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      I rued the day I downloaded ShiftR, the dating app designed for witches and the like. My first experience with swiping found me grimacing at my ex-husband’s smug face and wondering why the avowed magic-hater was trolling for non-humans. Swiping in the other direction—over and over—eventually netted two possible matches, both of them werecougars living across the channel on Vancouver Island.

      After a cluster of dating disasters, I wanted a no-strings-attached romp. Choosing one shifter over the other because of a shared interest in vintage Airstream campers, a romp inside a restored, aluminum-sided Clipper was exactly what I got. But even in his fully human form, the werecougar’s combined size and enthusiasm may have led to a busted condom.

      And now, my period was almost two months late, and I couldn’t make myself pull open the glass door of the medical building, step over the threshold, and show up to my appointment at the women’s health clinic.

      Calliope Jones, you can do this.

      Not emphatic enough. I needed a middle name. I hadn’t been given one and before I could tumble onto the map of dead ends that comprised the missing pieces of my ancestry, the glass door banged open. A very pregnant woman lumbered out. I gripped the door handle and watched as she waddled to her nearby car.

      That could be me in seven months.

      Nursery décor themes danced in my head as I entered, registered and accepted a plastic cup. I dutifully peed and followed a nurse’s Medicinal Pink-clad backside down the hallway and into Dr. Renard’s office. I used the wait to review my options as a possibly pregnant forty-one-year-old divorced mother of two teenaged sons.

      Helping myself to the water cooler, I swallowed against a rise of nausea. Another wave from the center of my agitated belly to the base of my throat sent my eyelids slamming shut. Nausea had been an issue nineteen years ago, when I was in my first trimester with Harper. It was going to be an issue again.

      Shit.

      I finished the water, crumpled the cup, and opened my eyes to Dr. Renard’s concerned gaze. “What brings you here today?”

      “My period’s really late.” Goddess, those words stung when uttered aloud.

      “How late?”

      “Six, seven weeks.” Eight. Maybe, nine. I hadn’t been keeping track of my cycle.

      Dr. Renard scanned the medical records displayed on her laptop and glanced over thick green eyeglass frames to the nurse hovering in the doorway. “Did we get Ms. Jones’s urine?”

      The nurse nodded. “Three more minutes and we’ll have the first results.”

      The door snicked closed, and my belly clenched again. Dr. Renard leaned in, placed freckled hands firmly on my khaki-clad knees, and looked at me head on. “Calliope, we haven’t known each other very long, but you are under my care and you can tell me what’s going on.”

      “The guy I was with suffered a condom malfunction,” I blurted.

      The kindly doctor arched both eyebrows over her big, cornflower-blue eyes and hmmed. I fidgeted with the snap on the flap of my pants’ thigh pocket as my feet broke out in a sweat.

      “My sex life since my divorce was finalized has been the stuff of legend. You know, the kind of legend that’s fodder for someone else’s comedy routine.” The calendar tucked in my underwear drawer—a place I knew my sons would never explore—recorded one dating disaster after another from the moment I decided to dip a toe in the proverbial pool.

      Hands tapped the outsides of my knees, and another comforting hmm reached my ears. Dr. Renard pushed her rolling stool away from the upholstered chair as a soft knock sounded at the door.

      “Come in.”

      The same nurse handed over a piece of paper and slipped out of the room. Dr. Renard read the results, glanced at me, and smiled, folding the paper in half and half again, before tucking it into a pocket of her lab coat.

      “Calliope, I have some good news.” She leaned back and crossed her legs. “You’re not pregnant. The more likely scenario is you’re starting menopause.”

      I exhaled in relief and quickly inhaled confusion. Menopause meant the end of…of rapturous sex and luxurious hair, and I was in no way prepared to give up on either, especially since I had yet to experience the kind of sex I was currently on a mission to find. “But I’m only forty-one!”

      “Have you been experiencing any sleep disturbances?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest. “Night sweats, unexplained weight gain, vaginal dryness?”

      “Every couple of weeks I sleep the night through, but mostly I wake up at least two or three times.” And here I thought it was the stuffy air from July’s heat and seasonal forest fires. “And my vagina is fine. I’m…” I sighed and smirked. “I’m more the opposite. I can’t stop thinking about sex.” Hence my personal mission and current predicament.

      “So, heightened libido, sleep patterns are off, and you’re sweating. Anything else?”

      My sons, Goddess love them, were simultaneously charging toward manhood and clinging to their childhoods with tenacious fingers. “Does an increasingly laissez faire attitude about parenting count?”

      That elicited a chuckle. “Actually, yes. It’s not uncommon to care less about clean toilets and getting dinner on the table and more about pursuing whatever makes you happy.” She returned to reading through my records. I distracted myself by longing for her saffron curls instead of my dull brown waves. I’d run out of argan oil, and my hair was suffering. “Let’s do a PAP test while you’re here and a full work-up for STDs.”

      “Ready for the sexy robe.” I undressed and waited, wobbly on the inside from the whiplash-quick switch from picking baby names to cursing my hormones, and scratched at the tattoo inked directly over my left ovary. Doug, my vexatious ex, had talked me into getting matching designs after our second son was born. Once the divorce was finalized, I had considered getting the tattoo done over so the original design was unrecognizable. Now, I just wanted it off. The ink might have faded, but its presence was a sore reminder of someone I no longer loved.

      Or even liked.

