.


She will be a force, our Elsie.  I can hear it in the music that calls to her soul.  It will be such fun watching her
discover her truth.


Welcome
home, Jennie dear,


Vero


~ ~ ~


Nat looked at the image on her computer screen and sighed.  The graphic was beautiful—one of
Caro’s paintings.  The lettering
said everything it needed to.  And
the flyer was still ugly.  Spirit
Yoga didn’t do ugly.


She looked up as the door to the studio opened.  Her prodigal intern, looking happy and
full of energy.  Ah, perfect.  “Good morning!  How are you at visual design?”


Elsie blinked.  “I’m
not much of an artist—what are you working on?”


“A flyer for our new yoga workshop, but I can’t make it look
right.”  She peered at her screen
again.  “It’s not balanced or
something.”


Elsie moved in behind her and considered.  “Try moving the title to the bottom
third.  It’ll ground the text.  Right now it looks like it’s floating,
and that’s uncomfortable to the eye.”


You had to ground text? 
Nat grinned.  Yoga for
marketing materials.  She carefully
dragged the title down, aiming for the bottom third.  “That looks a lot better.  Any other ideas?” 
Then she looked up and realized Elsie’s hands were practically
twitching.  “You’re clearly a lot more
skilled at this than I am—why don’t you see if you can make it look a
little better?  I’ll get us some
tea.”


She took her time, enjoying the delicate smells of the steeping
tea and the lovely lack of morning nausea.  Second trimester rocked.  When the tea was ready, Nat got down two pretty and delicate
cups—an indulgence that made her husband chuckle.  She figured teleporting witches could
break just about anything, and teacups were replaceable.


On the way out, she grabbed a tin of muffins as well—the
second trimester had apparently woken her hungry gene, too.  She carried the tea back up to the
front counter—and nearly dropped a cup when she saw the flyer coming off
the printer.  “Wow.  You did that?”


Elsie smiled, looking rather proud of herself.  “You had all the elements.  I just moved them around a little.”


The flyer no longer focused on the center of Caro’s art, but
teased your eye to the edges.  It
exuded invitation and a taste of mystery. 
It was absolutely perfect—a message on more than one level,
reaching out to both heart and mind. 
Nat touched her pendant lightly. 
“Sometimes I have a student who is out of alignment.  Often it’s just a light touch in the
right place that’s needed, and everything falls into balance.”  She smiled at Elsie.  “Knowing the right place to touch is an
art.  You touched this flyer in
exactly the right way.”


“I just used some of the basic rules of visual design.”  Elsie picked up her tea, looking somewhat
embarrassed.  “I used to do a lot
of things like this for my practice. 
It’s something I enjoy.”


Nat picked up the flyer. 
“Did you actually read this, or just make it beautiful?”


“Mostly the second.” 
Elsie blushed and reached for the paper.  “Reading the words is distracting when you’re focusing on
the visuals.  You’re offering a
workshop?”


“No.”  Nat reached
out a hand.  “We are.  Sometimes
journeys are more fun with company.”


Her intern looked confused, but curious.  “You don’t need to make more work for
yourself to try to keep me busy.  I
didn’t come back for that.”


“I know.”  And it
was lovely to see that shift.  “But
busy in the right ways can be a beautiful thing.  Summer is a wonderful time to explore the fullness of who we
are.  I want to hold a workshop
where we use yoga to encourage people to take a look inside and discover
something new about themselves.  I
was hoping you might help me with the workshop design and supporting the people
who come to class.”


Elsie looked a little panicked.  “I can barely fix my own yoga poses.  I’m not ready to be fixing anyone
else’s.”


She wasn’t as far away as she thought, but Nat left that
alone.  “You’re a trained
psychologist.  Supporting people
through change is what you do.”


“You want me to do psychology?  Here?”  Elsie
looked like she’d been asked to dance naked in the streets.  And then she just looked sad.  “I don’t think I’m a therapist
anymore.  I don’t think it’s what
I’m meant to do.”


Nat wasn’t at all convinced of that, but she knew how to be
patient.  Some truths were best
discovered slowly.  “I wasn’t
thinking of anything too complicated. 
Help me come up with some short group exercises we can do during the
classes.  Ways to be mindful, to
focus on a question or an idea that might help participants explore themselves
in a new way.  Use your own journey
as a guide.”


Total silence.  Nat
waited patiently, trusting the rightness of the idea.  It had come to her in the night, fully formed.  She knew better than to ignore that
kind of gift.


Elsie’s smile, when it came, was worth waiting for.  “I can do that.”


“Good.”  Nat leaned
over for her bag, pulling out a notebook. 
“Let’s brainstorm.  We start
in two days.”   She hid a grin
as Elsie’s tea nearly came out her nose. 
She really hadn’t read the flyer.


~ ~ ~


She knew he was there. 
Lizard waved distractedly at a friend down the hallway and headed out of
the building, wondering what the hell Josh was doing skulking outside her
computers class.  She was pretty
sure he was one of those geek types who had graduated without even blinking
hard.


And if he was going to skulk, he could at least do it without
attracting so much attention.


Okay, maybe she was a little grumpy.  Sitting through a lecture on the impact of online social
networks while half the class was on their phones texting would have been
funny, if she hadn’t heard echoes of half of their conversations in her
head.  Her mind barriers were
totally leaky today, and she had no idea why.  And the professor had no idea how many of his students
wanted to get naked with somebody on the other end of their phone.


Which wasn’t helping her grumpy quotient at all, given that the
closest-to-naked guy in her life was a week old and liked to nap all day.


Josh wasn’t an option—for naked or anything else.  Especially if he was going to skulk.


She walked out the main doors and found her stalker sitting on
the end of a bench, nose in a computer. 
He looked up as she got closer—there were benefits to walking like
an elephant.  “Hey.  Glad I caught you.  Want to grab a burger?”


“No.”  Her stomach
growled loud enough to cast its own vote. 
“I’ll get something on the way to the office—I have to work on some
client maps.”  She didn’t add that
her fingers itched to borrow the prototype tool his team had worked up.  Knowing it could be done faster made
doing things the old-fashioned way really annoying.


He grinned.  “We
have a version-one web interface ready. 
Totally alpha, but Danny’d appreciate if you use it some, let him know
where the bugs are.”


What, he was reading minds today?  “Is that why you’re skulking outside my class—Danny
can’t find his email send button?” 



He stood up to walk with her, ignoring the pointed lack of
invitation.  “Nope.  But since I’m here, I figured I could
deliver the message.  Got another
one, too—the meeting with the suits is set up for Thursday, 10 a.m.”


There had to be something on her schedule then.  “I’ll let you know if I can make
it.  Might be busy.”


“It’s one of the open windows you gave me.”  His voice was still casual, but his
mind was coiled and a little annoyed. 
“I’ve got ten busy businesspeople all organized to show up, so it would
be handy if you could make it.”


Lizard debated.  Hard.  And then decided it was probably time
to grow up and stop making his life difficult just because he tangled her
insides.  This was business, not
personal—and it wasn’t his fault her insides still got stupid
sometimes.  “Fine, I’ll be there.”  A terrible thought occurred to
her.  “Do I have to wear a suit?”


The picture of her in a suit—a really sexy red
one—that flashed through his mind was totally unnerving.  He grinned and angled left onto the
sidewalk.  “Nah.  They expect somebody to look like a
grown-up, but that’s my job. 
Everyone else just has to sound smart.   Danny will likely be in ratty jeans and a Grateful
Dead t-shirt, so you’ll have to work at it some if you want to be the most
underdressed person in the room.”


Dammit, he was laughing at her.  Inside his head, but still.  And they were almost at the Patty Shack, which meant he was
steering her in more ways than one. 
Growing up had its limits. 
“Are you done with all your messages now?”  She shifted her monster backpack between them, attempting to
roadblock his herding efforts. 
“And I don’t have time for food.”


He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, backpack and all, a
casual and very effective vise. 
“We’ll get takeout and go to your office.  I’ll show you the new web interface and then leave you to
slave over your maps in peace.  You
want one patty or two?”


Resistance was futile, especially now that she could smell
burger fumes.  Her stomach, always
the traitor.  “Two.  And you could just email me the web
thing.  I’ll figure it out.”


“I could.”  He
grinned and placed his order.  “But
I’m not quite done with you yet.”


Lizard answered the Patty Shack guy on autopilot.  Josh’s mind had suddenly shrouded in a
way that made the discomfort in her belly breed like bunnies.  A mind probe got her nowhere, and
digging any deeper was the kind of thing that would probably make Grammie smite
her from heaven.


He took her hand and headed over to the waiting area, out of the
way of the main line.  And then
made her squirm in silence as he chatted casually with some cute kid who
apparently lived down the street. 
An old lady walked by and beamed at them.  


It wasn’t what it looked like.  Panic inched up Lizard’s throat.  She grabbed their separately bagged orders and shoved one in
Josh’s hands.  Maybe she could
ditch him on the cute kid.  “Gotta
go—email me the link.”


He exchanged some kind of secret-code handshake with the kid and
caught up to her in two strides. 
“I’m starving.  You got any
ketchup at the office?”


Screw this.  She
stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk and nailed him with her best badass
stare.  “What do you want, Josh?”


His eyes suddenly did something she’d never seen
before—they looked uncertain. 
“I was going to leave this for later, so that business and personal
stuff didn’t get tangled.  But
that’s bullshit, because they’re already all mixed up.”  He shoved his hands in his
pockets.  “Come to the beach with
me tonight.  I’ll bring some music,
we can have a fire, talk a little.”


There was no mistaking what he meant.  The words might have left some room for waffling.  His mind was entirely clear.  Lizard felt something inside start to
bleed.  “You mean like a date?”


“Yeah.”  


She clutched her burger bag, suddenly very unhungry—and
prayed for the words to lift her out of hell.  “I can’t. 
You’re my client.”


“I’m pretty sure there’s a statute of limitations on that
stuff.”  He turned to walk again,
heading toward her office.  “But
we’re probably getting hooked up again work-wise with the maps, so yeah, it
would be tangled.”


His eyes asked the question.  Did she care?


She should.  It
should be a rule.  A hulking big
one with no get-out-of-jail-free card. 
It was probably in one of those stupid realtor courses she’d taken.


His fingers slid into hers.  “I’d like you to come.”


Lizard tried to stay on her feet as her foundations shook.  And shuddered as a tiny sliver of hope
tried to run straight from his fingers into her belly.   


Then she took a deep breath.  Lizard Monroe wasn’t stupid anymore.  “I can’t.”  She squeezed his fingers once—a kind of
good-bye—and then choked as insanity grabbed her throat and pushed out
two more words.  “Not yet.”  


Her clomping steps, matched to his, were all that broke the
silence.  Then he squeezed her
fingers back.  “Okay.  Let me know when you are.  I’ll email you the web thing.”  


She watched him stroll away down the sidewalk, mind pummeled by
wordless, confused torment.  And
then looked down at the totally mangled burger bag in her hands.  


Crap.  Just.  Crap.


~ ~ ~


Elsie beamed into Vero’s front hallway, holding her new guitar
tightly.  


“That’s a lovely instrument, my dear.”  Vero emerged from the kitchen, two glasses of iced tea in
her hands.  “I didn’t know you
played.”


“I don’t.”  Elsie
grinned, feeling the sunbeams dancing in her belly.  “Or, I didn’t.  Nat wants to do a special yoga workshop
and we were brainstorming and wanted some live music and she sent me off to
talk to this guy she knows, who plays, but also teaches guitar, and…”  She stopped, breathless, and
giggled.  “Sorry, I guess I’m a bit
excited.”


“It’s good breath control.”  Vero smiled and stepped into the music room.  “Opera is often written in that state
of tripping excitement.  I used to
think perhaps that was why the composers never gave us enough opportunities to
breathe.”


It was hard to imagine Vero needing more air.  Elsie was well aware she took three
breaths to Vero’s one when they sang together.  


Vero set down the iced tea and reached for the guitar, strumming
lightly.  “It has a lovely
tone.  You’re going to learn to
play, then?”  She picked out a
light and simple melody.


Elsie sighed, a little jealous.  It had taken her ten minutes just to learn how to finger her
first chord.  “I’m going to try.
Hector says it won’t take long to learn to play easy accompaniments when I
sing.”


“Ah.”  Vero’s eyes
twinkled as she handed back the guitar. 
“Found yourself a sexy Latin guitar teacher, have you?”


Elsie blinked. 
Hector was white-haired and rotund and had pictures of his family taped
to the side of his guitar.  “Well,
he plays beautifully, but he’s married with eleven grandchildren.”  She had learned most of their names.


“Old can still be sexy, my dear, but I take your point.”  Vero sat down at the piano,
chuckling.  “In that case, let’s
learn a simple melody today.  I’ll
write down the chord progression to take to your teacher.”


It might be fun to have sexy in her life.  Elsie stroked the neck of her guitar
and frowned, feeling disloyal to the warm and comfortable Hector. 


“Ah, sweet girl.  I
didn’t mean to make you feel less than happy.”  Vero stood up again and walked over to a corner closet,
emerging with a guitar decked out in the sheen of age and long use.  “Come sit on the couch with me, and
we’ll find passion with our fingers.”


“Am I still lacking?” 
Elsie strode to the bay window, guitar in her arms, suddenly needing to
defend her life.  “I ride Gertrude
Geronimo with the wind in my hair, and dance in my back yard in four-inch red
heels.  I fly through the sky
connected to the earth only by my hands. 
Is passion really that absent in my life?”  She was astonished to find herself pacing.


“No.”  Vero paused a
beat.  “And yes.”


“No mysteries, please!” 
Elsie spun around, wondering where her happy summer afternoon had
gone.  “Enough witch riddles.”


Vero smiled, apparently not at all dismayed by the temper
tantrum.  “You have found many
wonderful sources of passion in your life, my girl, and you will find many
more.  But for the most part, they
are the pure, sweet passions of a child—to go fast, fly high, dance in
the midday sun.”


“And those are wrong?” 
Elsie let her temper flow, even as she wondered why people always lashed
out at the messenger.


“Not at all.”  Vero
walked the floor with her now, a circling duet of feet.  “But they are the first.  You’re going back, making up for lost
time.  But tell me—why do you
dance in your red shoes?  Those
aren’t the shoes of a child—what pushes you then?”


A dream.  Elsie
stayed silent, not sure where the words had come from.


“A child lives her passions, and if she’s lucky, holds on to
them her whole life.”  Vero clasped
Elsie’s hand briefly.  “But she also
grows up to be a woman, and discovers new passions, a new range of emotion and
experience.”


“That sounds like riddles again.”


Vero’s chuckle rippled through the room.  “Well, when I was a young woman, it
involved a lot of late nights in a Paris garret.”


Elsie’s cheeks flamed. 
“You’re telling me to go have sex?”


Now the chuckles grew into waves of sound.  “Well, that’s certainly one
possibility, although it’s not the only one, even in a Paris garret.”  Vero stared out the window a moment, a
sure sign she was reliving some past memory.  “I’m just saying that you are a grown woman, and one that
has begun to tap her deeply passionate soul.  Don’t be surprised if some of what comes out isn’t from the
realm of young girls.”


This was beginning to rival one very uncomfortable discussion
with her mother when Elsie was about fourteen.  She looked down at her guitar.  “Should we sing? 
It’s my turn to cook dinner tonight, and I’m trying something new.”


Vero reached out and ran a hand gently down Elsie’s hair.  “Passion isn’t comfortable, love.  But it lives in you.  When it’s time, give it a chance.”


Elsie nodded.  And
tried not to wonder what Vero had done in Paris garrets.




Chapter 6





It was a restless night—the kind that made fire sing in
Elsie’s soul.


The sort of night where she usually closed the curtains, tucked
her head under the covers, and tried to get a responsible eight hours of sleep.


To hell with responsible. 
Something in her was itching to be free, and she had no idea what it
was.


She slipped out the front door in her bare feet, and then bent
down to slide on strappy sandals. 
There was no point waking Lizard up just because her blood was
restless.  


Moving faster now, Elsie strode down the walkway.  She swung automatically toward Gertrude
Geronimo, and then stopped—this wasn’t a night for childish
pleasures.  Fast hills and the wind
in her hair weren’t going to cool whatever stirred inside her.


Elsie raised her fingers to the sky, collecting beams of light
from the low-hanging moon.  It
called to her, the moon—a wordless invitation to seek whatever lay hidden
in the swirling night.


It felt very much like a walk she’d taken before.  Many times before.  Which just wasn’t possible—Elsie
Giannotto spent the hours after midnight safely in her bed.  Always.


She looked around, surprised to find she’d danced her way onto
one of the main streets of the Arts District.  She wasn’t sure which one—they looked much different
in the daylight.  Warm air swirled
out of open doorways, and lovers walked by on the street, eyes only for each
other.


They were all lovers. 
No one else walked the streets alone.  It was the garrets of Paris, poured out onto the streets of
Berkeley.


Loneliness, and something uglier, tugged at Elsie’s soul.


The low, straining call of a saxophone pulled at her, moving the
path of her feet off the sidewalk and down a few steps into a low doorway.  Smoke poured out, the acrid smell
tangling with the flowered ripeness of summer in a way Elsie didn’t find totally
unpleasant, even as some tiny voice in her brain screamed that smoking was
illegal in Berkeley bars.


A large man in a leather vest came her way.  “You got ID?”


His question barely registered.  Her eyes were on the trio onstage, the whiskey-rich notes of
the sax blending with a trickling river of piano runs and a drumbeat that
seemed to vibrate right under her toes. 



“She doesn’t need ID, Rocco.”  A man in a silver button-down shirt, open at the collar,
stepped to her side.  He oozed
confidence.  “Pretty ladies are
always welcome here.”


Rocco stepped back. 
“You’re the boss, Anton.”


Anton.  Visions of
Paris swirled in Elsie’s mind.


Her rescuer slid a hand under her elbow, expertly guiding her
toward a table in a back corner. 
“I see you like the music. 
Can I get you something to drink?”


Elsie shook her head slowly, attention divided between the
soul-thrumming music and the delicious curls tangling with the back of his
collar.  “No, thank you—I
don’t drink.”  And then she
realized that answer didn’t fit the music or the night or the man at all.  “Bring me something in a fancy glass.”


His thumb brushed her cheek.  “A pretty drink for a pretty lady, coming right up.”


She looked up, suddenly bereft, as the music died away.  And then the man on the sax stepped to
the edge of the stage and began to play again, one high, solitary wail.  He blew an aria of heartbreak and
loneliness that wrapped around her very breath, pulling air in and out of her
lungs as he sent one aching string of notes after another.


When Anton returned, he slid his chair right up next to hers,
one hand gently brushing behind her shoulders.  The other deposited a glass in front of her.  “One raspberry Cosmo.  Second prettiest thing we have in this
dive.”


It was a perfect match for her new underwear.  Elsie’s cheeks flamed as his fingers
traced one of the spaghetti straps of her sundress, wondering if raspberry pink
peeked out and suddenly yearning for the safety of sandboxes and mud-pie
volcanoes.  This was insanity.


Anton ran his thumb down her cheek again, eyes gentle.  “Moving too fast, am I?”  He slid his hand off her shoulders,
lacing their fingers together instead. 
“Let’s just sit and listen to the music then—we’ll see what magic
it stirs up on a summer night.  We
have all the time in the world.”


His voice pulled at her, just like the music and the smoke and
the low-hanging moon.  She reached
for her glass of deep pink and let the taste of raspberry-laced courage slide
down her throat.


~ ~ ~


She had no air.  Oh,
God, she had no air.


Nat clawed out of sleep, grabbing for her throat.  Nighttime panic attacks were always the
worst.  She dove under her pillow,
seeking the flashlight she kept tucked away there so her night terrors didn’t
wake anyone else.


And then realized it wasn’t her sixteen-year-old pillow, or her
sixteen-year-old bed.  She was
Natalia Sullivan, grown woman.  And
she could breathe.


It was only the panic screaming through her soul that felt
exactly the same.


Sleepy arms wrapped around her in the dark—and then a very
awake husband turned on the lights. 
“Nat.  What’s wrong.  Is it the baby?”


Steeped in fear, she tried to get her bearings.  “No.”  The words rasped out of her aching throat.  “Something’s very wrong, but it’s not
me.  I don’t know what’s going
on.”  She sank into her breath,
trying to get a read on the nightmare stalking her.


Jamie reached out his hand, eyes fierce—and wrapped his
fingers around her pendant, power surging.  


Nat felt suddenly boneless as the terror melted away, leaving
only faint echoes hammering in her heart. 
And then fear stormed back as she understood what her husband’s magic
had done—and what it meant. 
“Elsie.  She’s in trouble.”


Her husband cursed and dove for his phone just as it beeped, and
then beeped again.  He scanned the
incoming messages swiftly.  “Melvin
and Jennie are on their way to Lizard and Elsie’s house.  Whatever’s going on, those damn rocks
have woken everyone up.”


She reached out, hoping to touch the anger flaring in his
eyes.  “It didn’t do me any harm,
Jamie.”


“Bullshit.”  His
arms pulled her into his lap, more roughly than usual.  “I felt your mind.  God, Nat—is that what those panic
attacks used to feel like for you?”


She’d spent five very long years as a teenager having her throat
close in terror on a regular basis, surrounded by family that patted her on the
head and booked her next therapy appointment.  Back then, she would have given her soul for the simple
comfort she now found in her husband’s arms.  “My pendant doesn’t know all that.  It was only trying to wake me up.”  She let herself lean into his strength for one last moment,
and then slid away to the edge of the bed.  “We should go now. 
Elsie must need us.”


He growled—and moved to the side of the bed.  Very few people understood the
responsibility to a promise as well as her husband.  


~ ~ ~


Stupid alarm.  Lizard
flailed her arm at the bedside table. 
It was trashing her really good dream.  She snuggled into her pillow, trying to hold on to visions
of sandy beaches and sexy chests, and groaned as her alarm continued to
vibrate.


Wait.  Alarms didn’t
vibrate.


More awake now, Lizard reached over for the light.  2:30 freaking a.m., and her alarm was
nice and quiet like it was supposed to be.  What the hell had woken her up?


And dammit, that sexy chest had looked way too much like the one
that might live under Joshua Hennessey’s t-shirt.  


Frack, what was she, a testosterone-hazed teenage boy?  Lizard turned off the light and dumped
her head back into her pillow. 
Josh most definitely didn’t have permission to invade her dreams.  Way, way off limits, buddy.  Go away.


She’d almost convinced her tired brain to go back to sleep when
the noises started downstairs.  The
“you’ve been ambushed by a bunch of witches” noises.  Lizard reached out with one very annoyed mindlink to tell
them all to go home—when the obvious hit.


Even in Witch Central, people didn’t come visiting at 2 a.m.
without a damned good reason.


And she was pretty sure she sensed Melvin in the milling crowd.


Something was wrong.


She hit the floor in one move, the top of the stairs in
three.  By the time she landed in
the living room, fear was jittering in her chest.  She took in the assembled faces in one swift glance and
honed in on Jennie.  “What’s going
on?”


Jennie’s voice might be calm, but her mind was anything
but.  “We’re not sure.  Our pendants woke us all up.  We think it might be Elsie.  She’s not in her bed, is she.”  It wasn’t a question.


Lizard cast out with her mind, seeking the sleepy signature of
her roommate in dreamland. 
Nothing.


Jamie blinked out of the living room and returned seconds
later.  “Nope.  Empty bed.”


Lizard looked around the room.  Melvin, sitting calmly on the couch—until you saw his
fingers worrying the knees of his pants. 
Vero, coiled energy perched on the couch arm beside him.  Jamie, his arm around his pale
wife.  Caro, hands moving
restlessly on invisible knitting needles, and Jennie, power on full, mind
casting out in all directions.  The
worried tension in the room was suffocating.


Jeebers.  Lizard
tried reaching for reality.  “Do
you guys do this every time a grown woman is out late at night?”


Jennie blinked, and then grinned wryly.  “We wouldn’t sleep much if we did
that.  But for some reason, our
pendants don’t think we should be sleeping right now.  Mine vibrated loud enough to wake the dead.”


The vibrating alarm. 
Lizard reached for her own pendant, unease beginning to dance in her
ribs again, even as she tried to convince herself it was just a stupid
rock.  “These things vibrate all
the time.  Maybe she just went for
a walk or a bike ride or something.”


Caro shook her head. 
“Gertrude’s still leaning against the fence out there.”


“You’re right, though,” said Melvin softly.  “The pendants signal important
moments.  We don’t know that it’s a
bad one—only that it’s momentous.”


Jamie scowled. 
“They sent out a hell of a wake-up call.”


“As they’ve done several times over the years.”  Vero got up from the couch, her
movements expanding to fill the room as they always did.  “But Melvin is right.  Our Elsie may simply be on the edge of
a seismic shift.”


“Seismic” was a very cool word—but not one you wanted
applied to a human being. 
Especially your friend. 
Lizard read the room and honed in on Melvin.  “You don’t believe that, though.”  His mind still seethed with worry.


He shrugged his shoulders, suddenly looking old and helpless.  “I don’t know, my dear.”


Great.  It always
rocked when the guys in charge couldn’t make up their minds.


Part of Lizard, a big part, believed there was enough of the
stick-butt Elsie left to keep her safe, even in the wee hours of the
night.  The other part knew exactly
what kind of stuff lay out there in the shadows if you were a little daring and
lacking in judgment.


And then she knew.


Lizard looked at Caro, mute fear in her eyes.  The cowboy dream.  


Damn.  A new layer of concern painted itself on
Caro’s face.  She turned to the
rest of the group.  “Trapeze flying
isn’t Elsie’s only recurring dream. 
She has one about dancing with a sexy cowboy.”


Jennie frowned. 
“There aren’t a lot of cowboys in Berkeley.”


“No.”  Caro’s
fingers worried a hand-knit throw, one of Elsie’s.  “But there are plenty of good-looking men who wouldn’t mind
taking a bite out of our naive psychologist.”


More than a bite. 
Berkeley might not have cowboys, but it had plenty of jerkwads.  Lizard reached for her jacket.  “I’ll go looking for her.”


Vero’s hand on her arm was gentle steel.  “You’re a very good friend, my
dear.  But you might have been
right the first time, and we’ve gone a little overboard.  Elsie’s a grown woman.  She has the right to be out late at
night, even in the arms of some sexy stranger, without half of Witch Central
tracking her down.”


Lizard shook off the hand. 
“I’m not half of Witch Central. 
Just one delinquent who knows what kind of crap you can trip across out
there in the dark.”


“I know what’s out there.” 
Vero’s eyes were empathetic pools. 
“Far better than you think, my dear.  I haven’t always been old and boring.”


Melvin chuckled softly, the tension lines in his forehead
easing.  “I’ll give you old.”  He reached for his wife’s hand.  “You’re saying we need to trust Elsie
enough to give her the chance to explore this moment.”


Vero curled her fingers around his.  “You did it for me. 
You waited patiently while I flung myself into Paris garrets and Italian
vineyards and all manner of questionable things in between.”


Melvin’s amused adoration made tears burn in Lizard’s eyes.  “You forgot the underground Goth opera
in Amsterdam.”


Vero’s laugh rolled, and pushed away some of the seething
tension in the room.  “No, but I
was hoping you had.”


Lizard tried to picture Vero dressed in black and chains,
belting opera, and failed miserably. 
“Some people do dumb stuff and still turn out okay, but that doesn’t
mean Elsie won’t get into trouble.”


“I know.”  Vero’s
arm settled around her shoulders. 
“And those of us who know best what’s out there will worry the most.”


So they were all just supposed to stand here and wait?  Because of the opinion of some old
woman who hadn’t been out on the streets in thirty years?


She hasn’t woken up to Elsie’s cowboy dream, said Caro’s voice, quiet and
full of intent.


Lizard backed into a corner.  It had taken her a lot of years to learn, but defiance
generally worked better if you did it quietly.  What are we going to do?


~ ~ ~


Jennie breathed out. 
Vero might have stopped Lizard’s all-out search—which was
wise.  They didn’t need two
WitchLight students stumbling around the strip, or wherever Elsie was, in the
wee hours of the morning.  But
Jennie wasn’t convinced that they should be leaving the newly daring Elsie out
there to fend for herself, either.


More than one way to skin a cat, sent Caro, hands holding her
knitting, but eyes focused off in the distance.  Lauren lives closer to downtown—I just woke her up
and asked her to run a scan of the downtown strip.


Jennie was impressed. 
Waking Lauren from here was a hell of a reach—Caro had to have
burned through a lot of magic. 


I had help.  Lizard
isn’t as agreeable as she looks over there.  Caro
paused for a minute, listening.  I
interrupted Lauren’s tall, dark, and handsome dream.  She’s a bit grumpy at the moment.


Jennie frowned.  Are you sure we should be looking for Elsie?  Vero seems pretty convinced she deserves
a little space on this.


We’re giving her some space.  Caro’s mindvoice was surprisingly mutinous.  If Lauren can find her on mindscan,
Elsie will never even know we were looking over her shoulder.


Jennie sat down beside her lifelong friend, reacting to the
unsaid in her mental tone, and the love behind it.  And if Lauren doesn’t find her?


Then I’ll be leading the witch search brigade.  And Veronica Liantro can sit here or
join me, as she likes.


Jennie looked up to find her nephew watching, eyes ready for
action.  There was more than one
witch in the room who agreed with Caro.


Melvin sat down beside Jennie and patted her knee.  “Are you two done disagreeing with my
wife yet?”


She heard his unspoken message, even though she wasn’t entirely
sure she was in Caro’s camp.  This
wasn’t the way Witch Central worked—dissent, pushed underground, weakened
who they were.  Jennie turned to
Vero, who was closing in on Lizard in the corner.  Time to disagree out loud, like grown-up witches.


Which was a great plan until a sleepy Aervyn parachuted into the
room and landed on his uncle Jamie’s lap, cuddling his blankie and looking
worried.  “Where’s Elsie-Belsie?”


Crap.  Jamie’s mental reaction was sharp,
focused, and not at all visible on his face.  “We’re not sure, superdude.  Sometimes grown-ups go out at night to have fun.  Or maybe Elsie just took a little walk
under the moon.”


Aervyn’s eyes were waking up fast.  “Nuh, uh. 
You’re all worried about her, and Lauren is sending out the bat
signal.  How come she’s doing that?”


Jennie sighed.  The
Walkers lived close to Lauren.  No
one had factored that in to their middle-of-the-night mental search party.  “We’re hoping we can find out where she
is, sweet boy.  That’s all.  Maybe she just forgot to leave a note
to tell us where she was going. 
How about Uncle Jamie takes you home and tucks you back into bed?”


That suggestion landed like a load of bricks.  Aervyn scowled, all pint-sized witch
defiance.  “No way.  Elsie-Belsie is my friend.  If she’s lost, then I want to help you
look for her.  I can mindyell
really loud.”


All the mind witches in the room threw up extra barriers in
self-defense.  He could indeed—and
sometimes his yelling didn’t come with a lot of warning.  A quick exchange of glances around the
room nominated Jamie as their chief negotiator.  “We’re not yelling yet, buddy—just looking.”


“I can look farther than anyone.”  Aervyn sat up straight in Jamie’s lap, his blankie sliding
to the floor. 


“Nope.”  Jamie’s
voice carried quiet command. 
“Sometimes big people go places that aren’t good for little witches to
see.  You can sit here with me, but
you can’t look for her.”


Aervyn’s eyes were big and round.  “Okay, I won’t.” 
He held out his index finger. 
“Superhero swear.”


Jennie watched, amused, as Jamie held out his own finger and
zapped lightning at his nephew. 
For most witches, the energy flying between their fingers would
constitute a major spell, not a small-boy promise.  It was obviously something Aervyn took very seriously,
however.  He ported his blankie
back into his arms and cuddled into Jamie’s chest, content now to just wait.


“She’s coming back.”


Jennie looked at Nat, astonished.  Jamie’s wife was astute and intuitive, but neither of those
should beat mind powers in this particular scenario.


Nat held up her phone and smiled.  “Text from Lauren. 
She doesn’t know where Elsie’s been, but apparently she’s on her way
home.”  She cast a quiet glance
Aervyn’s direction.  “It sounds
like she’s had quite a bit of fun.”


Her husband got the message and stood up, a small-boy package in
his arms.  “We’ve found Elsie,
superboy.  Time to get you back to
bed.”  


Aervyn grinned. 
“Her mind feels all bubbly. 
She must have had lots of fun.” 
He yawned, clearly satisfied by whatever he’d picked up from their
errant witch’s mind.


Jamie rolled his eyes. 
“Time to go, munchkin. 
Goodnight, all.”  A nod at
the room, and he winked out.


Jennie glanced at Caro, pretty sure no one else had Elsie in
range yet.  Aervyn’s reach was
monumental, and growing every day. 
Caro shook her head.


“Had a little too much to drink, has she?”  Vero didn’t look terribly upset at the
thought.


“Ugh.”  Lizard
shuddered.  “That means Ginia’s
going to send us more of that vile green stuff.  Tell her to deliver it straight to Elsie’s room this
time—I don’t want to have to smell it.”


Jennie had some sympathy for that position.  And a residual sense of dread.  It seemed unlikely their pendants had
awakened them just to witness the prelude to a hangover.  She looked over at Caro, who had the
best range in town after superboy. 
Can you sense her yet?


No.  Caro’s response was terse and carried
the same sense of foreboding creeping into Jennie’s chest.  Damn.


And then she could feel Elsie.  Bubbly, happy, and totally sloshed.  Jennie caught thought edges of dark
curls, dancing, and a man in a silver shirt—and then got the heck out of
Elsie’s mind.  A midsummer night’s
fling deserved a little privacy.


She smiled, thinking about how far the new Elsie had come.  If the pendants hadn’t woken them all
up in the dead of night, it would have been cause for uncomplicated
celebration.




Chapter 7





Elsie woke up, the taste of raspberry Cosmopolitan still tickling
her tongue.  Her head felt
wonderful, thanks to dreams of Anton’s strong arms and a middle-of-the-night
dose of Ginia’s putrid goo.


It was worth it to have only happy memories of her glorious,
jazz-filled night.


It had taken Anton most of the evening to work up the courage to
ask her to dance.  No, that wasn’t
right.  There was nothing shy about
him—just a calm and infinite patience that had drawn her in.


He was the kind of utterly unsuitable man her mother had always
warned her about.  


Elsie grinned and rolled out of bed.  She refused to blame the late-night activities of a grown
woman on her mother, and dancing to the sounds of old-time jazz with a sexy man
was probably tame by most people’s standards.


Then again, maybe not. 
Anton wasn’t tame, even with his patient eyes and warm hands.  No man who loved the fluid passion that
was jazz could possibly be tame.


The knowledge that she’d spent several hours with a man who
would have scared her silly just weeks ago made Elsie’s heart tap out a beat of
morning joy.  She was
changing.  Growing.  A much different woman than she’d
been—and now it was more than just sandboxes and sparkly bicycles.


Finding her inner child was all well and good—but Elsie
Giannotto also needed an inner woman. 
Anton was one big step in the direction of finding her.


Elsie stretched her arms overhead, delighted with herself and
the early-morning sun that had called her to waking.  It was going to be a glorious day.


“Do you have to be so freaking happy this early in the
morning?  It’s illegal to be happy
the morning after a bender, anyhow.” 
Lizard stumbled past the open bedroom door, muttering something about
coffee.  


Coffee sounded appealing. 
Elsie grabbed her new silky red robe off a chair and followed her
roommate down the hall.  “Ginia’s
concoction worked very nicely.  And
Anton promised me the drink wasn’t all that strong—just enough to give me
a nice buzz.”


Lizard snorted. 
“You were totally sloshed last night.  If that was just one drink, it was a mean one.”


Hardly.  She was
simply inexperienced with hard alcohol. 
And it had been a warm night, long after dinner.  Elsie shrugged her shoulders, trying to
toss off her suddenly defensive mood. 
It was hardly her fault she didn’t have a raging headache after a night
out.  Maybe Lizard was just having
a rough start to her day.  “Can I
make you some breakfast?  I got
free-range eggs at the market yesterday, and Caro dropped off some rolls.  Fried-egg sandwiches?”  They were one of her better
breakfasts—she’d bribed the man at the diner for a lesson.


Lizard thumped onto a stool at the counter.  “‘Kay.  There are some tomatoes in the fridge somewhere—Ginia
sent them along with the green goo.”


Elsie grinned.  It
wasn’t long ago that her roommate would have avoided anything resembling vegetables
along with her grease.  Maybe they
were both growing up a little.


~ ~ ~


Lauren watched as her efficient assistant got everything ready
for her first official client meeting as lead realtor.  Josh had been an accident—this
time, Lauren was putting Lizard in charge on purpose.


And taking a cue from an old mentor, she’d picked a doozy of a
client.  She’d never actually met
the Jamesons, but reading between the lines of their introductory email, they
were going to be a large pain in the ass. 
A huge laundry list of needs, an unreasonable budget, and the belief
that realtors were magicians.


If Lizard could handle the Jamesons, she could handle anything—and
Lauren intended to prove it.  Even
if it meant dropping an obnoxious client on her intern the day after a
late-night witch SOS.  Not part of
the plan, but in Witch Central, you learned to roll with the inconvenient.


When Claire Jameson walked in the front door, Lauren knew she’d
picked right.  The woman was
dressed in a stern gray suit in the middle of August and had a mind like a
steamroller.  Her husband was
irrelevant—both of their minds said so.


Claire marched over to Lauren and held out her hand.  “Hello.  You must be Lauren McCready.  We’re pleased to bring you our business—you come
highly recommended.”


Time to deliver a round-one punch.  “As I said in my email, my time is fully booked, but my
assistant will be delighted to work with you.  She’s got excellent skills and my complete support.”


She could feel Lizard’s mind giving her the evil eye, and tried
not to grin.  You do have my
full support.  Good luck.


And here I thought getting handed my first client was a
compliment.  Lizard eyed Claire.  What did I do wrong?


Lauren choked on a laugh. 
It’s not a punishment—it’s a challenge.  One I think you’re more than capable of
handling.  


Lizard stepped toward Claire, her face amazingly clear of the
black-belt mental scowl.  “It’s
nice to meet you.  Would you like
some coffee or pastries while we sit and discuss your needs?”


Claire frowned.  “I
didn’t catch your name.”


“I’m Lizard Monroe.”


Lauren could hear the distaste in Claire’s mind—and
surprisingly, the small leak of humor in her husband’s.  Perhaps he wasn’t entirely
wallpaper.  His wife took a
half-step backward.  “That’s quite
an unusual name.”


And just like that, they were at a crux point, one of those key
moments that could make or break a real estate deal.  Lauren knew it—and the furious blonde fairy knew it.


Lizard’s mind danced through fifteen kinds of mad, an impressive
tantrum for the one other person in the room who could see it.  And then she held out her hand.  “You can call me Liz.”


Claire’s face smoothed as she reached into her bag, pulling out
paperwork that she dumped in Lizard’s outstretched hand.  “Here’s our list of needs, Liz, and what
we think is a reasonable budget. 
I’m sure you’ll enjoy working with a well-prepared client.”


The interested look on Lizard’s face didn’t waver, even as her
mind sent a lance bolt of amused disgust Lauren’s direction.  This definitely qualifies as punishment.  Then she pulled out a seat for
Claire.  “Let’s talk about that
budget, shall we?  I think you’ll
find we can meet your needs more comfortably if you have some flexibility
there.”


Lauren watched a moment in appreciation as Lizard neatly
navigated the minefield that was Claire Jameson, and then backed out of the
room slowly.  She wasn’t needed
anymore.  


And maybe, if she was very lucky, Lizard would start believing
that too.


~ ~ ~


Elsie grinned at the purple fairy-wing knocker on Jennie’s
door.  It was growing on her,
enough that she wondered if Caro would mind a little door redecorating at their
townhouse.


She was developing a fondness for the whimsical.  And the gaudy, and the passionate, and
the impractical… there was a long list of things Elsie Giannotto was fond of,
now.


Today, however, she was on an entirely practical mission.  The new Elsie could be practical and
focused and still smell the flowers—or appreciate a really cool door
knocker.


“Lost in thought?” 
Jennie leaned against the doorjamb and smiled in welcome.


“Oh, sorry!”  Elsie
laughed, offering the handful of flowers she carried.  “I brought you these, and Lizard sent an envelope.  Don’t let me forget to give it to you.”  The old Elsie never forgot anything,
but these days, she was more easily distracted.


“Come on in.” 
Jennie stepped back and gestured down the hallway.  “I’ll make tea, and then you can tell
me why you’re bringing such pretty bribes.”


