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      EVER SINCE BERNADETTE’S YOUNGER BROTHER Clarence had transformed himself into a bird god, she’d kept the kitchen window open for him, in case he stopped by.

      Bernadette wasn’t quite sure why Clarence had felt the need to go through such a dramatic transformation. He’d been a quiet boy, never the one seeking attention or getting in anyone’s way. Even as a teen, he hadn’t been nearly the drama queen she’d been.

      However, she had to admit that his new form suited him. He’d been a skinny kid, who’d grown into a skinny man, still awkward and gangly, with black hair, pale skin, and wide blue eyes that always held a trace of fear. Now, he looked like a huge stellar jay, twice as big as the fat seagulls who feasted on trashcans in the alleys of Seattle.

      The top half of Clarence’s new form was as sleek and black as a crow, instead of the dusky dark of the regular jays. A crown of tiny stars circled his spiky crest, constantly moving and occasionally spewing out bright sparks of joy. His eyes had grown golden and looked far too human, disturbingly so. The bottom half of him was bright blue with streaks of white that shifted, forming constant bolts of animated lightning down his chest.

      Bernadette had taken to having her second cup of coffee (or homegrown tea) seated in her kitchen on the chance that Clarence might show up, sitting at the quiet breakfast nook and planning out her day.

      She sat at her small round table, big enough for four comfortably or six if they all squeezed in, as she knew from her friends coming over regularly for dinner. The chairs didn’t match, of course. Bernadette had painted each of them different colors, with different flowers decorating the tops: cool blue irises, happy yellow daisies, fiery red roses, and so on. Cloth placemats that Bernadette had quilted lay in front of each of the four settings. Every month had its own set. The  January set was made from fabric covered in pine cones and snowflakes. Come February, she’d change over to her early spring set that had patterns of budding trees and flowers.

      Behind Bernadette, huge windows opened up onto the garden, green and lush all year round. The wall opposite Bernadette contained a collection of antique match safes—colorful tin boxes that people used to keep long wooden matches in, when your lighting came from oil or gas lamps. Her mother had started the collection many years ago. As a child, Bernadette remembered telling stories of the fairies who lived in the various boxes, who would visit her sometimes in her dreams. She’d happily inherited the collection when her mother and father had moved from her childhood home into a much smaller apartment, leaving the Pacific Northwest for warmer climates.

      Bernadette couldn’t use her magic to draw sparks or fire from the match safes, not like her mother had. Instead, Bernadette worked with living things.

      During the winter months, she worked as a plant doctor, taking in other people’s ailing shoots and sprouts, working her magic on them to get them to grow again, even confined to pots as they were.

      Come spring, she’d move her work outside as a Master Gardener feng shui consultant. Her clients found her primarily through word of mouth—all the nurseries knew her reputation for being able to transform a troublesome garden into a productive and beautiful one without having to replace all the soil or plants.

      Later this morning, when she finished her English Breakfast tea (with homegrown lemon balm and dried ginger), she would work again with a client’s coffee tree. It had always been potted, from when it was a tiny slip to now, when it towered over her (admittedly short) four feet eleven head. It’s glossy, broad leaves had started to grow brown and brittle along the edges, as if it no longer got enough water, despite how moist the soil was.

      It had taken some coaxing, but Bernadette had gotten the tree to admit that it was lonely. To verify what it had said (because sometimes plants fibbed) she’d placed the coffee tree in her conservatory beside the two blue banana trees. The coffee tree had perked right up.

      Today, she was going to experiment with other companion plants that the coffee tree might like, that its owners could take with them, something shorter than one of the banana trees.

      Then, she’d go out to her monthly lunch with the other Master Gardeners in the area. None of them did what she did, of course. Though many knew of magic, few practiced it. Most Master Gardeners worked with soil pH levels and acidity and like that.

      Bernadette could pass as a mundane Master Gardener—she actually had taken all the courses and was fully accredited. While she could do all the things they could without the tests and chemicals, it was still good to keep up on the latest techniques.

      It was one of the many ways Bernadette kept busy: having friends over, quilting and painting, going out for regular lunches, spending weekends with her family. There had never been a special someone, not really, despite how thirty had already come and gone, her ginger hair now tinted with silver, and the skin around her green eyes crinkling more and more when she smiled.

      She kept hoping that someone would show up. Perhaps she might find a companion sprouting in her own garden. It certainly wouldn’t have been the weirdest thing she’d ever seen. Instead, she seemed destined to be alone.

      Just as Bernadette was finishing the last of her tea, she heard the loud caw of a stellar jay. Expectant, she looked to her right, where the rest of the kitchen lay. The refrigerator hummed quietly to itself, a comforting sound that accompanied the soft sound of rain coming in the open window. Her latest batch of sourdough bread sat rising on the counter in a proofing basket, scenting the air with fermenting yeast. Despite the open window, Bernadette kept the kitchen warm and dry.

      There. A stellar jay had landed on the window sill. Clarence paused, perfectly framed, as if understanding what an entrance he was making, his dark body outlined by the white window frame, his crown of stars bright, his golden eyes molten and wise, the streaks down his chest flashing. After a dramatic pause, he hopped down onto the edge of the sink.

      Instead of transforming into the awkward, tall young man Bernadette knew, he stayed perched there, tilting his head from one side to the other.