      Dr. Renard returned, warmed her hands at the sink, dried them on paper towels, and settled herself at the side of the table. “Are you doing regular self-exams?” she asked, lifting the gown and palpating the area around my breasts. When she moved the modesty sheet covering the lower half of my body, she sucked in a quick breath. “Anything you want to tell me?”

      The flush blooming across my chest was hidden by a yard of hospital-blue polyester blend.

      “You mean about the bruises?” The werecougar and I had tried the dating thing again, but it was clear the only thing we had going was mutual horniness. As much as I liked sex and wanted a steady lover, I wanted more than a well-endowed fuck buddy.

      Dr. Renard leaned her hip against the side of the table and removed her glasses, tucking the sheet snug against my outer leg. “Those are more than bruises on your thighs, Calliope.” She tapped the eyepiece against her chin before sitting the glasses back on her nose. “Did your date have…”

      “Claws?” I dove in. I trusted Dr. Renard—plus, the pentacle she was wearing had started to glow green—and the day couldn’t get any weirder than admitting your date had a hard time controlling his ability to shift while in the throes of arousal.

      “Yes, for starters,” she said.

      “Those marks are a physical record of my dalliance with an enthusiastic…” I faltered.

      The look in her eyes was still kind and very direct. “Shifter?”

      The tension along my spine released into the Naugahyde cushion. Shifter sounded so very normal when spoken aloud in a clinical setting. I nodded.

      “I only pry if I suspect there’s been any kind of abuse, Calliope.” She made a point of continuing to stare at me.

      “No abuse,” I assured her. “Just an abundance of arms and legs maneuvering in a very tight space. Electric cars weren’t designed for making out.”

      She chuckled, patted the unblemished section of my leg, and moved to the foot of the table, opening and closing drawers and snapping on a pair of exam gloves. “Tell me, what rituals does your coven use to welcome their members into menopause?”

      “What do you mean?” Her question startled me out of my pre-exam disassociation. Two of my fingers were firmly wedged in a knot of fabric, and now I had to consciously relax the muscles in my hands and unstick my knees.

      “You know, rituals that mark the milestones in your life? First menstrual period, being accepted into a coven, giving birth? You’ve had all of those, right? And you’re going to feel the speculum, there…can you tilt your pelvis slightly? Yes, good, okay.”

      I clung to my breathe-in, breathe-out mantra during the rest of the exam. Coven? I’d been without a formal education in the magical arts since my mother’s death left me in her sister’s care. My aunt was a good ten years older than my mom, and apart from the loss, my childhood had been rather unremarkable. The trauma of losing my only known parent had given way to a bland and predictable routine. Passable for a young girl in a family with low expectations and less than optimal for a budding witch.

      “Now that I think of it,” I started, “I can’t recall a single ceremony aside from birthday parties. And I’ve never belonged to a coven.”

      Dr. Renard stood and removed the disposable gloves. “Scoot back and then you can sit up.”

      I used the small sheet to wipe the excess gel from between my upper thighs before pivoting my legs to the side. I offered up both inner elbows for Dr. Renard’s inspection and looked away as she drew three vials of blood. When she finished, she opened the door and called for her assistant.

      “Rachel, can you please send Calliope’s samples to the Grand St. Kitts lab in Vancouver? Thanks.” She closed the door, hooked her foot around the rolling stool, and pulled up close. “If you’re truly at the start of menopause, there are specific ceremonies you must participate in to advance your magical abilities before your moon blood stops for good.”

      The hot fingers poking through my belly slid to the back of my neck, dropping fiery bits of slag along my hairline. “What do you mean? And how do you know?”

      “Has no one talked to you about this?”

      I shook my head, choking down the bubble of loss threatening to rise and burst. “My mother died when I was six. Her older sister raised me. I’m a witch, like my mom, but my magic is...” I turned my hands and studied both palms, as though I was a fortune teller and all the answers lay somewhere between my thumb mounds and a lifetime’s accumulation of forked lines. “My magic isn’t very strong.” Shrugging, I rubbed my now-sweaty palms on the examination smock, unable to fully breathe out. “I’ve tried to use my mother’s old books and notes to teach myself basic spells and counter-spells, but there’s nothing in them about what to do for…for menopause.”

      “Calli, would you like me to put you in touch with my local contacts?”

      “I would,” I said, feeling hopeful for the first time in days. Months. “Are you in a coven?”

      She nodded. “I am. And I’m trained in Western medicine too. Obviously. What about your ex-husband? And your sons?”

      “I suspect Doug’s mother had some magic. And I think my boys do too, but…Goddess, this is hard to admit, Dr. Renard…”

      “Rowan. Please, call me Rowan.”

      “Rowan. Okay.” I sucked in a big breath. “I’ve never actively sought the company of other witches. I mean, I haven’t avoided them, but my husband—my ex-husband—insisted I not use my magic and it was just easier to not practice, to not even talk about magic.”

      “Tell me about your sons.”

      Relief. “Harper’s eighteen. He’ll be a senior in high school this coming year, and Thatch is sixteen and a half.”

      “And their magic?” Rowan asked, speaking over her shoulder as her assistant knocked on the door and entered.

      “Doctor Renard, the hospital called. Lolly Brooks has gone into labor, so…”

      “I’ll be right out.” She turned to me. “Let’s talk later. I want to hear more about your sons. And you. I’ll call with the results of your tests within the week. And here.” She scribbled on the back of a pamphlet. “My coven is based in Vancouver. We’re all healers and followers of Airmid, but Belle and Airlie live here on the island. Their addresses and phone numbers should be listed in the local directory. The other woman, Rose, can be challenging, especially if she doesn’t get a good first impression, but give her a chance.”