They weren’t bribes. 
Exactly.  And her question
could wait.  She was also learning
a lot about the power of timing, and the loveliness of taking a moment to
connect with people before going about your mission.  “How are your grandbabies doing?  I saw the last pictures you sent Caro.”


“They’re smiling and making cute noises and generally winding
the world around their little fingers.” 
Jennie grinned as they walked down the hallway together.  “And if I were their parents, I’d be
really afraid of the day one of them learns to crawl.”


Elsie only had to imagine little Sammy in triplicate to know why
that might be frightening.  “I bet
that makes taking pictures harder.”


“I’m used to moving targets.”  Jennie reached for a pitcher.  “Iced tea? 
Cookies?  Not made by me, I
promise.”


Elsie grinned.  As
her own baking skills improved, she was beginning to understand how marginal
Jennie’s were.  “Just iced tea,
please.  Lizard made us a huge
breakfast.”  She rummaged in her
bag.  “Here, she sent this.  Said it was her way of getting even.”


Elsie watched Jennie open the envelope and read the words
scrawled on the crumpled paper. 
She tried to keep her insane curiosity under wraps.


It wasn’t necessary. 
Moments later, Jennie handed over the paper, a soft smile on her
face.  “If this is Lizard’s idea of
revenge, she’s way off the mark.”


Elsie read.


Big-shot artist, 


purveyor
of truth in black and white.


The
camera lens that matters


is
the one in her heart.


It was beautiful, in the same way that Jennie’s pictures
were.  “She’s really talented,
isn’t she?”


Jennie nodded.  “She
is.  And beginning to understand the
demands of genius, I think.”


Elsie picked up the glasses of iced tea and walked over to the
table, suddenly wistful.  She was a
competent knitter, a somewhat talented trapeze flyer, and a decent
cyclist—but for the moment, that was about all.


Jennie sat down, her eyes watchful in that way that always made
Elsie wonder how loud her thoughts had been.  “You wanted to ask me to do something?”


“Nat and I are doing a workshop.”  Which might not be genius, but Elsie was really proud of it.
 And it really did feel like hers.  “It’s Nat’s idea, but we’ve been
working together on the format. 
It’s all about self-exploration, helping people find out new things
about themselves.”


“You’d both be good at that.”  Jennie sipped her tea. 
“Is this a yoga workshop?”


“Some.”  Elsie
gripped her glass, suddenly a bit nervous.  “And some simple exercises from psychology, and we’re
borrowing a couple of ideas from WitchLight, too.  We were hoping you might take some before-and-after
pictures.”


Jennie just sat, very quiet—and Elsie suddenly realized
she was asking one of the world’s best portrait photographers to come take
snapshots.  “I’m sorry.  Maybe we can find someone else to do
this—it would be a waste of your talents.”


The hand that settled on hers was surprisingly tough.  “You were doing perfectly, right up
until that last sentence.  That’s
the old Elsie.”  Jennie’s eyes were
full of steely empathy.  “My
grandsons have something called a do-over, when they don’t get something right
the first time.”


Elsie sucked in her breath—and tried to get it right.  “We were hoping you might share your
talent with our workshop participants. 
Give them another way to look at themselves.”  That was better. 


Jennie looked down at her drink.  “My fees are fairly steep.”


Elsie melted halfway into an embarrassed puddle on the floor
before she remembered.  This was
Jennie, occasionally cranky witch, not Jenvieve Adams, world-famous
photographer.  “I have two jars of
spaghetti sauce left.  Jamie says
this batch might be better than his.”


She was pretty sure the blazing grin on Jennie’s face had
nothing at all to do with tomatoes.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
I have an able team.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


You might think, after Elsie’s late-night sojourns, that this
update would be about the personal lives of our two students—but it’s
not.  Mostly because I know nothing
new on that front.  


However, there is plenty afoot elsewhere in their journeys.


I just had a visit from the lovely and very motivated
Elsie.  She and Nat are running a
workshop—a rather crafty seed Nat seems to have planted.  


It was fascinating to watch the new Elsie’s exuberance blend
with some of the efficiency and organization that so drove me batty when I
first met her.  She has some mighty
tools to work with, if she can just meld them with some of that flexibility and
empathy she’s growing.  Nat might
be on to something very interesting. 
I would have shied away from giving Elsie something to organize just yet.


Good thing I pick smart people to work with.


Lauren’s pushing on Lizard too—and again, not in the way I
might have chosen.  I always want
to prop Lizard up, or protect her from bumps in the road.  Lauren wants our blonde fairy to know
she’s capable of driving over hazardous terrain.  I trust her instincts—she’s one of the shrewdest
navigators I’ve ever known.


So, plenty on the move, none of it involving handsome men of any
flavor.  As far as I know.


More
when I know it,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Lizard hoped this wasn’t one of those ideas she’d live to
seriously regret.  But that whole
hamburgers-and-beach-dates conversation with Josh had been really weird, and
something inside her rebelled at leaving it that way.  This was her turf now. 
And she was done with feeling crappy on her own turf. 


Time to find some kind of normal.


After a morning with the Jamesons, she deserved normal.  Even Lauren had been rolling her eyes
in sympathy by the time they’d looked through every single house in the listing
folder, Claire Jameson complaining about every last one.  They were going to spend the evening
touring several, and every form of bribery in Lizard’s toolbox, including
lifetime biscuits, hadn’t been enough to convince Lauren to take over.


Sometimes being the assistant sucked.


Lizard knocked on Josh’s door, ignoring the little voice in the
back of her head asking why she had his work-at-home schedule memorized.  Her brain retained a lot of useless
crap.


He answered the door, phone in one hand, laptop in the
other.  “Hey.  Come on in, I’m just finishing a video
conference with Danny.  Want to see
the final version of the prototype presentation for tomorrow?”


Huh?


Danny laughed at her from the computer screen.  “Investor meeting.  8 a.m.  Good coffee, bad donuts.”


Frack.  She’d
totally forgotten about that. 
That’s what happened when you put stuff in your calendar app instead of
writing it on your hand.  “Am I
supposed to bring the donuts?”


“Nah, we got that covered.”  Josh grinned. 
“Later, Danny.”  He closed
the laptop.  “What’s up?”


She didn’t want to be in his house.  Lizard backed out the door.  “Want to get some greasy eggs?  I have an hour.”


His eyes stayed easy, but his mind sharpened.  Josh was seriously tricky like
that.  “You wouldn’t have a burger
with me yesterday.  What’s
changed?”


He wasn’t supposed to ask stuff like that.  “Well, you have your house, so you’re
not really my client anymore.” 
Lizard tried not to squirm. 
“And we live in the same neighborhood, and we’re probably doing that
maps thing together.”


He nodded, solemnly enough that she checked.  Nope, he wasn’t laughing at her, even
in his head.


“So I figure we need to work out a new thing.”  She scowled, just in case he was
getting all hopeful or anything. 
This was definitely not walks on the beach.


Now his lips quirked. 
“So you’re thinking we should be lunch buddies?”


That sounded kind of stupid said out loud, but she was going
with it anyhow.  “Or
breakfast.”  The diner served
greasy eggs all day.


He watched her intently a moment longer—and then his mind
eased back into easygoing Josh. 
“Okay.  I like eggs pretty
much anytime.  Are we allowed to
share bacon in this new world order, or would that be pushing it too far?”


Yup.  Now he was
laughing at her in his head.  She
rolled her eyes and backed down his walkway—she really did only have an
hour.  “You coming, or what?”


He pulled the door shut behind him and caught up with her in two
steps.  Must be nice to have
six-foot-tall legs.  “Coming.  And for now, I’ll keep my hands off
your bacon.”


She tried not to laugh. 
Really, she did.  But
whatever airborne drugs floated around on a Berkeley summer day had her
swallowing giggles by the time she hit the sidewalk.  Josh just walked at her side with a big, dopey grin on his
face.


It wasn’t exactly what she’d been aiming for, but it didn’t
suck.


Lizard had mostly managed to sober up by the time they reached
the crosswalk—and then Thea drove Bean’s pram around the corner straight
into Josh’s belly.  Which just got
the giggles going all over again, even though Thea was horrified and Bean was
most definitely no longer sleeping.


Josh plucked the yowling baby out of his pram in a fancy
football move.  “Hey, little
dude.  Not such a fun way to wake
up, huh?”  He winked at Thea.  “Don’t let your mom give you driving
lessons when you grow up, okay?”


“I’m so sorry.  I
have a client call in ten minutes, and Louise next door was going to watch him,
but she’s sick, and she doesn’t want to give Bean any germs, so Caro said she’d
watch him at the knitting store, and I was going way too fast.”


“Breathe.”  Josh
grabbed Thea’s shoulder and grinned. 
“One baby-delivery service at your disposal.  You go take your call. 
Lizard and I will deliver Bean to all the crazy knitting ladies.”


“Thanks!”  Thea
grinned over her shoulder, already on the move.  “And not all of them are crazy.”


Josh competently swung the pram around with one hand, Bean
tucked happily in his other. 
“Wanna feed him some bacon first?”


Lizard turned down the sidewalk.  Babies and families and white picket fences.  All normal things in Josh Hennessey’s
world.


Planet Lizard, even the cleaned-up version, only ran to greasy
diners.  And for the first time in
a long time, she could feel the acrid taste of injustice in her throat.  Freaking hell.  She’d grown out of thinking the world
was fair a long, long time ago.


Now was no time to bring back stupid wishes.


“Hey.”  Josh’s eyes
were full of empathy now—and curious.  “You’ve got that whole screw-the-universe look back on
again.  What’s up?”


“Nothing.”  Lizard
tried not to kick a brick wall. 
And then almost walked into the same bricks in shock as truth somehow
leaked out of her mouth.  “I just
wish the world was different sometimes, that’s all.”


He was quiet for a long time.  “I think you’re doing a pretty good job of changing yours.”


Some stuff you could change.  Some of it was tattooed on your soul.  Lizard reached for Bean.  “I’ll take him inside.”  The crazy knitting ladies seemed a lot
easier to face than whatever pooled in Josh’s eyes.


He pulled open the door and followed her inside.  Apparently even pointy needles didn’t
scare Josh Hennessey.




Chapter 8





Word had traveled long before Elsie beamed in for her afternoon
music lesson.  One happy witch,
incoming.


If it weren’t for the thoughtful quiet of her husband, Vero
would have waited in uncomplicated delight for her student’s arrival.  As it was, she had a lot on her
mind.  There had been a time when
she and Melvin had disagreed mightily and often—but those days had passed
long ago.


Her heart yearned for Elsie to explore freely, to trip through
the gardens of human passion, discovering both beauty and the occasional thorn.


But four WitchLight pendants didn’t tumult over a thorn.  And she had learned long ago never to
doubt her husband’s magic—or his love.


So she worried.  And
waited to set eyes on Elsie herself. 
Because pendants might not lie—but neither did Veronica Liantro’s sight.


When Elsie arrived, her entrance was worthy of a diva.  An excited, infatuated one.  Resplendent in her glorious yellow
sundress, Elsie kissed Melvin’s cheek and twirled her way over to Vero,
feminine sunshine on the move.  “I
went dancing last night.  With the
moon and a sexy man with a French name.”


Her energy was contagious. 
Vero smiled, caught up in the whirlwind.  “Ah, looking for a Paris garret, are you?”


“I’m not sure I’m quite ready for that.”  Elsie blushed, which did nothing to
diminish her radiance.  “But the
music was this wonderful jazz—you know, the kind that slides into your
belly and pushes down into your toes?”


Vero knew, indeed. 
And she knew a few names for what tended to happen next, as well.  Perhaps Melvin was right to be
concerned.  “So many things awaken
in you, sweetheart.  Enjoy them
deeply—and remember to check in with that brain of yours occasionally as
well.”


Elsie frowned, face a perfect picture of confusion.  “My brain would have had me at home,
tucked under the covers with the curtains closed.”


And that was as much a risk to her student’s soul as anything
she might discover at a jazz bar. 
Vero breathed—there was balance in the world for a reason.  Her job was to stoke Elsie’s journey of
discovery.  There were
others—many others—who would help her land safely.


Her darling Elsie had discovered a taste of what it was to be a
woman on a Paris or Berkeley summer night, and that was worthy of
celebration.  Vero rippled her
piano keys, the beginnings of a song teasing her fingers.  “So tell me about your Frenchman, sweet
girl.”


“His name is Anton.” 
Elsie’s smile brought Vero back to a garret, so many years ago.  “He’s got strong arms and patient eyes,
and dark curls that call my fingers to touch.”


“And did you?”


Elsie grinned. 
“Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”


Vero laughed, remembering her own fingers and the landscape they
had traveled during her first summer in Paris.  She began to play, a romantic aria of longing and seeking
and love.  In French, no less.  


Today, they would sing, and see if they could give the sliding
feelings in Elsie’s belly some words.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Perhaps I am a silly old man.


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dear,


It’s Melvin.  I sit
here and write this as I listen to my beautiful wife singing romantic ballads
with our Elsie.  They make lovely,
sweet music together—and yet I still can’t shake this strange unease.


I worry that my magic has gotten old, and I am casting suspicion
on Elsie’s happiness for no good reason. 



It disturbs my Vero that our hearts do not beat as one on
this.  I can live with the
disconnect and hope it means that whichever way this works out, someone has had
good instincts, and Witch Central will be as ready as we can be.  


It sounds like I’m preparing for an invasion.  Perhaps I’m just a silly old man.


Love
and light,


Melvin


~ ~ ~


Lizard scowled at the assignment.  Quietly—she didn’t want to wake up Bean, snuggled
safely into a basket at her feet after all the excitement at the yarn
store.  Professor Allard knew just
how to push on all her boundaries. 
No matter how much she tried to keep clothes on her poetry, he kept
asking for more.


This time, they were supposed to write four-line poems about
people in their lives.  Could be a
friend, a sister, or the lady in the checkout line at the grocery store.  Four lines that captured something
important.


The first one had flowed before she’d ever left class, even if
the poem had refused to include the line about Jennie’s abysmal cooking skills.  Kind of mushy, but at least it was
about the contents of someone else’s insides.  And a revenge of sorts. Some of Jennie’s pictures were
pretty damned naked.  


And then she’d run out of ideas. 


So now she got to sit, deadline looming, beside a snoring baby,
and produce creative genius on demand. 
Bean had been her first try, but it was impossible to write poetry about
babies without sounding like a bad Hallmark card.


The second try had moved a little closer to home, inspired by
the oddly appealing memory of Elsie practicing weird yoga pretzels in their
living room.


Your eyes seek the horizon


with
a heart not used to stretching


and
bravery only recently unearthed.


You
are bendier than you know, my friend.


Way mushy, but still something she could hand in.  The last one she needed, however, was
giving her fits.  She looked at the
four lines she’d written about Lauren. 
They held power—the magic that happened when the words lined up in
exactly the right way.


Lizard knew better than to change them.  She knew damn well they were good.  And she knew Professor Allard’s eyes
would never see them.  Some things
got to stay private. 


However, the assignment required three poems.  And if she had to sit here and suffer, maybe
she could use one of them to screw her head back on straight.


Body in ratty jeans,


Mind
in a three-piece business suit.


Crap.  Clearly her
head was still a Josh-hazed mess. 
His mind didn’t match the ratty jeans, but he was no suit, inside or
out.  Lizard scribbled out the last
line and tried again.


Body in ratty jeans,


Mind
the sharp, circling gaze


Of
a shark.  A nice one.


Jeebers.  Lizard
refrained from banging her head on the desk.  Barely.  That
last line belonged in a bad kindergarten poem.  She didn’t usually have this much trouble expressing
herself.  She could feel the need
tugging on her now—the demand to find exactly the right words.


Body in ratty jeans,


Mind…


No.  That was the
end, not the beginning.  Now she
had it.


Some will see the suit.


Some
the shark.


I
see a mind set on a life worth living.


Dangerous
temptation in ratty jeans.


Lizard stared at the words.  And then, barely breathing, tucked them away, somewhere warm
and dark and hopelessly deep. 


It was Grammie’s fault. 
All the poems about sidewalks and a world of endless possibilities.  She’d spent way too much of her life
longing for things she couldn’t have. 
Josh was just one more of those things.


Lizard slowly unwrapped her fingers from their death-grip on the
edge of the desk.  This was getting
her nowhere close to twelve stupid lines she could actually hand in.  Time to write poetry about the
grocery-checkout guy.  Or Romano’s
linguine.  Or anything where the
words didn’t strip a piece of her soul on the way out.


And if an ode to linguine helped her to avoid thinking about the
guy in ratty jeans who had managed to invade even her poetry, that was just
fine.


Bean stirred in his basket, spiky baby mohawk half stuck to his
cheek.  Lizard bent over, willing
him back to sleep—and felt the Hallmark card words line up in her head.


That one couldn’t get handed in either—it would totally
ruin her image.


~ ~ ~


Jamie ducked, the sword swooshing a hairsbreadth from his
nose.  “Easy there, superboy.  No fighting unarmed knights.”


“Work faster, Uncle Jamie. 
My sword’s all finished and everything.  And Elsie-Belsie’s almost done too.  She says I can be the princess and you
can come rescue me.”


Jamie looked up at his nephew, dressed in a fireman hat and
Superman cape, and armed with a sword and something that looked like pink
snowballs.  The kid had learned
“playing princess” from his three older sisters.  Any “rescue” would probably involve several sword fights
with the princess and defusing whatever mischief was in the pink snowballs.


No fainting damsels-in-distress in this family.


Elsie sat hunched over the sword she had been meticulously coloring
with glittery markers for over thirty minutes.  His nieces were going to be so jealous.  “You know it’s probably going to get
destroyed in this sword fight, right?” 
Cardboard had a short lifespan, particularly when wielded with
four-year-old enthusiasm.


She grinned.  “You
assume I can’t fight.”


Not anymore.  “If
your sword doesn’t break, you aren’t having any fun.”  And fun was the point of the afternoon.  Elsie took her Silly Jar assignments
very seriously.  At least this one
wouldn’t scorch the couch cushions—Nell had been unimpressed with the
aftermath of toasting marshmallows in a pillow fort.


It was hardly Jamie’s fault Aervyn had decided to dragon-roast
his marshmallows.  Apparently
dragons didn’t have very good aim.


Aervyn’s bouncing was getting wilder.  Time to go entertain an impatient princess.  Jamie wiggled his fingers, and Elsie’s
glittery sword lit up.


She managed not to swallow her marker when it happened.  Good.  One witch was getting a little more used to silly
antics.  Jamie grinned and waved at
the back yard.  “Let’s go—our
princess awaits.”  It was hard to
do much permanent damage outside.  


Elsie picked up her sword, giggling.  “Just so I have the storyline straight here. The dragon and
the knight are best friends, and we have to go rescue the princess, which
basically involves fighting her, I mean him, into submission?”


“Yup.”  And the
dragon sometimes switched allegiance mid-fight, but he figured the laws of the
land didn’t require that he tell her that just yet.  “And no porting, since you can’t, but there’s probably no
way Aervyn’s feet are going to stay on the ground.”  Elsie’s probably wouldn’t either—Aervyn was pretty
convinced dragons needed to fly, and he was more than capable of helping her do
it.


She rolled her eyes and opened the back door.  “I can’t believe you do this on
Mondays, and go to investor meetings on Tuesdays.  You have a really weird life.”


That caught his attention. 
“You’re not going to the meeting?”


“No.  I’m just a
small fish, and I’ve already seen the prototype.”  Elsie’s eyes twinkled. 
“But I’ll make sure Lizard gets there.”


Jamie grinned. 
Elsie was becoming a pretty cool witch.  “You lead a fairly weird life yourself, you know.”


Elsie looked down at her glowing sword.  “I guess I do.”


It took almost twenty minutes to rescue the princess, but only
half that for Aervyn to nearly fly Elsie into the branches of the big climbing
tree.  And if Jamie could have
bottled the giggles from the event, he could have cured the world of
depression.


His good deed for the day done, Jamie leaned contentedly against
the tree, soaking in the late afternoon sun.  He watched as Aervyn climbed into Elsie’s lap, still
cuddling the bedraggled remnants of his weapon.  “You’re an awesome dragon, Elsie-Belsie.  Sorry I broke your sword.”  


Elsie looked over at the two halves lying on the grass.  “It’s okay.  I bet I can find glitter glue and some of the pink tape we
used on Gertrude Geronimo and fix it right back up.”


Jamie grinned.  As a
veteran of glitter-glue repairs, he was pretty sure Elsie’s sword was beyond
redemption.


His nephew snuggled in for some post-rescue cuddles.  “You make a really good kid,
Elsie-Belsie.  I hope you never
grow up.”


She tried to hide it, but Jamie felt the pain hit her eyes and
mind.  He shielded Aervyn, sure she
didn’t want him to know—and pondered.  Some pieces of the Elsie-in-progress were in pretty good
shape.  But he was getting the
sudden feeling that some of them made her bedraggled sword look good.


Change was hard. 
Even when you were a brave and mighty dragon.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Re: Perhaps I am a silly old man.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Melvin,


Your pendants have never been wrong—but they don’t always
speak plainly, either.  Perhaps
something moves in Elsie’s life that we are not aware of, and her nighttime
escapades are not the source of concern. 



I’m glad that, for now, Vero can help Elsie to enjoy spreading
her new wings.  I imagine your wife
understands the draw of slightly clandestine romance better than any of
us.  And one day, I expect the full
story of how she ended up in the arms of a quiet accountant.  I know—much of the story is the
stuff of Witch Central legend.  But
the photographer in me says there’s more.


Which is nicely distracting me from worries about Elsie.  Let Vero play in the sky with her.  The rest of us can hold the corners of
the safety net.  She won’t be the
first witch traveling in such a formation.  We’re good at being both roots and wings.


Caro apparently got a visit from a highly frazzled Lizard
today—with Bean in her arms and Josh Hennessey on her heels.  Which seems like a whole lot of
domestic bliss for our poet fairy, and pretty much guaranteed to make her
squirm, if the knitting ladies haven’t already accomplished that.


I wonder if she knows yet how much her heart yearns—or how
much his does.  And how little
anything else truly matters.


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Caro walked over to the other side of her townhouse, homemade
baguette in one hand, fresh butter in the other.  Time to have a chat with an unhappy witch.


She squatted down, juggling bread and butter, to snip off some
oregano—and smiled as the door behind her opened.  Lizard might use her mind talents more
for blocking than for listening, but she usually heard you coming.  “Afternoon.  Just made butter—thought you might like some.”


Lizard’s eyes were wary. 
“Witches don’t just accidentally drop by.  What’s up?”


Caro sighed. 
Witches dropped by all the time—Lizard just hadn’t gotten much of
a taste of uncomplicated friendship yet. 
Too much meddling.


Well, she wasn’t here to meddle.  Exactly.


But since the girl wasn’t at all stupid, she’d probably best
start by being honest.  “Heard you
crashing around over here, all tangled up.”  She  stood and handed
the snipped oregano to Lizard. 
“Seems like the young man who followed you into my store earlier today
might have something to do with it.”


For a guy in a yarn store, Josh Hennessey had seemed right at
home.  He had even charmed Marion,
which was a pretty impressive feat for any male over the age of two.


“I don’t want to talk about him.”  Lizard’s mind shrouded.  “I’m not Elsie, searching for some guy with strong arms to
replace the father who took off.”


It was a pretty astute summary, and exactly what had Caro
worried, but Elsie wasn’t the witch she’d come to talk about.  She leaned over for some chives to add
to the oregano.  “You’re
smart.  And you keep your eyes open
and watch a lot, just like me.”


“I have eyes.” 
Lizard squirmed, dismissing the compliments like she always did.  “I don’t need a guy.”


“Got that part.” 
Caro balanced the chives on top of the butter and walked up Lizard’s
steps.  Sometimes you had to create
your own invitation.  “I don’t need
yarn, either, but my life’s a lot happier for having it around.”


Lizard snorted. 
“You’re totally addicted to your yarn.”


Okay, perhaps not the best of examples.  “I’m not much for beating around the
bush, so I’m just going to say what I came to say, and then you can decide
whether you want to share my bread or not.”


“Fine.”  Lizard sat
down on a stool and looked about as friendly as the guy behind the counter at
the post office.


Caro fiddled with the fresh herbs, trying to line up her
thoughts.  She picked up a handful
of flour, letting it sift through her fingers.  “Bread’s just flour and water and yeast and salt.  You can fancify it with other things,
but at the end of the day, it’s just those four things.”


Lizard’s lips quirked. 
“You’re here to give me a cooking lesson?”


It would probably be easier.  “No.  Just
talking about something we both know. 
The flour and the yeast are just ingredients.  We get to decide if they turn into bread, or biscuits, or
Jennie’s rock-hard cookies.”


Amusement shaded Lizard’s mind.  “If you make me produce cookie rocks, I’m moving out.”


This talking in paragraphs was challenging.  Caro pushed on.  “Our pasts are kind of like
ingredients.  Elsie can’t change
not having a father, but she can decide how she mixes it up.  Whether she’s making bread or rocks.  So can you.”


Lizard froze, merriment draining from her eyes.  For a long, long time, she said nothing.


Caro wished desperately for a pair of knitting needles.


Finally the girl’s mind opened, just a sliver.  “You’re a sneaky witch.”


“So I’ve been told.” 
Caro reached for the baguette. 
“Want some bread?”


“Yeah.”  Lizard was
quiet for a long time again.  “Thanks.”


For a woman of few words, that was all that needed to be said.




Chapter 9





Lizard climbed the steps of the warehouse where Josh’s company offices
lived, cursing elevators, business suits, and leftover details for the client
from hell that had kept her distracted enough she’d completely blanked on the
investor meeting.  Until she’d gone
down for breakfast and found Elsie’s reminder note stuck to the fridge.


At which point the whole sad, deluded project had exploded back
in her brain.


Josh was a nice guy. 
A smart guy.  And he wasn’t
peddling her a pile of crap on purpose. 
But people just didn’t offer millions of dollars to delinquents.  Hell, people didn’t offer that kind of
money to anyone, even if she dressed up and didn’t scowl and told them her name
was Liz.


She’d faked it for Claire Jameson, but she was going to get a
big, fat commission out of that one.


This maps thing was just what Grammie would have called “pure
horse manure.”


And if you had to wade through crap, you might as well dress for
it.


Lizard hit the fourth floor gasping for air.  Dammit.  Thanks to her cushy job, she now had the lung capacity of an
emphysemic eighty-year-old.  Life
just got better and better.  She’d
probably have to go to one of those spinning classes or something, where skinny
type-A women peddled as fast as humanly possible without going anywhere.


Seriously—who peddled a hundred miles an hour to nowhere?


Stupid fracking day.


“Good morning,” said an amused voice over her shoulder.  Nice delinquent regalia there.


Lizard scowled down at her outfit.  It had taken some serious work to find it at the bottom of
her closet.  “Josh said I could
wear whatever I wanted.”  


Jamie looked down at his jeans and T-shirt.  “He said I could, too.”


Wait.  What the hell
was Jamie doing in Josh’s building? 
Why are you here?


“I heard there’s a meeting to invest in your maps idea.  If you’re here, I figure my
information’s probably right.”


Lizard stared.  The
investors are supposed to be rich old guys in suits.


Jamie looked down at his clothes again and grinned.  Apparently Josh isn’t as picky about
his investors as you are.


Okay, first Elsie, and now Jamie.  This was ridiculous. 
“This could be a big, fat, stinking failure.  You have a baby coming and everything.  You can’t afford to do this.”  Did no one in Witch Central have any
brains?


An arm settled around her shoulders.  “We try not to scare the investors away before they even get
in the room.”  Josh reached out to
shake Jamie’s hand.


“I’m not taking money from my friends.”  Lizard wiggled out from under his arm,
turned, and glared, ready to do battle. 
“I thought you said you knew rich guys.”


Josh shrugged.  “Anyone
with boatloads more money than I have qualifies as rich.  Come on in to the meeting
room—there are several other people here already.”  He grinned wryly.  “It’d be great if you could stash the
‘big, fat, stinking failure’ line for a bit.  Not everyone in the room knows you as well as Jamie does.”


Most of his words just trailed in one of her ears and out the
other.  Lizard was still stuck on
his first sentence.  Jamie had more
money than Josh?  


Yup.  Even if you
crash and burn, we’ll still be able to feed the baby.  Jamie’s mind was a mix of humor, empathy, and
kick-in-the-pants.  Thanks for
caring, though.  Now get over yourself
and head into that room and pretend you actually know how to sell stuff.


She did know how to sell stuff.  Claire Jameson had made an offer on a house.  She was a freaking selling genius.


Better.  Jamie grinned.  


Lizard scowled.  What
is this, the standard-issue witch pep talk?  It was oddly effective, but that was beside the point.


Hell, no.  Jamie snickered and
laid a hand on her shoulder.  You
seem to require the level-three version. 



She wasn’t going to ask how many levels there were.  For a laid-back guy in jeans, Jamie
could be really pushy—and apparently he wasn’t even trying hard yet.


Crap.  Her pushy guy suddenly sounded oddly
contrite.  Sorry, I think I’ve
just blown your cover.  He
shrugged a shoulder in Josh’s direction.


Lizard looked—and found Josh staring at her, eyes wide
with curiosity.  “You can do that
same mindreading thing Jamie can do?”


Holy fracking hell. 
She heard her mouth babbling instinctive denial, but it was obvious from
Josh’s mind that she was wasting her time.  Lizard ground to a halt, preparing to hit and run.  “I don’t know how you found out about
that, but I’m not a freak.  And I’m
not invading your mind.  And if you
tell anyone, they’ll just lock you up and call you crazy.”  Or lock her up, but she could jibber in terror about that later.


His eyes narrowed, puzzled and… hurt.  “I know that. 
Jamie explained how it works, and the ethics and everything.”  His face crinkled into a
half-smile.  “And if you don’t want
people to know, you should stop having mind-conversations in public.”


She knew that.  She
knew the risks.  She’d been sucked
in by the fake safety of Witch Central and a neighborhood of people who all
thought witches were groovy.


Jamie’s thought bounced hard through her mind barriers.  Don’t be an idiot.  Read him, Lizard.


Her reply was white-hot fury.  Screw that. 
You got me into this mess.


Josh reached out a hand, twining his fingers in hers.  “I don’t think you’re a freak.  I was just thinking that if you can do
what he can do, that might be useful in the meeting.  You can monitor my thoughts, right?  The outside ones I want you to hear?”


Lizard stared.  The
guy was holding hands with a mind witch ready to cook his neurons, and talking
business strategy.  “You know I
could fry your brain or make you dance like a chicken, right?”  Probably.  Maybe.


His grin was only a little wobbly.  “I’d rather you didn’t.  We have a bunch of suits in there who might find the chicken
dance a little frightening.”


The suits.  Oh,
God.  She’d forgotten about the
suits.


~ ~ ~


Josh headed to the meeting room, Lizard’s hand firmly clasped in
his.  The suits awaited, and he
wasn’t convinced she would walk into the room unaided.


And damn, he had other things on his mind.  She was a witch.  A totally hot witch, even in a grunge
leather jacket and jeans with more holes than fabric.


He was pretty sure the outfit wasn’t for his benefit.  Or rather, he wasn’t supposed to
appreciate it.


Pretty smart for a non-witch, said Jamie’s voice in his head, amused.


Okay, that was still going to take some getting used to.  He put together a thought and tried to
shove it Jamie’s general direction. 
She can really do this?


She can.  His witch investor paused a moment.  She’s a lot better at it than I am,
actually.  And just so you have the
lay of the land, she works for the best mind witch in town, with the possible
exception of my four-year-old nephew.


Wow.  Josh laid a
hand on the meeting room door, trying to get his legendary brain back in the
game.  He had a roomful of suits to
woo.  I’m going to have some
questions for you later.


Jamie nodded.  Figured that.  You earned them—you did good back there.


Josh walked through the door on autopilot and started shaking
hands.  Could she really make me
do the chicken dance? 


Jamie’s mind rang with laughter.  Probably.  And if
that’s your first question, you’ll do just fine.  Welcome to Witch Central.  


Whatever the hell that was.  However, if Lizard belonged to some kind of semi-secret
witch collective, then he was going to learn a whole lot about it.  After the meeting.


He turned around, looking for Lizard—and spotted her sexy
blonde head halfway across the room, making nice with one of his grumpier
investors.  He watched the man’s
eyes shift from disapproving, to wary, to curious, to downright adulation, all
in about three sentences.


The world was discovering what he’d known for weeks now.  She was irresistible.


Time to get this party started.


He stepped to the head of the table, pulling on a layer of
authority.  Bless Mom for sending
him to acting class—it was way more useful than business school.  “Good morning, everyone.  If you want to find your way to a seat,
we have a pretty cool new toy to show you.”


Danny winked from his seat from over by the computer
controls.  He’d be driving, while
Josh did most of the talking.  And
if they were really lucky, Lizard would forget she hated meetings and wow the
suits with her enthusiasm for matching people with homes.  He was pretty sure she had exactly no
idea how convincing she could be. 
He still woke up at night with the words of her “stupid” poem driving
through his brain.


She’d been sheer guts dressed in purple and black. 


Danny cleared his throat, a knowing grin on his face.  There was a tableful of investors, all
sitting politely in chairs, waiting.


Damn.  He never unraveled
in meetings.  “Thanks for coming,
everyone.  I could bore you all
with a spiel up here, but I don’t think this new project needs any gloss.  I hope you’ll agree that it has the
potential to change how people find a place to live.”


He signaled at Danny to launch their prototype.  “This is our neighborhood matchmaking
tool.  Up until now, realtors have
mostly relied on the attributes of a house to match clients with homes.  Budget, desired number of bedrooms,
double sinks in the bathroom.”


He was finding his groove now.  “Survey research suggests that clients under forty are the
fastest growing demographic in real estate right now.”  He made eye contact with his audience,
reminding them he was squarely in that group.  “And we don’t care about double sinks.  We want a neighborhood with the right
vibe, the right amenities.”


He pulled up a standard real-estate listing.  “But realtors are still working with
old tools, ones that tell them about roofing materials and walk-in-closet
dimensions.  They don’t have data
on the Thai restaurant around the corner or the pick-up Frisbee games in the
park or the hell commute when it snows.


“We’re looking to change all of that.”  He kept talking, trusting Danny to drive through some of
their cooler features as he explained how realtors would have an entirely new
toolset at their fingertips—and be willing to pay handsomely for it to
serve the fast-growing group of hip, young clients with money to spend.


He surveyed the room as he walked through the features
overview.  About half were on board
already.  That was a good
start.  Time to head after the
rest.


Starting with the most skeptical guy in the room—and the
one with the deepest pockets.  Josh
eyed his target.  “I’m sure you
have questions.”


Chester Satchell raised an eyebrow.  “How do you know anyone will use it?  My real estate agent can’t even use a
laptop.”


“Yup.  Some people
are dinosaurs.”  Josh grinned,
knowing full well Chester was one of them.  “But we don’t need everyone.  We’re looking to lease this exclusively by market—one
real estate practice in each metro area.”


Chester grunted. 
And then he did the one thing Josh had been hoping to avoid.  He zoned in on Lizard.  “You don’t look like a realtor.”


She eyed his baggy sweater and corduroys.  “And you don’t look like a rich suit
with money to burn.”


Half the room snorted with laughter.  The other half held their breath.  Josh wasn’t at all sure which camp he was in.


Chester’s gaze never moved off Lizard.  “You’re the brains behind the maps idea?  The one who did the original version?”


Josh landed both feet in the breath-holding camp.  Damn Chester and his unswerving
instincts.


Finally Lizard answered. 
One word.  “Yeah.”


“Show me what you made.”


Now Lizard squirmed. 
“It’s not nearly as pretty as Josh’s prototype.”


Chester just snorted. 
“You think it’s pretty I care about, girl?  I want to know if you have the brains to make something that
really works for the people who do the job every day.  Show me what you use.”


Time to earn his paycheck. 
Josh walked over to Lizard’s side. 
“If you give me your laptop, Danny will hook it up.  You can give us all a quick tour.”


The look Lizard gave him could have melted glass.  He really, really hoped Jamie was wrong
on the chicken-dancing thing.  He
met her gaze evenly.  Chester had
got her into this—he was just trying to help her get out.  Don’t flame the messenger’s
brain-cells. 


When she handed over her laptop, he felt like he’d planted a
flag on the top of Everest.  


He wasn’t at all surprised when she took over the controls from
Danny and wrapped the room around her little finger in less than three
minutes.  Even Chester was nodding
with interest when she finished—and he rarely showed any reaction.


Lizard closed her laptop and turned to Chester, badass attitude
all over her face.  “Good enough
for you?”


Chester waited a moment. 
Two.  And then his face
split in a smile the size of California. 
“Damn, I like you.  I have
two million for your project. 
Another mil if you get the financing to break-even.”


Josh sat back and grinned as a roomful of people in suits rushed
to pile money on top of Chester’s. 
They’d have three times the funds they needed.  And if Lizard scowled any harder, Chester might just throw
in that third million right now.


She was every kind of awesome.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Jamie Sullivan <jamie@enchantersrealm.com>


Subject:
She kicked butt.


--------------------------------------


Hey
Aunt Jennie,


I know you’d have killed to be a fly on the wall, so here’s the
official report, coming to you from a quiet corner of Josh’s meeting room.


I’m currently watching an investor stampede.  I hope Josh has plans to spend an awful
lot of money, and I’m going to be seriously peeved if he doesn’t let me put
mine in.  Lizard worked the room
with a strange combination of delinquent attitude and serious business savvy,
and currently has an obnoxious, tech-allergic billionaire eating out of her
hand (I don’t think she knows about his billions).


However, all that pales in comparison to how Josh worked
Lizard.  And I mean that in the
best of all possible senses.


We had a bit of an unplanned epiphany in the hallway before the
meeting (and whoever bet she’d show up in holey jeans wins the betting pool).  Lizard and I were having a bit of a
mental chat, and Josh picked up on it. 
I forgot he knows I can mindread. 
Anyhow, so two minutes before the investor smack-down starts, Josh figures
out Lizard’s a witch.


She was way freaked. 
Something about being afraid they would lock her up.


And he takes her hand, talks her down in three sentences, and
drags her into the meeting.  Which
takes some serious guts—and some serious like for our resident
delinquent.


I have the sudden, insane urge to wish that, one day, my
daughter will meet a guy that cool. 
Which makes me feel really old.


Over
and out,


Jamie


~ ~ ~


Elsie slid into her leotard, wondering how she’d managed to live
before discovering the trapeze. 
For a woman who’d made it to thirty-two years old with very few true
passions in life, she was making up for lost time. 


Abe walked over, an easy grin sprouting as he caught sight of
her new leotard.  “Nice—love
the sparkles.”


Elsie looked down at the results of a four-hour sewing marathon,
ably assisted by Helga and three very opinionated triplets.  “I vetoed rainbows, but it’s still
pretty shiny.”  And her heart
adored the silver sequins, but she was a bit worried her heart was permanently stuck
at ten years old.  You didn’t see a
lot of rainbows in jazz bars.


Then again, Helga had tried to steal it, so perhaps it wasn’t
quite as childish as she feared. 
Elsie shook her head—being a child was part of the point.  Some days she felt like fifteen Elsies.


Abe was still grinning. 
“Done with the internal debate?”


She blushed. 
“Sorry.  I used to be a
psychologist.  Sometimes I
overanalyze things.”  And the “used
to” part of that sentence really bothered her lately.


He gave her a friendly nudge in the direction of the
ladder.  “Head on up.  Colleen and Elliot are trying a new
move today, and they’d like some eyes to help them figure out why it’s not coming
together.  Maybe we can put that
analytical brain of yours to work.”


Elsie laughed—she was hardly the one who was going to
solve expert-level-trapeze-trick issues. 
But it was nice to be included anyhow.  “What are they working on?”


“Mid-air kiss.”  He
chuckled, climbing the ladder after her. 
“So far they’re just getting bruised heads.”


She couldn’t even manage romance on the ground.  Elsie stepped onto the small platform
and watched the pair on the mirroring platform having a fairly heated
discussion.  


“Uh, oh.”  Abe sat
down beside her.  “Colleen’s
finally mad—that’s not a good sign.”


Elsie wondered—Vero had given her a very different window
on intense emotions.  “Maybe it
will help them work through to something new.”


Her trainer raised an eyebrow.  “That’s the kind of thing Elliot would say, but his family
is full of mad, passionate Spaniards.  What’s your excuse?”