      When he cawed at her impatiently, a shiver of fear landed deep in Bernadette’s chest.

      “What is it?” she asked, deliberately rising from the table slowly. Though Clarence knew better, sometimes his bird instincts got the better of him and he would spook, flying away from her until he could calm himself.

      A second caw, louder than the first, echoed through the small kitchen.

      Bernadette knew better than to tease and ask about Timmy being in the well. Particularly since Clarence was acting out of character.

      “What do you need?” Bernadette said. She’d planned on staying where she was, far away from the bird god so she wouldn’t accidentally spook him, but the golden eyes drew her in, made her take one shallow step closer, then a second.

      “Caw!” Clarence said. He flew up to the window ledge.

      Bernadette expected him to fly away but he paused there, looking over his shoulder at her.

      “Caw!”

      He waited until she was much closer, almost close enough to reach out and touch him, before he flew off.

      Bernadette looked through the window, out to where Clarence had gone.

      He’d alighted in the small crabapple tree just a few feet away, looking back her direction still. He called again, as if impatient.

      What, did he expect her to follow him?

      Fear kept Bernadette frozen in place.

      Clarence had become a bird god. He primarily performed miracles for his flock, keeping them warm and dry in the winter, always leading them to fresh water and food, healing the young bird who’d been clipped by a car or blessing a nest with healthy young. He could do other miracles as well, though, such as discouraging a developer from cutting down a copse of trees, leaving them intact for the flock, so the new building being constructed sat in their shade.

      Sure, there were more powerful gods than Clarence. But there shouldn’t be much that he couldn’t handle on his own, not for his flock.

      Whatever did he need her for?

      Bernadette shook herself, finally breaking free of the spell that had held her in one place. She turned and walked to the front hallway, putting on her rainboots, heavy slicker, and waterproof hat.

      Then she picked up her spade, good gardening gloves, as well as a set of extremely sharp sheers.

      She had no need of a sword and shield. These were her weapons of choice. She could slay any dragon of blackberry bramble, free an innocent bush from choking weeds, or tenderly move a young shoot from darkness into light.

      Thus armed, she walked out her front door, ready to do battle for the bird god, her younger brother.
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      Bernadette walked roughly north through the streets of Capitol Hill following his lead, past the new construction and into the older neighborhoods that started after Aloha Street, with rich houses and wide yards. She wanted to stop and admire the beautiful corkscrew hawthorn along the way, the trellis bearing an ancient rose tree, as well as the tiny shoots of crocuses just starting to poke out of the rich soil.

      Clarence cawed loudly every time she even slowed down.

      She would have to remember to come back later. Not that any of these plants needed her assistance, she just wanted to bask for a few moments in the beauty and care that someone had given them over the years.

      The rain had slowed as she’d walked, until it had turned into a heavy mist. She was plenty warm and dry in her jacket and boots. Cute too—her boots were purple with butterflies, her jacket was red with white hibiscus, and her hat was bright yellow—but she didn’t pass many people who could appreciate them.

      As the street started dipping down, the houses no longer had a flat yard to the street. They sat up high above the sidewalk, with grass hills or trellised slopes before them. Though the houses were still big and beautiful, fewer owners paid attention to their front yards. Out of sight, out of mind. It made Bernadette sigh.

      There wasn’t any kind of magic that she knew of to make people care about living and growing things. It had to already be in their hearts for her to pull tendrils out of.

      The street ended at Interlaken Park, a densely wooded, oddly shaped park at the north-east end of the Capitol Hill neighborhood. Bernadette would take long walks through it during the summer months, communing with the wild spaces. Long, steep trails led through the trees down to a paved road that ran through the heart of the area. Tall Douglas Firs covered most of the slopes, along with a healthy share of ferns, big leaf maples, birches, the native beaked hazelnuts, and others.

      Clarence sat just inside the park, impatiently waiting, dipping up and down on a bare tree branch.

      What was wrong with the park? Was someone hurt? Bernadette knew it was serious but she still felt like asking about Timmy and the well.

      Clarence led her down the start of the constructed trail. It was mud, of course—welcome to Seattle winters. Broad, shallow steps reinforced with wood went down the steepest part of the hill. Whoever had built the stairs going down understood the seasons here. A nice trench had been dug into the side of the stairs for the water to runoff.

      The woods smelled of wet earth. The mist here was heavier, building up into a fog that muffled the sounds of Bernadette’s steps. Chickadees chirped in the distance, calling to each other for food as it was too early for mating yet. There was a weighty sense of expectation in the air. Bernadette found chills going down her spine as she carefully placed her feet, not wanting to fall.

      Finally, Clarence darted to a small pine just off the side of the trail, then stayed there, cawing.

      “All right, all right,” Bernadette grumbled as she pushed her way through the ferns to come over to where he was perched.

      Clarence flew off again, lighting in a cleared area. Then he flew back to the pine.

      The words came to Bernadette as clearly as if Clarence had spoken them.

      This pine needs to be there.

      Bernadette opened her mouth then closed it again.

      Normally, she didn’t swear. But all she kept thinking was, “What the hell?”

      She reached out with her own magic, sensing the chaotic flow of the woods: all the trees, pushing and shoving each other out of the way; the wild, untamed bramble thrusting into the light; soft drops of wild flowers calling as they popped above the soil, like
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