      “Thanks, Rowan. For everything.” I extended my arm and accepted the hug she offered instead.

      I took my time changing into my clothes. Zipping my pants, I stared at the wall without seeing. My entire body deflated when I sighed. I wasn’t pregnant, a state of being I had some familiarity with. I was entering my menopausal years, completely unknown territory. I wasn’t about to watch a life grow inside me, I was about to…I had no idea. Doug had slowly isolated me to the point I had few female acquaintances and no real friends. Post-divorce, I’d been trying to connect with other women. But shy of wearing a sandwich board advertising my loneliness, I hadn’t figured out how to find a bestie.

      Folding Rowan’s note, I slipped it into the back of my cell phone case and half wondered if there were apps for updating one’s magical abilities and for gathering friends.

      At least I was on top of things at work. Next up was a visit to the Pearmain orchards. A manila envelope with no return address had arrived at my office via Canada Post. Inside, a handwritten message—accompanied by a few out-of-focus photographs—accused Clifford and Abigail Pearmain of using banned herbicides on their certified organic apple orchard.

      As an acquaintance of the soon-to-be-retired growers, I doubted they dabbled in forbidden chemistry. As a Provincial Agent for the SSIAC—Salish Sea Islands Agriculture Commission—it was my responsibility to investigate. What troubled me was the accuser’s apparent desire for anonymity.

      I arrived at the turn off to the orchard without remembering a thing about the drive out of town. The untrimmed grass growing in the center of the single lane dirt road brushed the undercarriage of my car. I parked on the verge next to a dented pickup truck, grabbed my cross-body bag, and pocketed my phone. Making sure my wand—more ceremonial than useful—was in the bag too, I peeked into the truck’s cab. There was nothing unusual about the portable coffee cup in the built-in holder or the soft leather briefcase on the passenger’s seat. I flipped the door handles; both were locked.

      The winding driveway to the farmhouse and outbuildings was pitted and unkempt, which was unusual for a thriving apple farm. Grasses going to seed lined the former sheep path, and berry canes, heavy with blue-black fruit, grew more dense and entwined the closer I got to the main gate. I’d been working for the SSIAC long enough to be wary but not overly alarmed at the lack of activity. Farmers were busy people and far more likely to be out in their fields and greenhouses, monitoring their crops.

      “Clifford! Abigail! It’s Calliope,” I hollered, banging on the combination split wood and wire enclosure. Trinkets hanging from bits of string and knotted straw rattled every time the side of my fist hit the frame of the homemade gate. One last forceful smack of the heel of my palm and the rusted latch acquiesced to the pull of entropy and dropped from loosened screws. As the gate creaked open, its bottom edge scuffed a break in the curving line of salt placed across the surface of the dull brown dirt.

      “Cliff! Abi…?”

      A filmy silence settled over my shoulders, flowed down my body, and pooled over the ground. No insects, bird calls, or rustling leaves interrupted the leaden quiet. I sucked in a breath and peered into the shadows between the trees to my right and to my left. Nothing moved, even the breeze held its breath.

      Anchoring my boot-clad feet, I raised my hands, fingers spread and palms facing out, and tested the strength of the salt circle’s magical charge. If it was active—like an electrical wire—I’d feel a resounding zap if I got too close.

      Nothing.

      No vibration, no sensation of skin meeting invisible membrane, no static, no…nothing. Stepping farther onto the Pearmain’s property, I crouched, brushing my fingertips over the salt’s pearly-white crystals before bringing a few to the tip of my tongue.

      A pungent darkness rolled over my taste buds and coated my nostrils, a sensation akin to swallowing a surprise mouthful of seawater. For a moment, my shoulder-length hair flowed away from my body like kelp from an underwater rock, and the light that penetrated my eyelids filtered a murky emerald green.

      Mama.

      I swayed in place, spitting the dirt and undissolved crystals off my tongue. I knew this salt; it was produced locally, from seawater pulled out of the deep trench off the coast of British Columbia. But why it called forth memories of my mother and the Atlantic…

      I left that for another time.

      Straightening, I brushed my fingers over my pants and headed away from the circle and the gate. When I last walked this property earlier in the spring, the grass was newly trimmed and the fruit trees were covered in delicate, pale pink blossoms. But in the heat and sharp yellow sunlight of high noon, the place appeared deserted. I pulled out my cell phone, brought up the Pearmain’s phone number, and waited for theirs to ring.

      In the distance, long, insistent peals from a landline pierced the stillness. Rounding the final curve in the road, I stopped and gaped, the cell phone forgotten in my hand.

      Clifford Pearmain sat upright in a once-red rocking chair on the farmhouse’s wrap-around porch. Abigail sat in another, her hands resting on a faded, flower-print apron. Both stared forward, rocking slowly in time with an invisible force. Abigail’s feet left the porch every time the front of her chair lifted and settled softly on the boards when she pitched forward.

      Competing telephone rings snapped my attention off the zombie-like couple. I thumbed the red circle on my phone and ended the call, stopping the other phone in the middle of a trill. The rockers continued their syncopated rhythm. Beside me, grasshoppers clung to chest-high stalks of Sea Holly thistle and kept their silence.