She grinned, watching the squabbling couple with new eyes.  “My last name is Giannotto.  Italians own being madly
passionate.”  She blinked.  Sometimes the new Elsie talked without
thinking.  It was still
disconcerting.  Abe, however,
seemed to be taking it totally in stride.


“I don’t know about that.” 
He shook his head, still watching the opposite platform.  “Helga says she’s good German stock,
and she brought that old guy Edric to watch her on the trapeze yesterday.  There were some serious sparks flying
between those two.”  He
grinned.  “I hope my wife and I can
pull that off when we’re their age.”


Sparks.  Elsie
rested her head on her knees, lost in thought.  Helga had sparks. 
Nat and Jamie had sparks—big, fat ones.  Lizard had plenty flying her direction, even if she ignored
them.  


Elsie Giannotto wanted sparks.  Heck—she wanted raging bonfires.  Just once.  Maybe with Anton she was finally getting her chance.


She watched as Elliot climbed back on to his trapeze, still
scowling—and transferred his partner to her bar with casual strength and
impeccable timing.  A few easy
swings to synch up, a quick flip of positions that had Elsie drooling, and
Colleen and Elliot executed a perfect mid-air kiss.


More proof, if she needed it.  Sometimes passion really worked.




Chapter 10





Nat looked out at her class, amused and proud.  Her husband was in his usual place in
the back row, pretending he didn’t really like yoga—and flowing through
the postures with an ease and willing grace that belied his protests.


Not that he protested very hard these days.  He claimed he came because he liked to
ogle her pregnant belly and wait for the day she finally fell over in tree
pose.  He had a while to wait
yet—she could feel the comfortable weight in her womb growing roots out
through her feet.


She worked her way around the room, a hand here to correct
alignment, a few words there.  She
prided herself on being in the moment with each student—but the antics in
the back row weren’t ever far from her attention.


With a sure and crooked path, she worked her way to the back of
the room.  Her husband grinned and
winked as she got close.  You
can’t sneak up on a mind witch, sweetheart.  Even one really grumpy about triangle pose.


Nat just smiled. 
Lizard’s triangle pose was quite excellent for a beginner—her
husband had forgotten his early days. 
She loved helping those new to yoga find their first comfortable
alignment, and her hands moved even now to help Lizard flow more easily.  


But what touched her heart the most was Elsie—mat down on
Lizard’s other side, making an intentional mess of her own pose and quietly
modeling simple corrections.  All
while seemingly ignoring her friend. 



Good teachers led from the front.  Great ones led from wherever worked.  And her always-in-the-front-row intern
was teaching.  Beautifully.  From the back row.


Nat glanced at her husband, expecting that he would have their
usual mindlink in place.  She
learns quickly.


He stretched deeper into his own triangle pose.  Lizard or Elsie?


Both.
 Nat watched her two students.  Lizard has a good sense of herself
in space—she’ll take to yoga easily enough if she chooses.  It was a great irony in her life that
those who most often chose yoga were those who found it least easy—and
the innately flexible walked away.


Perhaps those who walk away don’t need it as badly.  Jamie flowed smoothly into half-moon asana, snagging a kiss
as he went, and then looked over at Elsie.  Or maybe they come back eventually.


Yes.  Elsie had come
back—and returned so very changed from the woman who had walked around
the studio floor with little bits of green tape, obsessively correcting the
organic scatter of yoga mats.


She has the instinctive patience of a teacher.


That was high praise coming from her husband, one of Witch Central’s
best trainers.  Maybe she’s
always had it.  Even as she
said it, Nat knew that wasn’t true. 
Here, on the mat, Elsie could integrate some of the many pieces of the
woman she was and the woman she was becoming, even if she was still feeling a
little fractured the rest of the time.


She’s had plenty of good models lately, and she’s smart enough
to learn from them.  If anyone can
teach her to integrate, it would be you. 
Her
husband grinned as one of his lightning changes of mood struck.  And Lizard’s got stiff hips, if
you’re looking to torture someone today.


Nat surveyed the class and her newest student, considering.  Hip openers weren’t always the right
answer, no matter what Jamie thought. 
And there was more than one way to loosen hips—and foster connection
at the same time.


She raised her voice just enough to be heard throughout the room
and eased everyone up out of triangle pose.  “Now that you’re open in your own hearts, let’s try
something a little different today. 
Look around you, please, and move your mat together with one of your
neighbors.”  Time for some partner
yoga.


It pleased her enormously when Lizard and Elsie automatically
slid their mats together.


~ ~ ~


Lizard scowled as the mental chatter in the class made it clear
that pushing your mats together with a buddy wasn’t the usual order of business
after triangle pose.


She glared over at Jamie, currently being accosted by a little
old lady.  What the heck is
“partner yoga?”


You’ll see.  He was distracted
by the worry that he was going to break the sweet old lady in two.


Lizard rolled her eyes and tried not to imagine what was going
to happen when she and Elsie did whatever was coming next.  Tell her the cute old guy in the
front row is single.


Is he?  Jamie
sounded surprised.


Lizard grinned.  I don’t think so, but it should give
you enough time to make a run for it.


Nat walked gracefully back to Jamie’s side, ignoring his quiet
snickers.  “Today, let’s do some
flying together.  Most of you have
seen the basic version.”  She
waited while her husband lay down on his back and lifted his legs.  Then she stepped in, settling his feet
into her hip creases.  “You’ll have
to work out how to fit your bodies together comfortably—and hopefully
your partner doesn’t have cold feet.”


The rest of the class laughed, and then clapped as Nat reached
for Jamie’s hands and floated into a swan dive position in the air, supported
by his feet.  Then she let go of his
hands and gracefully arched to the sky, arms reaching overhead.  “This is the more advanced version.  Only go here if you’re both feeling
good.  Remember, the partner on the
floor is grounding for both of you.” 
Lizard stared, captivated by the absolute, easy trust coming from both
their minds.


Nat dropped gracefully back to the ground.  “Okay, have a chat with your partner
and figure out who’s flying first.”


That was easy. 
There were eight inches and forty pounds separating her and Elsie.  Lizard had no intention of being
crushed.  She looked over at her
roommate.  “I guess that’s
me.”  


Elsie smiled and dropped gracefully to the mat, swinging her
legs into the air.  “Ready when you
are.”


Lizard stepped forward—and then realized this was totally
nuts.  She fell over in freaking
triangle pose, and that one involved having three limbs on the ground.  “Maybe you should work with somebody
who’s done this before.  I’ll go
sit against the wall.”


Elsie just smiled again and reached out her hands.  “Imagine my feet are as big as a
bed.  All you have to do is float
on top.”


“Imagining crap isn’t going to help.”


“Then imagine it’s like soufflés.”  Elsie’s look was more pointed now.  “If I can be taught to fold eggs the right way, you can
balance on my feet.  We’ve got all
day.”


Lizard almost walked away. 
Almost.  But that damned
gratitude was leaking from Elsie’s mind again—and the quiet message that
friendship ran both ways. 
Frack.  She stepped forward
and tried to stuff Elsie’s feet in the general direction of her hips.  And realized those eight inches were
going to be a bit of a problem.  No
way could she reach Elsie’s outstretched hands from here.


Nat was at her side guiding before she managed to yell for
help.   “Remember flying like
a jet airplane when you were a kid? 
Same thing here.  Hop up
gently to help Elsie lift you, and keep your arms out wide.”


Oh, hell.  This was
so going to end badly.


I’m two feet away and I can teleport.  No one’s gonna get bloody.


Well, at least Jamie’s offer was practical.  Lizard decided the fastest way out of
this mess was to take a hop and try not to land on the pregnant woman.


The last thing she expected was for it to work. 


Or to find herself staring down at Elsie’s grinning face as she
gently swayed on the two surprisingly solid legs holding her up in the
air.  


“Breathe,” said Nat’s amused voice in her ear. 


Lizard saved breathing until her feet hit the ground again.  And then she closed her eyes, sending
thanks to the patron saint of crazy yoga people.  Hopefully it was time for the lie-on-your-back-and-pretend-you’re-dead
part of class now.


Elsie rolled up from the mat and put a hand on her
shoulder.  “Your turn.  I shouldn’t have any problem reaching
your hands, so it will be easier this time.”


Lizard blinked.  Uh,
no way.  Small people learned early
in life not to end up on the bottom of the pile.  They sure as hell didn’t volunteer for it.  Jamie had flown Nat, not the other way
around.


Don’t say that out loud, sent a quietly chuckling Jamie.  I don’t want her to forget she’s
pregnant and try to show you.


She flies you?  Yoga people really
were crazy—Jamie had to outweigh his wife by about a hundred pounds.  Nat must have legs of steel.


She does,
he said, glancing at his wife’s legs with appreciation.  But that’s not what this takes.  It’s all about trust.


Trust was a new-age-bullshit word that would do exactly nothing
to keep 150 pounds of Elsie in the air. 


Jamie stretched into downward dog.  The only person here who doesn’t
think you can do this is you.


She knew a dare when she heard one.  Double freaking hell. 
Lizard turned back to her roommate, patiently waiting on the edge of the
mat.  “If you land on top of me and
break my ribs, I’m making you drink the green goo Ginia sends us.”


Elsie’s lips only twitched a little.  “Then you probably don’t want to drop me.”


Like it was going to be on purpose.  Lizard got down on her mat and stuck her legs in the air,
waiting for the ton of bricks to land. 
And felt Elsie smoothly glide up with only the lightest touch on her
fingers.  


Legs of steel, sent Jamie.  Way
to go.


Lizard was pretty sure her grin was as dopey as Elsie’s had
been.  And it stayed that way, even
as her roommate let go and swept up her arms toward the sky in a credible
imitation of Nat’s advanced pose demonstration.


She was balancing a human pretzel on her feet.  And it somehow didn’t feel totally
weird.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Nothing for me to do.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


It appears that my job as WitchLight guide has turned into one
of watching and applauding from the sidelines.  


Lizard and Elsie are well underway now, and I believe they begin
to see glimmers of their destinations. 
It amuses me to guess what those will be and the interesting turns
they’ll take on the way there.  But
I realize I’m no longer much afraid that they won’t arrive.


They have a lot of help, inside and out.  Both are finding their own inner compasses—the
needs and fires that will keep them putting one foot in front of the other, or
flapping their wings, whichever is needed.  And they have a delightful partner in each other.  The lovely symbolism of them flying
each other in yoga class today wasn’t lost on anyone watching.


Fewer people applauded the crafty Nat who set up the exercise in
the first place, but her husband always notices these things.  And reports them, or I’d just be
puttering along in happy ignorance. 


There are a lot of people who love Lizard and Elsie—and
love is a potent wind under newly extended wings.  It occurs to me that I may be out of a job soon—and I
can’t seem to escape the eerie sense that Melvin is laughing at me when I say
such things.  


All
my love,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Elsie put the last skein of silky Malabrigo up on the
shelf.  It was hard to let
go—the glorious blend of merino wool and silk was like candy for her
fingers.  Helping with Caro’s
summer inventory was every kind of temptation.  She looked over at Helga, who was neatly re-stacking sock
yarn into cubbies.  “Is this Caro’s
secret plan to make us buy every yarn in the store?”


Helga chortled. 
“Some of us don’t need any help doing that.  In twenty years, I’m pretty sure there isn’t a thing in here
that hasn’t been on my needles.”


Caro looked up from the front desk.  “You were one of my very first customers.  Bought a ball of my own orange
handspun.”


“And I still can’t resist your handspun.”  Helga turned and swept up a new armful
of colorful skeins.  “You don’t
make nearly enough of it anymore, and you don’t hide it well enough when you
do.”


“She’s supposed to sell it.”  Marion climbed down from a low stool on the other side of
the store.  She was inventorying
the cottons.  “And I know you raid
her behind-the-counter stash all the time.  Snuck the last ball of red out from under my fingers last
week, you did.”


Elsie grinned at Helga’s look of bruised innocence.  In this particular case, Helga actually
wasn’t to blame.  “That was
me.  I know a four-year-old whose
head just grew out of his favorite hat.” 
And she’d been entirely unable to resist the way Aervyn’s eyes had lit
up when he’d spotted the fire-engine-red yarn she’d pilfered from behind Caro’s
counter.


Marion’s glare was in mock protest.  Mostly.  “I
thought we didn’t let beginners at the really good stuff.”


Caro snorted, still writing busily in her ledger book.  “Anyone who can learn your crazy-cable
pattern isn’t a beginner anymore.”


Elsie felt warm licks of pride sneaking onto her cheeks.  It had taken her two days to master
those cables, with three of the best teachers in town coaching over her
shoulders.  “You’ve taught me
well.  And I’m going to do a really
simple hat with the handspun.”


“Good.”  Marion
nodded in approval.  “The more
gorgeous the yarn, the simpler the pattern should be.”


“Marion’s fifth rule of knitting.”  Helga spoke in a stage whisper clearly intended to be heard
on the other side of the store. 
“She’s got a lot of rules, that one.  I’m more the loose and freewheeling type, myself.”


Elsie giggled as a twenty-year-old conversation reared its head
yet again.


“Some beginners need rules,” said Caro calmly.  “Some need inspiration and
encouragement to go a little wild.”


Some needed both. 
Elsie fingered the yarn in the next cubby, realizing just how fine a
teaching team Helga and Marion made. 
One that had obviously had a lot of practice.  “How many beginners come in here?”


“More every year.” 
Caro flashed a rare grin. 
“These two are my best advertising.  Remember that poor woman who wandered in last year thinking
this was the wine store?”


Helga winked at Elsie. 
“She left a little yarn drunk.”


That wasn’t at all hard to imagine.  Elsie regretfully stacked the last skein of silky Malabrigo
on the shelf, giving it an extra pat. 
She’d be back.


Right now, however, something intrigued her more than yarn.  “How did you get started?  With the teaching and the shop, I
mean?”


She looked up to see three sets of eyes, full of sharp
interest.  Elsie blushed.  “I’ve been thinking about my purpose in
life.  You all seem to have found
yours, and I’m interested in how that happened.  How did you know it was right?”


Marion shrugged. 
“There were people who needed teaching, and we were here.”


Elsie hid a grin. 
That fit the matter-of-fact Marion down to her toes.  There was a need, and she had filled
it.  Simple as that.


“Had too much yarn.” Caro shifted her ledger aside.  “When my stash grew out of my second
bedroom, it was either time to buy a bigger house, or start a shop.  The shop was cheaper.”


The words were still matter-of-fact, but Elsie could hear the
echoes behind them.  Love ran deep
in Caro—for people, for yarn, for art.  The shop had given her an outlet for all three.


You see well.  Caro’s mindvoice
held approval.  Can’t count,
though—you’ve inventoried that orange Malabrigo twice.


Elsie sighed.  It
was hard to do a job properly when the yarn was so pretty and distracting.  Not to mention her company.  She’d recount the Malabrigo, but first
she wanted the last answer to her question.  She cast an eye toward Helga.  “And you?  Why
do you teach?”


“For joy.”  Helga’s
smile was uncharacteristically soft. 
“There are moments in our lives when we open—when our eyes and
hearts see a little more clearly and our souls float a little closer to the
surface.”  She reached over for
Elsie’s hand.  “Those who teach get
to see them more often.”


For need.  For
love.  For joy.


Elsie tucked the words away in her heart.  She didn’t know yet where they
led.  But she would.


~ ~ ~


Jamie walked into the Headbeater Cafe, amused.  He spied Josh at the coffee bar.  “Fascinating choice of venue.  Trying to send me a message?”


Josh grinned. 
“Jennie invited me here a while back to give me the Witch Central
once-over.  It seemed kind of
karmic to come back.”


He hadn’t known about that particular visit.  Not that it surprised him—Aunt
Jennie was a champion meddler. 
“Witches are kind of a nosy lot.”


“You take care of your own.”  Josh stirred his coffee, eyes suddenly serious.  “And Lizard’s one of your own now,
isn’t she.”  It wasn’t a question.


Jamie knew that look. 
He saw it in his wife’s eyes all the time.  He’d be lucky to keep up with this conversation.  “Yeah.  Not every witch ends up on our radar, but once they do,
there’s lots of opportunity to belong.” 
Witch Central might have its warts, but they didn’t lack in
welcome—something Josh was likely to figure out in a mighty way fairly
soon.


“So, this mind-power stuff…”  Josh turned on his stool, getting down to business.  “Can it be used to hurt her?”


Jamie blinked—and then gave the guy serious props for both
guts and clear thinking.  “To
control her or anything like that? 
No.  The biggest hazard to a
mind witch is information overload, particularly before they get well
trained.”  He was walking a dicey
line here, but Josh deserved some answers.  “Lizard was in good hands when she came in to her
power.  Her life took a crappy turn
after that, but she has good magical roots.”


Josh nodded.  “It
must suck sometimes to have the ability to know what everyone’s thinking.”  


More props for a clear head.  “Yeah, it’s not all roses, especially if you hang out with
unfortunate company.”  Again on the
dicey line.  “But most mind witches
learn to barrier pretty fast.  And
Lizard has good ethics—if anything, she doesn’t use what she has as much
as she could.”


“What do you mean?”


Jamie reached for his incoming coffee.  Headbeater baristas tended to toss orders—it was smart
to have your hands ready.  “Most
mind witches browse outer thoughts fairly often—we’re kind of lazy that
way, and we’re used to hanging out with people who know we do it.”  He wondered how far to go.  “Lizard’s default barriers block a lot
of channels most of us leave at least partly open.”


“Why?”


Jamie stayed quiet and let Josh work out the answer for himself.


When he did, the quick anger on his face spoke volumes.  “She’s lived in places where she didn’t
want to pick up stuff from the people around her.”


“Yeah.”  Jamie felt
his way very carefully.  “A lot’s
changing in her world now, but that much history doesn’t just vanish.”


“I’m getting that.” 
The anger was still there, but Josh was already tucking it away.  “Does she know how I feel about her?”


His wife was going to really like Josh.  Jamie took the first, gut-searing sip
of espresso and decided this guy could handle the whole truth.  “She probably doesn’t want to know.”


Josh contemplated the contents of his cup.  “She’s not going to get that choice
forever.”


Jamie grinned and tossed back the rest of his espresso
shot.  He knew the right venue for
part two of this conversation.  “There’s
a big spaghetti fest at my house tomorrow night.”  Or at least, there was now.  “Drop by around 6 p.m.”  


Josh blinked. 
“Okay.  Single guys don’t
turn down home-cooked food, but why?”


“Because single realtors don’t turn down spaghetti either.”  Jamie grinned.  If Witch Central was going to meddle,
at least some of them should be on Josh’s team.   “Just consider me an investor.”  


Most of the coffee landed back in Josh’s cup as he rumbled with
laughter.  “Damn.  I have to stop drinking coffee with witches.”


Jamie clapped a hand on his shoulder.  “I think you’re just getting started.”  Witch Central wasn’t going to need much
of an invitation to adopt Joshua Hennessey.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: Nothing for me to do.


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dear,


Melvin is indeed laughing, although perhaps not for the reasons
you think.  He said to tell you
that a guide’s job is never over—and applauding from the sidelines is a
delightful and important role.  


It’s like parenting. 
The hardest, most intensive time comes at the very beginning.  We still love those babies as they grow
into daredevil children, recalcitrant teens, and parents setting eyes on their
own babes for the first time.  We
just get a little more sleep while we do it.


I believe what he is trying to say is that he loves you.  And he will always love you, even as we
mostly applaud from the sidelines.


He also says you’ve all missed the deeper point of Nat’s little
flying exercise.  Elsie is learning
to reach out a hand—and Lizard is learning to take it.  The lovely Nat gave them both a push.


Your students still have some interesting days ahead of them, I
think.  More adult passions are
pulling on our Elsie now, and those can be fraught with challenge, especially
for a woman who has never fantasized about a garret in Paris.  


And I believe Lizard will get hit with some of those same
choices whether she wants it or not. 
I studied the very impressive Josh Hennessey as he watched her recite
poetry.  Take it from a woman with
a lifetime of experience with passionate men—the waters run deep in that
one.


Melvin is laughing again, at me this time.  He tells me young Josh isn’t in need of
a cheerleader.


Ha.  I’m a silly old
woman, and if I want to cheer for a sexy man with his eyes on a delightful
young woman, then I will.


On a different note, Jamie has just invited us for spaghetti
dinner—and the estimable Joshua Hennessey is the unofficial guest of
honor.


Stirring things up, is our Jamie.  As Melvin says, while the meddlers at Witch Central tend to
be of the female persuasion, if Jamie Sullivan really gets rolling, he could
outdo the lot of us.


Walk
in the light,


Vero




Chapter 11





Lizard walked into Berkeley Real Estate, hoping her boss was
having a bad morning.  She’d had
about all the perky she could handle for one day, and it was only 8:30 a.m.


“Good morning,” said Lauren, sounding gratingly chirpy.  “I could hear you cursing at Elsie a
block away—what’s up?”


Freaking mind witches, always listening to everything.  Lizard started yanking things out of
her backpack.  “She’s all bubbly
and happy and cooking breakfast and mentally swooning about some dude with
curly hair and sexy hands.”  She
looked up and glared.  “Which is
way more than I ever wanted to know.”


“You block what you don’t want to know, and do it very
well.”  Lauren pushed over a cup of
coffee.  “Here, have a caffeine hit
and get cheery—we have clients coming in an hour.”


Lizard drank—Lauren stocked the office with seriously good
coffee.  “How about… you have clients.  I still have to deal with the Jameson
paperwork.”


“Multitask.”  Her
boss leaned back, smiling.  “Nice
job getting the Jamesons out of your hair that quickly, by the way.  You got them a great deal.”


Somebody needed to tell that to Claire Jameson.  “If she ever needs to buy another
house, I’m retiring.  Or telling
her my name is Hannibal, or something.”


It took mad drinking skills to keep the coffee out of Lauren’s
nose.


Lizard grinned. 
This was a way better start to her day than Elsie in an infatuated
daze.  Her boss was perfectly happy
without a guy messing things up.


Lauren eyed her more seriously now.  “Guys don’t always mess things up.”


Lizard scowled. 
Sloppy mind barriers again—she relaxed them way too often at
work.  “Get out of my head.”


“Your head’s talking about me,” said Lauren dryly.  “And since it is, let me set the record
straight.  I don’t need a guy, but
I’m not hell-bent on scaring them all away, either.”


They obviously weren’t talking about Lauren anymore.  “I’m not scaring anyone.”


Lauren looked down at the desk for a moment.  “I don’t think Josh scares all that
easily.”


Truth.  Threatening
to make him chicken dance through his own boardroom had gotten her exactly
nowhere.  “He knows I’m a witch.”


Lauren’s eyebrows flew up. 
“You told him?”


Right before hell froze. 
“No.  Jamie’s got a big mouth.  Apparently he doesn’t care if half the
universe knows he can zap things with his mind.”  And that still scared her silly.  


Her boss frowned. 
“Sometimes things are a little loose in Witch Central.  They forget that most people aren’t on
a first-name basis with a witch or two. 
How did Josh take it?”


Like he’d discovered she liked chocolate-dipped Oreos for
breakfast.  “He wanted to know if I
could read his mind during the board meeting.”


Lauren mostly managed to hide her grin.  “Trying to keep you on your best
behavior?”


No.  As much as
she’d wanted him to do something that would let her be righteously pissed off,
he’d been awesome.  “He wanted my
help.  To convince the suits.”


“Smart guy.”  Her
boss wasn’t bothering to hide her amusement at all now.  “Jamie says you rocked, by the way.”


“Nah.”  Lizard
grinned, remembering the old guy in the baggy sweater, with the grumpy face and
the agile mind.  “They all love
Josh.  He could have sold them a
phone book written on stone tablets.”


 “Yeah.”  Lauren was back to looking
serious.  “Doesn’t seem like you’re
buying what he’s trying to sell you.”


Crap.  How had they
gotten back to that again?  “He’s
not my type.”


Her boss just snorted. 
“Try again.”


“I’m not his type.” 
Lizard let some of her anger fly. 
“I’m a delinquent, part-time street kid who never finished high school
and used to run spreadsheets for bookies and jack cars for giggles.  I’m cleaning up okay now, but I’m not
Josh Hennessey girlfriend material.” 
The world needed to take off their gooey glasses and see straight for a
minute.


“I didn’t think you were Berkeley Real Estate material.”  Lauren sipped her coffee almost
meditatively.  “Too much attitude,
not enough responsibility, and a wardrobe and a scowl that were going to scare
away all my clients.”


Lizard blinked. 
“Then why did you take me?”


“Jennie asked.”


Right.  This was
Witch Central, where you could ask someone to take on a delinquent with a
crappy attitude and worse wardrobe and people would say yes.  Everything Lauren had said was right—and
it still made Lizard mad.  “I’m
good at this.  And I’m getting
better.  And most clients are fine
with my attitude.”


“Yup.”  Lauren
pulled a file out of her drawer. 
“It didn’t work out at all like I expected.”  


Lizard scowled. 
Darned witches and their beat-around-the-bush conversations.  


~ ~ ~


Yoga mats were not ideally shaped to form a circle.  Elsie grinned as she watched twelve
workshop students try to assemble themselves and their long, rectangular mats
into the requested shape.  Nat was
right—almost any activity could be a teaching moment.


And somehow, that eased the first-day jitters in her belly.  The workshop was carefully planned, and
she had the incredible Natalia Sullivan at her side.  It would be fine.


One dark-haired woman seemed particularly distressed by the
not-quite-circle chaos.  Elsie dug
for a name and stepped to her shoulder. 
“It won’t be a perfect circle, Kathy, and that’s okay.”


“It would work better if we all backed up eighteen inches or
so.”  The woman clutched her mat a
little tighter.  “Or if we had two
more students.  That way, there
would be four mats in each quarter circle, and the layout would be clearer.”


And Nat was right again—sometimes karma had a wicked sense
of humor.  With memories of green
sticky tape dancing in her head, Elsie tried to help.  “It’s not really the shape that matters.  We want you to be able to share easily
with the group, feel part of the whole.”


Dark brown eyes spun in confusion.  “Won’t that be easier if the circle is neatly arranged?”


Elsie smiled.  She’d
run therapy groups for years, and she’d always made sure the chairs were
perfectly aligned.  “I used to
think so, but I’ve learned that sometimes a little disorder is okay.”


Kathy laid her mat on the ground, unease seeping out of every
pore.  “I guess you really did mean
that part about pushing us out of our comfort zone.”  


They hadn’t even started yet, but Elsie felt empathy
tugging.  The green tape was not so
long ago.


Elsie moved to her own mat, thrilling as eyes turned in her
direction. Nat folded into lotus on the other side of the circle and most of
their students tried to follow suit, with varying degrees of success.  Dark-haired Kathy’s lotus was
picture-perfect—and her eyes were glued to the seriously crooked mat of
the man beside her.


Elsie wondered briefly if someone had paid an actress to
impersonate the old Elsie.  


And then remembered she had a workshop full of students
expecting her to do something.  She
looked around the room, putting a greeting in her eyes and her voice.  “Good morning, everyone.  I want to welcome you to our
Midsummer’s Journey workshop.  We
hope to do some work together here—some of it fun, some of it perhaps a
little tricky.”  She grinned at the
man beside Kathy who was still struggling to sit cross-legged.  “Some of us will be working on more
flexible legs, and others, like me, will be working on more flexible
minds.  I promise you, my task is a
lot harder.”


It made her feel really good when he laughed.


“I wanted to start us off today with some introductions.  And maybe not the kind you’re used
to.”  Elsie looked around the
room.  “First, tell us your
nickname—one somebody else calls you, and how it makes you feel.  Second, share something you do well,
and something you’re gloriously bad at. 
And last, give us one hope you have for this workshop.”


She looked over at Kathy to start, not at all surprised at the
orderly, boring answer that came. 
Kenny beside her was much funnier, even if he forgot to provide most of
what she’d asked for.  Around the
room the voices went, Elsie’s first links to the twelve people who would share
their lives with her and Nat for the next few days.


Hopes for insight, relaxation, and more flexible legs.  People who were good at giving
directions, bad at listening to them—and people who were exactly the
opposite.  A tiny woman whose
husband called her Jolly Green, and a quiet guy who answered to Skunk.


Elsie filed it all away, fascinated.  One last woman introduced herself, and then a crooked circle
of people looked at Elsie expectantly.


And she realized that in all the time she and Nat had spent
preparing, she’d never once considered her own answer.  “Well, a small boy who teaches me how
to be messy calls me Elsie-Belsie,” she began, smiling.  “I streak down a hill on my bike
fantastically well, and I shouldn’t be let near chicken in the kitchen.  And my hope for this workshop…”  She stopped, a multitude of wrong
answers at the tip of her tongue—desires for others, or wishes for the
success of this new baby she and Nat had created.  


And then she found it.


“I hope to see what I’m meant to be doing next week.”


It didn’t matter that most of the class laughed.  A quiet glow somewhere under her left
ribs said she’d gotten the answer exactly right.


~ ~ ~


Did everyone have to be so freaking gooey?  Lizard slumped into a seat in her
advanced poetry seminar and scowled at Lori and Jeremy.  Way too early in the day for all that
lovebird stuff.


Lori just rolled her eyes. 
“Find your own guy.”


She’d had plenty. 
They all eventually ended up wanting things you didn’t want to
give.  “I think kissing’s illegal
in class.”  The campus had the
world’s longest webpage full of rules—if she was really lucky, that was
one of them.


“Not today.”  Jeremy
handed over a sheet of paper. 
“We’re starting on all the great romantic poets.”


That so wasn’t on the schedule.  Then again, Professor Allard pretty much didn’t believe in
actual outlines for his classes. 
“How come you always get the inside scoop?”   Lizard grabbed the paper.  A list of required reading, mostly works she already
knew.  Heavy on the “love is
depressing” poets.  She could roll
with that.


Professor Allard cleared his throat at the top of the
table.  “Morning, guys.  Let’s start with a pop quiz.  Recite me four of your favorite lines
of romantic poetry.”


Jeremy grinned. 
Lori blushed.  Most of the
rest of the class looked slightly panicked.  Lizard just rolled her eyes again as several minds searched
desperately for any four lines of poetry they knew.


And these were supposed to be the smart kids.


Lori’s friendly kick under the table came shortly before another
professorial throat clearing. 
Frack.  How come she had to
go first?  She grabbed for the
first four lines that jumped into her head.


“Heart, we will forget him,


You
and I, tonight!


You
must forget the warmth he gave,


I
will forget the light.”


Lizard grinned at Lori. 
She liked Jeremy and all, but if he ever turned into a jerkwad, every
girl needed at least one kick-his-butt-to-the-curb poem.


Professor Allard looked amused.  “Emily Dickinson. 
An unconventional poet for her time.”


Lizard snorted. 
“And who would the conventional poets be?”


“Point.”  He still
looked amused, but now he had that geek-lecture thing settling over his
face.  “But I meant her
poetry.  She used short lines,
unflowery language.  A very
different style from her contemporaries or those who came before.”


“It’s better than all that ‘ah, be still my aching heart’ crap.   And other dudes used short
lines.”  Lizard reached back into
her mental poetry banks and grabbed some handy Byron.


“In secret we met


In
silence I grieve


That
thy heart could forget,


Thy
spirit deceive.


If
I should meet thee


After
long years,


How
should I greet thee?


With
silence and tears.”


“Indeed.”  Professor
Allard raised an eyebrow, and then nodded in approval.  “Anyone else have four lines for
me?  Happy romantic poetry,
perhaps?”


Lori elbowed Jeremy, who cleared his throat, eyes dancing in
mirth.


“I love your hills and I love your dales,


And
I love your flocks a-bleating;


but
oh, on the heather to lie together,


With
both our hearts a-beating!”


He looked over at their professor helpfully as the class
dissolved in mirth.  “John Keats.”


Lizard grinned. 
Maybe this class wouldn’t be so bad after all.  And she had one to match Jeremy.


“If questioning would make us wise


No
eyes would ever gaze in eyes;


If
all our tales were told in speech


No
mouths would wander each to each.” 


She skidded to a stop—the next stanza had other wandering
body parts, and she was so not going there.  Then she caught Jeremy’s eye and realized at least two
people in the room knew that. 
Things tended to head south fast when her mouth was ahead of her brain.


“Christopher Brennan’s not on the syllabus.”  Professor Allard’s mouth was twitching
again.  “Does anyone else actually
know four lines of even vaguely romantic poetry by some dead guy?  Or should we just let our dueling poets
here keep going?”


Lori giggled.  “I
only know ‘be still my aching heart’ crap.  Sorry.”


Lizard groaned as she heard the gooey lines running through her
friend’s head anyway.  


“In that case,” Professor Allard handed around a stack of neat
four-by-six cards, “let’s try speed poetry instead.  Write down four lines of original poetry on some aspect of
romantic love.  You have two
minutes.”


Lizard hated speed poetry. 
Four lines was easy.  Four
lines she could stand to have anyone else read was freaking hard.


She stared at the little white card, willing something stupidly
generic into her head.  And kicked
and screamed at the words that lined themselves up neatly behind her eyes.  No way.  Never.  She
glared at the guy trying to suck words out of her soul.


Professor Allard looked around the room, studiously avoiding her
gaze.  “This can be as private as
you want, folks.  You won’t be
handing this one in.  No Hallmark
cards—I want something real.”


She stared at the card. 
Stared at the floor.  Tried
to see around the neon, blinking lines in her head.  And then did the only thing possible in the face of the
truth blazing inside her brain.


She left.


~ ~ ~


Jennie headed for the ringing doorbell, brushing flour on her
pants as she went, and laughing at herself a little.  Why she persisted in trying to bake for Witch Central
gatherings, given her lack of culinary talents, was a mystery, but one she was
stubbornly fond of.  If nothing else,
her brownies provided good fodder for impromptu games of hot potato.


She frowned as the doorbell got more insistent.  Girl Guides selling cookies were more
polite—and almost anyone else would have just come in by now.


She pulled open the door—and found herself nose-to-nose
with an enormous camera lens.  If
that hadn’t clued her in, the growl behind the lens would have.  Charlie Tosh, photographic genius and
world-class grump.


With one finger, she pushed down on the lens.  Even Charlie had to say hello before he
started taking pictures—especially if she was his intended target.  “Good afternoon.  What brings you through my fair part of
the world?”  She had a pretty good
idea, but annoying Charlie was just pure fun.


“Wanted a portrait, didn’t you?”  He humphed his way into her house, looking around.  “That cookies I smell?”


Charlie had a great weakness for anything sweet, but she wasn’t
entirely sure her brownies would meet his standards.  She did, however, have excellent backup.  “There’s a big dinner at Jamie’s house
in about an hour.  Your
great-nephew will be there.”


His eyes sharpened. 
“What about the girl?”


Classic Charlie—unerring instincts and non-existent social
skills.  Jennie didn’t bother to
hide her grin.  “She’s likely
coming as well, along with anyone with half a nose—Jamie’s making his
spaghetti sauce.”


“Hmmph.  Not a big
fan of tomatoes.”


She knew his weaknesses. 
“There will be at least a couple dozen people, all of them well used to
having a camera lens shoved in their face.”  Charlie loved close-up work and lacked the people skills to
avoid getting snarled at most of the time.  He’d be in heaven at a Witch Central dinner.


His eyes traveled through the portrait collection hung down her
hallway.  “Got any of the girl?”


Jennie debated.  Charlie’s
eyes would see as deeply into a photograph as anyone alive—and her
pictures of Lizard were intended to reveal.  It would be an invasion of privacy, one that stirred her
unease.


However, it probably beat their delinquent threatening to stuff
Charlie’s camera into Jamie’s garbage disposal.


She led the way upstairs to her darkroom, mentally sorting
prints as she went.  And then
laughed at herself—he might be one of her harshest critics, but this
wasn’t about the quality of her work. 
Charlie sought a different kind of truth today.


It only took her a few moments to pull out the prints he’d want
to see, and his fingers reached unswervingly for the one she’d expected.  The very first picture she’d taken of
Lizard—a blonde fairy dressed in tattoos and a dirty white bandana.  None of which would matter to
Charlie.  It was the sad,
vulnerable eyes that would catch him, just as they’d called to her.


He looked at the portrait a long, long time.  “One of your best.”


It was.  She’d known
it the instant she’d taken it. 
“It’s not the most important one.”


His eyes traveled the others, brushing by some, lingering in
places that surprised her.  He
grinned at Lizard singing rap nose-to-nose with Ginia.  “Got some attitude, does she?”


She touched his hand—a brave move on most days.  “You’ll like her, Charlie.”


“You think I can’t see that?”  He yanked his hand away, reaching for a photograph sitting
on the top corner of her table. 
“What’s this one?”


Jennie smiled.  That
was the important one—Lizard on the Starry Plough stage, a heartbeat
before her “stupid” poem ended. 
The ferocious light in her eyes was one Jennie had seen often enough in
Charlie’s.  The artist, prepared
for battle.  “She’s a poet.”


That surprised him. 
“Hmmph.  She any good?”


“Yes.”


He nodded, very slowly. 
“She’ll do.”


~ ~ ~


Lizard sat in a seat, her cheek resting against the cool
windowpane.


She’d come to the one place on earth that was always private
enough for whatever words needed to come out.  Freddie’s bus had seen her hate, handled her fear, quietly
ridden underneath her on the days she’d been almost too sad to breathe.


This was harder than any of those.  


The lines still glowed behind her eyes.


I wish I was the one you seek


With
love in your heart and life in your eyes.


In
that not-quite-real world where good things happen and promises stick,


I
wish I was the one you seek.


Words had always been her way to find truth.  To name what lay inside her and then
head back out into a world where truth wasn’t safe and your insides needed to
be quiet most of the time.


She’d named this one now. 
And for just a moment, here on Freddie’s bus, she could let it be real.


Lizard let the yearning wash over her.  The wish that the Lizard Monroe who sold houses and had nice
neighbors and babysat for cute babies with mohawks was all of who she was.


No tattoo-covered delinquent.  No ten years of seamy gluck.


I wish I was the one you seek.


She did wish—and here on Freddie’s bus, she could hug her
ribs and let a tear or two leak down her cheek.  And then she needed to do what she always did, even if it
totally sucked.  Tuck it away and
tell it to be quiet.


Wishing didn’t make things possible.


Her finger traced the indelible lines inked into her arms, one
fifteen-year-old girl’s pathetic attempt to look tough.  Josh thought the tats were cool.  He had no idea what kind of life made a
teenage girl want to look tough. 
Or what she did when the tats didn’t work.


He wanted the grown-up version of the girl Grammie raised.


Well Grammie died too soon, and Lizard grew up too fast, and Josh
wasn’t going to get what he wanted.


She didn’t exist.


Lizard leaned against the glass again.  This time, the windowpane felt warm—it was her cheek
that was cold now.


When she got off the bus, Freddie squeezed her hand.  They hadn’t said a word all trip—and
he would still understand better than anyone.  He always had.




Chapter 12





Nat strolled into the kitchen, sat down, and put her feet
up.  Her husband tolerated little
else these days.


He turned around from the stove, ladle in hand, grinning.  “Smelled food, did you?”


Four pots of spaghetti sauce were hard to miss.  “Did Elsie get a chance to drop off
whatever green stuff she thought you needed?”  It amused Nat to watch her husband and her intern hotly
debate squished herbs.  


“Mmmm.”  He stirred
and sniffed, distracted.


“Nell says she’ll be here soon with plates and noodles.”  She chuckled, pretty sure he wasn’t
hearing her.  It didn’t matter much
anyhow—Witch Central could pull off big-dinner logistics in their
sleep.  “The workshop went well
today.  We danced naked in the
street.”


“Mmm—“  He
turned around, laughing.  “You
think I’m going to miss the word ‘naked’ in a sentence?  Nice try.  How’d Elsie do?”


Nat smiled, grateful for the smells, the solid, good-humored
presence of her husband, and the simple, but quietly successful day she got to
report on.  “Beautifully.  It’s not easy to get twelve strangers
talking to each other, and she was just lovely.  You could see the psychologist at work, but mostly you could
just see her genuine interest in every person in the room.  She made them each believe they
mattered.”


He came over and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.  “She learned that from you.”


“She does it differently.” 
And that had been fascinating. 
“A lot more words.  I tend
to head straight for downward dog. 
She got everyone talking first. 
It was fun to watch.”


“Not everyone would hand over their yoga studio to someone else
so easily.”  Jamie set a small bowl
of sauce-drowned noodles in front of her. 
“Here, have an appetizer.”


Nat tried not to drool. 
“She didn’t take over.  I
thought she might, but she gently pushed and nudged and moved us all along to where
she wanted us to go, all while looking like one of the crowd.”  She took her first bite of heaven on a
fork and let the tomato-y goodness swirl. 
“Kind of like another witch I know.”