      I pocketed my phone and crouched again. Knees and palms to the ground, I spread my fingers and waited. The soil was dense underneath its warm, powdery surface. I took a slow breath, exhaled in a stream through pursed lips, and pressed down, reaching toward the house and the gate, the woods and the orchard.

      Earthworms slumbered. Tree roots remained mute to my probing.

      The quiet underneath my waiting palms connected with a dull pang feeling its way blindly from the vicinity of my heart. Once again, I would be forced to admit my magical skills were functioning below par, call it a day, and count on local law enforcement to solve whatever mystery I’d stumbled onto.
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      I stood, made a fuss of brushing off my hands to give my urge to mourn a moment to ease, and palmed my wand before heading toward the porch. Scanning Clifford’s face and chest for signs of life, I stopped beside his rocking chair and placed a hand on his shoulder. A short-sleeved, tattersall plaid shirt draped over the protruding bones.

      Closing my eyes again, I sensed my way through the threadbare cloth to the ropey muscles of his bare upper arms. I could do this; Cliff was connected to his land through his years of stewardship and the dirt clinging to his boots, and at the very least, I was adept at reading dirt.

      I waited. The grasshoppers remained silent.

      A pulse rose—a heavy, viscous bubble—and bounced against my fingertips before it turned and made its way back toward the innermost chambers of the older man’s bones. I squeezed Cliff’s arm. Not a flinch or a quiver. Whatever held him mute was heavily cloaked.

      I gave Abigail a quick glance and stroked the old woman’s gnarled fingers and wrist. More of the same lethargic slumber. A momentary breeze lifted wavy strands of silver hair off her cheek and settled them on yellowed skin sagging with the weight of her seventy-plus years.

      Catatonia.

      Once, I could read my aunt’s basic spell books, and before I understood that waving a wand around had very real consequences, I practiced magic on our barn cats. As soon as my aunt de-spelled the catatonic felines, the book disappeared. And I never saw that wand again.

      Shaking off the memory, I rechecked Cliff and Abi’s pulses. Satisfied they were alive and hopeful they would remain so, I opened the screen door and stepped into the farmhouse’s dark interior. In the sitting room—preserved like a museum display from the early twentieth century—dust motes twinkled in lazy spirals. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, my gaze was drawn to a carved couch littered with needlepoint pillows, all of them variations of dainty pink and white blossoms on black backgrounds. A grouping of photographs was displayed on the wall behind the couch’s curved back.

      Horsehair stuffing crackled as I kneeled gingerly on the cushions and lifted the first frame off its nail. The glass front needed cleaning; the back was dusty but unremarkable. Tiny brass tacks around the edges looked undisturbed, probably since the frame’s initial assembly. Plucking a tissue from a box covered in more needlepoint roses, I wiped the glass.

      The image underneath revealed younger versions of Clifford and Abigail seated stiffly on the elegant settee with three young men arrayed behind them and everyone dressed in finer clothes than farming required. I found nothing unusual in their semi-blurred features before returning my attention to the frame.

      Like others arrayed across the wall, this one was hand-carved. And old. Probably a family heirloom.

      I squinted, holding it farther from my face. A repeated decorative element of curving lines turned into roots and branches, with tiny, carved apples and pears dotting the branches. On closer look, four faces emerged, one near each corner, each graced with an elongated nose, slightly pointed ears, and hair that intertwined with the tree.

      I scanned the wall. All the frames in the grouping over the couch were carved in a similar fashion. Rehanging the one in my hands, I stepped into the middle of the room and listened.

      High noon cloaked the house with a blanket of heat and kept the grasshoppers on mute. The creak of a floorboard as I made my way back to the hall startled me into joining the ambient stillness.

      It’s an old house, Calliope.

      Blowing out a short breath, I squeezed the duct-taped handle of my wand, wished it was a knife—and that I knew how to use it in self-defense—and entered the kitchen. This room had a much more lived-in air, with dishes in the rack by the sink and a table set for two, complete with a vase of drooping flowers. I hesitated in front of the refrigerator; I really should have put on gloves before touching the picture frames.

      I pocketed my wand, extracted a pair of gloves from my bag, and tugged on the old appliance’s dented aluminum handle.

      The interior was neat and organized. I poked at the assortment of deli meats and cheeses, checked the purchase dates, and sniffed the bottle of cereal cream. Nothing was close to spoiling. Closing the refrigerator, I shifted my attention to the small pantry. Decorative dishware took up most of the shelves behind glass-fronted doors, and the usual dry goods were stacked behind the others. A chest freezer occupied the back wall. Its heavy lid fought against being opened until the suction finally gave way with a whoosh.

      A blast of cold air offered a welcome respite from the stale heat. Inside, two squarish wire baskets were half filled with paper-wrapped packages stamped with the local abattoir’s logo and labelled in black marker. Below the baskets, bagged in plastic, were larger packages containing pork and beef roasts. I went to close the lid.

      Light coming over my shoulder highlighted a peculiar shadow in one of the clear bags. I separated the wire baskets, reached for the plastic, and gave a quick tug. I had to stifle a scream.

      A nose.

      I had grabbed a frozen nose, and it wasn’t a pig’s nose. Those were wrapped and clearly labeled in the basket at my elbow. I pressed the back of my free hand to my mouth and frantically scanned the shelf to my left for something to count. A full blown panic attack would not help me or the Pearmains.

      Twelve. Twelve neatly stacked dessert plates.

      When I was done counting and gagging, I reached forward, pinched the plastic, and turned the bag. A severed head, its pasty gray skin covered in a fine layer of frost, stared out, eyes unseeing.

      “What the…?” I jiggled the wire baskets farther apart, took out my phone, and snapped a few photos. Needing better light, I removed the bagged head and placed the frozen bundle on the floor. Carefully.

      Shit. I dropped the freezer lid and stepped into the kitchen, searching the countertops for something to cut the plastic. Poultry shears. Grabbing them by the handles, I kneeled on the faded black-and-white squares of linoleum and cut open the thick plastic bag. Flakes of ice tumbled over my knees. I brushed them away and pulled the crinkling material from the face.

      The long nose and pointed ears mimicked the features carved on the picture frames in the sitting room. I was able to take another photograph before the bile rose again.

      Stepping to the window at the far end of the narrow room, I opened the bottom sash and sucked in gulps of apple-scented air. Catatonic orchardists and a severed head were a couple steps above my pay grade. I was trained to investigate environmentally-based complaints and spats between organic and traditional farmers, not death.

      Not murder.

      I gripped the windowsill, sank into a crouch, and leaned my head against one arm. I ignored the buzzing from my phone. I’d have to get the Provincial authorities involved now, but—

      “I see you found the heads,” a man’s voice said.

      My heart damn near punched a hole in my chest. I pivoted on my knees and grabbed the shears I’d left on the floor. Angling my gaze upward, the sunshine slanting through the back door effectively blocked out the man’s facial features and endowed him with a temporary halo.

      “I’m Tanner Marechal,” the voice continued. “Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resources. And who are you?”

      I palmed the shears and took a deep breath, standing quickly and pivoting so the sun wasn’t in my eyes. The better angle revealed a man clad in regulation-green pants and a light khaki shirt.

      “Calliope Jones,” I answered. “I work for the island’s Agricultural Commission.”

      Birds landing on the feeder outside the kitchen window made a sudden racket, pecking for seeds and dominance.

      I shifted my grip on my weapon as my heart beat twice for every second. “Could we exchange IDs or something? This is a crime scene and—”

      “The uniform and hat aren’t obvious enough?” One sable eyebrow raised, slow and deliberate.

      I held my ground. The man with the shoulder-length hair might be dressed as an employee of a province-wide government agency, but this was my island and my investigation and death was in a bag on the floor behind me.

      Plus, he was wearing flip-flops.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever met,” I said, straightening my spine and mimicking his wide, confident stance. “And in my official capacity as steward of the island’s orchards, I’d rather err on the side of offending you than ruffling local feathers.”

      Note to self: Make sure someone adds ‘She was brave’ to my tombstone.

      He didn’t shift his gaze off my face while he unbuttoned the breast pocket of his shirt and removed an embossed identification badge. I tried to make a mental sketch of his features, in case I had to describe him to the RCMP, but I didn’t get further than topaz eyes and minty aftertaste.

      After placing the shears on the countertop and peeling off the gloves, I extended my hand, palm up. Tingles darting across my skin alerted me to the presence of magic.

      Ooh. My gaze went back and forth, from the man’s face and the crystalline clarity of his eyes to the shiny badge. I confirmed his name, memorized his employee number, and when I stroked the pad of my middle finger across the back of the metal, one of those tingles pulsed rapidly before piercing my skin.

      Ouch. I flipped the badge. A pentacle glowed green then started to fade. Today was my day for meeting other Magicals.

      “So. Natural Resources is hiring witches?” I asked.

      The agent’s eyes widened. He shook his head. “No, not intentionally. The pentacle tells me you’re a witch.”

      Oh. I had no idea government-issued IDs could be customized to detect magic.

      “And what are you?” I asked, ready to go tit-for-tat.

      “Druid.”

      Agent Marechal may have been the first druid I’d ever met, and I didn’t know what to say or if there was a specific protocol I was supposed to follow. I went with my most over-used ice-breaker. “What brings you to Salt Spring Island?”

      He tucked the badge in his pocket and buttoned the flap. “Over the past three months we’ve received multiple reports of disturbances in orchards all across the Salish Sea Islands and into the San Juans, as well as coastal areas of British Columbia and Washington State.” He pivoted and pointed at the Pearmains, still slowly rocking. “This is the third incidence I’ve come across of orchardists placed under the catatonia spell.”

      “How are the others?” And why hadn’t I gotten even a whiff of information about problems with magic in the agricultural sector?

      “All were released successfully and have recovered without side effects. We’re working on tracing the spells’ origins, but not a single one of the victims remembers who put them under.”

      “And why did you come here?”

      “Because the Pearmains were accused in the same manner as the others of using non-organic farming practices.”

      “Were those accusations filed in person or anonymously?”

      “Anonymously.”

      Bingo. “Same here,” I said. “So why didn’t you contact my office?”

      “Because...” Tanner hesitated, brought his hands to his hips, and scuffed the floor with the toe of his flip flop. The birds continued to squawk and toss seed. “Because there’s nothing in my files about the SSIAC having a witch on staff. And something was left at the second site.”

      “What kind of something?”

      He pointed to the bag at my feet. “A severed head. Like the two here.”

      I swallowed. I wasn’t aware a second head waited in the freezer. “I’d like to put this one back and get the RCMP’s forensics team in here.”