Her husband tried to pull off innocence and failed miserably.


She grinned.  “Does
Josh know you’re on his side yet?”


He shook his head, chuckling.  “I don’t think so. 
And he might not thank me for this.  Full immersion in Witch Central isn’t for the fainthearted.”


She was well aware of that.  And darned sure her husband didn’t offer his tomato sauce up
in service of just anyone.  “You
really like him.”


His lips twitched. 
“I really like Lizard.”


Nat laughed—it was hardly news that her husband had a huge
soft spot for their feisty blonde poet. 
“She definitely might not thank you for this.”


He winced.  “I
know.  But I already totally blew
it by spilling the beans about her mind magic, so I’m not sure she can get much
madder at me.”  His eyes held a
good-sized dose of self-recrimination. 
“That was sloppy, even for me.”


Her husband had grown up in a world where magic was an open
secret—where people either easily overlooked visible power or embraced
it.  Nat reached her hand out in
comfort.  “Sometimes things happen
for a reason.  Maybe Josh needed to
know, and you were just a convenient messenger.”


“Maybe.”  Jamie
swiped a bite of her noodles, recriminations over.  “Or maybe I’m just a witch with a big mouth, but either way,
that cat’s not going back in the bag.” 
His eyes twinkled.  “So I
might as well throw in the dog and the pony too.”


Nat grinned as four huge plates of noodles thunked onto the
table.  “I think the dog and pony
are on their way.”  She got up from
her chair—Aervyn occasionally still missed, especially with noodles.  Apparently spaghetti was as squirmy to
teleport as it was to eat with a fork.


Jamie kissed her cheek and headed for the stove.  “If you see Josh, tell him to come grab
a plate.  He probably wants to
finish before Lizard shows up. 
Less for her to throw at him that way.”


Nat felt the giggles shake her growing belly.  “You just hope it’s him she’ll be
aiming at.”


~ ~ ~


Lizard walked in the door of Jamie and Nat’s house—and
froze.  The place was full of
people, and way too many of them had her name on their minds.


It was a freaking herd of meddling witches.  She marched back to the kitchen, found
the most likely culprit stirring his spaghetti sauce on the stove, and slammed
her huge tray of biscuits down on the counter beside him.  “Why is everyone here waiting for me to
arrive?”


Jamie looked a little uncomfortable.  “They aren’t, exactly.”


Sometimes her best delinquent scowl was still useful.  Lizard planted her feet, turned it on,
and let float her pretty serious intention to kick him in the knees.


It didn’t help any that his initial reaction was amusement.  In her next life, she wanted to come
back mean, ugly, and bigger than Freddie. 
But since none of those things were true in this life, Lizard used what
she had.  Don’t mess with
me.  What the hell’s going on?  She sent it with about three times the
necessary force.


Jamie winced.  Sorry.  On all fronts.  He paused a moment, and then touched her
arm.  I invited Josh.


Her first instincts involved beating him up with a tray.  Or possibly a cast-iron frying
pan—rumor had it that Sullivans had pretty hard heads.  


He winced again—she wasn’t thinking quietly.  And then looked over her shoulder and
turned slightly green.  Oh,
shit.  This part wasn’t my idea, I
promise.


Lizard whirled around. 
And saw Jennie.  And
Josh.  And some old dude who had a
camera as big as his head.  Pointed
at her face.


He took three steps toward her, fingers madly clicking.  “Perfect.  Jennie, she’s perfect. 
Do that ‘blow the place all to hell’ look again, sweetheart.”


He got the look he wanted—right before she yanked the
camera out of his hands.  “I don’t
know who the hell you are, but I’m nobody’s ‘sweetheart.’  And you have no right to take my
picture.”


He glared.  “Art
always has a right.”


The people in her poetry class spouted that kind of crap all the
time.  “Not when it’s my face, you
don’t.”  She looked at the camera
in her hands.  Big.  Expensive.  And he loved it—that much she could read easily.  Excellent—when you were a
ninety-pound weakling, sometimes revenge had to come in inventive
packages.  


Her eyes didn’t move from the old man’s.  “Josh, do you know how to erase
pictures from this beast?”


“Nope.”  His voice
sounded like she’d asked for ketchup with her fries.


“Jennie?”


“I do,” said Jennie, sounding amused.  “But it’s not worth my life to touch it.”


Fine.  They’d do
this the hard way. She glared at the old man.  “Tell me how to delete files, or I dump the camera into
Jamie’s spaghetti sauce.”  It would
serve them both right.


His eyes were piercing and cantankerous, just like they’d been
when he walked in—but they also held something else now.  Respect.  And just a tinge of fear.  “No point ruining good sauce.  Or a thirty-thousand-dollar Hasselbad.”


Holy crap.  Lizard
got a much better grip on the camera. 
“Who the hell are you?”


“Charlie Tosh.”  He
waited, like she should know who the hell he was.


She had no idea, but she wasn’t entirely stupid.  “You a famous photographer like
Jennie?”


“Some say I’m better than she is.”  Now his eyes held pride.  And challenge. 
“You let me develop the film I just shot.  I’ll show you exactly how good I am.”


No.  She had enough
people seeing her naked these days without adding some stranger to the
mix.  And it figured that the
camera took freaking film.  Old
school fit the old guy.  She handed
back the camera, temper leaking away—for some reason, it never lasted
quite long enough.  “Please don’t.”


He just looked at her for a long moment, camera nestled in his
hands.  And then he pushed a few
buttons, waited for the whirring noise from hell to stop, and popped open the
back of his camera.


He handed her the roll of film.  “If you ever want to see the truth, Jennie can probably do a
decent job of developing those for you. 
Got a couple of good ones of my great-nephew on there too.”


Great-nephew? 
Lizard’s eyes slid to Josh.


He just shrugged. 
“None of this was my idea, I swear.”


Yeah.  She was
hearing that from way too many people lately.  


Fine.  Given the
choices in this place, she was going with the cranky photographer.  She grabbed two plates from the counter
and held one out to Charlie. 
“Hungry?”


~ ~ ~


Elsie watched her roommate walk off with the grumpy old stranger,
still slightly confused about what was going on.  She looked over at Caro, standing beside her.  “What was that all about?”  Mind witches tended to know things.


Caro shrugged.  “Not
sure.”  She grinned.  “But I’m glad there’s still spaghetti
sauce to eat.  My date would have
been upset if Lizard’s temper tantrum had ruined his dinner.”


“Nuh, uh.”  Aervyn’s
hand slid into Caro’s.  “Uncle
Jamie would’a ported the camera before that happened, because he knows I’m a
really hungry witch.”


Elsie smiled at her pint-sized friend.  One of the things she’d found most shocking about Witch
Central was the sheer volume of food a hungry witch could consume.  “Do you need two plates, superboy?”


“Nope.  I already
have two big ones with food outside in the tree house.”  He looked up at Caro, eyes shining with
easy four-year-old happiness.  “One
for me and one for you, and Uncle Jamie says we can have more if we finish it
all up.”  He floated up a moment
and hugged Elsie.  “Maybe you can
be my date next time.  There’s only
room for two people in the tree house unless they’re little like me.”


Elsie tried not to jump as Aervyn and his date vanished.  She pushed away the trickle of jealousy
in her belly.  Aervyn shared his
love widely—that was hardly something to be unhappy about.  She looked around the room, seeking a
friendly face.


There were many.


And they all seemed to be paired up.  


Nat and Jamie.  


Lizard and the grumpy old man.   


Vero, settling Melvin on the couch.  


Josh had found Thea and had a wide-eyed Bean settled on his
shoulder.  


Irrepressible Helga, her arm tucked in Edric’s elbow.


A crowd of people she knew and more love than she’d ever thought
possible—and still, she felt alone.


No.  She felt
lonely.


It weighed heavy—and it made her sad in a tugging, achy
way that made her want to slide into a corner and hide.


A hand pulled on hers. 
Ginia grinned up, a plate of food in her hand.  “Come with me. 
Melvin’s hungry, and he wants you to come sit with him.”


Elsie sighed.  And
followed—Ginia wasn’t giving her much of a choice.


She slid onto the couch beside Melvin, kissing his cheek in
welcome.  He really was delightful,
even if she was fairly certain he was simply taking pity on her.  “It’s good to see you again—I
didn’t know you were coming.”


He smiled and took the plate from Ginia.  “This new ability to zap through the
computer has added joy to our lives. 
Today I get to eat with friends, and perhaps cheer up one who’s feeling
a bit lonely.”  He aimed a fork at
his spaghetti.  “You’ll have to
tell me if I get sauce on my chin—noodles are a bit tricky for a blind
man.”


It was so easy to forget he couldn’t see when he discerned so
much.  “It’s silly to be lonely in
a house full of friends.”


“Loneliness has no rules.” 
His voice had the kind of empathy that spoke of deep experience.


“You have Vero.” 
And it was hard to imagine there being any room for loneliness with that
woman’s magnificent, exuberant presence in your life.


“Yes.”  His smile
was sweet, and tinged with something Elsie didn’t quite understand.  “But I didn’t always.  To know that you seek something, but
haven’t yet found it, leaves an emptiness.  Space waiting to be filled.  That can be very hard.”


He understood.  She
had no idea how, really—but he did. 
“My life is so much more full than it was.  Why is it the empty spaces I’m feeling all of a sudden?”


His hand reached for hers, the calm strength in his fingers
soothing even as she let herself truly touch the unhappiness inside.  His words were quiet.  “It’s the fullness that’s giving you
the courage to look and to feel that which isn’t full yet.”


She tried to find hope in his words—and instead found only
heaviness.  “Will it always be that
way?  Fill up some parts, discover
new emptiness?”  It was exhausting to
even consider.


“Yes and no.”  He
smiled, his face turned to hers. 
“There are always little discoveries, new spaces that open up and wait
to be filled.  But you seek a
purpose for your life, and perhaps a partner for that lovely heart of
yours.  To sit with those empty, and
not rush to fill them, takes rare courage.”


He patted her hand. 
“And rare courage can sometimes be very lonely.”


Sitting on the couch with a wonderful old man made it feel less
lonely.  Elsie tucked her head into
his shoulder, content to simply sit a while in the beautiful company of someone
who understood.


~ ~ ~


Life was so much easier when he was the business wunderkind
instead of the twenty-two-year-old third wheel.  Josh eyed Lizard, sitting over in the corner with Uncle
Charlie, and wondered how to salvage the evening.


Dinner at Jamie’s house had sounded innocent enough.  He should have known better.  It was rapidly becoming clear that
Witch Central was about as innocent as the Italian mob.  


Then again, he should have figured that out the first time
Jennie came to check him out.  Any
woman who had Charlie Tosh’s respect shouldn’t be taken lightly.  And Lizard looked like she was rapidly
adding herself to that pile.


Not that he took her lightly.  At all.  


But she was making him more than a little nuts.  The kind of nuts that had him standing
in corners talking to himself in the presence of a roomful of people.  Smart people.  Smart, meddling people who could read minds.


“We try not to do that a whole bunch,” said Lauren, handing him
a beer.  “The reading minds
part.  Sorry—occasionally I
pick up the end of something, but in general we try not to.”


He tried hard not to feel invaded.  “Until last week, the only witches I knew had pointy hats
and trick-or-treat bags.”


“I know how you feel.” 
Lauren leaned companionably against the wall.  “That was me six months ago.”  She swigged her beer. 
“At least nobody’s telling you that you’re a witch.”


He had to ask. 
“What happened?”


“Jamie showed up on my doorstep, levitated some plates, told me
I had magical powers, and totally upended my life.”  She grinned. 
“So you’re getting off fairly easy.”


He tried to imagine discovering you could mindread—and
then the first part of Lauren’s sentence sank in.  “He can levitate plates?”


She stared at him a moment—and then winced.  “Crap.  What exactly did Jamie tell you about his abilities?”


Okay, he’d suddenly fallen into a Harry Potter movie.  “That he can pick up some thoughts and
feelings from other minds.  And
that he’s not actually all that good at it.”  Which was a little hard to believe when a guy could push
words into your head.


Lauren sighed. 
“He’s not that strong a mind witch.  Lizard and I are a lot stronger.  So’s Aervyn.”


Josh watched the cute kid pushing his fire truck around the
floor.  Then he realized that
neither the kid nor the fire truck were actually touching the ground.


“Yeah.”  Lauren was
watching him closely.  “There are
several other kinds of power, and Aervyn has almost all of them.  Jamie too.”


He didn’t even bother to ask his next question.  He assumed she’d hear it.


She grinned wryly. 
“Lizard’s just a mind witch. 
As am I.”


That was oddly comforting, all things considered.  He contemplated the bubbles in his
beer, trying to reconnect with reality. 



She patted his shoulder. 
“I’ll go cop to spilling more of the beans, and after dinner, maybe we
can give you the witch version of a talent show.”  Her eyes held almost a dare.  “In the meantime, Lizard’s about ready to marry your uncle.”


That figured. 
Fingers of frustration clenched in Josh’s gut.  One day, she was going to have to give him the same chance
she gave cute kids and old men. 
And if it didn’t happen fairly soon, he was probably going to do
something really stupid.


Or with his luck, some witch would.  Whatever magic tricks they had probably paled in comparison
to their meddling talents.


However, he did have an ace up his sleeve.  When he felt like it, Uncle Charlie
could be a force to be reckoned with. 
Time to go find out whose team he was on.


He looked up to discover Lauren still watching him.  “If my opinion counts for anything, I
thought your chances were non-existent when you first showed up.  I think they’re a lot better now.”


“You taking bets on the side?”


She grinned.  “Not
me, but someone likely is.  The
odds are probably skewed, though—too many people like you.”


He wasn’t sure yet if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  “Any way to convince them to bet
quietly and quit trying to throw the game?”


She had a great poker face.  “Let me introduce you to my best friend, Nat.  She was the subject of the last really
big betting pool around here.”


He’d met Nat.  The
pregnant and clearly very happy Nat. 
“Did she win or lose?”


Lauren slung her arm through his elbow, laughing.  “See, that’s why everyone likes you.”


Which didn’t answer his question at all—it just created a
whole pile of new ones.  He steered
Lauren in the direction of the kitchen. 
If he had to deal with levitating and other assorted magic tricks,
Lizard, and Uncle Charlie, all in the same night, he deserved another plate of
food nirvana first.


A really big plate.




Chapter 13





Jennie sat in the corner beside Vero, watching the quiet and
not-so-quiet drama unfold.  The
players were lining up in some interesting ways tonight.  “Melvin’s adopted Elsie for the
evening, I see.”


“She needs a father figure.”  Vero smiled and rolled spaghetti on her fork.  “And he understands loneliness in a way
that you and I never could.”


Jennie blinked.  “I
would have thought you and I were on pretty much opposite ends of the spectrum
there.”  Vero lived for a crowd.  Jennie generally hid from them.


Vero’s laugh was always contagious, even when she tried to tuck
herself into a quiet corner. 
“Indeed.  But I’m never
lonely because there is always an audience, even if only in my mind.  And you’re never lonely because you
seek to be alone—it nourishes you.”


All true—and still a piece missing.  “And Elsie?”


“When a flower first opens, it creates new spaces.  And until sunlight and summer breezes
filter in, there is emptiness.” 
Vero smiled, eyes on the couch. 
“Elsie’s blooming.  My
Melvin is telling her the sun is coming, and to rest easy with the new spaces.”


Vero wasn’t a mindreader. 
Jennie raised an eyebrow curiously.  “And you know this because?”


“He came to tell her.”  Vero winked and rose off her chair.  “I came to tell you.”


Jennie watched her walk off, pretty sure the aura of mystery was
intentional.  That, too, was a
message.  WitchLight was big on
people figuring things out for themselves.  And twenty-five years later, it could still be annoying.


Nat slid into the chair Vero had just vacated.


Jennie raised an eyebrow. 
“Have you come to deliver other cryptic messages?”


“Nope.  I’m just
hungry.”  Nat laughed, diving into
her plate of spaghetti.  “And
unlike my husband, I can’t levitate my plate, so it helps to have a place to
sit.”  She grinned and waved a
fork.  “Eat up—apparently we
might be having a magic show after dinner.”


At Witch Central, that could mean all kinds of things.  “A careful one, I hope?  Charlie doesn’t know he eats with
witches.”  And so far everyone had
been on good-enough behavior that he might not find out before the night was
over.


Nat smiled, chewing happily.  “He’s probably going to find out.  Lauren is currently giving my husband mind-heck for telling
Josh he was a mind witch, but not mentioning any of his other talents.”


Oh, what tangled webs they weaved.  Since Lauren was presently talking to Josh, it wasn’t hard
to work out what had happened. 
Jennie sighed.  Charlie was
going to be unbearable to work with after this.  He’d always accused her of witchery with a camera.  “We’re giving Josh a crash course in witch
powers, are we?  Has anyone warned
Lizard?”


Nat grinned.  “Jamie
thinks that should be your job. 
He’s busy dishing spaghetti.”


And he’d sent one of the few messengers she was pretty much
guaranteed not to shoot.  Jennie
reached out with her mind.  Nice
try, nephew mine.  You started this
line of dominoes, you get to clean up the mess along the way.


The sigh she got back was long-suffering—and not at all
surprised.  Come dish spaghetti
for me, then?


That much she could handle, although it would make more than one
witch nervous to see her hovering over a pot in the kitchen.  Maybe Jamie had a “don’t worry, I’m not
the cook” apron handy.


Then again, probably not.


~ ~ ~


He’d been watching her all damn night.  Lizard looked up as Josh finally approached, holding
brownies in front of him like a sword. 
He looked… tired.


She toned down her scowl a little and snagged the most
precariously balanced brownie, handing it to Charlie.


“Hey, Uncle Charlie.” 
Josh handed off a snickerdoodle too.  “Can I borrow Lizard for a minute?”


“’Bout damn time.”  


Charlie looked all too happy to sit and scarf sugar.  So much for her tough old guard
dog.  Lizard pulled herself up and
nodded at the door.  “Outside?”  She could use some air, and Witch
Central could use a lot less fodder for their gossip.


The long evening shadows when they stepped outside soothed her
soul.  She’d always loved the play
of shadow and light—life on the edges.  


Jeebers, the spaghetti sauce was making her wax poetic.  She looked sideways at Josh.  He still looked kind of
bedraggled.  “I like your uncle
Charlie.  He’s sweet.”


That startled a laugh out of her companion.  “You might be the first person in the
history of the universe to call him that.”


“Then nobody’s been looking very hard.”  Lizard headed down a pedestrian path to
the park.  Not quite a dark alley,
but at least it hinted at privacy. 
“How come he’s here?”


“I was hoping you’d asked him that.”  Josh shoved his hands in his pockets.  “All I got was a voicemail saying he
was here and he’d see me at dinner.”


He really hadn’t known. 
“Does he always stick his camera in people’s faces like that?”  She’d managed to forgive him over a
plate of spaghetti—now she was just curious.  Her fingers toyed with the roll of film in her pocket.


“Yup.”  Josh
grinned.  “This is his third
Hasselbad.  The last one got broken
over his head by some irate actress.”


It was hard to imagine Charlie taking paparazzi photos.  “Why?  She didn’t want her picture taken?”


“He made her look old. 
And then put her portrait up in a gallery showing on Madison Avenue in
New York, in size extra-large.  She
showed up at the opening and cracked his camera over his head.”


That, she could imagine. 
“How much did the picture sell for?”


Josh’s laugh warmed her in odd places.  “Enough to pay for the next camera.”


They stepped into the park—a tiny little bit of grass, a
small sandbox, and two decent climbing trees.  Lizard strolled to the base of the bigger of the two and
headed up, unsurprised when he followed. 
She settled into a convenient crook.  On the cold days, she’d ridden Freddie’s bus.  On the warm days, she’d hung out in a
lot of trees.  Not even the cops ever
looked up.


He had a question—she could see it hanging in his
mind.  And flatly refused to look
closely enough to find out what it was. 
She probably didn’t want to know. 
Her gut said this moment had been coming for a long time—the one
where he found out something about her that made him squirm.  And in the blabberfest of a Witch
Central spaghetti-fest, he could have easily heard plenty.


So she waited.  And
stacked her armor in place.  And
ignored the very small corner of her heart that wished.


When his question came, it was entirely different than anything
she’d been dreading.


“Tell me about Witch Central.”


Lizard eyed him suspiciously.  Something about this was really important to him, but she
had no idea what.  “It’s just a
shorthand name for some of the people who live in this neighborhood.”  Which made it sound a bit like a gang.  She tried again.  “You know that Jamie and I can mindread.  So can a few others.”


He swung a leg over a tree branch, face in that casual mode she
was beginning to recognize as his most dangerous.  “Lauren says there’s more than mindreading involved.”


Sweet fracking hell—could none of the witches in her life
keep their mouths shut?  “Was she a
little more informative than that?”


His eyes were telling her nothing.  “Not really. 
Something about Jamie levitating plates and a talent show after dinner.”


She knew nothing about any levitating plates, but his eyes said
now was a bad time to ask.  “Jamie
has other magic too.”


“Define ‘other magic.’”


Fine.  Jamie was a
big boy, and he was an idiot for not keeping his mouth shut in the first
place.  And maybe this way her
armor wouldn’t get too many new dings. 
“He’s got air and fire magic—that’s probably how he levitates
stuff.  He’s one of the main
trainers for Witch Central.”  She
paused a beat, the poet knowing when she had a good line to deliver.  “Oh, and he can teleport.”


Josh’s eyebrows flew up. 
“Teleport what?”


“Forks, plates, small children, himself.”  She had no idea what Jamie’s upper
limits were.


Even a brain-dead mind witch would have caught Josh’s flinging
emotions.  Amusement.  Disbelief.  Astonishment. 
And then utter fascination. 
“He can beam himself places? 
Like Star Trek?”


Did nothing shake this guy?  “Yeah.  Or beam
you to Outer Mongolia.  Don’t piss
him off.”  Mongolia was probably
outside Jamie’s range, but whatever. 
She had the sudden urge to see Josh squirm.  Just a little.


He grinned instead. 
“I wonder what I have to do to get him to give me a ride.”


Magic wasn’t a game. 
Unless you’d grown up in Witch Central your whole life, or whatever
happy-slappy universe had produced Josh Hennessey.  Lizard was suddenly tired of trying to pretend she lived in
that world.  “Go back and ask.  You can probably be the talent show
assistant or something.”  Maybe
Aervyn would drench him or singe his eyebrows or turn him into a fuzzy
caterpillar.  She could always
hope.  


Lizard wiggled forward out of her crook and got ready to
jump.  This wasn’t her mess, and
she wasn’t cleaning it up. 
“Night.  I’m heading home.”


One surprisingly strong arm wrapped around her ribcage.  A quick tug and she was tucked back into
the tree next to Josh, in a way that made it very clear that he was a
cuddler—and that they were nowhere close to done talking yet.  “You’re pretty new at Witch Central,
right?”


He had instincts to rival her boss.  Lizard closed her eyes and wished briefly that witches were
the biggest skeleton in her closet. 
And then opened them again and prepared to kick Joshua Hennessey to the
curb.  It was way beyond time.  “I’m here serving my parole.”


Not even his mind flinched.  “What did you do?”


“Jacked a car.”


He snorted in amusement beside her.  “Sorry.  I figured
it involved the chicken dance or something.”


“Nope.”  No witch
misdemeanors on her record—just the ordinary kind.  “Moved in with this slimy guy.  Took his car for a ride.  Uncle was a cop, so I got busted.”


She could feel his eyes drilling into her head, amusement
entirely gone.  “Why the slimy
guy?”


Josh, meet the real Lizard Monroe.  “He was just one of many.  I lived in a world you don’t even know about.  Druggies, gamblers, slimeballs.  I’d pick the most harmless jerkwad I
could find and live with him for a while. 
Cook, clean, keep his bed warm.” 
She felt the sleaze oozing into place, coating her skin and sucking at
the bright spots on her soul. 
“Kept me safer than a lot of the girls I know.”


He sat, not moving, for what felt like half her life.  And then he leaned over and kissed the
top of her head.  “I’m sorry.  Really sorry.”


Her heart screamed in agony.  What part of ‘I had sex with jerkwads’ had he not
understood?  “I’m not who you think
I am, Josh.  I’ve cleaned up some,
but Witch Central’s not my home turf. 
I didn’t grow up a cute little witch who got to do magic tricks and eat
lots of cookies.”  At least not
after Grammie died.


“I’m not as stupid as you think I am.  Or as naive.” 
His fingers gently traced the lines on her arms.  “You hung around in dirt.  I get that.  Some of it touched you—I get that too.”


She fought for air—and for the courage to stay away from
what his fingers offered.


His voice let her do neither.  “I’m probably supposed to say something about how it doesn’t
matter.  But it does.  Some of it doesn’t wash off, just like
your tats don’t.”  He kissed the
top of her head again.  “They’re
sexy as hell, by the way.”


The tiny voice in the corner of her heart hammered just one word
over and over.  Believe.


 And then his arm
moved away, and he hopped down from the tree.  He looked up, his head resting against the tree branch she
sat on, and the sadness in his eyes stopped her heart.  “It doesn’t matter the way you believe
it does.  But I think you’re using
it as an excuse.  None of those
people back there—Jamie, Lauren, none of them jacked cars in their youth
either.”  He stopped a moment, and
swallowed.  “And you let them love
you.”


When he turned and walked away, something inside her broke.  And she was too sad and scared to figure
out exactly what it was.


~ ~ ~


Jamie tucked onto the couch next to his wife, breathing in the
peace of a suddenly quiet house. 
He laid a hand on her belly, aware that quiet was going to be in short
supply in the relatively near future. 
“Can’t believe I ran out of sauce again.  You’d think after this many years, I’d know better.”


He loved the amusement that danced across Nat’s face.  Her gift to him was peace and a
steadiness unlike anything he’d ever known.  His to her was to make her giggle.  Often.


She snuggled in under his arm.  “Sorry. 
Apparently our girl in here likes your sauce.”


The three plates she’d consumed were hardly the source of his
supply problem.  He’d stopped
counting when Aervyn hit his fifth plate, and evidently the triplets were going
through a growth spurt.  And for a
non-witch, Charlie Tosh could consume some serious spaghetti.


And some serious rolls of film.  The man had left with a bagful, muttering things about
setting up camp in Jennie’s darkroom. 
Aunt Jennie had looked worried, but Charlie might not have been the only
thing on her mind.


Jamie laid his head back, enjoying the hint of flowers in Nat’s
hair.  She was Ginia’s favorite
test subject for new lotions and potions, and this one smelled really
nice.  The last one had smelled
faintly like skunk, something neither his niece nor his wife had been thrilled
to hear.


Nat swung her legs over his thigh.  Getting comfortable was becoming more of a challenge for her.  “Interesting evening.  Congratulations.”


It had gotten a little more interesting than he’d had in
mind.  “Aervyn was really
unimpressed when the talent show got canceled.”  Something two helpings of brownies had done a lot to fix,
which was a good thing.  A
witchling temper tantrum wasn’t very quiet, and wiser minds had decided that
Charlie Tosh’s education could wait, given that his nephew had gone AWOL.


“A lot more non-witches mixing into Witch Central lately.”


He grinned.  His
wife sounded like a lifelong veteran instead of one of the latest
arrivals.  “You started a new
trend.”  Not exactly
true—there had always been some. 
Witches had this crazy urge to make friends, and they tended to range
far and wide finding them.


There were definitely a lot more people crashing the inner
circle lately, though.


Her fingers played over his.  “Josh got hit pretty hard tonight.  He wasn’t as sure of himself as he usually is, and I don’t
think discovering you can fly plates around was his issue.”


Jamie didn’t either, and you had to admire a guy who didn’t get
thrown by the discovery that he’d landed in the deep end of the witch
pool.  “Lizard?”  His wife’s intuition beat feeble mind
powers any day of the week.


“Mmm.”


He knew by now that Nat wasn’t trying to be mysterious.  Sometimes she needed to mull, needed
time to find words for what she knew deep inside.  When she found them, it would be worth the wait.


And while Lizard and Josh had been the primary source of buzzing
curiosity for the evening, Jamie’s attention had been pulled elsewhere.  “Elsie seemed restless tonight.”


“She’s lonely.” 
Nat’s sigh was full of empathy. 
“And being here with all the happy couples wasn’t helping.”


“There are lots of happy single women in Witch Central.  Caro, Lauren…”  Jamie ran out of steam as he realized
that was about the entire list.


Nat’s giggles shook both of them.  “It’s because you’re all just a bunch of inveterate
matchmakers.  I have no idea how
Lauren’s still standing.”


He knew.  “She
doesn’t need a guy.  Most single
people have this vacant, partner-sized spot in their minds.  Different stuff in there depending on
the person.  Sometimes it’s desire
or yearning, sometimes it’s more mixed up than that.”  He hated fear the most.  No, scratch that—he hated “waiting to be a doormat”
the most.  “Lauren doesn’t have
that spot.  Elsie does.”  And he had no freaking clue what either
meant.


Nat looked at him now, eyes wide with surprise.  “You see that with mindreading?  Lauren’s never said anything like
that.”


“No.”  He squirmed,
uneasy with the most renegade and unstable of his powers.  “I think it’s my damned precog.  Kind of like a shadow of their
potential future, mixed up with who they are now.”


Now his wife’s eyes held worry.  “You see something for Elsie.”


It wasn’t that simple. 
“I don’t know, love.  I see
possibilities, and they’re about as clear as trying to look through Aervyn’s
kaleidoscope.  Elsie’s bits have
more joy than most.”


“But?”


“There’s something else.” 
And he’d tried all damn evening to focus in on it with no success.  Precog was notoriously unbiddable,
untrainable, unreliable.  “I don’t
know what, but it’s not happy.” 
And maybe not even likely, which was the most bitter kicker.


“Whatever it is, the pendants are sensing it too.”  Nat held hers, breathing in the deep,
even rhythm that told him she was trying to focus.  “It still vibrates quietly.  More so in the night.” 
She looked up, apology in her eyes.  “I should have told you.”


Given the way he’d freaked out the last time the pendants had
spoken, it wasn’t a big shock that she hadn’t.  He stroked her hair, offering a silent apology of his
own.  “Tell me next time.”


And made a mental note. 
He’d forgotten to tell Melvin to turn down the volume on his wife’s
rock.  She had far better hearing
than most—and if it ever made her think the air in her world was gone
again, it was going to be a very banished, very melted rock.


~ ~ ~


Elsie slipped out of the house.  The dragging tiredness of a body used to sleeping at night
was no match for the yearning in her veins.


Her feet headed downtown on a return journey to blue, hazy
magic, her ears already seeking the slinky rhythms of alto sax and beating
drums.  She willed them to be
there.


Needed them to be.


And was terribly afraid she might not find them.  In the tangled web of her mind, visions
of dancing in Anton’s arms warred with a voice that wondered if he had only
been feverishly imagined.  She knew
what it was to waken with dreams that felt as real as the pillow she
cradled.  Psychologists called it
wish fulfillment.  Those were weak
words for the pounding need inside her.


Anton had to be real. 
Her clothes had smelled of lingering smoke.


She stared up at the moon, well aware that Anton and his bar
could indeed exist—and not at all match the magic of her memory.


And this was silliness.  It had been only two nights.  Surely she wasn’t desperate enough to fabricate her own
version of Paris in less than forty-eight hours.  She was being ridiculous, yet another thing the old Elsie
had never been.


The moon still hung in the sky, just out of reach.  The cooling summer air still feathered
over her skin.  And just now, at
the very edges of her hearing, layered under the sounds of a Berkeley night,
she could make out a drumbeat.


What was that line Lizard had been walking around mumbling?  Something about going bravely into the
night.  Well, if Elsie Giannotto
wanted to do something about her empty spaces, she needed to be a little less
wimpy.


Elsie touched a tree on her way by, briefly enchanted by its
blooms, and sighed.  The empty
spaces were an unwelcome discovery. 
Melvin had helped chase them away for a while, but he was right.  She didn’t have a purpose—and she
yearned for someone to look at her the way Jamie looked at Nat, or Melvin
looked at his wife.


Or the way Josh looked at Lizard, even if her roommate was too
busy convincing herself she was unworthy to do anything useful with those
smoldering eyes.  Elsie grinned,
feeling the stirring of her fire magic. 
Perhaps tonight it would be her
eyes doing the smoldering.


She’d been a little afraid of Anton last time.  A little overwhelmed, and a lot
unsure.  Tonight she planned to
remember that she was a grown woman, in charge of her own darned empty
spaces.  


The tantalizing sounds of alto sax grew louder, calling to her
soul, the empty places and the full ones. 
She breathed in the aromas of coffee and linguine, flowers and sea-salt
tang, all mixing in the late-night air. 
She’d never been a creature of the night.


Until now.


Elsie walked into the blue haze, eyes seeking, a vague smile for
Rocco at the door.  He just grunted
and motioned with his shoulder.


She saw the curls first. 
Anton.  A very real, very
sexy Anton—with welcome in his eyes and a raspberry Cosmo in his hand.


Something in Elsie’s belly unfurled.




Chapter 14





Jennie was in no doubt as to who was at her front
door—even Charlie’s knocking had a grumpy rhythm.  Or rather, his banging.  


She made her way down the stairs, willing away the brewing
headache.  Her pendant had been
restless half the night, her mind restless the other half.  And now she had a visitor with no
manners who probably intended to invade her darkroom.


Since Charlie’s darkroom marathons rivaled her own, it would
probably take days to extricate him.


And phew.  He wasn’t
the only one grumpy this morning. 
She tried to paste something resembling a smile on her face before she
opened the door.  It wouldn’t
matter to him in the slightest, but it might improve her own mood.  “Morning.  Want some milk and cookies?”


“Do I look like I’m four?” 
He unloaded a pile of equipment at the bottom of her stairs, leaving
only the Hasselbad around his neck. 



Not a darkroom invasion, then.  A portrait session. 
And for reasons she didn’t want to consider too closely, that made her
squirm.  She’d try to appreciate
the poetic irony later.  “Tea and
cookies?”


He considered her suspiciously.  “Who made the cookies?”


Sheesh.  “These are
Nell’s.”


“I hear Lizard makes pretty good cookies.”


Which was about as circuitous a conversation as she’d ever heard
from Charlie.  Jennie gestured in
the general direction of the kitchen. 
“She does.  Makes better
biscuits, though.  She’s giving
some of the amateur chefs around here a run for their money.”


Charlie hopped up on a stool at the breakfast bar with
surprising spryness.  “She’s
interesting.”  


Given the source, that was high praise.  And a request for information, most of
which wasn’t Jennie’s to give.  
She could, however, do a little digging of her own.  “You spent a lot of time with her last
night.”


“Silly girl was using me as a shield, trying to keep that nephew
of mine at bay.  Won’t work for
long.”  Charlie grinned.  “He’s got Tosh blood in his veins.”


If Jennie understood the Tosh-Hennessey family tree correctly,
it was marriage, not blood, that related Josh and Charlie, but that was one of
those aggravating details that would land a Hasselbad in her nose.  Charlie favored greater truth over
actual accuracy—and he had a point. 
“She wasn’t expecting him at dinner last night.  Jamie pulled a bit of an ambush.”


Dark eyes met hers. 
“Whose side is he on?”


Fair question—and no easy answers.  “I hope we’re all on the same side, but
in the short term, I would say he’s actually in Josh’s corner.”


His lips twitched, even as he reached for the tea cup she set in
front of him.  “Does he strike you
as needing help?  I think that boy
was born competent.  He’s waiting
for her.”


And there was the reason why Charlie was a genius with a
camera.  He saw things.  “I didn’t think young people were that
smart.”


“She’s a butterfly,” said Charlie gruffly.  “And her wings are still a little
wet.  Beautiful now, but she’s going
to be magnificent when she truly gets going.”  He eyed Jennie over his cup.  “Just like someone else I know.”


Charlie didn’t dish out personal compliments.  Ever.  And while his obvious appreciation for Lizard was making her
positively gooey, the rest had alarm bells ringing in her head.  “What do you want?”


“The truth.”  His
rare grin didn’t help at all. 
“Yesterday my camera caught the damp butterfly wings, if that girl is
ever smart enough to hand over the film.” 
He glared at Jennie.  “If
she does, you better not screw it up.”


No one had questioned her darkroom skills in two decades.  “You might be better with the light,
Charlie Tosh, but nobody works a print better than I do.”


The Hasselbad’s shutter caught her in mid-tirade.  Charlie’d always had really fast hands.


Damn.  The portrait
session was apparently under way.


~ ~ ~


There was just enough time to make biscuits for breakfast if she
hurried.  Toss them in the oven,
have a shower, and she could start the day both clean and fed.  Which, most days, was still a minor
miracle. 


Two classes, an eye-searing four inches of condo board finances
to review for a client, three new listings to tour, and a milkshake date with
Aervyn.  Just another day in the
life of Lizard Monroe, real estate tycoon and occasional witch poet.


Who’d have thunk?


Cold air blasted her face as she pulled butter from the
freezer.  Not nearly as cozy as her
warm covers upstairs, but biscuits made with room-temperature butter tasted
like crap.  She reached for the
cool new grater Jamie had sent over—one of those fancy-schmancy ones from
the kitchen specialty store that didn’t grate her knuckles along with the
butter.


She was moving up in the world.


“You going to put sausage in those?”


Lizard nearly beaned Josh with the grater as she spun
around.  “What the hell are you
doing here?”


He backed up a step and leaned against the counter, hands
sliding into the pockets of his ratty jeans.  “Came to see if you wanted to have breakfast.  Diner’s running a two-for-one special
this morning.”  He waved in the
direction of the butter.  “Or you
can give me a biscuit lesson instead.”


Her hair might still be spiking in fifty directions, and there
were most likely still pillow creases on her cheeks, but her mind was clearing
plenty fast.  He’d said things last
night that had ripped her to shreds, and now he was here for a cooking
lesson.  “What about all that stuff
you said?  In the tree?”


“Letting it slide.” 
His voice stayed totally casual, but something else beat quietly in his
mind.  She refused to look.


“What, so it doesn’t matter?”  It sure as hell did. 
It had messed with her sleep, her equilibrium, and—she cursed at
the egg in her hand—even her ability to make biscuits on autopilot.  Biscuits didn’t have eggs in them.


“It matters.”  His
eyes, carefully averted from hers, held just a hint of the intensity she’d seen
in the tree.  “But all I really
wanted to tell you is that if you plan to keep shoving me away, you’re going to
need to come up with a better reason than whatever you were before you got here.”  He plucked the egg out of her hand and
cracked it into the bowl.  “What
goes in next?”


Frack.  Lizard
contemplated the contents of the bowl and sighed.  Apparently they were having scrambled eggs with their
biscuits.


And the part of her that was glad he was in her kitchen was way
too big for comfort.


Teeth grinding in frustration at herself as much as her smug
guest, she grabbed a carton of eggs from the fridge.  “Go find some green stuff in the garden that smells
good.  We’ll put it in the
eggs.”  There were plenty of
perfectly good herbs growing on the windowsill, but Josh probably didn’t know
that, and she needed some space.


“Any green stuff?” 
He raised an eyebrow.


She shrugged. 
“Taste it first.  If you
puke or die, it was probably the wrong stuff.”  She was pretty sure nothing that poisonous grew in the
garden.  And if the man couldn’t
recognize chives, he had no business touching an egg.  Which might be a teeny bit grumpy, but she was freaking
entitled.  “Find the stuff that looks
like long, round grass and smells like onions.”


“Grass, onions, check.” 
Josh headed out the back door, acting like he went chive hunting every
day.


Lizard took a really deep breath and tried to soothe the gang
warfare in her gut.  If he wanted
to pretend yesterday had never happened, she was way cool with that.  Her brain could just stop replaying his
sad, vulnerable eyes and get on with making biscuits—the butter was
getting totally goopy.  She reached
for the flour and scooped, eyeballing three cups.


Elsie walked into the kitchen, eyes still fuzzy with sleep.  “Morning.”


Lizard frowned, the vibes from her roommate unmistakable.  “You go dancing with your French guy
again?”


Elsie grinned and spun around in a circle.  “I did.  And not just dancing this time.  He kissed me.”


Jeebers, what was this—junior high?  Lizard rolled her eyes, smart-ass
remark on the tip of her tongue—and then caught the earnest, freakishly
happy look on Elsie’s face.  Never
mind.  She didn’t kick puppies or
infatuated roommates.  Some stupid,
sexy French guy could probably take care of that all by himself.


In Lizard’s world, any guy you met in a bar late at night was a
jerkwad, even the sexy French ones. 
Guys that weren’t jerkwads married their junior-high sweethearts and
spent their nights snoring in bed. 
They didn’t pick up a slightly obsessive psychologist, fill her full of
raspberry Cosmos, and steal a kiss.


But maybe that happened on Planet Elsie.  Lizard had long been clear that not
everyone in the universe had to play by the same rules.


And Josh, walking in the back door looking proud of himself and
whistling, just proved her point. Some guys always came up roses, even if
they’d raided Caro’s daffodil stems instead of the chive patch.


She gave a good, swift mental kick to the little voice that
thought he was cute, grabbed the pot of chives from the windowsill, and split
the scrambled eggs into two batches. 



He could eat the daffodil stems.


~ ~ ~


Her cookies were a success.  Elsie watched the happy, chattering faces in Knit a Spell
and decided she’d finally mastered a decent snickerdoodle.  Her friends had always politely eaten
her baking, but today, the plate had emptied before they even hit the juicy
part of the conversation.


Helga beamed, brushing cookie crumbs off her fingers.  “Those were delicious, my dear.  Maybe I can talk you into making me an
extra dozen next time—Edric has a weakness for snickerdoodles.  I’ll trade you a skein of that Koigu
you’ve been eyeing.”


No trade was necessary—but Helga liked to haggle.


Elsie grinned.  It
must be contagious, since she’d swapped Caro for some of the rich and spicy
Vietnamese cinnamon currently headlining in the cookies.  “Edric’s a witch.  I think we’re all born addicted to
cookies.”


Jodi eyed Sam, asleep in his Moses basket, and smiled at his soft
whiffles.  “Mine’s still too little
for cookies, but maybe I’d better start practicing.”


Caro settled into a chair, finally done with whatever business
she’d been working on behind the counter. 
“When he gets big enough, the bakers of Witch Central will be glad to
keep him supplied.  We take care of
our own.”  She squeezed Jodi’s hand
and winked at Helga.  “And the
people who come with them.”


Marion snorted. 
“What, I have to go find me a grumpy old witch to belong to this group
now?”


Elsie tried not to laugh—that was a pretty accurate
description of Edric until Helga had parachuted into his life.  She idly riffled through her growing
mental list of witches, wondering if there might be someone who would enjoy the
stern and steadfast Marion, with her not-so-secret love of bright colors and
cute babies.


I don’t think that was an invitation to matchmake, sent Caro, highly amused.  Marion’s got a husband already.


Elsie was shocked that she’d somehow missed such a basic fact in
the many hours of knitting conversation. 
They knew all about Jodi’s sexy electrician and Helga’s recent dating
exploits.


Not all women are talkers.  Caro’s needles clicked busily, turning the heel on a pair of
socks.  And not all husbands are
worth talking about.


The edges of sadness and judgment in Caro’s mental voice told
Elsie a lot more than they once would have.  She looked over at Marion, wondering what lay hidden under
the brusque British exterior.  As a
therapist, she’d seen a constant stream of people in unhappy relationships.  After weeks in the fairytale atmosphere
of Witch Central, maybe it was a good thing to remember they existed.


“How about you, my dear?”


Elsie tuned back in to the conversation and realized Helga was
looking at her expectantly.  “How
about what?”


Jodi grinned, rocking Sammy with her foot.  “We’ve heard about Helga’s hot
date.  What’s got you so happy
lately?”


Helga chortled, picking up a new ball of yarn.  “Rumor has it that Edric isn’t the only
witch walking around singing these days.”


Edric was singing?  Elsie
tried to picture the stern old witch humming a tune, and then realized there
were four sets of curious eyes turned her direction.  Edric was no longer the topic of conversation.


Fortunately, she’d learned some things from Helga.  If you were going to talk about the new
man in your life, you had to do it right. 
She leaned back in the rocking chair, voice casual.  “I met a Frenchman.”


“Ooo-eee!”  Jodi’s
eyes glittered with a contagious mix of glee and curiosity.  “Details, please.  Some of us with small babies have to
live vicariously.”


Elsie had heard enough stories of Jodi’s sexy electrician
husband to know that wasn’t true, but saying so would be heading
off-script.  “He owns a jazz bar
downtown.  We danced and drank
raspberry Cosmos.”  She paused a beat,
enjoying the strange new pleasure of withholding tantalizing information.  “And I tried to keep my fingers out of
his curls.”


“Silly girl.”  Helga
shook her head and sighed.  “Have I
taught you nothing?”


Elsie giggled—Helga was a bit of a hedonist.  “I mostly wasn’t successful.”  A rather shocking fact for a woman who
used to have excellent self-control.


“Patrick’s got awesome curls.”  Jodi looked down at her sleeping babe.  “I was hoping Sammy might get them too,
but so far he seems to be going for the Jean Luc Picard look.”


Baby hair was a mystery. 
Bean had been born with enough for three, and Sammy was still totally
bald.


“Focus, my dears.” 
Helga waved her knitting needles for emphasis.  “Sammy’s adorable, but I want to hear more about this mysterious
Frenchman.  Is he a good kisser?”


Elsie was pretty sure even her toes were blushing, but she was
determined to hold her own in this conversation.  “I don’t think you’ve told us about Edric’s kisses.”


“You’ve never asked.” 
The twinkles in Helga’s eyes multiplied.  “But I did, so now you get to go first.”


“It’s like being in a dream.”  Feeling a bit like a teenage girl at a slumber party, Elsie
tried to find words for how she felt in Anton’s arms.  “He’s strong and handsome and pulls me into this place I’ve
never been before.”


“That’s so yummy.” 
Jodi swooned dramatically. 
“Does he speak French while you dance?”


Elsie shook her head, still feeling his arms around her back and
his curls under her fingers.  “We
don’t talk much at all.”


It took a while for all the sets of eyes watching her to make
their way through Elsie’s dreamy haze. 
Jodi’s were amused—and a tiny bit envious.  Helga’s held applause for living a bold
and daring life.


But Marion’s were strangely concerned.  And the glances she exchanged with Caro weren’t part of the
script at all.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Love is a mystery.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


Well, it seems both of my students have an interesting man in
their lives.  We have one happy,
singing witch, and one ready to throw a cast-iron pot at the next person who
mentions Josh’s name.


Lizard is probably entitled—we’ve been meddling
unmercifully.  Josh has already
been granted honorary membership in the Witch Central clan.  Anyone who can survive a dinner at
Jamie’s deserves at least that much. 
Heck, anyone who can survive being related to Charlie Tosh probably has
all the credentials he needs.


Charlie is one grumpy old man.  And yes, he’s being trying to take my picture, so I concede
that I might be slightly cranky at the moment.  The man does beautiful work, but he’s a moron while he does
it.  Told me to sit in a rocking
chair, for Pete’s sake.


I’m not that old.


He does, however, like Lizard—and for that, I will forgive
him a multitude of sins.  Perhaps
not the rocking chair, but pretty much anything else.


It’s ironic that Lizard might find Josh easier to handle if he
shared Charlie’s temperament.  I’ve
never seen Charlie remotely close to wrapped around anyone’s finger, but our
fairy poet is a hairsbreadth away. 
She has a talent, when she chooses to use it.


She’s not the only one. 
Jamie and Charlie both assure me that Josh wasn’t even trying at
dinner—he knows how to sell himself to an audience of many, or just
one.  And he isn’t making a major
effort to do either.  He has the
skills to storm the gates of Lizard—and he isn’t.


It’s hard for me to admit that someone that young might be that
smart.


Or that supremely gutsy.


The mysterious Anton seems to be taking something of the same
approach with Elsie.  Patient
temptation.  It rests less easy in
her case, and I’m still not at all sure why.  Perhaps because I don’t believe that sexy, bar-owning,
jazz-loving Frenchmen are patient.


Where I come up with these things, I don’t know.


I do know that Charlie Tosh is not at all patient, and is once
again knocking at my door, yelling that he needs to use my darkroom.  He only left an hour ago.


He will use my own darkroom to print elderly rocking-chair
photos of me over my cold, dead body.


Off
to yell at a grumpy old man,


Jennie




Chapter 15





--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: Love is a mystery.


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dear,


Melvin says you’re being silly if you think Charlie wanted a
portrait of you in a rocker.  He
suspects what Charlie chased was the warrior light in your eyes when he
suggested such a thing.


Which makes Charlie no less of a moron—we elderly women
need to stick together—but it probably means he got a most excellent
picture.  Melvin and I would like a
copy, if you please.  And we are
smart enough to ask for it while there are several hundred miles between us and
your temper.


Some women are most beautiful when they’re furious, and whatever
else his faults, Charlie Tosh knows that. 
He took the portrait of me that no one else dared, some ten years ago
now—and I suspect my wise husband is right and he’s just done the same
for you.


As for the men leaking into your students’ lives, Melvin says
that you find it hard to believe anyone can be patient.  And that patience is not always a
virtue.


I believe the best of Josh.  He waits, I think, because he wants all of who Lizard can
be—and she won’t get there if he pushes too hard.  In that, he has perhaps a little of
Melvin’s wisdom.  I hope Josh
doesn’t have to wait nearly as long as my wonderful husband did. 


I want to believe the best of Elsie’s dark and handsome
Frenchman too.  He stirs her, and
that is to be welcomed, I think. 
But he worries far too many witches for me to be entirely easy with his
presence in my brave singer’s life. 



Less-than-good men can be patient too. 


We will see.  Elsie
is growing in wondrous ways, and sometimes there are knocks along the
journey.  I am trying to trust that
this is unfolding as it needs to.


Walk
in the light,


Vero


~ ~ ~


Jamie walked out of The Pit and contemplated making a run for
it.  Josh’s project guys were some
of the best in the business, and Jamie was no stranger to ball pits, karaoke
stages, or people who coded in their sleep.


But something had been niggling at him the entire meeting, and
he was pretty sure it was the churn in the mind of the guy in charge.  Josh ran a totally professional ship,
even if some of the sailors wore dreadlocks and did their best work at 2
a.m.  But his mind had been crowded
this morning—and most of it had nothing to do with code.


Jamie sighed and leaned against the wall.  He’d created at least some of the hole
Josh had fallen into.  Time to give
the guy a hand climbing out.


But he didn’t have to like it.  “Matchmaker” was not part of his long and convoluted witch
job description, and he’d be a lot happier keeping it that way.


Josh came out the door, said something incomprehensible to the
people still in the room, and pinned Jamie with a quick glance.  “Coffee?”


Jamie figured it was a bad sign when he headed for the
stairs.  A guy didn’t walk down and
then back up four flights of stairs just to get coffee when there was excellent
stuff on tap in the staff playroom right next to his office.  He sighed, slung his computer bag over
a shoulder, and seriously considered porting down the stairs.  Something about tangling with young
love was making him feel really old.


Josh was waiting at the bottom, grinning unrepentantly as Jamie
caught up.  “No donuts left
upstairs.”


That was possible. 
Or maybe even likely, given that Danny had pulled an all-nighter.  But Jamie was darned sure donuts had
nothing to do with why he was currently headed out into the lonely
streets.  


Ah, well.  If it was
time to talk witch smack, he might as well be the guy carrying the ball.  “Lemme know next time.  I can always port in an extra box.”


Josh’s stride only hitched a little.  “You can really teleport?”


The little boy and the grown-up inside Jamie’s brain had a quick
debate.  It didn’t last long.  He muttered a quick spell, just loud
enough for his companion to hear, and ported them both a block ahead.  And gave the guy with him serious
points when he sensed shock, awe, and rabid curiosity—but not a drop of
fear.  


“I’m gonna want to do that again,” said Josh slowly.  “Probably a lot of times.  But first, I have a couple of questions
for you.”


Jamie had already figured that part out.  He pointed down the street.  Might as well have some caffeine for
the inquisition.  “What’s the first
one?”


“How does it change you, having power like that?”


He’d expected a bunch of questions about how power worked.  Guy questions.  This was not a guy question.  Jamie tried to channel his inner
Nat.  “Depends how much power you
have, I guess.  Those with the most
carry some pretty heavy responsibilities. 
Most witches have fairly minor talents.  They need to be trained, but then it’s like any other
slightly unusual skill.”


“But they’re still part of Witch Central.”


“Yeah.”  Jamie tried
to follow the shifts—being a mind witch wasn’t helping a whole lot
here.  “There are no prerequisites
for belonging.  There are plenty of
people with no magic at all in our midst.”


“Your wife.”  It
wasn’t a question.  “She’s right at
the center.”


Never underestimate a twenty-two-year-old kid with good eyes and
a big brain.  “That’s new—we
only met in February.  She lived in
Chicago, taught yoga there.”


That surprised Josh. 
“That’s not how it looks.”


And that made Jamie incredibly proud of both his wife and the
people he loved.  “Maybe I gave you
the wrong answer before.  Magic
doesn’t change us so much individually—but it changes us
collectively.  Changes what
matters.”  And now he knew what to
say next, and figured his wife would forgive him the telling.  “Nat grew up in an emotional
wasteland.  The thing she needed
most was people who loved her, no questions asked.”


“She got that here.” 
Again, not a question.  Josh
turned down what looked like an alleyway. 
“You guys get that whole ‘belonging’ thing.”


Yeah.  They
did.  “We have something that sets
us apart, that sometimes makes it difficult to belong or be understood.  Witch Central’s pretty big on
acceptance.”


“That’s what you did for Lizard with this whole WitchLight
thing.”


Jamie blinked. 
Either Josh had very good sources, or Lizard was talking more than
anyone thought she was.  “We’d have
done it for her anyhow. 
WitchLight’s just a way to get people in the door.”


Josh stopped halfway down a long metal wall and rapped on the
tin.  “Yeah.  She told me she didn’t volunteer.”


Time to walk carefully again.  “She’s had a life where resistance is a pretty useful
survival skill.  When all your
choices suck, it’s easy to get used to saying no.”


Josh stopped, hand halfway to the tin again.  And just stood there, a back-alley
statue frozen in thought.


Jamie watched in astonishment as nothing moved—and a
tangled mess in Josh’s mind unfurled into a thing of beauty.


A flap opened on the metal wall and two steaming go-cups of
coffee got shoveled into Josh’s waiting hands.  “Best coffee in town, if you can get them to serve
you.”  He held one out carefully at
arms’ length, handed the other to Jamie, and flashed a mega-watt grin.  “Is it safe to port while holding hot
liquids?  Beam us home, Scotty.”


Jamie grabbed top-of-the-stairs coordinates in his mind, still
captured by the glowing thing of beauty in Josh’s head.  Something had been solved—he just
had no idea what.


~ ~ ~


Lauren watched Lizard wind through traffic on her way back
across the street, two linguine take-out boxes in her hands.  Maybe food would improve her
assistant’s day.  Nothing Lauren
could put her finger on, exactly—just a really off-kilter witch, and not
the usual, slightly prickly variety of Lizard having a bad day.  She’d been competent, cooperative,
quiet, and totally distracted.


Which was just plain weird.


Ethics had kept her out of Lizard’s mind—so far.  Hopefully linguine would do the
detective work instead.  Lauren
headed back for forks and napkins. 
Romano’s linguine was legendary, and so was their habit of forgetting to
add cutlery to their take-out boxes.   Clients tended to frown on realtors eating with their fingers,
so she kept a large supply of forks on hand to protect her dignity.  


Lizard backed in the door, juggling boxes and scowling at some
hapless guy on a bike.  “Dude
nearly ran me down.”


Lauren decided not to mention that bikes actually had
right-of-way in the street.  It
might hamper future linguine runs. 
“Got forks.  You want water,
soda, or Ginia’s new iced-tea stuff?” 
The tea was actually pretty good, but it had a bit of a funky smell.


“I don’t drink anything green and made by Ginia.”  Lizard plunked into a chair and slid
one of the take-out boxes across the desk.  “They had a special on today—there’s green stuff in
your noodles.”


Blasphemy.  Lauren
opened the box, prepared to hate change on sight—and then decided it
smelled pretty darned good.  “Looks
edible.”  She looked up as Lizard’s
first bite disappeared into her mouth. 
“How’s it taste?”


Her assistant smirked. 
“No idea—I got the regular kind.”


She got no respect around here.  “Mess with my food at your own risk.”


Lizard grinned. 
“They have a cute new waiter on today.”


“Join the Witch Central matchmaking crew and I’ll make you go
preview every listing in outer Mongolia.” 
Code for the suburbs, and guaranteed to make her city-dweller assistant
cringe.  “I hear there’s a new
development.  Forty houses, all
exactly the same.”


Lizard didn’t look properly terrified.  “If you picked your own guy, they’d stop harassing
you.”  


“It’s like buying a house.”  Lauren was feeling chatty—the green linguine was
surprisingly good.  “Some clients
fall in love with the first house you show them.  Some have hopelessly unrealistic expectations.  Me, I’m happy to rent for a while and
wait for the right house to go on the market.”  She paused, fork halfway to her mouth as her brain caught up
with her words.  “And somewhere,
that analogy went really off the rails.” 
Maybe the linguine was spiked.


Her assistant seemed way too amused for comfort.  “Renting would imply that you actually
have a guy, even if he’s just temporary. 
I think your current guyless state is more like being homeless.”


Since when had Lizard gotten funny?  “I don’t need a guy.” 
Lauren shrugged, ready to give the short version of a conversation she’d
had a hundred times in the last ten years.  “I have a life I like, friends I like, and plenty of people
who feed me and come hang out on my couch.”


“You think a guy would change all that?”


Lauren’s noodle-happy brain finally twigged to the wistful note
in Lizard’s voice.  Uh, oh.  What the hell were they talking about
now?  “Not the right guy.  But I believe in moving slowly.  Clients who rush into house purchases
usually aren’t as happy as the ones who take their time, look around a
little.”  


And dammit, she believed that—but it seemed like exactly
the wrong advice to be giving one blonde ex-delinquent.  “The crazy happiest, though?  The ones who fall in deep, nutty love
with the first house they see.”  


And now it was her voice with the wistful note.  Damned green linguine.


~ ~ ~


Their uptight student was not doing well.  Elsie winced as Kathy tilted over into
triangle pose, looking as if she were stretched out over some torturer’s wheel.


The pose itself wasn’t bad—several in their workshop class
came nowhere near Kathy’s flexibility—but her mental anguish radiated
through the room.  


Kathy hated yoga. 
Or more precisely, she hated her less-than-perfect attempts to do yoga,
surrounded by people who didn’t all share her quest for perfection.  And Elsie was well aware that a few
short weeks ago, she had been Kathy.


Which meant she had a job to do.


With a quiet wave to Nat, she slid out the door.  Kathy was always the first one out of
the room—and this time, she wasn’t going to have an easy getaway.  Elsie put the kettle on and readied two
cups, and then positioned herself just outside the studio, listening for the
quiet shuffling that would mean the end of class.


She smiled when Kathy emerged first, with none of the slow
stretching or blinking eyes that signaled a relaxed mind and happy yoga
body.  “Good morning.  How was class?”


Kathy stopped, annoyance quickly pushed under a layer of
politeness.  “It’s very
interesting—not quite what I expected, but I’m learning a lot.”


“You hate it, huh?” 
Elsie gently guided her student in the direction of the kitchen.  She’d learned a lot about herding from
the denizens of Witch Central.  “I
did when I started, too.  I wanted
one of those studios with mirrors on every wall and mats lined up so we looked
like little yoga dominos.”


“Yes!”  Kathy seemed
surprised, which Elsie took as a good sign.  “I researched online, and all the pictures of yoga classes I
saw looked much more organized.”


“It’s good marketing. 
Helps capture those of us who are obsessed with everything being neat
and orderly and correct.”  Elsie
reached for the teapot and nodded toward the small table tucked into the corner
of their closet-sized kitchen. 
“But Nat’s not much about marketing.”


Kathy sat, curiosity warring with a need to straighten the
napkins.  “Is that why you’re
working together?  One of those
‘opposites attract’ things?”


“No.”  Elsie brought
over two cups and sat, resting a hand gently on the napkins in their colorful,
disorderly pile.  “I’m learning
from her, and one of the things I’m learning is that I can let go of neat and
orderly a little.”  She leaned over
her cup, enjoying the aromas of strawberry and lemon.  “Do you think you’d feel better in a class with mirrors and
lined-up mats?”


Kathy nodded vigorously. 
“Disorder interferes with my sense of peace.  Nat says to let those thoughts just slide away, to find the
peace inside us, but how can I do that with chaos in front of my eyes?”


Well, she’d been hearing Nat’s words—that was a
start.  “What goes through your
mind when you see the chaos?”


“It needs to be fixed.”


Eight years of therapist training made the next question almost
automatic.  “And who needs to fix
it?”


“Me.”  Kathy laughed
self-consciously.  “I’m a mom, and
moms fix things.  I want to line up
the mats, shush all the people who aren’t listening, straighten all the arms
that aren’t pointing up at the sky. 
The guy in front of me was wearing his shirt inside out.”  She ground to a halt.  “I guess it’s pretty silly to need to
fix a grown man’s shirt, but I just can’t let go of those thoughts.”


Elsie started to speak—and ran straight into the wall of
those eight years of therapist training. 
The thing she wanted to say flew straight in the face of everything
she’d ever been taught.  You
weren’t supposed to talk about yourself.


And it still felt right.


Elsie set down her tea cup and reached for Kathy’s hands.  “When I first got here, I made it
through about three classes before the crooked mats made me totally crazy.  Want to know what I did?”


Kathy just stared, but the curiosity was back in her eyes.  


“I bought some lovely, lime-green tape and started putting it
down all over the studio floor. 
Nice, neat markers to show people where to line up their mats.”


“Did it work?” 
Kathy covered her mouth as a stray giggle escaped.  “Never mind.  Given the way you set up your mat today, I’m guessing not.”


The giggle gave Elsie hope.  “It did for some people.  But I discovered that most people are able to ignore even
neon-green tape.”  She sipped her
tea and watched her student.  “I
also discovered that I’m happier in my life when I’m not trying to use green
tape to tell people where their mats need to go.”


It took a long time for Kathy to speak.  “I don’t know if I can do that.”


“It’s heavy to carry,” said Elsie softly.  “All that responsibility weighs a
ton.  This workshop is a safe place
to experiment.  Try setting down
the load for a while.”


“How?”  Kathy
clutched her cup.  “I don’t know
how.”


Nat had already given her the words, but Elsie knew all too well
how it felt to be unready to hear them. 
“For now, baby steps.”  She
grinned as inspiration struck.  “Do
as much of the class as you can with your eyes closed.”


Kathy’s laugh was surprisingly loud and rich.  “I can try that.”  She stood up and backed out of the tiny
kitchen.  “Thanks.  I think.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Elsie still had a dopey grin on her face as Nat walked into the
kitchen.  “You look happy.”


She was.  She’d
broken every rule of eight years of training—and it had maybe actually
worked.  “I think I might have just
done more good in five minutes that I used to do in most months as a
therapist.”


“You did the good you were able to do.  Then and now.” 
Nat reached for a teacup. 
“My first yoga training was in a particular tradition that came with
lots of rules.  This pose had to
come after that one.  Students
needed correct practice and dedication.”


That didn’t sound like Nat’s kind of yoga.  “What happened?”


“I evolved.”  Nat
sat down, smiling.  “I picked up
bits and pieces from other traditions, other teachers.  Found my own feet.  But I still hold on to some of what I
learned in that first training. 
Alignment matters.  Breath
matters.  Hip openers are good for
everyone.”


Elsie laughed—their workshop students had been predictably
unimpressed with the morning’s hip-openers class.  “How do you know what to keep and what to throw out?”


“It’s a journey,” said Nat softly.  “And you don’t walk alone.”


Elsie reached out and touched the happy disarray of napkins. No,
she didn’t.  And neither did Kathy.


~ ~ ~


There was hocus-pocus brewing in the front office.  Lizard pulled her mind barriers down
tighter and tried to focus on depressed romantic poets instead.  She was really, really tired of all the
be-still-my-beating-heart crap, but apparently Professor Allard wasn’t done
torturing them yet.


And dammit, did they have to be so freaking quiet out
there?  Three mind witches, and not
a stray thought.  Which meant they
were trying not to be heard.  In
Witch Central, that could only mean one thing.  Maybe Shakespeare wasn’t so far off with the whole
toil-and-trouble thing.  


Witches breathed trouble.


She dug into the next lines of poetry.  “Forever warm and still to be enjoyed, Forever panting, and
forever young—”  Lizard
slammed her head on the desk in disgust. 
No way this poem was about love. 
It was exactly what it sounded like—Keats on some seriously weird
drugs, pretending to be a Grecian urn. 
They locked you up for that crap now.


And it was still totally silent in the front room.  


Frack.


Some dead dude who thought he was made out of marble, or three
mind witches on the prowl for howlet wings and fenny snakes.  Her life was full of fun choices today.


She grabbed a cruller on the way out of the back office—Lauren
was on a serious donut kick lately.


Three faces looked up as she clomped into the front room.  Three guilty faces.  “What’s going on out here?”


Lauren recovered fastest. 
“Glad you found the donuts. 
Josh dropped them off this morning.”


Lizard tried not to choke on cruller.  “Josh?”


“Mmm.”  Lauren
reached for a file.  “He’s been
delivering them all week.  I have a
new listing for you to check out if you’re done with your poetry reading.”


A month ago, that kind of brush-off might have worked.  And the Josh-donut-distraction thing
might have worked a week ago. 
Lauren was very good—but Lizard was getting smarter.  She leaned against the desk and glared
at three squirmy witches.  “What’s
going on?”


Caro leveled a sharp gaze her direction.  “Have some respect for your elders,
girl.”


Yeesh.  They were
bringing out the really big guns. 
Lizard grabbed the folder from Lauren and pretended to read.  The house was way overpriced.  No surprise—the listing agent was
an idiot.  “My elders wouldn’t be
planning to meddle in somebody’s life, would they?”  Josh didn’t need any more freaking help.


Jennie stopped trying to hide her grin.  “Possibly.  Want to help?”


Not in this lifetime. 
And then Lizard blinked. 
“Wait—who’s life are you messing with?”  Maybe it wasn’t hers.


Lauren’s fingers tapped the desk.  “A certain Frenchman’s.”


All levity in the room quietly slunk away.  It wasn’t her life they were
targeting—it was Elsie’s. 
Happy, singing, dance-in-the-kitchen-while-trying-to-fold-egg-whites
Elsie.  Her roommate, and dammit,
her freaking best friend.  Lizard
looked down at the file in one hand, donut remainder in the other—and
felt anger flaring in her belly, fighting for oxygen.


She opened her mouth and breathed deep, feeding the flames.  It was time for this witch to take a
stand.  “Elsie’s a grown-up.  Maybe she hasn’t done all the things in
her life that the three of you have, but she’s smart, and she’s lonely, and she
has a right to go dance with some guy who makes her feel good without a herd of
witches coming to interfere.”


“We’re worried,” said Jennie softly.  “Our pendants keep acting up.”


Hers did too, but that was totally beside the point.  “They’re freaking rocks.  Rocks don’t have brains.  And even if they’re the smartest
magical rocks in the universe, are you really going to go hunt down some guy
and question him in a back alley because your necklaces are buzzing?”  


“We weren’t planning the back alley.  Yet.”  Caro’s
steady eyes held hints of things Lizard couldn’t read, but back alleys seemed suddenly
plausible.


Lizard slapped the file down on the desk, fury firing through
her veins.  “Even if he is a
jerkwad, you can’t fix everything. 
Bad things happen to people, and you won’t always be there.  And you aren’t always right.”  Donut crumbled in her fingers, temper
morphing into something more complicated. 
“You aren’t always right. 
Let Elsie have a life—she’s earned one.”  Her eyes drilled into Jennie.  “That’s what WitchLight does, right?  Helps people find their life?”


Jennie nodded slowly. 
“We try.”


“Well, Elsie’s finding hers.  And if you all get in the way every time she takes a step,
you’re telling her that she hasn’t done a very good job.”


“It’s not that simple,” said Lauren quietly.


“Really?  When was
the last time a witch crashed one of your dates?”  Or took some guy who had the hots for you out for coffee to
ask his intentions, but they were talking about Elsie.  “She was kind of screwed up when she arrived,
but she’s freaking awesome now.”


The words were coming from somewhere Lizard could hardly see,
but they physically shook her with their force.  “Being screwed up isn’t a life sentence.  You can stop guarding the
birdcage—she’s not in there anymore.”


Three faces just watched her for the longest time.  And their eyes held something new.


Respect.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Lizard just gave us hell.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


There are lines.  So
damn many lines.  And Lizard just
gave us hell because she thinks we’ve crossed one.  Maybe we have.  


She defined WitchLight as helping people to find their lives,
which I thought you would love. 
And then reamed on us for not letting Elsie do the job we’ve prepared
her for.


I don’t think she was only talking about Elsie.


I don’t know how to tell her that it’s awfully hard for parents
to watch their children grow up. 
Hard for us to realize they’ve added wisdom to their bravery and
imagination and guts, that they’ve earned the chance to fly for themselves and
follow their own compass.


She loves Elsie. 
But somewhere in her words, I also heard that she loves Lizard.  


I don’t know which one has the tears running down my cheeks, but
it’s been an emotional day, and a soul-searching one.  


Elsie has become a marvelously expressive, creative, daring
woman—and she’s doing wonderful work with the people in the workshop she and
Nat are running.  Lizard quietly
goes about finding half of Berkeley a home—and her heart teeters on the
edge of embracing both the poetry inside and the love outside.


They’re not yet finished—but they’re beautiful.  


Lizard said it best. 
We’re guarding a cage they’re not in anymore.  Marvelous women have the right to live, make mistakes,
succeed and fail, without a bunch of hovering witches.  We will always be there—it’s
written somewhere in our witch DNA. 
But it’s time to get ready for our WitchLight charges to leave the
nest.  They’re going, whether we’re
ready or not.


I thought I understood better lately what it is that you and
Melvin had done all these years. 
I’m keenly aware today that I wasn’t even close.  


Finally
seeing the light,


Jennie




Chapter 16





A guy drops by for breakfast one day, makes nice, and then
decides he can just send a text and she’ll hike halfway across the city for
him.  Lizard dragged herself up the
last flight of stairs to Josh’s offices and scowled, because clearly he was right.  She headed for The Pit.  If she had to ask someone where he was,
better the geeks than the business-school grads.


“Not in here—over in the main conference room.”  Someone grabbed her arm—and she
had to look twice to make sure it was Danny.  His jeans had no holes that she could see, the dreads were
tucked under a really cool black beret, and he had something resembling a suit
jacket pulled on over his Deadhead shirt. 


Jeebers.  “What
happened to you?  Hell freeze
over?”


He grinned. 
“Nah.  Sometimes I have to
dress down a little for the clients. 
Josh has some bigwig in the conference room who wants to talk you.  Suit type.”


“How come you’re going, then?”


“Moral support.”


“Your job to get me in the room, huh?”  Goody.  “Sorry
you had to play dress-up.  I
thought Josh is supposed to talk to the suits.  How come he needs us?”


Danny shrugged. 
“Dunno, but he’s the boss-man. 
He calls, I come.”


Her boss ate green linguine and talked too much.  Josh was… something else.  Lizard had the sudden urge to go home
and come back in her rattiest delinquent gear instead of her snazzy new red
power skirt.  Which was probably
not the most mature reaction of all time. 
“Is there something to eat in there?”


“Boss-man always has food, or the natives might rebel.”  Danny looked out the windows in sudden
confusion.  “What meal are we on?”


Someone spent way too many late nights writing code.  “One that comes with food.”  She pulled open the conference room
door, feeling all chivalrous. 
“After you.”


She was glad for Danny’s wide back shielding her when they
walked into the room.  There wasn’t
one suit.  There were
three.  Or four.  It was hard to count with all the
pinstripes making her dizzy.  And a
quick scan said she was the shiny new object they were all focused on.


Holy frack.  Keeping
her eyes on the biggest one, she sat down beside Danny and tried to figure out
how to play it.  Bolting for the
door probably wasn’t going to work in strappy sandals, and she was still winded
from the climb up.  Fine.  Time to use the red skirt.  “Good morning, everyone.  I’m Elizabeth Monroe.”  


Josh was surprised, Danny amused.  Big-suit guy and his minions just nodded like they met up
with power skirts named Elizabeth every day.  “I’m Nathaniel Jenkins.  I represent a Madison Avenue venture capital firm.  We’re here to facilitate an offer for
your company.”


Lizard had no idea what Nathaniel Big Suit was talking about,
but she’d learned to smell a deal in progress.  Whatever was on the table here, it was hot.  “I’m always willing to listen to an
offer, Mr. Jenkins.  What do you
have in mind?”  She hoped he
started by, oh, telling her which freaking company he might be talking about.


Big Suit pulled out enough paper to make a small forest
weep.  “The supporting details are
here, and I’ve discussed many of them with your representative.”  He nodded briefly in Josh’s
direction.  “But in a nutshell,
we’d like to buy the intellectual property rights and work done to date on your
neighborhood mapping project.  We
have a client very interested in acquiring these rights, and he has the deep
pockets required to launch your work to a national audience.”


She’d gotten a lot better with big words in the last two
months.  Short version—we
want your shiny toy, and then it won’t be yours anymore.  And since when had her maps become
famous enough for Madison Avenue to pay attention?  “We have a pretty good team here.”  She’d also learned how to stall with the best of them.


“And you’ve made an excellent start, but more capital and
extensive national relationships enable my client to make you a rich woman very
quickly.  It’s an excellent
offer.  Eight million split into
three payments, with the first fifty percent due on signing.”  He tapped the top of the paper
stack.  “You’ll want to have your
lawyer review the contract, of course.”


Lizard’s vision hazed. 
Lawyers, paper, capital, blah blah blah.  


Sign her name, get four million dollars.


She didn’t live in a world where this stuff happened.  And from the surprise beating off
Danny, it didn’t happen all that often in his world, either.


“It’s an excellent offer.” 
Josh’s eyes were casual. 
His mind was anything but. 
“We can’t beat it financially. 
We offer you ownership. 
Participation.”  Fun.  The last wasn’t said, but she didn’t
have any trouble hearing it.


Big Suit nodded sagely, mentally swatting at a fly.  “You’re a busy real estate
executive.  My client is offering
you the opportunity to benefit financially from your excellent idea without
having to invest your time in developing it.”  He stood up, sliding paper mountain across the table.  “If you have any questions, feel free
to contact my people.”  His
pinstriped minions nodded like bobble-head dolls.


He expected her to sign—not now, but eventually.  She could read certainty all over him.


Danny expected her to sign, too—and it made him sad.


Josh was as inscrutable as she’d ever seen him.


Lizard looked back at Big Suit, flanked by his minions, and
wished he was a jerkwad—some kind of Ivy League slime sent to buy a piece
of her brain.  But he wasn’t.  He was a business guy with a good
offer, and pretty sure he knew her price.


Four million dollars. 
Due on signing.


And then her idea wouldn’t be hers anymore.  The one that had made her feel
not-stupid.


Lizard stared at the contract for a long time—long enough
to have the minds in the room buzzing. 
With concern.  With
surprise.  With victory.  


She swallowed. 
Wiped her sweaty hands on her new red power skirt.  And pushed the papers back across the
table.  “We have a good team
here.  I appreciate your offer, but
at this time, I decline.”


And then Elizabeth Monroe walked confidently out of the room and
tried desperately not to puke.


~ ~ ~


Elsie beamed.  Their
workshop class stretched over into triangle pose, and Kathy was in the very
center of the room, one perfectly aligned mat in a sea of chaos—with her
eyes screwed tightly shut.  Her arm
reached crazily toward the left wall. 
Her legs were in something that resembled more of a rhombus than a
triangle.  And her hip alignment
was bad enough that Nat was on her way over.


But Kathy was smiling.


And that made everything different.


Nat reached for Kathy’s hips—and then saw the closed
eyes.  Her hands stopped, face
considering.  And then she stepped
away without touching.  Her voice
traveled out softly to the class. 
“There are all kinds of rules for how you line things up in triangle
pose.  Today, I want you to ignore
them.  Feel the pose—the
shape, the lines, the funny rumply bits.”


The class laughed. 
Nat grinned and kept talking quietly.  “What part of you touches the earth?  The sky?”  Kathy’s arm shifted a little closer to the ceiling, along
with several other hands in the room.


Nat nodded in approval and winked at Elsie.  A gentle hand here and there, but she
never touched Kathy with anything other than a soft river of words.  “Where does the pose make you
stretch?   Where does it ask
you for more strength?”  Kathy’s
wonky hips shifted into something resembling alignment.  Kenny, struggling mightily to reach his
hand to the floor, miraculously found his leg instead.


A magical kind of ease settled over the room as Nat’s words
flowed.  Elsie watched in awe as a
master yoga teacher pulled beauty from a room full of awkwardness—with
only her words.  And then jumped as
Nat’s hand settled quietly on her shoulder.


Elsie smiled, still wrapped up in the magic happening in the
room.  “They’re beautiful.”


“Yes.”  Nat’s voice
was soft summer breezes.  “And it
all flows from the woman in the middle of the room with her eyes closed.  I’m just following the path you set her
on.  You tossed the pebble that
created this—I’m just fanning the ripples a little.”


Kathy’s face shone with something akin to joy.  Elsie was pretty sure a dimmer version
glowed from her own.  


And somewhere, much deeper—a seed planted.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: Lizard just gave us hell.


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dearest,


The WitchLight journey never ends—and you bring that
lesson home for Melvin and me once again. 
We will forever be fellow travelers with those we love, and that is as
it should be.


Our nestlings are getting ready to fly, and there is no greater
joy—even if it comes with tinges of sadness and a little nail biting,
hoping they see the tree just ahead to the left.  You were not sent easy students for your first two, Jennie,
my love—and you have been a wondrous mentor, just as the two of them will
be one day.  Melvin has always said
that it is the most difficult students who make the best guides.  A special kind of karmic balancing, I
suspect.


I will share with you the one truth I have learned about taking
flight.  It’s the time you look
least to those who love you—and the time you need them most.  The work is not yet done.  It is the last notes of an aria that
are the most important, and I’m sure there is something similar in the
mysteries of your darkroom.  They
will need you yet, Lizard and Elsie, even as they flap fuzzy wings and feel
their feet lifting off.


I asked Melvin for any words of advice.  He said to speak to the truth that has
bloomed in their hearts.  Which is
lovely—and full of the mystery my husband so often favors. 


And it took a poet to put the best words I’ve ever heard on this
thing we call WitchLight.  We help
people find their lives.  It
touched Melvin so deeply that he’s etched it on all our pendants.


The
light is so very bright today,


Vero


~ ~ ~


“He got a name, girlie?”


Lizard glanced up at Freddie, surprised.  In general, no matter how long she sat
on Freddie’s bus, he waited for her to talk first.  “Who?”


“The demon chasing your tail and making you sulk for three full
loops of my route.”


Crap.  Time always
passed easily on the bus, but that meant she’d been sitting for nearly three
hours.  No wonder her butt was
numb.  “Thinking, that’s all.”


“Mmm.”  Freddie
sounded unconvinced.


She looked out the window. 
Rain in summer should be illegal, especially when it lasted for three
full loops of Freddie’s route.  “I
got offered four million dollars. 
Turned it down.”


“Good.  I don’t want
to have to come bail you out.”


She laughed, trying to imagine Freddie’s bus, full of cash,
pulling up at the local courthouse. 
“Nothing illegal.  They just
wanted to buy my maps idea.”


“I thought someone already did that.”


“Kinda.”  Lizard
puzzled on how to explain the nuances of corporate culture when she didn’t
really understand them herself. 
“The first deal’s kind of a partnership.  I’d still have to do some work, and I’d get a cut of the
profits if it made any.”


“Mmm.”  Freddie
peered through the rain and made an impossibly curvy left-hand turn.  “And the new deal?”


“Fancy suits from Madison Avenue.  They buy the idea outright, give me a crap-ton of cash, and
I never see them again.”


“You need some new words, girlie.”


She grinned. 
“You’re right.  Four million
is bigger than a crap-ton.”


He shook his head in not-entirely-feigned disgust.  What Grammie hadn’t done to clean up
her language, Freddie had finished up. 
She still couldn’t curse without visions of an old lady and a huge black
man leaning over her shoulders, fingers wagging.


It was hard to be tough when your mouth was cleaner than the
average second-grader.


Maybe she wasn’t so tough anymore.


“Why’d you say no?” 
Freddie glanced in the mirror, voice casual.


“Not sure.”  And she
wasn’t—she was still trying to figure out exactly what had possessed
Elizabeth Monroe.  “I had a new
skirt on.”


“That’ll do it.”  He
nodded sagely.  “What color?”