      The agent tensed, looked out the window, and rubbed his jaw. “I’d like to propose a different tack. I have other druids and witches who work with me. I’d like to bring them on board and keep this—” he circled his shoulders to indicate the kitchen and beyond—“between us.”

      “Are you saying you’d like to lend your expertise to my investigation?”

      “I’m saying…” he huffed out. “Yes, Ms. Jones, I can put my resources at your disposal. In return, I would ask for quid pro quo. And that you not inform local, human authorities.”

      “Agreed.” I extended my arm, starting when he took my right hand in both of his. I half-expected a return of the tingling I’d felt when I swiped the back of his badge. Instead, my feet warmed in my boots, heat rising up my legs like bathwater. I jerked my hand away and rubbed my palm on my pants, my legs rubbery but solidly my own. “What did you just do?”

      Tanner had the grace to blush. “I’m overly curious that you’ve managed to fly under my radar, and I apologize.”

      “Next time you want to know something about me, ask.” I turned and went to one knee.

      The frost coating the head was melting in the warmth of the enclosed space. I pulled on another pair of disposable gloves and folded the halves of the cut plastic over the nose, whispering an abbreviated prayer. Now that I wasn’t hovering around panic mode, I could see the head was more child-sized, though the features were clearly adult.

      “This shouldn’t stay out any longer,” I said. “Can you please open the freezer?”

      Tanner jumped to help. His phone went off as he lowered the lid. “I’ll take this outside.”

      I washed the poultry shears in the sink, left them in the drainer, and took my time checking the kitchen thoroughly, even opening the tiny freezer inside the refrigerator. The compartment was barely big enough for two aluminum ice trays, let alone body parts, but I was aiming for professional thoroughness.

      The sitting room, located on the north side of the house, was still dim. Taking out my phone, I compared the image of the severed head with the faces carved into the picture frames. I swept my flashlight over the rest of the photographs, getting close enough to sneeze from the dust and ascertain there was more than a passing resemblance to at least two of the younger men. It wasn’t a perfect match, but it was close enough to call: the heads in the bags weren’t one-hundred percent human. And neither were some of the Pearmains.

      

      When I peeked out the kitchen window, the Provincial agent was standing in a patch of sun, slapping his hat against the side of his thigh, the other hand holding his phone to his ear. I lingered on the details of his physique, highlighted by the cut of his pants. There was no way those were off-the-rack Carhartts.

      He noticed me when he finished the call and beckoned me to join him. I noticed his shoulder-to-hip ratio and declared it perfect.

      “You ready to walk the orchard?” he asked.

      “I don’t remember much about the specific layout of this property.”

      “The photographs you received. Can you pinpoint where they might have been taken?”

      I should have been making that suggestion, instead of gawking at the man’s backside. Pulling out my phone to compare the images, I shook my head. “Let’s start with the oldest section of the orchard.” I showed the pictures to Tanner. “The trunk of this tree is too gnarled to be less than fifty, sixty years old.”

      “Lead on.” He dipped forward in a mock bow and swept a half-circle with his hat.

      “Let me check on Cliff and Abi first.” I followed the wrap-around porch to the front of the house, my boots’ wide heels echoing dully on the weathered boards, and squeezed Abi’s hands and then Cliff’s. I quietly promised I would figure out whatever was happening on their land then completed a circuit of the porch, satisfied nothing was obviously amiss. “They’re the same. Any idea when your contacts will get here?”

      “Within the hour.”

      “Do you think we should stay here and wait, in case…?” I slid my hands into my back pockets and shrugged. The air around the house and grounds remained unnaturally quiet for a summer day.

      “I’ll know if anyone steps onto the property.”

      I started to ask how, wavered my foot over the bottom step, and closed my mouth before giving in to the crush of curiosity. “How?”

      “How will I know if we have visitors?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “You’re an earth witch, right?”

      “And you know that because…?”

      “Because the pentacle glowed green,” he said, “and there’s dirt ground into your knees and the palms of your hands.”

      I looked down. Okay, he paid attention, and some of the clues were pretty obvious. “So your powers of observation are good. What else?”

      “Druids are connected to the earth as witches like yourself are, but…differently. I knew when your car crossed the property line. As long as my feet are on the ground—this ground—I’ll know if others do too.”

      Later, I’d ask him why he waited to show himself to me. For now, I would keep him within eyesight. “You ready to go look for damaged trees?”

      At his nod, I turned my back to the farmhouse and contemplated the two paths. I chose the one bordered with reddish-purple fireweed and trailing curlicues of vetch and indicated Tanner could go first.
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      The trail soon sloped toward a trio of ponds, each edged with plump, brown cattails. Past those, the ground rose into a shoulder-like ridge that eventually connected the property to one of the island’s tallest mountains.

      Pausing at the crest of the valley, I shielded my eyes and scanned the area. “There.”

      The south-facing slope, where winter frosts nudged boulders at random and generations of deer carved narrow trails through the meadows. The older trees had long since ignored the directives of annual pruning and instead twisted and turned with the pull of the sun and the push of the wind.

      I paused at the first wild rebel, caressing its patchy, lichen-splotched bark. The lowest limbs were suspended in a cathartic dance, the upper ones covered with ripening fruit.

      “We’ll start here,” I said. “We’re looking for trees with wide trunks that may have split.”

      “Ashmead’s Kernel.”

      “What?”

      “It says this tree is an Ashmead’s Kernel.” Tanner reached over our heads and pointed to an apricot-sized apple with a blemished, dull green skin. “Not very pretty on the outside, but one of the oldest varieties grown on the island. And one of the tastiest,” he continued. “This trunk’s in good condition, and I don’t see evidence of pesticide use or other topical residue on the leaves. Let’s keep moving.”

      I swept my gaze across the uncut grass. “Look at the ground too,” I reminded him. “In the photographs, it looks like someone—or something—was digging near the bases of the trees.”

      Tanner kept his lead along the path. I lagged behind, running my hands over the roughened bark of every tree we passed, gathering tidbits of their lives through my fingertips. I smiled to myself, giggled softly, wished I could take off my boots and meander, eyes closed and senses open. The orchard’s occupants had triggered my witchy curiosity, making it difficult to stick to the plan.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “These trees have stories to tell, and if we weren’t here on such gruesome business, I’d still be hugging old Ashley back there and listening to what she had to say.”

      “Ashmead,” Tanner corrected me with one eyebrow up, and the side of his mouth quirked in a half smile.

      “Ashmead,” I echoed. “Got it.” The sudden trill running along the bones in my chest had nothing to do with tasty apples and everything to do with the timbre of Tanner Marechal’s voice.

      Focus, Calliope. Focus.

      My inner compass didn’t warn me soon enough. Fingers trailing lightly over low-hanging fruit, sun-warmed apples releasing their scent and inciting thoughts of desserts—apple crumble, apple pie, Marechal à la mode—I stumbled on a rock and fell to my knees.

      “Ouch!” I went to press myself to standing, only to be diverted by a swath of flattened grass. Rocks the size of my head and larger, loosened from some prior event, rolled away easily when pushed. “Tanner. Get down here.”

      I clambered forward on hands and knees to where roots, bent like the knuckles of a giant hand, plunged into the dense, dry soil. The center of the tree’s trunk was split and slightly hollowed, its interior darkly shadowed.

      “Whoa.” I used my flashlight to illuminate the grotto-like opening. Fresh gouges on the outer bark, close to the ground, confirmed a match with one of the photographs. Gouges meant claws—or thick nails—and perhaps a struggle, and it wasn’t clear to me on first look whether the struggle had been to get in or not get pulled out.

      Leaning forward, the cool air hovering inside the trunk cast a wave of goosebumps over my neck and down my back. I hadn’t come to the orchard prepared to find severed heads, and I wasn’t prepared to come across the bodies formerly attached to the heads. If there had been a fight here…

      Strands of hair and bits of faded fabric snagged on the interior surface confirmed that possibility. Tanner kneeled, his thigh pressed against mine, and added his light. Two-by-fours, roughly cut and splintered by use, framed a hole in the ground. Below that, a ladder made from thick branches disappeared into the inky darkness. I inched closer until my head and shoulders were inside the trunk. Shining the light over the ladder, I counted the horizontal pieces of wood. The top two were lightly gouged and the rest descended to a depth of at least ten or twelve feet.

      “I think we should see where this goes,” I said, claustrophobia and childhood trauma be damned. I had a lead to follow, and Tanner was much too broad-shouldered and tall to maneuver through the opening. “Whatever was here—is here—feels benign, like their work is done.”

      “How can you tell?” he asked.

      I wiggled backward until I was fully out of the tree and could sit. A clump of sticky spider web, stretching from inside the trunk to the back of my head, set my skin to crawling. Tanner reached for my ponytail, removed the stringy mess, and wiped his fingers on the grass.

      Pressing both hands to the ground, I closed my eyes and surfed for input. Every point of body-to-earth contact buzzed softly. “Bees. Happy humming. Like they’re getting ready for sleep at the end of a long work day.”

      I lifted my palms, blinking at the transition and the oddness of not actually seeing any bees.

      “Happy humming?” Tanner stared, his voice echoing the skepticism telegraphed by his posture.

      “Yes.” I nodded hard, once, certain of what I’d felt, though uncertain of the why. “When I explored the area near the salt circle,” I continued, eager now to share because honestly, when was the last time I’d talked about my magic with anybody, “I felt nothing, like the ground had been…vacated. Here, it’s like the tree and the ground are happy, content. The feedback I get is these trees, this entire section of the orchard, is being cared for. Nourished.”

      I was practically bouncing in place.

      “So we have a section of the property that feels dead and a section that feels alive.”

      “Very alive,” I agreed. “But I wouldn’t say dead, more like asleep.”

      “Which could be a side effect of the catatonia spell.” He’d put it together before I did, but I was seconds away from the same conclusion. He continued, “I’m betting you’ll fight me on going into that hole, but would you agree to wait until the other agents are here? Please?”

      I could give him that much, but joy, and one small success, made me ambitious. “In the meantime, I’d like to look more carefully at every other tree in the area.”

      Tanner stood and offered his hand. “Agreed.”

      He snapped a photo and noted the tree’s approximate location. I put my hands on the trunks of others nearby. We found two more with hollowed cores, both with wood-framed entrances to tunnels of similar depths. And both trees matched the photographs sent anonymously.

      “Tanner, are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

      We had meandered far out of sight and sound of the farmhouse and outbuildings. The apple trees in this section were gnarled to the point of appearing exhausted, unable to bear the weight of fruit-laden branches. None were completely dead, and most had at least a few branches—shiny green and optimistic—reaching straight to the sky from limbs propped by rotting crutches or stacks of large stones.

      “These don’t look so healthy,” he offered.

      “Or maybe they’re just very old. And tired.”