Lizard leaned her head against the window, amused.  Only Freddie could blow off four
million dollars and be more interested in her new skirt.  “Screaming red.”


“You should wear it more often.”


Fashion advice from a guy who owned six copies of the same pair
of blue pants?  “Why?”


“You been selling yourself short for ten years.  If a fancy red skirt made you stop,
then you should wear it more often.”


“I don’t sell myself short.”  It was a reflexive reply as hurt sliced into her heart.


“Hell you don’t.” 
That was sailor-mouth trash talk from Freddie.  “You still bring biscuits when you get on my bus.”  He held up a paper bag, long since
empty.  “You still think there’s a
price of entry here for you?”


A second arrow landed in her heart beside the first.  She brought them because she loved him.


Dark eyes stared her down in the mirror.


She’d never been able to lie to those eyes.  She brought them because she loved
him—and because she always paid her fare.


Ten years, and she was still trying to trade biscuits for
love.  


He let her sit for a while, the way he always did.  And then the one man who had never
asked for anything from her turned his bus into the terminal.  “Maybe your brain’s worth four million
dollars, girlie—”  He swung
sideways and pulled himself out of his chair.  “But it ain’t the best part of you.  And maybe you’re finally getting smart
enough to know that.”


She watched as he lumbered off for his coffee, empty biscuit bag
in his hand.  And sat, still, her
insides churning, as condensation leaked down the window onto her cheek. 


Freddie’s bus, crying the tears she couldn’t.  


~ ~ ~


Elsie picked up her guitar and settled back into her pillows,
ready for her daily practice.  Not
that it seemed to be making her much better, but Hector was insanely patient,
and she enjoyed the simple repetitiveness of it.


After a quick glance at her fingering charts, she pulled out the
three simple tunes that were this week’s homework.  And giggled at the quiet thought that Hector might be adding
songs with words to her repertoire for a reason.  Thanks to Vero, she was quite a competent singer.  Almost good enough to drown out her
abysmal guitar skills.


It pleased her dearly to pursue a skill at which she had no
talent whatsoever.


Two chords in to the first song, her bed bounced.  Aervyn, in for a landing.  She grinned, used to his surprise
visits by now.  He had a large
affection for bouncing on her bed.


This time, however, he sat down quietly at her feet.  “I didn’t know you played guitar, Elsie-Belsie.”


She wasn’t sure the noises she made qualified as playing
yet.  “I’m just learning.  I’m practicing some of the new songs
Hector is teaching me.  Want to
sing with me?”  


“Sure.  Vero says
I’m really good at the harmony part.”


He sang harmony? 
Elsie shook her head, amused and impressed.  Was there anything the little munchkin wasn’t good at?  Carefully, she strummed the chords once
through, trying to teach the pattern to her fingers.  It sounded vaguely like mauled cat, but Aervyn didn’t seem
disturbed in the slightest.  He
sat, swaying slightly, a happy audience of one.


One trip through the chords, and then Elsie started to add the
soft Spanish words.  Something
about flowers and rain and little children in big puddles.  It seemed appropriate.


Aervyn hummed along, catching the words from her mind almost as
fast as she thought them.  Handy
skill, that.  


Twice through softly, and then Elsie stopped, grinning at her
small companion.  “Okay, I think we
know it now, right?”


He nodded happily.


“Well, Hector says this song is supposed to be sung with
gusto—like we mean it—to chase away the rain and bring out the
sun.  Think we can do that?”


He nodded even more happily.  “I can sing really loud.”


If Vero had been giving him a little guidance, he could probably
bring the walls down—she was awfully tough on wimpy diaphragms.  “Okay, superboy.  From the top, nice and loud.”  Elsie lifted her guitar and hit the
first chords with as much gusto as she could while still actually hitting most
of the strings.


And froze in shock as the first line tore out of Aervyn’s lungs
at top volume.


He stopped, eyes quizzical.  “What’s the matter, Elsie-Belsie?  Did you miss your notes?”


She picked up her guitar again, love for one adorable small boy
thundering through her heart.  And
started them again, from the top.


Her guitar playing was truly awful.  But it paled in comparison to the joyously terrible singing
of her sidekick.  Elsie giggled as
she sang along to what might be the most off-key duet in the history of Witch
Central—and loved every moment of the harmony.


And marveled at how very many ways there were to be happy.




Chapter 17





Why did everyone always come to visit the moment she settled in
to her darkroom?  Jennie walked
down the stairs to the tempo of the beating on the door, grumbling.  She’d just finally gotten rid of
Charlie Tosh, and now there was another invader at the gates.


Grumpy old woman. 
She laughed quietly at herself as she pulled open the front
door—and discovered the invader was five feet tall and bearing gifts.  “Good morning.  That smells like breakfast.”


“Nope.”  Lizard
eased in the door.  “It’s a bribe.”


It was a damn good one. 
The cinnamon oozing from the bag Lizard carried could have made a
platoon of witches beg.  “Is it
illegal?  Immoral?  Does anybody die?”


Her student grinned, a far cry from the scowl that would have
greeted such teasing not so long ago. 
“No, no, and only if you screw up.”


Well, those were fairly decent odds.  Jennie reached for the bag.  “I’ll do it.”


Lizard’s mind got tentative for a moment—and then firmed
up decisively, as one witch pulled herself up by some impressive mental
bootstraps.  She reached into her
pocket and pulled out a small black plastic container.  “I need you to develop this for me.”


Charlie’s film.


There was only one reason ever to look at a Charlie Tosh
photograph.  You had to want to see
truth.  Stark, honest, unglossed
truth.


It had taken Jennie twenty years to be ready to look.  Lizard had made the journey in only a
few days.  


Jennie reached for the film canister slowly.  “It’ll take me a couple of hours to
process this.”  And dammit, this
baby bird wasn’t all the way out of the nest yet.  “I’ll get some milk to go with whatever you’ve got in that
bag.  Come on up and I’ll show you
the dying art of darkroom photography.”


Cinnamon buns and company in her inner sanctum.  Jennie spared a sigh for whatever host
of planets was moving in retrograde and went into the kitchen for milk and
napkins, little black container tucked safely in her pocket.  No point giving a brave witch any easy
opportunities to back out.


When she swung back past the bottom of the stairs, Lizard was
still standing there, looking oddly vulnerable.


More going on here than grumpy-old-man photos.  Jennie slowed down, handing a glass of
milk to Lizard.  “What’s been
happening with you lately?”  Her
spies had been relatively quiet.


Halfway up the stairs, Lizard began talking.  “I wore a red skirt, turned down four
million dollars, I’m sick of romantic poetry, and Josh is acting weird.”


That was a heck of a list. 
Jennie turned at the top of the stairs and decided to tackle things in
the order they’d come out.  “That
the red skirt?”


Lizard brushed it self-consciously.  “Yeah.  I wore
it for Freddie.”


Which sounded like a story all by itself—but Freddie
Germaine had rock-solid instincts, and Jennie had more important fish to
fry.  Time enough to dig for that
story later.  She opened her
darkroom door and waited for Lizard’s reaction.  To some, the dark was oppressive.  To others, a place to hide.  For Jennie, it had always brought peace.


Her student walked in, glass of milk in one hand, bag of heaven
in the other.  “Where can I put
food?”


A darkroom guest with manners—that was a good start.  “Anywhere on that left counter.  The right one’s covered in chemicals
that will mutate your DNA.” 
Probably not, but she’d found it a useful threat over the years to keep
beginners in line.  Then again,
Lizard had probably had plenty of exposure to the dark side of chemistry.


Jennie considered the bag in Lizard’s hand, fought a hard battle
with temptation, and reached for a couple of developing trays.  The goodies could wait just another
minute or two.  “First I have to
process the film, turn it into negatives. 
After that, I can run you some prints.”


Lizard watched in fascination as Jennie poured from several
jugs.  “How do you know how much to
use?”


“It’s kind of like baking—eventually you just know.”  Jennie rambled off her standard answer,
mixing on autopilot.  


A snicker from the sidelines reminded her who she was talking
to.  “Well, some of us just
know.  Developing is an art, just
like baking.  Most people can
follow a recipe, get a decently competent result.  The best have a feel for it.”


“Charlie has a feel?”


“One of the best.” 
Jennie popped the cap off the canister, removing the film like the
treasure it was.  “He’s better
behind the camera, though.  One of
the best ever.”


“He says that about you.”


It warmed her cockles to know it.  “He’d better. 
We’ve been competing to be the best in our generation for over twenty-five
years now.”


“Why?”  Lizard, her
hands happily free of chemicals, munched on a sticky bun that had Jennie nearly
whimpering.


There was a glib answer for that one, too—but Jennie was
starting to feel out the subtext in the room.  “Because sometimes talent demands that you use it as well as
you possibly can.  And that isn’t
always easy.”  She poked gently at
the developing negatives, her trained eye already seeing hints of Charlie’s
genius.  “You have a talent or two
yourself—is that what the four million dollars was about?”


“Yeah.  Some suit
wanted to own a piece of my brain.”


Cripes.  Her spy
network had really dropped the ball. 
“And you said no?”


“Yeah.  Maybe that
was stupid.  Now I’ll just have to
tromp up Josh’s stairs a million times instead.”


Jennie grinned into her milk as delinquent Lizard made a brief
appearance.  “You going to go work
with him?”


Lizard’s mind was suddenly strangely blank.  “No.  I work for Lauren. 
I owe another whole month on my WitchLight gig.”


Sometimes when you stumbled around in the dark, you ended up
with your feet in sticky muck. 
Jennie tried to feel her way out of the ooze.  “WitchLight doesn’t have a hold on you.  You cleared your parole requirements
weeks ago.”  Which wasn’t
news—she’d delivered the paperwork herself.


“But you said three months.”  One blonde fairy wasn’t at all thrilled to discover she was
free.


“It’s a guideline, not a requirement.”  Jennie grinned into the dark.  “It’s there for the really hard-ass cases.  As far as I know, I’m the only one who
has ever needed more than two months.”


She could feel shock leaking off Lizard.  “You were in WitchLight?”  


“Yes.”  Jennie
smiled at the poet eyes emerging under her fingertips.  And one day, WitchLight will come
and ask you to serve, but you’ve time yet.  She kept that between herself and the developing
tray.  Lizard would figure it out
for herself soon enough.


~ ~ ~


It had seemed like such a good idea when they’d planned it.  Elsie had no idea why her stomach was
jumping around now.  It was an easy
facilitation—get everyone talking, keep group behavior civil.  Therapy 101, and something she’d done
more times than she could count.


None of which explained the butterflies in her belly.


Kenny was the first one into the studio, which was
shocking.  Mr. Disorganized usually
showed up halfway through the class. 
Kathy came in next—and casually threw her mat down beside
Kenny’s.  As the room filled up,
Elsie’s butterflies started a crazy game of hot potato.


And the smarty-pants little voice inside her head that knew why
she was nervous finally got loud enough it couldn’t be ignored.


Today was the day they checked in, asked what people were
learning, how their lives were changing. 
And Elsie cared about the answers way more than she was supposed to.


Therapists were supposed to be dispassionate observers.  Objectivity came with
distance—you couldn’t guide if you couldn’t step back and see the path
ahead.  Emotion and too much
personal connection with the client got in the way.  Elsie had lived and breathed the therapist code of conduct
for ten years.


She was well aware she’d broken all the rules with
Kathy—made it personal, dispensed advice, and been about as objective as
your average soccer mom.


Or your average witch.


Witch Central had obviously never been to therapist training.  She’d never met a group with a poorer
comprehension of personal space. 
And yet they guided with finesse, with empathy, and with spectacular
results.


Elsie felt like she and Nat had been walking some kind of
precarious middle road with the people in their workshop.  And today they’d hear how they were
doing.


She peeled herself away from the wall.  Procrastinating wasn’t going to do anything but feed the
belly jitters.  “Good morning,
everyone.”  Heads turned her
direction.  “Today’s the halfway
point of our workshop, and Nat and I wanted to check in with you and find out
how it’s going.”


“Aww, Mom…”  Kenny
hammed it up from his mat.  “Do we
hafta talk?”


Talking was something Kenny could do in his sleep.  Elsie grinned.  “Nope.  The talking part’s optional.  What we’re hoping you’ll do is take a moment to think about
how the work we’ve done here has impacted you.  It could be something pretty small.”  She smiled at the class clown.  “Yesterday I found myself humming one
of Kenny’s songs as I walked down the street, and it made me happy.”


Kenny was a wildly talented musician—with zero focus.  And his little-boy smile said he was
touched, even if he teased her unmercifully in class.  When he got to class.


Elayna, a tiny woman on the other side of the room, raised her
hand and smiled timidly at Nat.  “I
work in a cubicle all day long. 
I’ve been doing some of those stretches you showed us, and I don’t feel
like a draggy old woman at the end of the day anymore.”  She blushed fifteen shades of
pink.  “My husband took me out
dancing last night.”


Nat grinned.  “I can
show you a few more stretches that will help with sore dancing muscles.”  Elayna nodded, buoyed on the gentle
laughter of the group.


Nat rubbed her belly. 
“I tried that app Kathy told me about.  Now I get a beautiful picture sent to my phone every
morning, which has improved Nat-iPhone relations a lot.”


Elsie blinked.  She
never would have guessed that Nat was on unfriendly terms with her cell phone.


“Me too.”  Kenny
grinned from a totally unyogalike slouch. 
“Tried one of Kathy’s apps, I mean.  It buzzes and tells me when I have to be somewhere.  Got me here on time this morning.”  He glanced across the room at their
tiny dancer.  “And if you ever want
to go into business selling those pyrogies, I know about a hundred starving
musicians who would line up around the block.”


Elayna blossomed into fifteen shades of pink again.


Susie, a round woman with big blue eyes, smiled softly at
Elsie.  “I tried that idea you had
about talking nicely to myself, even when people yell at me.”  She paused, eyes gleaming with a new
light.  “And guess what?  Less people yell if you don’t think
it’s your job to fix everything.”


Susie worked in customer service.  And lived with her in-laws.  And had a husband Elsie wanted to drop-kick into the nearest
garbage bin.  The sort of life not
easily fixed.  But her eyes were
happier today—and that was every kind of awesome.


Elsie kept listening as person after person in the room talked
about the small turns their lives had taken—and watched the patterns in
the fabric they wove.  A few spoke
of the actual content of the workshop, but oh-so-many more spoke of
pyrogies.  And apps.  And random other bits that had come
from the connection with thirteen other human beings.


Connection.  The
glue of Witch Central—and now, the bond that held thirteen more people in
its grip.  The seed lying deep in
Elsie’s soul quivered.


And one tiny green leaf reached for the light.


~ ~ ~


Lizard glared at the box of donuts.  Josh was figuring out how to navigate Witch Central far too
quickly.  Lauren’s eyes were
already glazing over—just one more gatekeeper willing to leave her post
for some tasty sugar.  “What do you
want?  And why are you here?”  She wasn’t ready for him yet.


Her boss walked over, mirth dancing in her mind.  “Hi, welcome to Berkeley Realty.  Watch out for your fingers—my
assistant is a bit grumpy this morning.”


Josh shoved the box of donuts in her hands.  “Brought you fritters.”  His eyes never left Lizard’s face.


Lauren’s mind laughter was gone, replaced by curiosity and just
a little concern.  You okay?


Lizard had no idea. 
You can go.  Whatever
was coming probably worked better without witnesses.


Lauren headed for the door, muttering something about pregnant
women and donuts.  Nobody watched
her leave.


Josh sat down in a chair, eyes watchful.  “Jenkins wanted me to tell you there’s
probably some wiggle room in the offer.”


“Always is.”  Lizard
sat down at the desk, wanting something big and solid between her and those
eyes.  “What do you figure they’d
go up to?”


He shrugged, looking way too unperturbed.  “If their buyer is who I think it is,
probably another three or four million.”


Monopoly money. 
Pretend it was Monopoly money. 
“That’s insane.  Who pays
that much money for an idea?”


“Rich guys in pinstripes.” 
Josh grinned.  “And you’d
probably hate what they’d do with it. 
Lots of marketing shlick and gutting the backend development.  Pretty, but no power.”


It echoed a conversation they’d had in The Pit more than
once.  Josh liked his software with
serious kick and plenty of features. 
And yet he hadn’t breathed a word as she’d sat there looking at three
inches and a signature line.  “How
come you didn’t say anything about that yesterday?”  How come he hadn’t fought to keep her?


He shrugged.  “I
don’t skirmish with pinstripes. 
You know us, know what we can do. 
I figured if you wanted an opinion, you’d ask.”


Great, now she’d insulted his ego.  Forgot to kiss up to him while she was dealing with the
surprise landing of Mr. Big Suit. 
Lizard fired up—and then realized she’d missed the most important
question of all.  Her brain shook
as pieces slammed into place. 
“Wait, back up.  How did
Pinstripe Guy know to make an offer in the first place?  How’d he find out about my maps way
over there in New York?”


Uncertainty clouded Josh’s mind, for just a moment—and
then it was gone.  “I put out a
prospectus to solicit offers.  His
was the best.  You can look through
the rest if you want.”


He was trying to unload her idea.  And she’d said no. 
Holy fracking hell.  “If you
wanted out, you just had to ask. 
I’m not going to make you build my stupid maps.”


Astonishment careened across his face—and then something
that looked almost like panic. 
“No, dammit.  I wanted you
to have other offers to consider. 
We’d love to work with you, but our pockets aren’t as deep as a lot of
the bigger players.  You got seven
offers, Lizard.  In three
days.  It’s a genius idea.”


Offers she’d never asked for.  It made no sense, even as it yanked on her heart—and
the only defense she had was fire. 
“What, you wanted to know if I’d choose you over four million
dollars?  Is your ego that freaking
big?”


“No.”  His face
closed, any hints of the vulnerable Josh gone.  “I just wanted you to know you have choices.  Good ones.  That’s all. 
Sorry if I goofed.”  He
stood up, stiff, like an old man. 
“If you want to push Jenkins for a bigger offer, just let me know.”


Lizard stared, trying to re-assemble the catastrophe in her
brain.  All she could find was a
single word.  “Why?”


He slumped onto a bench by the door, eyes carefully looking at
the wall.  “Because you have the
right to know what’s out there. 
What you’re worth.”  His
voice held echoes of the Josh she’d seen by the tree.


And it rammed Freddie’s arrows further into her heart.


She was still selling herself short.  And Josh was getting hit by the shrapnel.  


He’d gone looking for offers.  And if all the jerkwad crap she’d thrown at him wasn’t true,
then he’d done it… for her.


She looked across at the face of the guy who kept asking her to
believe.  And kept coming back when
she failed.  And knew that it was
time to offer him what she could.


It took everything she had—every bit of hope and self-confidence
and bravery she’d stored up in the time of miracles that was WitchLight.  But she made it.  Up out of her chair, around the desk,
and onto the bench beside him.  In
wordless apology, she reached out, twining her fingers in his—and felt
his hurt, his doubt, ratchet up even more.


She needed to find the words.  “The rules are changing in my life.  It’s hard to keep up with them, hard to
remember I’m this week’s Lizard instead of last week’s.  I don’t know how to deal with guys in
pinstripes offering me four million dollars.”  Or guys that arranged it, but she couldn’t quite get the last
part out.


His smile was tentative—but it was there.  “You kicked butt in that room.  I’d send you in to negotiate a big deal
for me any day.”  His fingers
wrapped around hers.  “Sorry.  I guess there are a lot of people
messing around in your life lately.”


“Yeah.”  She sat
another moment, soaking in the warmth of his fingers.  “I’m working on the whole knowing-what-I’m-worth thing.”


The kiss on the top of her head was feather light.  “Good.”


And then he was gone.


~ ~ ~


Some days just didn’t go right.  Elsie glared up at the trapeze, mad that she’d missed her
catch for the third time in a row. 
“What am I doing wrong?”


Abe stood at her side, patient as always.  “It’s not you.  Elliot’s off his rhythm today.  Colleen’s parents are in town, and I
think it’s a little rocky.”


Colleen’s parents didn’t think trapeze flying was a respectable
form of employment.  But it wasn’t
the entire problem here.  “So how
come he and Colleen are still making the catches?”  They’d demonstrated the new trick several times.


Abe looked at her sideways.  “You want the easy answer or the hard one?”


Uh, oh.  “The
slightly squishy one in the middle?” 
Elsie fidgeted with the straps on her leotard, pretty sure there wasn’t
such a thing.


He started pulling on the guide wire that would swing the
trapeze back into her hands.  “The
easy answer is that you’re a beginner still, and Elliot’s not doing a good
enough job of being predictable for you. 
Colleen has a lot more experience.”


The hard answer stuck out its tongue at her.  “But I could be doing better, couldn’t
I?”


“Maybe.”  Abe’s
fingers competently untangled ropes and clipped her back in.  “You’ve reached a level where being a
good partner isn’t just about hanging around with your hands out.”


“But that’s exactly what you’ve taught me to do.”  And sometimes a nice strong pair of
arms was all she wanted.  
Elsie frowned—clearly her cantankerous streak was alive and well
this morning.  


“Yup.”  Abe stopped
what he was doing and met her gaze squarely.  “We teach beginners to be pretty passive because it makes
everyone’s lives a lot easier. 
Elliot can’t catch someone who’s flailing in seven different
directions.  But you know enough
now to be more active.  If Elliot
can’t get to you, meet him partway. 
He could use your help this morning.”


It sucked to realize that part of you just wanted to be
passive.  To fly and be caught and
not have to work very hard at it. 
Elsie stared at the bar an inch away from her hands.


And felt her decision forming.  She could be passive on her couch.  


One look at Elliot to warn him to get moving, and she was in the
air.  Flying, reaching, testing her
timing against her partner’s and adjusting for the wonky hitch in his
swing.  


They were close. 
She could feel it, see the focus flowing back into his eyes.  Another swing now, the bar tight under
her knees, back arching at the end of the swing.  Another inch. 
Two.  And the signal.  Go.


This time, she swung back, visualizing the tuck in her
head.  And when gravity tried to
pull her off the bar, cannonballed into the sky instead.  One flip around, and then reaching for
hands that had missed her all morning.


Not this time.


Her first blind catch.


A cocky kind of joy exploded in Elsie’s head, along with wild
applause from people all over the gym.


And the cherry on her sundae?  One guy, swinging above her, who just maybe had a tiny
little piece of himself back where it belonged.  Elsie grinned up at Elliot’s face, two feet from hers—and
punched out, feet aimed for the net below.


To hell with passive.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
Lift-off winds are stirring.


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


When you spend a lifetime with a camera in your hands, there is
a moment you come to recognize.  Or
rather, a feeling—a trickle of precognition that tells you to lift and
focus.  To be ready.


I’m feeling that in my bones today.


Lizard stopped by, looking for truth.  I hope she’s ready to see what I just hung on my drying
line.  I’m not at all sure I’m
ready to see what Charlie hung there yesterday.  


And then Lizard threw Lauren out of their office and had a conversation
with Josh that left her mind a wet dishrag.  Lauren’s not sure whether to cheer or go buy Ben &
Jerry’s.


So we wait.


Elsie got to hear that she does good work today—and Nat’s
pretty sure it actually sank in. 
There is no greater gift than someone holding up a mirror to your talent
when you’re finally ready to look. 
I trust that our very wise Nat had that mirror glinting to perfection.


Which would be cause for uncomplicated celebration if our
pendants weren’t buzzing again.


Some birds take flight on lofty summer breezes.  Others head straight for the storm
front.


And since we’re currently fairly clueless, I am off to the store
to stock up on all the basic witch necessities when facing unpredictable
weather—flour, milk, eggs, glitter, and ice cream.  Feel free to send cookies.


All
my love,


Jennie
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--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: Lift-off winds are stirring.


--------------------------------------


Lovely
Jennie,


Melvin has tried to have a discussion with the pendants,
triggered at least in part by Jamie’s threat to melt Nat’s if it continues to
cause her grief.  Given his
unhappiness today, I don’t think he got any answers.


It saddens me to see him question the magic of his heart and
hands.  To see us all question it.


I wish no evil on our Elsie.  But I have to believe it’s coming.  The true power of WitchLight has always prismed through my
husband’s enormous heart.  And
today, while his heart splashes in the shallows of doubt, mine has found its
trust.


Put Witch Central on notice.  It is a storm that comes.


Hold
to the light,


Vero


~ ~ ~


Lizard set down her backpack, glad to unload the weight from her
shoulders.  Some parts of being in
school hadn’t changed—she still felt like five-foot-nothing of Sherpa
lugging around all her books.


The note on the kitchen counter was written in screaming purple,
and the message meandered in not-entirely-straight lines.  Elsie had seriously changed.  Since the gist of the note promised
leftover lasagna in the fridge, as far as Lizard was concerned the changes were
all good.  Late-night lasagna
totally beat the stale potato chips riding somewhere at the bottom of her
backpack.


She dug into the fridge—and started to laugh.  There, beside a neatly wrapped plate of
lasagna, sat Elsie’s cell phone. 
Another change.  Stick-butt
Elsie never did anything absentminded.


Lizard rescued the phone—refrigeration probably wasn’t all
that good for high-tech gadgets—and then caught the words at the top
of the screen.  Missed text
message.  From Anton.


Great, just what she needed late at night—gooey texts from
stupid Frenchmen.  She reached to
set the phone on the counter—and saw the small image attached to the
message alert.


Red-hot alarm screamed through Lizard’s brain, even as she
swiped to open Elsie’s phone. 
Heedless of her roommate’s privacy, she ran for the bright lights of the
bathroom, trying to get a better look at the tiny face.  Too blurry. 


Maybe it wasn’t him.


Brain firing on adrenaline now, she stormed through the apps on
Elsie’s phone.  Photos.  There had to be a picture of this Anton
somewhere.  One bigger than her
thumb.


“What’s wrong?” 
Caro’s voice from the doorway nearly sent Lizard into the ceiling.  


“Dunno yet.  Why are
you here?”  Lizard was still
digging for the evidence she needed on her roommate’s phone.


“You sent up a clamor even someone mind-deaf could hear.”  Caro’s hand landed on her
shoulder.  “What’s going
on—is Elsie in trouble?”


It suddenly occurred to Lizard that the picture she needed might
be more places than Elsie’s phone. 
“Anton.  Have you ever
picked up his face from Elsie’s mind?”


“Sure.”  Caro looked
confused.  “Haven’t you?”


No.  When you didn’t
grow up in nice, cushy Witch Central, you didn’t want to pick up everyone’s
random mental images.  She’d
learned to block that channel a long time ago.  Dread careened through Lizard’s soul.  “Can you mindsend me what he looks
like?”


Caro nodded slowly, clearly digging though her memory banks.


When the image hit Lizard’s mind, dread bloomed into full-blown
terror.  “We have to find
Elsie.  Right now.”


~ ~ ~


“You smell like summer flowers.”  Elsie smiled as Anton buried his face in the top of her
hair.  Ginia’s newest conditioner
creation was obviously doing its job. 
Elsie had helped bloom the flowers for it herself.


He pulled her in tighter and turned to avoid a
table—dancing in a jazz bar meant navigating a fair number of
obstacles.  She could get totally
used to being held like this, a pair of strong arms keeping her safe in the
world.  Swinging with Elliot had
been fun, but this was different. 
Not passive, just—open.


They moved slowly to the music, a long, liquid jazz beat that
seemed written to match the languid passions stirring in her belly.  Maybe her chakras were opening.  She’d have to ask Nat.


Elsie tilted back her head—and caught a spark of something
in Anton’s eyes she hadn’t seen before. 
It made those pulls in her belly multiply.


Maybe he was done being quite so patient with her.  


The sax player ran up a high, floaty scale, the cry of his
instrument almost human.  Elsie’s
first love would always be vocals, but a well-played sax was moving into solid
second place.


She turned to listen, enraptured by the crusty old man’s fingers
on the keys.


Anton’s chuckle rumbled in her ear.  “Sometimes I wonder if you come back for me or to listen to
Jim up there.”


“Both.”  The truth
was out before Elsie’s brain caught up with her mouth.  She flushed, certain that wasn’t what
he wanted to hear.  Odd flinty bits
in his eyes seemed to agree.  “I’m
sorry, that didn’t come out right. 
I can hear jazz in half the bars in the city if I want.  There are no Antons anywhere else.”


His stare was almost frightening.  “I hope not.”


She reached her fingers into his dark curls, reveling in her
power as the flinty bits in his eyes fled, replaced by something… hotter.


Old Jim shifted to something spicy, flowing with their mood.


Anton smiled, tracing the strap of her sundress.  “Come home with me tonight, pretty
Elsie.”


She froze, leaping desire landing in a football-tackled mess
with a lifetime of caution.  His
eyes held the same message she’d seen when Elliot looked at Colleen, or Jamie
looked at Nat.  Desire, barely
contained.


This was how big people played.


She tried to say yes. 
Moth to flame, she fought to get the words out.  And simply couldn’t.


His eyes shadowed over—and then shifted back to their
usual patient depths.  He smiled,
running a thumb over her cheek in the way that made her insides quiver.  “Maybe a bit more of that liquid
courage of yours.  Stay
here—I’ll get you a drink.”


Even a stiff dose of Ginia’s green goo hadn’t broken her
attraction to the deep pink shimmer of a raspberry Cosmopolitan.  This night, however, something inside
her was saying no, with an insistence that demanded she listen.


And maybe the voice was right.  For all that he danced like a dream and spoke to the passion
flowing in her veins, Anton was still her dark and handsome stranger.


Maybe just a glass of wine tonight.


Elsie made her way over to the bar, where Anton stood behind the
counter mixing her drink.  She
admired his dark curls as he turned for a bottle behind him—and then
froze as she caught sight of his other hand, emptying a small vial.  Into her drink.


Raspberry Cosmopolitans didn’t have any ingredients that came in
small vials.


Her brain swam forward in slow-motion nightmare.


And then he looked up at her, flashing his sexy grin, a bottle
of something amber in one hand, lime wedge in the other.  “Hey, beautiful.  Almost done here—I’ll be right
with you.”  The vial was gone.  Maybe it had never been.


Elsie studied his face. 
Anton would never look innocent, but he looked no different than he had
every night she’d walked into the club.


It was her insides that had changed.


This didn’t feel like Paris garrets anymore.  It felt dangerous.


She met his gaze, willed her voice to lie well.  “I got a text—issues at
home.  I need to go, I’m sorry.”


His eyes narrowed. 
“What kind of issues?”


Evidently she wasn’t lying well enough.  “A fussy baby.  Sounds like teething.”  Bless Sammy’s contribution to her
education.


His face bloomed in sheer shock.  “You got kids?”


Yes.  They were strangers.  And right now, she wanted to keep it
that way.  Summoning Vero’s stage
presence, she turned to make her exit. 
“Good night, Anton.”


He knew she wasn’t coming back.  She could see it in his eyes.  


~ ~ ~


Jennie held still through the weird sucking sensation of being
pulled through Realm.  For the
second time in a week, a witch SWAT team was headed to Elsie’s house.


This time, the pendants had been utterly silent—it was
Lizard who had sent out the SOS.  


She landed in a flicker of lights and watched as Vero, Melvin,
Jamie, Nat, and Lauren materialized beside her.  The gang was all here. 
Jennie could sense Caro’s hovering worry, but it was Lizard’s blazing,
furious panic that yanked her attention. 
Something was very, very wrong.


Come back to the kitchen, sent Caro.  I have cookies.


Cookies after midnight weren’t a good sign either.  Caro clearly thought they would need
fuel.  Jennie joined the back of
the line flowing down the hall to the kitchen, worry stampeding through one
mind after the next.  Even Vero was
deeply concerned this time.


The second she set foot in the kitchen, Lizard hammered them all
with a mind image.  “That’s
Anton.  The guy Elsie’s been
dancing with.”


Several heads nodded—this wasn’t news to most of them.


“I didn’t look.  I
didn’t know.”  A very white Lizard
continued, arms wrapped around her ribs. 
“When I knew him, his name wasn’t Anton, and he didn’t own a jazz dive
in downtown Berkeley, and he wasn’t French.”


The room was dead silent as Lizard’s dread pounded through them
all.  “He was a New Jersey,
mob-connected slimeball who made porn videos for the Net—and the girls
weren’t always willing.  He uses
drugs.  Roofies.”


The date-rape drug. 
Oh, God.  Jennie stepped
forward—and had to get in line behind the raging fury and whisper-gentle
words of Lauren McCready.  “Did he
hurt you?”


Lizard blinked. 
“No.  Not me.  Word was out on the street about him by
the time I was around.”  Her chin
went up.  “But I know girls he did
hurt.”


“Of course you do.” 
Vero’s voice enveloped Lizard along with her arms—fear, fury, and
all.  “You wouldn’t be wrong about
something like this.”


It was the right thing to say.


Lizard’s spine straightened, her eyes piercing.  “We have to find Elsie.  Now.”  She machine-gunned around the room, a general marshalling
her troops.  “Jamie, take Caro and
Lauren and port to the skunk hole where he keeps his club.  You two are the strongest mind witches.  Find Anton and rip whatever the hell
you have to out of his head.  Fuck
the ethics.”


Not a soul disagreed. 
They wouldn’t have dared. 
“I’m going to check out some back alleys, talk to some people.”  Her eyes drilled into Jennie.  “You coming?”


Jennie nodded, in awe of the menace steaming off of Lizard.  


“We’ll wait,” said Melvin quietly, taking Nat and Vero’s hands.


“To hell with waiting.” 
Lizard’s eyes momentarily swam with tears.  “You wish her home.”


~ ~ ~


Elsie turned down the street to her townhouse, feet tracing the
familiar route in double time, eyes looking for danger in the shadows.  She was scared.  Anton had scared her down to her
bones.  And the more she walked,
the deeper the fear sank.


She looked up at the moon, still hanging low in the sky.  Now it just cast creepy shadows.


God.  She was a
child, afraid of monsters under the bed. 
Elsie stopped, breathing deeply. 
This was her street, her neighborhood.  No one got to scare her here.


With careful intent, she arched her arms up to the sky, inviting
the cool moonlight into her fingers. 
Breath in, fear out.  She
kicked off her shoes, stepping onto a patch of grass.  Feel the earth. 
Feel the strength, the endurance, the power that comes from knowing
where you live.  This was her home,
and she had already fought enough battles against her fear.  No more got to come in the door stuck
to her shoe.


And then fear hurled into her mind, along with Lizard’s
razor-sharp words.  If you’re
going to do fracking yoga in the middle of the night, at least tell people
where you are.


Elsie opened her eyes, confused.  And found herself nose-to-nose with her roommate.  Her steaming-mad roommate, with
something mean flashing in her eyes.


It almost reminded her of Anton.  And that roused fury deep in her belly.  “I was on my way home. What business is
it of yours where I am?  I’m a
grown woman.”


Easy,
came Jennie’s mental mind voice.  She
has good reason to be worried about you.


Elsie hadn’t even noticed Jennie lurking in the shadows.  Her anger ratcheted up a notch.  “I’m an adult.  I know you all think I’m a
not-quite-competent one, but if I want to go drinking and dancing and hell, go
home and have wild, passionate sex with a Frenchman, I have that right.”


Lizard’s eyes blazed. 
“He’s not French.  And if
you’d gone home with him, he’d have drugged you and put pictures of you naked
all over the Internet and worse.”


The words felt like hot fire raining on her skin.  Elsie gasped for air, clinging to the
last vestiges of her dream, the man with the strong arms and the patient eyes.


The man who put a vial of something in her drink.


“He’s fooled girls way more street smart than you.”  Lizard grabbed Elsie’s arm and started
dragging her down the street. 
“He’s slime, but he passes for decent most of the time.  I hear he’s got the tall, dark, and
sexy routine totally down.”


Drugs. 
Pictures.  On the Internet.


Oh, God.  What had
she done?  Elsie felt her feet
slowing, Velcroed to the sidewalk. 
“He asked me to go home with him tonight.”


“Yeah, I got that.” 
Lizard kept pulling on her arm, dragging Elsie down the street, Velcro
feet and all.  “I guess you said
no, huh?”


She had.  A small,
dingy ray of hope crept into Elsie’s soul—and then crashed against the
hard wall of reality.  “Only
because I saw him putting something in my drink.  I might have gone, otherwise—I was trying to work up
to it.”  She’d had visions of Paris
garrets and Italian vineyards spinning in her head.


Idiot.


They were right. 
She wasn’t a competent adult.


“Hold up, you two.” 
Jennie’s voice held command—and a hint of breathlessness.  “I can’t text and walk at the same
time.  What were you drinking,
Elsie—what did Anton dose with the drugs?”


“A raspberry Cosmopolitan.”  High on her list of things never to touch again.


“Girlie drink.” 
Lizard snickered—and then grabbed Jennie’s arm.  “Wait—you can’t take him
down.  He knows how to hide
things.  The drink will be long
gone.  The cops have been trying to
catch his ass for years.”


When Jennie looked up from her phone, her eyes were granite
hard.  “These cops will have some
witch backup.”


She was a witch. 
Elsie reached for Jennie’s shoulder, fury beginning to ride in her
veins.  “I’ll help.  I need to help.”




Chapter 19





Lizard had seen killing rages before.  She’d just never seen them in four-inch red heels and a
yellow sundress.


And damn, could Elsie move in those shoes.  “Wait up.”  Lizard grabbed her roommate’s arm.  “You can’t just go plowing in there and punch him in the
chin.”  Especially when you’d never
even been in a decent sandbox fight.


“I’m not defenseless.” 
Her roommate spun, sparks flying out of her fingertips.  “I’m not a wimp, no matter what you
think.”


Nobody in their right mind would think Elsie was a wimp.  She looked like an avenging
superhero—and that scared Lizard silly.  She knew exactly what guys like Anton thought about the
price of some woman’s life.  “He’s
a really bad guy, Elsie. 
Bullet-in-your-head kind of bad.”


Elsie’s eyes blazed. 
“He needs to be stopped.”


Not over dead bodies, he didn’t.  Lizard double-timed down the street after her racing
roommate.  “Leave him for the
cops.”


“He plays them.  You
said so yourself.”  Something scary
clicked into place in Elsie’s mind. 
“He’s not going to play me. 
Not again.”


Frack.  Grammie,
help.  “Then play him.”


Elsie slid to a stop just in time to save Lizard from trying a
football tackle.  “What do you
mean, play him?” 


“When you’re not the biggest, you have to fight smart.”  Lizard gasped for air.  “What does he want?”


“He wants me drugged and naked in his bed.”  Elsie’s eyes streaked jagged lightning.


“So give it to him.” 
Lizard ducked as sparks exploded out of a lot more than fingers.  “Turn off the firecrackers,
dammit!  Don’t really give it to
him—make him believe.  Make
him think he can get what he wants.” 
She grabbed Elsie’s shoulders. 
“The cops need evidence. 
The cold, hard kind that some shark lawyer can’t talk his way out
of.  They need drugs in another
glass.”


Elsie’s eyes were as big as the moon.  “You want me to get him to drug me again?”


It had to be a better plan than the whole rampaging-fire-goddess
thing.  “Yeah.  I’ll help.  I can push on his mind, make him believe.”


“No way.”  Now the
mean eyes were back.  “You can’t go
in there.”


“Hell I can’t.”


~ ~ ~


“You guys done with the whole Lone Ranger thing yet?”  Jamie took his life into his own hands
and stepped within arms’ length of two furious witches.  He’d had to port to catch up with them.


Elsie grabbed his arm. 
“Tell her she can’t go in there. 
He’s dangerous.”


His first instinct was to duct tape them both to a tree.  “Nobody’s storming in there without a
plan.”


“We have a plan.” 
Lizard’s chin stuck out halfway to China.  “Elsie’s going to fake him out.  I’m going to make sure he falls for it.”


“No.  No mind
control.”  There were lines, and
witches who crossed them paid an incredibly high price.  


“Not control.” 
Lizard glared at her roommate, the light of a dare in her eyes.  “Elsie’s a better actress than
that.  I’m just going to give him a
little nudge.”  Her mindvoice was
quiet steel.  I know the
lines.  And I know how to ride the
edges of them and survive.


Holy hell.  “The
witch brigade is on its way.  Let’s
wait a few minutes, let the cops get here.”  


“We can’t wait,” said Elsie, her voice soft ice.  “That’s him at the door.”


Jamie looked down the street at a doorway filled with blue haze
and a man with very hard eyes.  No
way.  No chance.


He reached for Elsie’s arm—and caught thin air.  And a thought.  She did this for the girls.  All the girls.


Lizard’s fingers curled in his shirt and yanked him close.  “I’m going in—they won’t notice
me.  Can you link with me?  Port in if she’s in trouble?”


He didn’t have that kind of mindlinking range.  Not on a crowded Saturday night. 


Lizard read his mind—and then yanked on his shirt one more
time.  “You know someone who
does.  Get Lauren here.”


And she was gone, part of the shadows, sliding in the door of
the bar even as Elsie leaned invitingly into Anton.


Holy hell.  Show on
the road whether he wanted it or not. 
Time to rid the world of a slimebucket.  


~ ~ ~


Elsie leaned into Anton’s broad chest, trying to calm the fire
in her fingers.  If she singed his
chest hairs, she wanted it to be on purpose.


Shut down the fire in your eyes, said Lizard’s voice in her
head.  You look like you’re
going to eat him alive.


It was amazingly hard to act like a terrified little bunny when
you felt like an avenging warrior. 
So Elsie tried for slinky instead. 
She leaned a little further into Anton and ran a finger down the open
collar of his shirt.  “I’m back,
sexy—did you miss me?”


Hard hands closed over her arms, a match for the cold ugliness
in his eyes.  “Where’d you go?”


She swallowed hard—the terrified bunny act wasn’t quite so
hard to channel now.  Her heart
beat in her throat high enough to chatter against her teeth.  What would he believe?  And then a waiter walked by with
something blue in a martini glass, and she knew.  “I stopped somewhere up the street.  Had a drink.”


The suspicion in his eyes softened.  “Needed some liquid courage, did you?”  He ran his thumb over her cheek.  “Am I that scary, pretty Elsie?”


That scary and more—but Elsie wasn’t supposed to know
that.  And since slinky clearly
wasn’t something she could pull off, she needed something else.  Something she was actually good
at.  Slinky wouldn’t have worked
anyhow.  A woman drugged and
vulnerable wasn’t about sex.  It
was about control.


Elsie froze as the voice inside her head suddenly started making
sense.  The voice with a decade of
practice.  And then she took a huge
breath and prayed that taking psychology to a gunfight wasn’t the biggest
mistake of her life.  


She ran her hands nervously down her arms, letting the fear she
felt leak out.  “I’m not very good
at this.  I haven’t had very much
practice.”  


His chuckle sounded… carnivorous.  “I can see that.”


How had she not seen him for the predator he was?  Elsie raised pleading eyes.  “I was hoping a drink would help, but I
guess it really didn’t.  I’m still
not very good at this.  I’m sorry I
ran.”


His arm slid around her shoulders, a smooth move that would have
had her swooning only a few short hours ago.  “Shall we listen to the music a while, then?  That usually relaxes you.”


They’re ready outside.  Lizard’s mindvoice
was a quiet whisper in her head.  You’ve
got him hooked—now reel him in. 
I’ve got your back.


Elsie looked down at her hands, touched—and
determined.  This wasn’t Lizard’s
to do.  She centered—like
she’d learned from Nat.  Tapped her
passion—like she’d learned from Vero.  And looked up at Anton, a scared little bunny with desire in
her eyes.  “It’s not only music I
want tonight.  I’m just not sure if
I can.”


Something ugly and victorious flared in his eyes.  “Stay right here.  I’ll go fetch one of those Cosmos you
love.”


Elsie stayed in character—right up until the police
crashed through the door.


With the witch brigade hot on their heels.


~ ~ ~


Jennie held open the door for her nephew, watching the ferocious
light in his eyes die down to a simmer. 
Anyone who thought Jamie Sullivan was an easy-going guy hadn’t ever seen
him truly riled.  “Get him?”


“Not me.”  Jamie
headed straight for the table, two-fisting cookies as he went.  “Lizard and Elsie did.  Nailed the bastard in about two
minutes, had all the relevant details for the cops in about two more.”


Jennie winced. 
There were only a couple of ways to extract information that fast, and
none of them were remotely ethical.


“And relax.  Other
than a little fudging for the cops, we were all very good witches.”   Jamie’s grin would have done a
hungry vampire proud.  “I’ll say
this—I don’t ever want either of them mad at me.” 


Dammit.  She’d been
left holding down the fort when Elsie had flown down the street, Lizard hot on
her heels—and Melvin had collapsed, clutching his pendant.


Jamie reached out his hand.  “Melvin?”


“He’s fine.”  The
silly old man had turned up the volume on his pendant and nearly had a heart
attack, but he was currently upstairs being spoon-fed Ginia’s spiked chicken
soup.  And his very subdued pendant
had been read the riot act by one seriously annoyed healer.


Nat had volunteered for the spoon-feeding, which was good,
because otherwise Jennie might have had to tie her to the wall to keep her out
of harm’s way.  Just one more woman
you didn’t want mad at you.  She
focused back on her nephew. 
“Lizard and Elsie—what did they do?”


The last thing she expected was the amusement in his eyes.  “They used their wiles.  Elsie walked in, batting her eyelashes
and gushing about how sorry she was, and maybe she’d take that drink after
all.  Lizard added a little
conviction to the performance.  We
had cops in the door the instant the vial hit her drink.”  He reached for Jennie’s hands.  “It didn’t take much from
Lizard—Elsie did an excellent job, and Anton saw what he wanted to see.”


It wasn’t Anton Jennie was worried about.  That kind of mind push required
connection first.  “Is Lizard
okay?”


“She’s touched sleaze before,” said Jamie softly.  “And she just kicked him in the balls
hard enough he won’t get up for a while. 
She’s fine.”


Jennie hoped the ball kicking was metaphorical.  Or maybe she didn’t.  “And Elsie?”


The answer took longer to come this time.  “She’s safe.  Fine might take a while.”  




Chapter 20





--------------------------------------


To:
veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From:
Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject:
How is Melvin?


--------------------------------------


Dear
Vero,


Ginia assures me Melvin made it home safe and sound, and none
the worse for wear.  I’ll be by
later to see for myself.  First I
have to go eavesdrop a little on my students.


I tell myself they should be a mess, but that’s probably more a
reflection of my head than anyone else’s. 
I don’t want to know that kind of evil can target those I love.  And I don’t want to know that I’m old
enough to be left behind while the next generation does all the work.


I wanted to storm the barricades with my fearless girls.


And it occurs to me that Melvin’s condition is a result of
exactly the same wish.


They did wonderfully well, and Jamie assures me the police now
have enough to lock up Anton for the rest of his natural life and then some.


I’ve been apologizing to my pendant this morning, and I have to
tell you, the rock seems oddly optimistic.


I’ll
be there soon,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Elsie hid in the corner, hoping none of their workshop students
wanted to talk today.  She wasn’t
in the mood.  Or feeling very
competent.  Nobody with a life as
messed up as hers should be interfering in anyone else’s journey.


She’d considered staying under her covers—but even
incompetent witches had promises they needed to keep.


She groaned as Kathy angled over to her corner, and tried to
find some remaining vestige of professionalism.  It wasn’t Kathy’s fault Elsie had the judgment of a toddler
in an ice-cream store.


“I need to show you something.”  Kathy slid to a halt, her face a picture of bemused
humor.  She pulled out her
phone.  “This is what my living
room looks like this morning.”


Even in two inches square, it was obvious chaos reigned.


Kathy tapped her phone, scrolling through more pictures.  “And my kitchen, and my sons’ bedroom,
and this last lovely one is what happens when you turn your dining room table
into a fort.”


Elsie remembered her last fort escapade all too well.  “It looks like you had fun.”


“I did.”  Kathy’s
eyes gleamed, tears suddenly threatening. 
“My husband was away with work for three days, and I decided to parent
with my eyes closed.  Well, not
really closed, but to ignore the mess and the menu plan and all those other
things I do every day.”


Even an Elsie-sized idiot couldn’t miss the joy.  “You had fun.”  And for Kathy, that would be monumental.


“Yes.”  Kathy
sniffled, clutching her phone.  “We
played and built forts and climbed the tree in the back yard and had French
fries for breakfast.  And I don’t
think I’ve ever seen my kids quite so happy.”  She started to laugh. 
“And my husband got home and thought he’d walked into the wrong house.”


Uh, oh.  Elsie sent
up a prayer, far too late, that he’d understood.


Love shone from Kathy’s face.  “He crawled under the table with the boys.  In his fancy suit.  They roasted pretend marshmallows over
his briefcase.”  She held out her
phone.  “I took pictures of that,
too.”


Even in two inches square, you could feel the little-boy—and
big boy—happiness.


Elsie smiled, totally undone.  “Did you roast a marshmallow too?”


“I did.”  Kathy’s
voice was barely a whisper, her eyes a puddle of tears.  “So thank you.”   Her arms wrapped around Elsie, a
strangle-hug of thanks.  


And then she straightened her shoulders, hints of efficient
Kathy peeping through.  “I have to
go clean my house now.  My boys
will be home in an hour, and we have silly things to do.”  She grinned over her shoulder as she
headed for the door, feet barely attached to the ground.  “I think we might even make our own
jar.”


Elsie watched her go—and marveled.


Nat stepped up beside her, grinning.  “The Silly Jar rides again, does it?”


“Yes.”  Elsie
nodded, swept up in the simple joy of feeling helpful.  And then remembered where the Silly Jar
had led.  From silly had been born
daring—and from daring had been born Anton.  Reality crash-landed on her shoulders, and with it, a world
of doubt.  “She’s a
parent—maybe it’s a really dumb idea.”


“Doubting the power of what you just saw is a really dumb
idea.”  Nat’s words were soft,
their meaning not gentle at all. 
“No one thing defines who you are, Elsie, or the value you can offer to
others.”


Anton was a pretty big thing.  “If my judgment is flawed, then how can I help anyone
else?”  It hurt even to ask.


Nat chuckled.  “I
have scorch marks on my living room ceiling.”


Elsie blinked at the total non-sequitur.  “What?”


“Scorch marks. 
Aervyn and Jamie were doing some fancy fire-magic tricks this
morning.”  


Elsie just continued to blink, waiting for the fog to lift.


Nat sighed.  “Sorry,
I’m not trying to be obscure.  My
husband is one of Witch Central’s best trainers.  I’d trust him with my life, and so would pretty much anyone
who knows him.”


Elsie nodded, still swimming at sea.  Jamie was wonderful, but she had no idea why he was suddenly
the focus of this conversation.


“He’s an amazing man,” said Nat softly.  “And this morning, he decided the couch
was a good place for a game of Fireblaster with the world’s strongest fire
witchling.”


Elsie had no idea what Fireblaster was, but clarity had finally
landed.  She connected the dots
easily enough.  “Not a smart idea.”


“Right.  Even the
best of us make dumb choices all the time.”  Nat’s eyes held empathy—and steel.  “This morning, you need to decide if
you’re going to make two in a row. 
And in case I’m not being clear again—letting this define who you
are?  That would be really dumb.”


Elsie stared, even as her inner compass steadied.  


And then felt her chest start to vibrate.  Apparently her pendant agreed with Nat.


~ ~ ~


Lizard peeled open an eyeball and squinted at the alarm
clock.  10 a.m.  Frack.  Class in an hour, and nobody cared that she’d played Cowboys
and Indians last night.  The other
eyeball unglued and the room swam in double for a minute, something odd and
yellow on the pillow beside her.


She scowled at the envelope.  Why couldn’t witches deliver stuff the normal way?


Cripes, her brain felt like it had swallowed several glugs of Elsie’s
drugged raspberry Cosmo.  Lizard
reached for the envelope, planning to stuff it into her backpack.  Whatever it was could damn well wait
until she’d had some breakfast.


And then she knew what it was.


Charlie’s pictures.


Brain wide awake now, Lizard sat up slowly.  And tried to figure out if she had the
guts necessary to open the envelope. 
He’d said there would be truth inside.


Maybe she didn’t want truth.  Maybe facing down a fake-French slimeball was enough bravery
for twenty-four hours and Lizard Monroe should just stick her head back under
the pillow and sleep until life didn’t throw her a curveball every time she
opened her eyes.


Yeah.  Because that
worked.


She reached for the envelope.  If they sucked, maybe she could talk Elsie into another
bonfire.  A small one—paper
burned a lot easier than old-lady underwear.


The top picture wasn’t of her.  Or Josh.  It was
of a pint-sized superboy, barefoot in the grass, stuffing his face full of
noodles, wearing a T-shirt that said “I Do Magic for Cookies” in red glitter.


Lizard grinned.  The
T-shirt had been her design.  Last
she’d heard, Nell had been threatening to throw boy and shirt into the washing
machine together if he didn’t take it off soon.


Washing a small, teleporting witch didn’t sound like the easiest
job in the world.


The next photograph also made her grin, but for a different
reason.  Someone had clearly swiped
Charlie’s camera for long enough to take a picture. Someone not very good with
a Hasselbad—the snapshot was blurry, crooked, and featured one
monster-sized finger in the top right corner.


But Charlie was smiling, and that alone made the picture a
treasure.


Sucked in now, Lizard flipped slowly through the stack, grinning
at some, laughing at a couple, and sticking out her tongue at one particularly
lovely picture of her butt halfway into Aervyn’s tree house.


And then she came to Josh.


Bright, laughing eyes, full of surprise and welcome.  A face used to smiling, and hair used
to going pretty much anywhere it wanted. 
She reached out and touched, fingers unable to resist.


He was beautiful, in the way that some people were when the
world hadn’t messed with them too much. 
And he tempted her to believe in too many things that just weren’t
true.  


She came from the place where guys juiced a girl’s drink just to
get laid.


Her fingers wept a little—and tucked the picture of Josh
at the bottom of the pile.


But Charlie wasn’t done yet.


There were more. 
Pictures of Josh at his computer. 
In the ball pit.  Belting
out karaoke with Danny on what could only have been a field trip to his
office.  


Josh’s butt halfway up the infernal stairs.  It was a seriously nice butt.


Josh talking to the little old lady who lived next door, a flower
tucked behind her ear.  A day in
the life of a sweet, normal guy who wanted white picket fences and a neighbor
with a rose garden.  She had no
freaking idea how you grew a rose. 



Enough.  Lizard
tossed the pictures down on the bed, done with longing for something that
wasn’t—and saw her own face.


One picture—the only one she’d let Charlie take.


It was the eyes, warrior bright, that she couldn’t resist.  He’d captured every nuance of
pissed-off woman—the clenched hands and bunching muscles, the really
excellent scowl, the furious words waiting to fly.


But it was the eyes that held her.


Because they said it wasn’t quite true, the fists and the
bravado and the scowl.  


The eyes said she was really the girl who still brought biscuits
to Freddie’s bus.


She set down the picture with infinite care.  Right next to Josh with a sunflower in
his hand.  And looked at them both
for a very long time.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: How is Melvin?


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dear,


Melvin’s cranky and asking for cookies.  So other than being rather unimpressed
at the reminder of his advancing years, I’d have to say he’s perfectly
fine.  Aervyn has come for a visit,
and the lovely Natalia is coming to hold down the fort next.  I’ve a singing lesson to teach, and
this one feels rather important.


It is always good to know the next generation is ready for the
barricades—and bittersweet to watch them in action.  We have reason to know.


All
our love,


Vero


~ ~ ~


Vero waited.  


Elsie was running through some pretty scales, notes light and
airy, smile pasted on her face. 
But her hands were clenched—and Vero knew it was the hands that
told the story.  Elsie Giannotto
was angry, even if most of her wasn’t willing to admit it yet.


Maybe she would push things along a little.  They only had an hour—and Vero
only had so much patience.  She
reached out for Elsie’s hand.  “I’m
sorry it didn’t work out the way you intended, love.  Passion always carries some risk, but my heart aches that
you were reminded of those risks so quickly.”


Emotions stormed onto Elsie’s face.  Ah, the girl could tap her feelings so easily now.  “Why didn’t you tell me?  You spun stories of Paris garrets and
young love, but you never told me it could be dangerous.”


True, she hadn’t—and she couldn’t feel sorry for it, even
now.  “You know of the dangers, my
sweet.  That deeply analytical
brain of yours could probably list them for me, chapter and verse.  It wasn’t that part of you I was trying
to encourage.”


Elsie paced, cheeks flame bright.  “It wasn’t my brain out there looking for a Paris
garret.  And the rest of me doesn’t
seem smart enough to be running around exploring my passions.”


Vero wondered if her student understood, even yet, what had been
driving her.  “The rest of you is
very young yet—but that doesn’t make the need to explore any less
real.”  She reached for her
student’s hands.  “Those of us with
big feelings need to voyage into the unknown.  It helps to shape who we are, to give name to those
tumultuous forces inside us.  But
it’s not without risk.  There will
be mistakes, and pain, and failure, along with the triumphs.”


“I’m not very good at failure.”  Elsie’s voice was quiet, sad.


“I’d say you’re getting much better.”  Vero lifted her student’s chin.  “And I say that with the utmost of respect.  There is value in knowing you are a
smart, strong woman.  And there is
value in knowing that smart, strong women can make less-than-perfect choices.”


“I still feel like two people.”  Elsie’s hands told the story, as much as her voice.  “The old me was very competent, or at
worst, made carefully calibrated mistakes.  The new me is silly and daring and sometimes wonderful, but
I feel like a bike without brakes.”


The answer hung there in the air.  Vero wondered if her beautiful singer was ready to hear
it.  She began to pick out notes on
the piano, the underpinnings of Elsie’s beloved Hallelujah anthem.  “Listen, darling girl.  Not to my voice, or to the words.  Listen to the notes underneath.”


Elsie listened.  And
frowned.  “They’re just the basic
chords.”


Vero smiled. 
“Yes.  And yet most singers,
even the very best of us, prefer to sing with those chords supporting us.  Why do you think that is?”


It pleased her deeply when her student didn’t have to dig for an
answer at all.  “They make the
singing richer.  Lift it up higher,
give it a counterpoint.  Roots.”


“Yes.”  Vero beamed
in approval.  And waited for the
very bright woman in front of her to finish connecting the dots.


It came in a whisper, eyes bright with tears.  “I’m not two Elsies.”


“You’re not.”  Vero
reached for her student’s hands. 
“You’re one marvelous, complex woman, with basic chords and high notes
and rich counterpoints.”


Elsie chuckled through her tears.  “I’m not mixing them together very well just yet.”


 “You lived
thirty-two years missing half the pieces.”  Vero touched Elsie’s pendant.  “And you’ve been with us less than two months.  Don’t be afraid to live because the
music isn’t entirely fluent just yet.”


When it came, Elsie’s smile was sunshine-bright.  And Vero knew the most important part
of her job was done.  


With this one. 


She had one more stop to make.


~ ~ ~


A lifetime on the stage gave you certain advantages—and
one of them was knowing how to swoop. 
Vero landed in Lizard’s kitchen, courtesy of Jamie’s most excellent
transport device, and didn’t give the girl time to think.  “Hello, my dear.  Elsie and I have spent a lot of time
together.  It’s time for you and I
to have some tea, don’t you think?”


One bewildered poet blinked—and then turned and put the
kettle on the stove.


Good.  She really
did love a nice cup of tea.  Vero
reached over and tickled Bean’s sweet cheeks.  “Babysitting?”


“Thea’s got a client and all the competent people were
busy.”  Lizard looked over and
grinned.  “You any good at that
diaper-changing stuff?  I think
he’s wet.”


A good actress knew when to bluff.  “Diapers have evolved a lot since my day, dear.  I think I’ll leave that project to
you.”  Lizard’s scowl was
delightful—and not nearly as well hidden as she thought.


The visit wasn’t strictly necessary.  Lizard might well muddle through on her own, and there was
help in the wings if she wobbled. 
But Vero Liantro wanted a stage one last time.  A kind of swan song. 
And she had some things to say.


She ran a hand gently down Lizard’s hair, smiling when a spoon
clattered to the floor.  Still
dodging love, in so many small ways. 
“So, are you done being mad at the world yet, sweetheart?”


“I’m not mad.”  It
was said with enough force to bend a spoon.


“Sure you are. 
You’ve yelled at Jennie, yelled at Elsie, and I’ll wager a guess you’ve
yelled at that sweet boy of yours. 
Mostly in your head, but that doesn’t make you any less mad.”


A cup slammed down on the counter.  “He’s not mine.”


Vero chuckled.  “You
feel free to get as feisty as you want with me, my dear—I can handle
it.  We both know he could be
yours.”  Her voice softened.  “And I’ll wager another guess that you
wouldn’t mind that at all, if you lived in the place where miracles happened.”


Lizard’s eyes shot up. 
“I’m not the one he seeks.”


“Of course you’re not.” 
She tried not to laugh as fury exploded in Lizard’s eyes.  “Men never have us exactly figured out,
and that’s part of the joy and misery of walking beside them.”


“So, what, you’re the fairy godmother sent to tell me I can be
anything I want to be?”  The scowl
was enough to send Bean kicking unhappily in his bouncy seat.


Vero tickled the baby’s toes.  “Something like that.”


“That’s a load of—” 
Lizard glanced at the baby and broke off.


“Ah, my sweet.” 
Vero’s fingers itched to smooth Lizard’s hair again, but she was smart
enough to know when to quit. 
“Sometimes, when enough bad things happen to someone, you begin to
believe you don’t deserve the miracles.”


She went on, ignoring the bunching tension in Lizard’s
body.  She understood as well as
anyone how hard it was to accept the no-strings love of a man with a very big
heart.  “So now you’re getting mad
at everyone else for things inside your own heart.”


“My heart’s my business.” 
Lizard had pulled out her delinquent armor with a speed that made Vero
beam with pride—and just a touch of envy.  The girl would be marvelous on a stage.


“It is.”  Vero
reached out to cup a furious chin. 
“And you owe it to yourself to look.”


“You think I don’t know what’s in there?”  Lizard’s words pelted, low and
furious.  “Just because I don’t do
what you all want me to do doesn’t mean I can’t see.”


So close.  Their
sweet poet was so very close.  “Not
true, my beautiful girl.  We just
wonder if maybe you aren’t doing what you want to do.”  She set down her cup of tea, well aware
Lizard teetered on the edge of tears—and hated it.  “It brings to mind a wonderful line
from Oscar Wilde, the one about the person who ‘lives the poetry that he cannot
write. The others write the poetry that they dare not realize.’”


She looked into eyes shimmering with tears—and spoke the
final line of a long career.  “You
have it in you to do both, my lovely girl.  The writing and the living.”




Chapter 21





Elsie steered Gertrude Geronimo around the corner and leaned
into the early morning breeze as she flew down her favorite hill.


She loved riding in the neighborhood, waving at people she knew
and making it a little more hers every time Gertrude’s tires traveled these
streets.  Lizard had taught her
that—a home was where you lived and carried out the little, everyday
parts of your life.


And part of living included breathing.  Nat had taught her to breathe, but it was Gertrude Geronimo
who delivered the most fun lessons. 
Breathe, move, and fly, all at the same time.


Riding was her yoga.


Not that she didn’t like yoga—she did.  But it didn’t make her heart beat with
joy the same way flying down her favorite hill did.


Knitting let her magic flow, but it wasn’t always enough
movement.  Sometimes her whole body
needed to flow.


And she loved trapeze flying, but it required the kind of daring
and focus she could only muster for a few hours a week.  Those hours were precious—but
they weren’t everything.


Gertrude was easy and fun and silly—and absolutely
necessary to who she was.


No, that wasn’t quite right.  She was trying to divide herself up into little pieces
again.  They were all necessary,
all those things and more.  But if
her life were ice cream, some of those things were caramel chunks and crunchy
nuts and rivulets of fudge. 
Gertrude was the gorgeous chocolate that held everything else together.


Riding grounded her in who she was.  And until she’d met Nat, she didn’t even know a person
needed such a thing in their life.


Elsie peddled, more slowly now, as she traversed streets just
waking up.  A toddler hung on his
front fence, waving at her through the slats.  She squeezed her frog horn for him and kept rolling,
pondering her ice-cream metaphor.


She liked it.  Not
every caramel chunk needed to be the perfect shape for the ice cream to be
delicious.  Not every rivulet of
fudge needed to run in exactly the right direction.


One of Vero’s quiet comments, slid in as an under-note, bubbled
to the surface of Elsie’s mind.  There
is value in knowing you are a smart, strong woman.  And there is value in knowing that smart, strong women can
make less-than-perfect choices.


Yesterday she’d been too upset to truly hear it.  On this new morning, Gertrude Geronimo
giving her wings, the idea called to her. 



She was a strong, smart woman, even if she still had some
mistakes left to make—some doozies, if Anton was any indication.  And maybe that was okay.


Maybe instead of waiting for Elsie Giannotto to be
finished—perfected—she needed to figure out how the
work-in-progress Elsie could make a difference.


There were Kathys and Kennys to help, and shy girls on the
trapeze, and maybe even a knitter or a roommate or the cute kid down the
street.  Because she did want to
help.  There had always been joy
for her in walking with someone else on their journey—and she was a much
better fellow traveler now.


A traveler who needed to be in motion.  Who needed action and doing.  Which made going back to being a therapist run cold shivers
up and down her spine.  


It was far more fun to push and encourage and dispense advice
and receive it and in general, meddle in lives far more than therapist Elsie had
ever dared.  And when Lizard stood
up and recited a poem, or Kathy left her mat in a crooked line, it put a buzz
in Elsie’s heart that her practice never had.


The question was what to do with it.  The time to fly out of her WitchLight nest was
coming—she could feel it.  It
was time for the work-in-progress Elsie Giannotto to name her first flight.


She’d ridden an entire loop of the neighborhood, which usually
meant parking her bike and getting on with her day.  Grinning, Elsie pulled on Gertrude’s handlebars.  One more time down the hill, and then
she’d head inside.  


The wind blowing on her cheeks was warmer now, the pavement
under Gertrude’s tires a little slicker. 
A moment of perfection.


And at the bottom of the hill—she had her first flight’s
name.


~ ~ ~


Lizard opened the door to Berkeley Real Estate—and found
Josh lounging at the desk.  “What,
do you work here now?”


“Nope.  Needed to
see you, and this was the fastest way to find you.  Come on, I’ll buy you greasy eggs.”


She’d already eaten. 
“I have work to do.”


“Humor me.”


Something was up, and it had nothing to do with grease.  Lizard slung her backpack back over her
shoulder.  “Walk me to school
then—I need to grab something at the library.”


They made it half a block. 
And then he snagged her arm and marched her onto Freddie’s bus,
conveniently pulled up at the corner. 
“I need somewhere private to talk to you.”


It didn’t help any that all Freddie did was grin.


Lizard tried to keep her blood to a slow boil.  “Diners and buses aren’t exactly
private.”


“I know.”  He looked
ready to beat his head against the window.  And then it all suddenly deflated.  “Sorry.  I don’t
know how to do this very well. Jenkins made another offer.  Double the money.”  His eyes got all fierce.  “We want to try to beat it.”


Her eyebrows landed somewhere on the North Pole.  “You want to drown me in money?”


“No.  We can’t, and
even if we could, it’s stupid to play chicken with a guy who  owns a tank.”


That suddenly struck her as funny.  “Learn that in business school?”


He grinned. 
“Nah.  Dirt bike
racing.”  He held out a
folder.  “This is our offer.  Summary’s on the top.”


She’d learned something about negotiating in the last two
months.  “Tell me what it says.”


“Full partnership—not just in the maps, but in all the
other stuff we’re working on too.”


Holy hell.  “You
want me to come work for you?”


“With.”  His eyes
held a universe of things she didn’t want to see.  “With me. 
With us.”


“Doing what, exactly?”


He shrugged.  “Being
smart.  Making deals.  Being a force for what we do.”


He’d cornered her. 
On Freddie’s bus.  The
morning after she’d slunk around in a sleazy bar and been reminded of exactly
what her life used to be.


And dammit, she was not going to crap all over him this
time.  She was not going to be that
Lizard any more.  Not on Freddie’s
bus.  “Is this another one of those
‘making sure I know I have choices’ things?”


“Yeah.”  He nodded
wryly.  “That, and seeing you every
day wouldn’t be so bad either.”


Lizard snorted.  “I
figured that part out already.”


He got all quiet beside her for a minute.  “I thought you might get mad.”


“Almost did.”  She
reached her fingers out for his. 
One quick squeeze.  “I’ll
think about it.  Now get off my
bus.”


He was smiling when he did.


~ ~ ~


The afternoon knitting group seemed somehow empty.  Caro looked over at Helga, browsing
through the lace yarns.  “It’s
different without Elsie here.”


“She’ll be back.” 
Helga looked up, eyes twinkling, a ball of bright blue silk in her
hands.  “We have her good and properly
addicted.  She won’t be able to
stay away for too long or her needles will get up and walk in here by
themselves.”


Jodi bounced over, a fussy Sammy cuddled on her shoulder.  “She was here on Thursday.  Maybe she’s just a little busy.”


There had been some pretty major events since Thursday, but Caro
had no intention of being the one to talk about them.  Spilling gossip was all well and good, but Anton was Elsie’s
story to tell.  If she chose.  


Caro laid a yellow shawl over the baby, smiling when he stopped
wiggling.  The shawl had been made
by her own hands—lots of magic to soothe a little fire witchling.  


“Girl’s getting herself a life.”  Marion sat at the table, working on another of her
never-ending blankets.  “That’s a
good thing, even if we miss her a little.”


“Nonsense.”  Helga
plopped her project bag up on the counter and peered into its depths, muttering
about lace-sized needles.  “You’re
all acting like she’s waved good-bye. 
I say she’s going to walk in here any minute and put a stop to all this
silly talk.”


Caro turned to the yarn cubbies behind her, trying not to
laugh.  It would spoil Elsie’s
deliciously timed entrance.  


Helga giggled into her bag as the door bells chimed.  “I didn’t expect to be right quite that
quickly.”


“Good afternoon, everyone.”  Elsie practically danced into the back of the store.  “Sorry I’m late.  I had a business plan to write.”


That got even Sammy’s attention.


“I knew something was up,” said Jodi, settling Sammy in her
pouch carrier.


“It is.”  Elsie
looked like Aervyn with a surprise in his pocket.  “But I can’t tell you yet.  I have to get a few more things ready first.”


It took all of Caro’s self-control not to snoop.  “So long as it’s not a yarn store down
the street, how can we help?”


Elsie blinked.  “Why
would I open a yarn store?”


Caro grinned. 
Good—Jamie was going to lose the betting pool.  She was pretty sure he’d picked that
choice just to tweak her, but still.


“This place isn’t about just the yarn,” said Elsie softly.  “I couldn’t make anything half this perfect
if I tried.  And besides—“ Her
eyes brightened.  “I’m going to
need all of you.  You’re in my
business plan.”


“Oh goodie,” said Helga dryly—but her eyes twinkled.  


“Plans can be very useful things.”  Elsie’s prim retort gave Jodi the giggles.


Caro grinned—Elsie imitated her old self very well when
she wanted to—but her mind hadn’t radiated that awful, tightly wound
feeling in ages.


“Not much I can do besides knit.”  Marion held up her needles.  “Any chance you could use a blanket or two?”


Elsie planted a huge kiss on her cheek.  “Absolutely.  A couple of your brightest, happiest ones.  Pillows too, if it wouldn’t be too much
trouble.  Nice, big, squishy ones.”


Caro chuckled quietly as a very pleased Marion bustled over to
the part of the store that contained most of the eye-popping colors.  Elsie would have her blankets and
pillows as fast as Marion’s hands could churn them out.


Helga tapped her needles on the counter expectantly.  “Ahem.”


Elsie grinned. 
“Some nice cozies for cups and mugs and teapots?  In soft, pretty yarns—things
people will want to touch.”  She
turned to Jodi.  “And some cuddly
toys and stuffies for the little ones.”


Caro smiled and waited for Elsie’s knitting army to move off on
their yarn-scouting missions. 
“What am I making?”  There
wasn’t much left, if she was correctly guessing where this was headed.


“It’s not your needles I need.”  Their newest knitter looked tentative now.  “I’m hoping you can help me pull it all
together.  So it feels right.”  Elsie waved her arm around the
store.  “You know how to create a
space people don’t want to leave.”


It was the nicest compliment she’d had in a long time.  “You just tell me when.”  Caro heard the gruffness in her
voice.  And started planning the
artwork for Elsie’s walls in her head.


~ ~ ~


Lauren walked into the Headbeater Cafe, snickering at Josh’s
choice of home turf for his showdowns with Witch Central.  Maybe he felt better with biker
baristas at his back.


He didn’t know she’d sold the owner his house four months
ago—she was one of about three people in Berkeley who actually got decent
service at the Headbeater.  She
perched on a stool beside Josh and waved at Mike behind the counter.  It was all she needed to do—her
coffee desires never changed, and he had a mind like an elephant.


Josh blinked as a cappuccino slapped onto the counter in front
of her moments later.  “Wow.  You Mike’s loan shark or something?”


She grinned. 
“Something like that.”  A
good negotiator never gave up an advantage.  For now, Josh could think this was his place.


It never disturbed her to bring the action to someone else’s
turf anyhow.  “So, I hear you
offered my assistant a job.” 
Always paid to be friends with the bus driver, although Freddie had been
rather circumspect on the details.


“Not exactly.”  Josh
had a pretty good poker face.  “I
offered her a partnership.  A
chance to join our team.  We’re all
part owners in the company—she would be too.  You here to beat me up for trying to swipe her?”


She wasn’t sure yet. 
“Why’d you make her the offer?”


His eyebrows zinged up. 
“She’s smart, creative, works until she drops, and the rest of the team
was threatening to go kidnap her if I didn’t.  Danny even offered to throw in his restored vintage Pac-Man
console to sweeten the deal.”


Lauren assumed that was a good thing.  “So this was purely business?”


His eyebrows crawled up even further.  “What is it with you mind witches?  Lizard would be seriously pissed if she knew this
conversation was happening.  You
know that, right?”


Damn, she liked him. 
Lauren grinned.  “We have a
born need to poke our noses in where they don’t belong.  Let’s go back to the part where you’re
trying to swipe my assistant.”


He grinned.  “I can
probably find you another delinquent to replace her.  Danny knows people.”


She managed not to laugh. 
Barely.  “I’m pretty fond of
the delinquent I have.  You might
not get her.”


“I know.”  His voice
was just a shade too nonchalant.  


Cripes.  “I didn’t
mean on the personal front.  I
think you’re actually doing pretty well there—and if you tell her I said
so, I’ll have Mike put nasty things in your coffee.”


He sighed.  “It’s
all tangled up.  I want the woman
with brains and genius, and the woman who gets all gooey when Bean smiles, and
the woman who threatens me with scrambled eggs.”


There had to be a good story behind the scrambled eggs.  And she was so not getting
distracted.  “You think prying her
out of my office will get you all those things?”


Josh smiled slowly into his coffee.  “Nope.”


Lauren studied his profile.  And then she knew. 
“You expect her to turn you down. 
The business offer, I mean.”


“Maybe both,” he said ruefully.  “But yeah.  I
do.”  


She knew why—but she asked anyhow.  He deserved the chance to answer. “Then
why did you ask her?”


He looked up, eyes intent. 
“Because she’s never had two really good choices before.  She deserves them.”


Damn.  She really
liked him.




Chapter 22





Lizard walked in the front door of her office, a lime-green
folder in one hand and emergency coffee in the other.  This early, her boss wasn’t guaranteed to have had her
required caffeine yet. 


Lauren looked at the folder and grinned.  “I’ve seen one of those before.”


Curse her boss’s insanely good memory.  “This offer’s smarter than my last one.”


“I should hope so.” 
Lauren leaned back in her chair, negotiator face sliding into
place.  “What do you have?”


Oh, no.  She was so
not falling for that.  Negotiator
faces weren’t all that different from delinquent scowls—they covered up
the human being inside.  She wanted
to make this deal woman-to-woman.


Lizard sat down at the desk.  “Josh offered me craploads of money and the chance to spend
all day geeking out.”  And pits
full of superballs, but Lauren might not think of those as a job benefit.


Lauren nodded, voice casual and mind totally locked down.  “I heard.  It’s a great offer.”


“I’m going to do it.” 
Lizard waited a beat, hoping to see a crack in her boss’s armor.  “Very part time.  I told him I’ll come in and be the
ideas girl two days a month, for one-fifteenth of a crapload of money.”  From a safe distance, via late-night
text.


For just a heartbeat, Lauren’s lips quirked.  “Sounds like a reasonable
counteroffer.”


To hell with this. 
Lizard dropped her mind barriers. 
“I want to be here.  Long
term and not just as your intern. 
We can squabble about the details and negotiate the hell out of this, or
you can say no.  But that’s what I
want.”  


Up front and straight out. 
Lizard Monroe was done with bullshitting the world about what she
wanted.


It was pretty cool to watch Lauren’s poker face get all melty.


Her boss fingered the edges of the green folder.  “Why?”


Lizard rolled her eyes for form, but she’d expected the
question—and spent the last twenty-four hours getting the answer word
perfect.  Reaching under the other
stuff in her folder, she pulled out a ratty piece of paper—one of the
last from the notebook she’d carried onto Freddie’s bus for ten years.  “Because I like what we do.  And because of this.”


She watched Lauren’s eyes tracing the words—and knew
exactly what they read.


You looked at me and saw brains while I yelled “stupid.”


You
shared what you love—and waited.


You
fed me witch-sized portions of linguine


and
woman-sized portions of respect.


You
expected me to get it right.


You
looked past the crap and told me the truth.


You
claimed me as yours.


Lauren looked up from the paper, eyes bright.  “You know you could ask for pretty much
anything you want right now, right?”


Lizard grinned.  “I
learned from the best.”  


~ ~ ~


Elsie had a plan. A bold, audacious, carefully annotated
plan—written in three hours. 
It warmed every side of her heart.


And very little of the plan could happen without help.  


Her knitters were underway.  The next stop was Berkeley Real Estate.  She pulled open the door, a plate of
brownies in her hand.  Copious
amounts of chocolate greased the wheels of Witch Central, even before
breakfast—and she had a lot of people to invite into her corner.


But first, she needed a corner.  And Lizard was the perfect person to help with that.


She dropped the brownies on her roommate’s desk.  “I need a place to live.  One where I can run my new
business.”  She slid a sheet of
paper in beside the plate.  “Here’s
a list of the features I’m hoping for, in descending order of priority.”


Lizard blinked and ignored the sheet.  “You’re moving out?”


That tugged on achy strings in Elsie’s heart.  “The townhouse doesn’t have enough
space for what I need, and it’s not zoned for business.  Besides, our time at WitchLight is
almost up.”


“Caro’s happy for you to stay as long as you want.”  Lauren leaned against the wall, eyes
sharp.  “What kind of business are
you looking to run?”


Elsie grinned.  This
was the fun part.  “It’s a
secret.  I want to do the reveal
once I find a place.”  She winked
at Lauren.  “And no peeking.”  She needed all the mind witches in her
life on their best behavior.


Lauren chuckled. 
“Well then, let’s find you a place.  Are you looking to rent or buy?”


“Rent.”  It was the
only choice that made financial sense. 
“That way I can try on the space to see if it fits, and I won’t tie up
all my budget.”


Lizard scowled. 
“You sank your budget into my maps.”


“Yes.”  And she
didn’t regret it one bit.  “It
won’t be money that makes this work, or at least, not only money.”  Elsie waved the sheet of paper with her
list of requirements.  “But the
first thing I need is help finding the right place.”


Lizard picked up the list and started reading.  She groaned at a couple of things.   Snorted at a couple of
others.  And by the time she looked
back up, curiosity was doing a double-Dutch jump-rope routine in her eyes.  “Exactly what kind of business is this?”


“A secret one.” 
Elsie was enjoying herself immensely.  “Do I have a hope of finding something for under two
thousand dollars a month?” 
Anything more was going to wreak havoc with her budgeting spreadsheet.


Her roommate surveyed the list one more time, munching on a
brownie.  “Probably.  Especially if you throw in some
cookies.  Your new landlord has a
weakness for snickerdoodles.”


Snickerdoodles? 
Elsie frowned.  “I’m serious
about this.”


“So am I.”  Lizard
spoke around a mouthful of brownie and handed the sheet of paper to
Lauren.  “Sounds like your rental
property over on Bancroft would totally work.  It’s empty and zoned for business, right?”


“It has good parking.” 
Lauren took the paper, scanning quickly.  “Yup.  Even has
a big kitchen and a soundproof garage.” 
She looked up, amused.  “You
planning to start a rock band?”


Elsie laughed—that wasn’t so far from the truth.  A garage’s worth of musical instruments
was on her list.


Lauren reached into a drawer for keys and tossed them to
Lizard.  “Go take a walk—it’s
not far.  Rent will be sixteen
hundred a month, plus a steady supply of snickerdoodles.”


Elsie closed her eyes, savoring the grown-up version of
straddling Gertrude Geronimo at the top of the hill.  She could do sixteen hundred.  It was going to work. 



And then opened her eyes and lifted her feet.  “Let’s go.”


~ ~ ~


She could feel endings drawing near.  Vero moved sheet music around on her piano, a sure sign she
had things on her mind.


Some endings were joyful, meant to be greeted with
celebration.  Lizard and Elsie
neared the end of their formal journeys with WitchLight, and that was all well
and good.  They were nicely
ensconced in the witching community now, their feet set on interesting paths.


Their journeys would not be over, of course.  They never truly were.


She needed to remember that.  There were other journeys drawing to a close as well, ones
that lay bittersweet on her heart. 
Melvin held her hand quietly more often these days—he knew it too.


Vero shook her head, chuckling.  Maudlin had never suited her for very long.  Her student would be here soon, and if
Jennie’s emails were to be believed, Elsie was readying to leave the nest.  Which carried bittersweet tinges of its
own—Vero was rather fond of this particular little birdling.


She looked up as Elsie entered the music room, clutching her
beloved guitar.  “Ah, tired of
listening to my piano, are you?”


“Not ever.”  Elsie’s
smile was soft, with a hint of something else.  “But I can’t play the piano, and I have something to sing
for you.”


Forty years on stage taught you to recognize moments—the
ones that would stay behind your eyes for decades to come.  Vero knew she was about to be blessed
with one more.  And she knew how to
be an audience.  Slowly, she
rearranged herself on the piano bench, eyes attentive, heart waiting.


Elsie pulled over a stool and sat quietly tuning her
guitar.  The girl had an excellent
ear, even if she couldn’t play to save her life.  And then she looked up, with still hands and gathering
passions.


Vero waited.


She knew the song the moment Elsie struck the first chords.  They’d sung Hallelujah together many
times.  Sad versions and glorious
ones, some gritty and others light as angel wings.


This one was different. 
This one held all those things.


The song of a woman who had finally begun to understand all her
notes.


Vero listened as the music soared.  Elsie’s voice was competent, no more.  Her guitar playing, not even adequate.  And it was a song that would have
pulled a sold-out concert hall to its feet.  


It spoke of a heart open to possibility, a mind aware of the
thorns, and a soul’s courage.


It was the song of a woman in flight.


~ ~ ~


Lizard sat on the front steps of the little apartment building
and surveyed the street.  She could
name the people who lived in at least half the houses she could see.  That was a good start.  


Most of them had messy, lived-in yards.  Also good.  The cars weren’t too shiny, the diner was around the corner,
and the skateboarder was the fifth kid on wheels in the last ten minutes.


It could work.


Leaving her two-ton book bag on the stoop, she let herself in
the front door.  Two apartments up,
two on the main level.  The vacant
one with the lockbox was up and to the right.


She cursed when her hands shook typing in the code.  This was no big deal.  No freaking big deal at all.


“Hello, dearie.” 
The voice came from a tiny old man who barely reached to Lizard’s
shoulder.  “I’m Frankie.  You moving into Mabel’s old place?  It’s a good one.”


Frack—had somebody died here?  “What happened to Mabel?”


“Went to live with her daughter.  Don’t you worry about her at all—someone that grumpy’s
bound to live until she’s 103.” 
Frankie peered up at Lizard. 
“You’re not grumpy, are you now?”


“Depends who you ask.”


Frankie cackled and pushed open the door.  “Come on in—I’ll show you
around.  You young people don’t
have any idea how to check a place out. 
You have to look in all the nooks and crannies, check out the bones of a
place.”  He grinned.  “I’ll even show you the secret trapdoor.  You can let your boyfriends in and out
that way.”


She wandered into the main room, letting Frankie’s chatter wash
over her.  Good light.  Nice window seat.  Cozy, or it would be with a couch and a
chair or two.


Lizard turned left into the kitchen, expecting standard rental
blugness.  And gaped.  Frankie grinned.  “Mabel was a real cook.  Lived here twenty-five years and talked
the landlord into every kind of gadget.”


She’d met the landlord—talking him into a stainless-steel
range and a marble-topped island must have required Lauren-sized negotiation
skills.  


The marble would rock for biscuit making.  Not the pay-your-way-onto-Freddie’s-bus
biscuits.  Just the regular old
share-with-your-neighbors kind.


She looked around one more time.  Yeah.  She could
see it.  Lizard’s halfway
house.  




Chapter 23





“You’re not going to tell, are you.”


Elsie looked up as Nat entered the studio space, eyes
twinkling.  “Tell what?”


“Whatever has you so happy.  You’ll drive Witch Central crazy by sunset.”  Nat bent down, starting to re-roll the
mats Elsie had just cleaned.  “Am I
about to lose my intern again?”


Pangs hit Elsie’s heart—and then she caught sight of Nat’s
happy smile.  “Sort of.  I have some ideas about how we can keep
working together, if you might be interested.  We can talk after the big reveal tomorrow.”  And after she turned half a kitchen’s
worth of tomatoes into spaghetti sauce.


“The answer will be yes.” 
Nat paused in her rolling. 
“And the door is open anytime you need a space to move and breathe.”


“I have roots here.” 
Elsie could feel the truth of it in the warm strength of the bamboo
beneath her feet.  “You helped me
learn how to do that, to find a way to move inside and breathe my way out of
emptiness.  I won’t forget.”


“And now you’ll pass it on.” 


Elsie eyed her mentor and friend.  “They’re really sure you’re not a mindreading witch?”


“Just a woman with eyes.” 
Nat scooped up a pile of six mats in a way that would have caused an
avalanche if anyone else had tried it. 
“You like to help.  You
thrived leading the workshop.  Once
you’ve tasted that, it’s a hard thing to let go.”


“I didn’t do it alone.” 
That was one of the reminders to herself Elsie had neatly inscribed in
her business plan.  “And I won’t do
this next part alone either.”  She
liked being part of a team—and that was one of the WitchLight discoveries
she treasured most.


As was the one that the best therapists had a bit of witch in
them.  And often didn’t call
themselves therapists.


“It’s good you plan to give us something to do.”  Nat’s lips twitched.  “Getting Witch Central out of your hair
might involve a move to Outer Mongolia.”


“Not a problem.” 
Elsie stretched, her shoulders a little scrunched from mat
scrubbing.  “I have a list of jobs
a mile long people can help with.”  She giggled suddenly, remembering one in particular.  “I have Jamie’s name down for managing
the lime-green tape.”


“I can be there when you give it to him, right?”  Nat’s eyes lit with glee.  “I think I might even have your
original roll in the back office somewhere.”  She headed in the direction of the hallway.  “Wait here, I’ll go see if I can find
it.”


Elsie hoped she did—it would be the perfect parting
gift.  And she had one for Nat, as
well.  Steps tinged with regret,
she walked out to the front reception area, stepping behind the counter one
last time.  A basket of clean
towels waited, just like it always did. 
And just like she always did now, Elsie reached out with magic, warming
the one on the top of the pile. 
Warm towels had become a quiet Spirit Yoga sensation, and one of Elsie’s
very favorite ways to drip kindness into the universe.


Fingers appreciating the ritual, she started to fold, one towel
and then the next, murmuring the words Aervyn had helped her package.  A simple spell for one small boy.  Not at all simple for one repurposed
psychologist.  


She pulled out the cookies he’d helpfully tucked in her
pocket.  Her pint-sized helper had
been right—she was running out of magical gas.


“Found it.”  Nat
came out from the back, clutching lime-green in her hand—and grinned when
she saw Elsie behind the counter. 
“I really do know how to fold towels, you know.”


“These ones are special now.”  Elsie held out a towel, suddenly at a loss for words.


Nat reached for the towel, a puzzled look on her face—until
her fingers touched the delicious warmth.


“Aervyn helped me figure out a spell I could do that would work
longer.”  Elsie swallowed the lumps
trying to block her throat.  “It
should last for at least a month or two, and then I’ll come back and refresh it.  I want to do it.”  The words tumbled out now.  “He could make it permanent, but it’s
something I’d like to do.  A way
for a bit of me to stay here.”  


Nat didn’t say a word—she didn’t need to.  Her hug, a warm towel wedged between
them, said everything Elsie needed to hear.


~ ~ ~


Buying shoes for a secret event was Lizard’s personal definition
of insanity.


Scratch that.  Shoe
stores for any reason were her personal definition of insanity.  She looked over at Lauren
doubtfully.  “You sure you want to
go in there?  Those women are
circling like street-corner druggies right after the really good stuff
arrives.”


Lauren grinned. 
“I’ll take your word for that.” 
She pulled open the door. 
“Trust me—it’s the best shoe sale in the city, and no realtor
worth her name should be able to count all her pairs of shoes on one hand.”


“Two pairs.”  Lizard
tried her latest Elizabeth Monroe look, designed to reduce Claire Jamison
clients to cooperative mush.  “You
try to make me buy any more than that and I want a raise.”


“Have I taught you nothing?”  Lauren shook her head mournfully.  “Nobody makes us buy shoes.  We covet them and their precious beauty.”


“Covet” was not nearly strong enough a word for the pandemonium
inside the store.  Lizard inched
slowly toward a pair of Doc Martens in the corner.  Black.  Good for
tromping all over the city.  Done.


Unfortunately, the river of humanity seemed destined to keep her
and sane black boots as far apart as possible.  Lizard tried not to fall down—she suddenly believed
the news stories about people getting trampled to death in stampedes.  Some punk kid yelling “fire” could
probably take out half the female population of Berkeley.


Scratch that—they probably wouldn’t even hear him.  “Sale” was apparently the only word
that mattered.


Lauren waved some bits of red leather in her face.  “How about these?  Your size, I think, and they’d go with
your power skirt.”


Lizard’s eyes narrowed. 
“I thought we were shopping for shoes for Elsie’s big party.”  Power skirts didn’t belong at secret parties.  Probably.


“Uh, huh.”  Her boss
was totally distracted by something black and sparkly.  “But that doesn’t mean we can’t get
shoes for other occasions too.” 
She waved the red leather again. 
“Imagine closing your first really big deal in these.  Totally perfect, no?”


Only if she wanted to smack her face into the client’s chest as
she tripped over her own two feet. 
Lizard had learned her strappy sandals lesson—only wear them if
you planned to stand entirely still. 
On non-skid surfaces.  She
needed something more practical. 
“Do they have any boots in this place?”


“Oh, yeah.” 
Lauren’s eyes lit up with maniacal glee.  “Follow me.”


Three minutes and a good imitation of a New York cab driver, and
Lauren deposited the two of them on the far side of the room, in front of a
rack of boots.  Boots on
SALE—the sign said so, in letters bigger than Lizard’s head.  


“Oooh.”  Lauren
reached for something tall, black, and handsome, her brain doing the kinds of
gooey things it did when Bean came to visit.


Lizard rolled her eyes, ready to run for the hills—when
she saw them.  Two columns of
butter-soft leather in eye-popping purple.  Her fingers reached out, no longer attached to her
brain.  Chunky heels, size six, and
probably less than next month’s rent.


It wasn’t until she was halfway into the second one, writing
mental odes to the perfect pair of purple boots, that she caught the smirk on
her boss’s face.  “What?  They’re totally practical.  I could walk ten miles in these.”  Maybe.


Lauren laughed. 
“Those are what you’re going to wear to Elsie’s big reveal?”


Yes.  She was.  They were never leaving her feet
again.  “They’re perfect.”  She grinned at Lauren, entirely smitten
by her sexy purple feet.  “I’m
pretty sure they match Gertrude Geronimo’s pom-poms.”


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To: veronica.liantro@witchlight.org



From: Jennie Adams <jennie.adams@bythelight.com>


Subject: Two in flight.


--------------------------------------


Dear Vero,


I can’t escape
the feeling that this might be my last official email about these two.  


Lizard has made a
decision that has left the steady, adaptable Lauren in tears.  Berkeley Realty will have a realtor
team of two now—and apparently Lizard already has her eyes on a new
assistant.  I can only
imagine.  Lauren is a brave woman.


I have to say,
I’m rather delighted with Lizard’s decision.  Josh offered her the moon and sky, and I can’t imagine she’d
have been unhappy taking them.  But
our poet fairy has a rare talent for understanding what makes a home—and
Berkeley will be much richer for having her share that talent.


I’ve been
assigned the job of taking Lizard’s headshot for her new business cards.  Capturing our funky witch in one square
inch is an oddly daunting task.  I
must be getting old.


Which leaves
Josh.  And perhaps I’m a
sentimental old woman, but I just don’t believe that story’s done yet.


Elsie’s last
steps at WitchLight are shrouded in secrecy—but the kind of secrecy that
makes her dance down the street in broad daylight.  Nothing that generates so much joy could possibly be bad.


We know only that
it requires a sizable house on a hill with a soundproof garage and landlord
permission to redecorate.  Once
again, I can only imagine.  I hope
she’s ready for all the help lining up to inflate her dream, as soon as she
points us at the right balloons.


There is nothing
Witch Central loves more than joy. 
Especially if there’s noise, decorating, or food involved.


I’m sure I’ll see
you shortly.  I don’t imagine our
pendants will let us miss the final acts.


All my love,


Jennie


~ ~ ~


Vero stopped in the doorway, watching her husband’s quiet,
methodical packing.  It wasn’t his
shirt folding that had her attention, however—it was his sad, slightly
lost face.


Once upon a time, she’d put that look on his face far too
often—and in her own way, she was the cause of it this day as well.  She’d put her foot down.  It was time.


He looked up, a smile chasing some of the lost away.  “Standing there watching me, are
you?  You never did like to pack.”


Her version of packing involved tossing things in the general
direction of a portable vessel. 
His involved folding and labels and a neat orderliness that she admired,
but couldn’t begin to replicate. 
“They’re all more ready for this than you think.”


“It’s not them.”  He
smiled softly and folded another shirt. 
One of hers this time. 
“It’s my heart that’s not quite convinced it’s ready.”


He wasn’t alone. 
She walked over and sat beside him on the bed.  When the orchestra hit your cue, it was time to go, ready or
not.  


She slid her fingers into his, as always feeling the echoes of
the first time she’d done that and finally understood she was meant to be his.


There were echoes this time too—she just wasn’t entirely
sure what they meant yet.




Chapter 24





Lizard pulled two pretty green plates out of the
cupboard—and tried to forget the first breakfast she’d eaten off
them.  Just one of the many slow,
hesitant steps she and Elsie had taken toward friendship.


She looked over at her roommate pulling soufflés out of the
oven.  “This feels so weird.”


Elsie smiled.  “We
can’t live here forever.  When do I
get to come see your new place?”


Lizard reached into her pocket and slid a key down the counter.  “Whenever you feel like.”  No big deal.  None of this was any big deal.


Or it wasn’t until Elsie’s eyes got all leaky.  “Don’t do that.”  Lizard grabbed blindly for
biscuits.  “It’s your big day and
everything.”  No waterworks, no
gooey stuff.


“’Kay.”  Elsie
sniffled.  “Those are the
rockingest purple boots ever—did you sleep in them?”


She’d considered it—which was a sure sign Lizard Monroe
was going crazy.  Or had gone
through one of those shape-shifter machines and gotten stuck in some skin that wasn’t
hers.  And okay, that was
officially enough imaginative thinking before breakfast.  “Need any help packing?”


“Nope.”  Elsie
grinned.  “Thanks to the bonfire,
I’m leaving with a lot less stuff than I came with.  It all fit into a couple of bags.”


Lizard frowned—she was leaving with a lot more stuff than
she’d arrived with.  And her
roommate had just been on a wild, two-day shopping spree.  “Where’s all the new stuff?”


“At the new house.” 
Elsie glared.  “Don’t peek.”


A herd full of mind witches, and they still had no idea what
Elsie was up to.  Well, they had
lots of guesses, but those ranged from starting a circus to opening a halfway
house for wayward musicians. 
Lizard had placed her bet on a bike-decorating service, but only because
Ginia had been harassing her unmercifully for a guess.


Someone should maybe warn Elsie that she had a bike-decorating
team already making signs.


~ ~ ~


Elsie watched her soufflés do their funky sinking thing on the
counter and grinned.  It was hard
to believe she used to eat yogurt for breakfast.


And darned if she was going to sniffle through her last
breakfast, with her best friend, in this place where the impossible had
happened.  She reached for a folder
on the counter.  “I made us a
schedule.”


“What for?”  The
suspicion in Lizard’s eyes delighted Elsie’s heart.  


“Regular breakfast dates. 
Once a week at the diner. 
Once a week at someplace less greasy.”  It was so hard to keep a straight face sometimes.  “Two yoga classes, and alternating
between our places for movie night on Thursdays.  I want to make sure we keep spending quality time together.”


She’d expected the eye roll.  And the snickers. 



But she hadn’t been ready for Lizard to pick up the folder and
slide it carefully into her bag.


It had been a joke. 
Sort of.  And the sniffles
were back.  Elsie got busy pouring
orange juice.  “All that’s flexible,
of course.  Especially if a certain
guy is keeping you busy during any of those times.”


No snickers this time, and no eye rolls.  Just Lizard’s eyes swimming in tears.  “Oh, sweetie.”  Elsie put down the juice pitcher and
did what she’d wanted to do all morning. 
She pulled her roommate in for a close and slightly desperate hug.  “It’s all going to work.  Today will be amazing—you’ll
see.”


And if it wasn’t, she was personally going to kick Joshua
Hennessey’s very cute butt around the block.  Twice.


~ ~ ~


Caro stood in her back garden, eyeing the healthy, vibrant
tomatoes.  Damn—those would
probably take a serious turn for the worse as soon as Elsie moved out.  Maybe she could invite the girl back
for emergency gardening help. 
Trade some of her fresh bread, or maybe some of the new MadTosh yarn
Elsie was crazy about.


Good grief.  She was
only moving two blocks away. 
Lizard’s new place was even closer.


No reason to be shedding any tears in her garden this
morning.  They were both taking
flight, off to their new lives. 
Everything was as it should be.


And she had knitting to work on.  Every new house needed a big orange blanket.  It was a rule.  She had two on the needles, awaiting
her attention.


Caro looked over at the other side of her duplex, still
thrumming with excitement and sadness and the powerful magic of sisterhood.


“Fly well, sweet girls. 
And blessed be.”


~ ~ ~


Lizard stood at the door to Josh’s house and wondered if she was
stark-raving mad.  This might just
be the grown-up equivalent of taking someone else’s car on a joyride—it
felt really good at the time, and then you landed back on Planet Reality and
discovered it totally sucked.


Or maybe she’d just turned into a total wimp.


Scratch that.  She
might be an ex-stupid ex-delinquent, but she wasn’t a wimp.


Lizard picked up her hand to knock on the door—and jumped
at the footsteps behind her. 
Damn.  She wasn’t quite ready
for him yet.  Which was a dumb
thing to say when you were standing on a guy’s front porch.


Time to pull herself together.  “Hey.  I was
hoping to talk to you.”


He leaned against a huge planter that hadn’t been there the last
time she’d been in the neighborhood. 
“That’s an improvement over texting, I guess.”


Crap.  He was
steamed, which was probably a reasonable response to someone turning down a
fantastic offer via iPhone. 
“Sorry—I didn’t do that very well, I guess.  This is kind of all part of that same
conversation, but I had some stuff to take care of first.”  She tried not to think about the dreamy
purple boots.  She’d needed time to
think, dammit.


He just nodded, his business poker face firmly in place.


“I’m going to take Lauren’s offer.”


He nodded.  “Figured
you might.”


“I like what I do there. 
I can give you a day a week if you want it.  She’s cool with that.”


He nodded again. 
“Danny will kiss me.”


That definitely wasn’t where she wanted this conversation
going.  “It’s not about trying to
avoid you.”


His poker face was getting a little leaky now.  “Good.”  


What had happened to the talkative Josh Hennessey?  “I’ll be kind of busy, but I was hoping
to take you out sometime.  On a
date.”


The suspicious tinge in his mind nearly broke her heart.  The hope that flared after it finished
the job.  He nodded slowly.  “Okay.  I like burgers.”


She hadn’t totally blown it.  Maybe.  But if
she was going to fix this, she needed to start at the beginning.  She reached into her bag and pulled out
two photographs.  “This is who I
was two months ago.”  She could see
the sad, vulnerable gaze now.  So
much for years of practice trying to look tough.  “I’d kind of given up on the world being very decent.”


He studied the picture for a while—and finally reached out
a finger to touch the eyes. 
“You’ve changed.”


“Yeah.”  She took a
deep breath, trying to get her words lined up in some kind of order that might
make sense.  “The thing is, it was
kind of hard to keep up.  And some
parts changed faster than others.” 
She looked down at her shiny purple toes.  “I cleaned up and did a good job at work, and I think most
people figured the rest of me was a shiny new Lizard Monroe too.”


“I’m not as dumb as you think.”  He was practically growling.  “And there are a bunch of other people in your life who
aren’t that stupid either.”  He
stuffed his hands in his pockets with enough force to punch two holes in the
bottom.  “I’m not looking for the
shiny new Lizard.  She’s fun in a
boardroom, but she probably sleeps in a red skirt and heels and has a dog named
Floofy.”


She was not going to laugh.  “I have better taste than that.”


His lips twitched. 
“Fine—red silk and a cat named Phoebe.”  


They were so not going to talk about what she slept in.


He plucked a small purple flower from the planter, eyes serious
again.  “I guess all I’m trying to
say is that I’m pretty cool with wherever the hell you’re at.”


“Yeah.”  Dammit, she
was not going to cry.  “It’s me
that hasn’t been pretty cool with it.”


She held out the second picture, the one she’d pried out of
Charlie’s fingers.  Something about
it not being dry yet.  Too damn
bad—she’d needed it.  “I’m
never going to be all shiny, but I’m pretty happy with this Lizard.”  


Charlie had found truth again—and this time, the truth
she’d needed him to find.  


“Uncle Charlie took this?” 
Josh held the picture with something like reverence.  And when he finally looked up,
something entirely new flooded his eyes. 
“What do you see?  When you
look at this, what do you see?”


She’d spent all night staring at the face of the Lizard of
now—and at the eyes that believed at least some things were
possible.  “I see someone who maybe
deserves a shot at a guy like you.”


The gooey flood in his brain nearly melted her into a puddle
right inside her splendiferous new boots. 
That, she wasn’t quite ready for.  Yet.  


“So, about that date.” 
She watched as humor snapped back into his eyes.  That was better.  “I was thinking some really loud
rap.  The kind where we can’t talk
much.”  She reached out for his
fingers, needing this to be real. 
“The kind where maybe I get to kiss you.  Or something.”


The smile that broke across his face was like sunshine hitting
the dark side of the moon.  And
something in Lizard bloomed just watching it.  Something that didn’t sell herself short at all.


She reached up her face to catch some of the sunshine.  And discovered that Josh had more than
one way to turn her into a purple-booted puddle.


~ ~ ~


Elsie set a huge stack of plates on the folding table next to
the mongo pot of spaghetti sauce. 
She rested her hand on top of the plates, marveling at the sheer number
of them.  They’d been one of her
first business purchases.


And a statement—two months ago, she hadn’t known that many
people willing to come have a plate of spaghetti simply because she asked.  Today, she’d be lucky if she didn’t run
out.


She looked around the large, old room, empty except for the
folding table—and breathed in the possibility of all that it could
become.  She was in no hurry to
fill it up.  That would come with
time, and love, and friends.  For
now, there was something inspiring in the emptiness.


It wasn’t going to last long, anyhow—she could already
hear footsteps on the walkway outside.


She trusted they’d make their way inside.  Witches didn’t knock.


“Hello, lovely girl!” 
Helga beamed from the doorway. 
“I’ve brought you some flowers.” 
She looked around the room, grinning.  “I should have brought a vase as well.”


Caro squeezed the hand of the small boy at her side.  “Can you fetch one of the pretty glass
containers from by my kitchen sink, superboy?  Carefully—they’re a bit fragile.”


Aervyn squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.  “Do you want the orange one, or the one
with all the mostly dead flowers in it? 
Ginia might be able to fix the flowers for you.”


Caro snorted with laughter.  “That’s what happens when a fire witch tries to be nice to
fresh flowers, sweet boy.  Bring
the orange one, please.”  She held
out her hands, and in seconds, a gorgeous, fluted Depression-glass vase landed
in her hands, light as a feather.


Elsie’s fingers reached out to touch the glorious color,
relieved such a treasure had survived four-year-old transport.


“A home-warming gift,” said Caro briskly, depositing the vase in
her hands.  She looked around.  “It’ll brighten the place up.” 


It would have a place of high honor on the mantel.  Elsie cradled it gently and reached out
to squeeze the hand of the no-nonsense woman who had adopted her.  “It will remind me of what lies inside
me.  Beauty and fire.”


“Hmph.”  Caro’s eyes
twinkled, belying her gruffness. 
“It’s just a vase.”


Two months ago, Elsie might have believed that.  She was a much smarter witch now.  “Can I borrow some of your plates if we
run out?”


Caro just rolled her eyes. 
“You need to ask?”


No.  She
didn’t.  Elsie grinned—and
then dashed to rescue Aervyn, who was bowing under the weight of an enormous
platter of spaghetti noodles. 
Jamie appeared two seconds later, shaking his head.  “You were supposed to grab the smaller
plate, mighty man.”


“I can port the big one.” 
Aervyn’s face was a comical mixture of defiance and chagrin.  “I guess I just forgot about the
landing part.  You need a bigger
table, Elsie-Belsie.”  His eyes
brightened.  “We can probably bring
Mama’s if you want.”


Elsie shook her head, drinking in the chaotic love that was her
life now.  “No thanks, cutie.  We’re going to have lots of people in
here.”


He looked around and giggled.  “You already have lots of people in here.”


The room rumbled with the everyday energy of Witch Central.  


Nat stood beside her husband, joy in her eyes.  If anyone could guess what was coming
next, Elsie expected it would be her intuitive mentor and friend.  


Vero hummed an aria and filled a plate of spaghetti for the wise
old man by her side, winking when she saw Elsie looking.  Lizard waited behind her in line,
Josh’s arm wrapped casually around her shoulders. 


And it wasn’t only witches.  Abe waved from a corner, flanked by Colleen and Elliot.  Her rotund guitar teacher sat against a
wall quietly strumming, a fascinated group of children already gathering.  And Jodi and Marion laughed as the
triplets tried to give Sammy an impromptu crawling lesson.


Her world, gathered in the place of her new dream.


It was time.


Elsie reached down for Aervyn’s hand.  “Can you get everyone’s attention for me?”


Judging from the hands clapping over ears all around the room,
she should have added “quietly” to that request.  Grinning faces turned her direction—and a few
surprised ones.  She needed to
remember that not everyone present was used to witches.


“I wanted to welcome you.” 
She started, surprised by the sudden lump in her throat.  “I started on a journey two months
ago—a wild, scary, wonderful journey.”  She looked over at Vero, mischief in her eyes.  “It wasn’t at all like the marketing
brochure promised.”


Vero’s rich laugh flowed. 
“I must have sent you the wrong one, dear.”


“No.”  Elsie wasn’t
letting her off that easily.  “You
sent me the one that got me started. 
I’d have run screaming if you’d told me the truth back then.”


Vero’s face was more serious now.  “It could have been the truth.  The choice to do more was yours.”  Laughter returned to her eyes.  “We just provided lots of encouragement.”


It was a delicate balance—to create opportunity, to offer,
to push—and still leave the freedom to choose.  Elsie took a deep breath, hoping she had the skill to
navigate that path with even a fraction of WitchLight’s grace.  “I’ve discovered a lot about who I
am.  I’ve learned to be silly and
to be brave.  To fly in a pink
spangly leotard and sing passionate arias and play the guitar badly and ride a
bike with no hands.”


She looked around her new space.  “But mostly, I’ve learned to dare.  It’s a gift, given to me by every single person in this
room.”  She held tight to the
fullness of the love on their faces. 
“And now I want to give that gift to other women.”


She reached for the sheet covering her freshly minted
banner.  “Some of you—okay, a
lot of you—were born daring.” 
Laughter rippled through the room. 
She grinned and tugged down the sheet.  “The rest of us need a little help.”


Emotions stormed into her as she read the poster’s shiny pink
title one more time.  Women Who
Dare.  And the small print
underneath.  An intensive
experience involving public singing, trapeze flying, partner yoga, and the
occasional water-balloon fight. 
Challenge yourself.  Dare.  Trust.  Fly. 
Facilitated by Elsie Giannotto—psychologist, trapeze artist, and
really bad guitar player.  


She turned back to the room, arms open wide.  “This is my new dream.  And for it to come true, I need your
help.”


Even the new Elsie Giannotto wasn’t entirely prepared for the
stampede that followed.


~ ~ ~


--------------------------------------


To:
jennie.adams@bythelight.com


From:
Vero Liantro <veronica.liantro@witchlight.org>


Subject:
Re: Two in flight.


--------------------------------------


Jennie
dear,


It was a beautiful day.


We’ll see you for breakfast tomorrow.  Waffles would be lovely.


Vero




Chapter 25





Jennie set the table, inhaling the glorious smell of cinnamon
buns, fresh from the bakery—she knew better than to try to feed Melvin
and Vero her waffles.  Strong tea
brewed on the counter, and she’d managed to snag a few hours of sleep after a
long stint in her darkroom.


She was fortifying. 
And she had no idea why.  


She kept telling herself that right up until the moment she
looked up and met Melvin’s eyes. 
If the message in them hadn’t been clear enough, his pastel-striped
shorts and straw hat certainly were.


Jennie stepped forward to kiss his cheeks.  “Good morning.  You look like you’re headed off on a
vacation.”  She turned to Vero,
resplendent in a hot-pink sundress. 
That wasn’t nearly as shocking as Melvin’s shorts, but it communicated
exactly the same message.


Vero patted her hand. 
“Breakfast smells glorious, thank you, my dear.  It will be a nice send-off—we’re
catching a plane to Tahiti in three hours.”


Tahiti?  Jennie led
Melvin over to the table and allowed herself to be distracted by the
details.  “There’s no need to
fly.  Jamie can easily send you
through Realm.”  Even Tahiti must
have Internet by now.


“We enjoy flying.” 
Melvin smiled and took a seat. 
“Sometimes a great deal of pleasure comes from the journey.”


That was his nice way of telling her not to avoid the message delivered
by his shorts.  Jennie sighed.  “How long will you be gone?”


“We’re not sure.” 
Vero reached for a cinnamon bun, eyes twinkling.  She broke it in two and handed half to
her husband.  “We plan to
thoroughly enjoy the start of our retirement, and come back when we’re good and
ready.”


Retirement.  Jennie
had known since the moment she laid eyes on Melvin’s pastel shorts—and
the word still fractured her heart. 
It couldn’t possibly be time for them to go.


“We’re retiring while we’re still young enough to enjoy
life.”  Vero’s eyes held a world of
understanding—and a bit of a dare. 
Call the two of them old at your own risk.  “And it’s time to leave WitchLight in your extremely capable
hands.”


Jennie shook her head ruefully.  “Is this what I get for sending an email saying I think I’m
finished?”


“Yes.”  Melvin
reached for his pendant.  “But
you’ve been on the path to this moment for twenty-five years.  I knew it would likely come the day I
saw the first photograph you ever took.”


Jennie blinked.  Her
first picture had been awful.  “It
was a badly composed nightmare.”


“Yes.”  Melvin
smiled.  “It wasn’t the photograph
that held the message.  It was your
reaction.  You saw its every
wart—and its possibilities. 
You’ve been trying to take better pictures ever since.  In a very real way, that’s what we do
at WitchLight.”


Cinnamon danced across her tongue as Jennie bit into her
breakfast, thinking.  She hadn’t
seen this coming—truly, she hadn’t. 
And she knew why.  While
Vero and Melvin still headed WitchLight, she could believe they would live
forever.  Her brain had refused to
consider any other possibility.


Vero’s raised eyebrow stopped that line of thinking in its
tracks.  Jennie was not yet brave
enough to call Vero old to her face.


Melvin patted her hand. 
“You’ll do a magnificent job. 
In many ways, you’re already doing it.  Lauren and Nat are splendid guides.  This will just formalize it.”


Jennie hoped those two weren’t as ambivalent about their new
official titles as she was about hers. 
She touched the necklace on her chest and felt the need to grasp at
straws.  “Will you still magic the
pendants?”  


“No.”  Melvin’s eyes
were very gentle.  “Those are my
magic.  Yours is quite different,
and you’ve already been using it.”


Jennie fought the tears gathering in her throat.  “I don’t understand.”


Vero reached into her bag, pulled out a small black book, and
pushed it across the table.


Jennie didn’t have to look—she knew a photo album when she
saw one.  “My portraits are good,
but they’re not magic.”


Melvin’s eyes danced. 
“Ah, but they are.”


She was a witch. 
She knew the difference between power and genius.  Her pictures were the latter.  “They’re special, yes—but
WitchLight has always used magic to support mentors and students.”  Her pendant thrummed in agreement.


“WitchLight will change as the people running it change.”  Melvin’s voice oozed the calm certainty
she’d always loved him for.  “And
the next person to run WitchLight might well not be a witch at all.  Her magic comes entirely in the form of
love.”


Jennie didn’t have to ask. 
Natalia Sullivan had always had Melvin’s eyes.  “I’m just keeping her seat warm, am I?”


His laugh came from clear down in his toes.  He reached for her hands, mischief in
his eyes.  “Still not a volunteer,
are you?”


He knew her so very, very well.  And that wasn’t going anywhere.


She winked at Vero, feeling the aching weight tumbling off her
heart.  “Take him skinny-dipping in
the moonlight, would you?”  The
waters in Tahiti were glorious.


Vero’s laugh rang through the kitchen.  “I believe I will.”


Melvin’s pink cheeks delighted Jennie’s soul.


~ ~ ~


The darkroom was working its usual magic.  The Melvin-and-Vero-sized hole in her
heart might not be any smaller, but it was slowly getting easier to live with.


Jennie reached for the monster tray on her developing
table.  It was unusual for her to
work with large prints, but this one needed to be big to fill the designated
spot on Elsie’s wall.  The decorating
committee had been very specific—and the picture of Elsie, flying upside
down, hands stretched toward Elliot, screamed “woman who dares.”


Lizard might be less impressed to discover it was going to hang
beside a life-sized picture of her in purple and black, storming the microphone
at the Starry Plough the night “stupid” had died.  Photographic evidence of the original two dares, hanging
side by side—by Elsie’s decree. 
One witch determined to remember all the steps of her journey.


Women Who Dare was exploding into existence—and an
exuberant Elsie was reveling in the energy being thrown her way.  She had decorators, recruiters, an army
of willing mentors, and gallon-sized “Silly” and “Daring” jars already filled
to the brim. 


Melvin had called it Elsie’s incarnation of WitchLight.  A changed witch, carrying her light out
into the world.


Just as Jennie had done with her photographs so many years ago.


And Elsie wasn’t the only one carrying a light.  The shining happiness radiating from
Lizard and Josh had been practically blinding, even if you weren’t a mind
witch. 


If you were a mind witch, it wasn’t the happiness that had
struck you hardest, however.  It
was the shiny, pie-in-the-sky hope that had taken up residence in Lizard’s
mind.


Hope was the hardest candle of all to relight.


Jennie’s camera had practically exploded trying to capture that
miracle on film.


She looked across to where those prints already hung on her
developing line.  It had been a
long night.  


The picture on the end was going in the mail to Charlie as soon
as it was dry.  Josh, looking at
Lizard with how’d-I-get-this-lucky eyes—and one poet fairy with really
pink cheeks.  


It was her small moment of revenge—Charlie hated gooey
pictures.  Or he usually did.  Even Charlie had a very soft spot for
these particular two lovebirds.


She glanced over at the envelope he’d left in the middle of her
darkroom—all the good-bye he’d felt a need to say before vanishing the
previous day.  So far, she’d
managed to avoid opening it.


And after breakfast this morning, she had a terrible suspicion
she knew why.  


Time to get it over with. 
Jennie dried off her hands and reached for the envelope, muttering
old-lady curses under her breath. 
If there was a rocking chair inside, Charlie Tosh was going to need his
fourth Hasselbad.


What she saw as the picture slid out was even worse.


Eyes that knew it was her time to lead.


Damn.


~ ~ ~


Jennie looked around the table at her guests.  It was the kick-off meeting of the new
incarnation of WitchLight, even if they didn’t know it yet. 


If she’d been planted in Vero and Melvin’s shoes, she was going
to do it right.  They deserved
Tahiti, even if she wasn’t ready for them to go.  And she had a unique team of women standing in those shoes
with her.


Nat and Lauren, sitting at one end of the table.  Wisdom beyond their years, and a
cemented friendship that would help them weather the less-fun moments that came
as you held hands with someone on a crooked journey.


Helga.  An addition
meant to send a message.  You
didn’t need to be a witch to help a witch.  If Natalia Sullivan was going to head
WitchLight one day, it was time to start adding those notes to their group
melody.  And Helga had proven
herself unusually adept at herding witches.  Magic was hardly necessary when you were a dead shot with a
water pistol. 


And lastly, there was Caro, who hadn’t even blinked when Jennie
had dropped by to pick her up for lunch—with mind barriers dropped enough
to warn Caro what saying “yes” would mean.  


Getting maudlin, are you?  Caro’s no-nonsense voice broke into her thoughts.  You need help.  We can be useful.  I don’t think it’s a lot more
complicated than that.


It was about helping lost witches find their way.  That could get plenty complicated.


Caro grinned and reached for the breadbasket.  You should take up knitting.  You can make a lot of complicated
things one simple stitch at a time.


It wasn’t a bad mantra.


Helga elbowed Nat. 
“Do they do this all the time?”


Nat chuckled. 
“Yup.  They think we can’t
tell.”


“Pfft.”  Helga
rolled her eyes and took the breadbasket from Caro.  “Are you two just going to keep mindtalking, or are you
going to share with the group?”


Jennie figured it was probably fitting that she start her first
official WitchLight meeting feeling like a student caught passing notes.  If there was one thing she’d learned
from Melvin, it was the importance of humility.  “Melvin and Vero send their goodbyes.  They’ve gone to Tahiti.”


“Mmm.”  Helga’s eyes
got all hazy.  “I went skinny-dipping
in Tahiti once.”


Nat grinned.  “One
day I want to grow up to be you.”


She wasn’t the only one. 



Lauren had her negotiator face on.  “How long will they be gone?”


“As long as they feel like.”  Jennie took a deep breath.  “They’ve retired and left me in charge of WitchLight.”


Lauren snorted. 
“You’ve been in charge for weeks now.”  Heads nodded up and down the table.


Jennie blinked and wondered how she’d been so slow.  “You’ve all been involved for
weeks.  I don’t know that this
really changes anything.”  That’s
not how it felt, but maybe she was the only one who felt like the map of the
world had suddenly been redrawn.


“It doesn’t change the core of what we do,” said Nat
softly.  “But it might change how
we do it.”  She looked around the
table.  “It’s already changed by
who sits here.”


Caro chuckled. 
“You’re the next thing to a witch, girl.  I know that husband of yours swears you don’t have magic,
but I’m not sure I believe him.”


“Well, I’m no witch.” 
Helga grinned.  “Not that I
wouldn’t mind shooting fire out my fingertips or something.”


Jennie wasn’t sure the world could handle Helga with fire
powers.  “We help witches.  We can do that with magic—or with
knitting needles and wisdom.”


“Well, I have one of those, at least.”  Helga’s eyes gleamed. 
“And this explains the water pistol I got in the mail this morning.”


Good grief.  Even in
retirement, Melvin was still three steps ahead of her.




Yes, it’s the end…

Of this trilogy.  Lots more

witchy stories coming :-). 



While you wait, if you haven’t read it yet,

 you might enjoy my top-rated 

A
Modern Witch series.  

In the first book, go back in time 

six months—to the day Jamie 

showed up in Chicago to tell Lauren 

she was a witch…



A Modern
Witch (book 1)

A
Hidden Witch (book 2)

A
Reckless Witch (book 3)

A Nomadic Witch (book 4, coming June
2012)



And, visit www.deborageary.com to 

sign up for my new releases email
list!



Thank you!





I hope Witches In Flight was
a good read.  If you have a moment,
please help others enjoy this book, too.


Lend it.  This e-book is lending-enabled, so
please, share it with a friend.


Review it.  Help other readers choose what to
read—tell them why you liked this book.  If you do write a review, please send me an email at deborageary@gmail.com.  I’d like to gift you a copy of my next
book as a small way of saying thanks.


Want the next book in the trilogy?  Visit www.deborageary.com
to sign up for my New Releases email list.  
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