      The terrain was rockier, and the angle of the afternoon sun created more shadows and shade. The bee-like humming I heard at the first tree had morphed into a steady drone of sound.

      “A heartbeat,” I whispered. “A very slow heartbeat.” A very slow, melancholic heartbeat.

      Tanner slid his thumb down my forearm and took hold of my wrist. “Calliope, stop. What did you just say?”

      I didn’t turn to look at him, but I did stop, softening my knees and spreading my fingers, palms down. He released his grip. I blurred my gaze, loosened my joints until my body was a more fluid conduit of information and followed the beat. The ground gave a series of slow, rolling undulations and settled. I held my breath.

      This was it; this was what I had been waiting for. The earth was talking to me again, and the beat was faint but present.

      “Did you feel that?” I turned to face Tanner.

      Gold sparks flickered at the tips of his hair, along the exposed skin of his arms, and around his eyes. “Yes.”

      “It’s like this part of the orchard is alive, not just the trees and the bees but…everything.” Scanning my memories, I could find nothing that mirrored this moment. At least nothing I could verbalize. But I’d felt this before, and that achy, uninhabited place in my heart leapt. Whether in hope or recognition, I wasn’t sure.

      More faint reverberations made their way from the ground into my legs. My joints loosened in anticipation of another undulation, another clue, another connection. Instead, the beats thundered closer to where we stood.

      “Those’re my agents,” Tanner said. “Be right back.”

      I floundered then sank to the ground. When I’d seen the salt circle and pressed my hands to the nearby dirt, I was certain the lack of sensation meant my magic was weaker than ever. Now, I was ready to reverse that opinion. Something was alive under this very ground, and its life-beat had reached up and made a connection to mine. I stroked the crushed grass, ran my hands over desiccated clumps of moss, murmuring to myself and to whatever might be listening.

      “I’ll protect you,” I whispered, giving the ground another pat before standing, wobbly-kneed and covered in hitchhiking grass seeds, at the sound of approaching footfalls.

      Tanner squeezed my elbow and let go. “Calli, this is Wessel Foxwhelp and Kazimir Wickson. Wes, Kaz—Calliope Jones. She’s with the island’s ag commission.”

      The men had firm grips and clear eyes. Wes’s brilliant red hair flopped in tight curls around his ears and across his forehead. Kaz stood shorter than his two coworkers, with a wrestler’s build and an unstoppable grin.

      “How’re Clifford and Abigail?” I asked.

      “Resting,” said Wes. “We got them into their beds. River and Rose are here too.”

      Both Tanner’s eyebrows lifted. “Rose tagged along?”

      Kaz crossed his bared forearms over his broad chest and shrugged. “River wanted her for medical support. We agreed it was best to encase the Pearmains in a slow-release sleeping spell, given their age. Those two’ll stay with them until they’re awake and settled. River’s promised to let us know if they say anything.”

      “Thanks,” Tanner said, before turning to me. “Ready to show these two what we found?”

      At my nod, we retraced our steps to the first tree.

      “Kaz, how are you with tight spaces?” I asked, comparing his height and girth to mine.

      He grinned, coppery flashes igniting his irises. “Live to get myself stuck, Calliope. Extracting me gives that fellow something to do.” He winked at Wes. “Where would you like to begin?”

      “Right here. It’s the tree closest to the house and the road.”

      Kaz was on his knees in a moment, pocket flashlight in his teeth, peering into the trunk and down the shaft. His head circumscribed most of a circle as he scanned whatever lay underground. “Tunnel,” he proclaimed, once he’d crawled backward and gotten off his knees. “Looks like we might have a waystation.”

      “Waystation?” I asked.

      “Think of it as a stop on a rail or subway line.”

      I pivoted to scan the orchard and note the locations of the other trees in question. I pointed toward the second one we stumbled on. “Any chance the tunnel heads in that direction?”

      Kaz nodded. “Sure does. And then it heads over that-a-way.”

      He gestured toward the third tree, out of sight behind a slope in the land.

      “You up for exploring?” I was so, so ready.

      “Aye, but we’ll need to come back tomorrow. With equipment. Which means we need to stay the night.”

      

      The tiniest bit deflated and with another complaint to review, I left Tanner and his cohorts to work out amongst themselves who would do what, given the twists in the orchard investigation. I didn’t get to meet River and Rose. They were occupied inside the farmhouse with working healing spells on Cliff and Abi and made it clear they could not be interrupted.

      On my final stop before home, I parked near the outdoor farmer’s market in the center of town. I was reaching for my stash of cloth shopping bags when Tanner knocked on the passenger’s door and planted his elbows on the window opening. He’d ditched his hat, pulled his hair into a low ponytail, and donned a pair of sunglasses, sending a quiver straight to my knees. The man was achingly handsome.

      And my addled hormones were responding. Strongly. “Hey.”

      “Do you have time to talk?” The obsidian glass shielding his eyes couldn’t mask the concern drawing tight lines across his forehead and to the sides of his mouth.

      “I do,” I said. “But I missed lunch, and I really need to pick up some things for dinner.”

      “I’ll help. Then we can go eat.”

      “We?”

      The lower half of the serious face cracked into a smile, and he lifted his glasses. “Agent Jones, would you care to have dinner with me this evening so that we may review the events of this day and discuss how our offices might proceed to work together on this investigation?”

      I thought about his offer for all of one-point-five seconds. “Sure.”

      Summer’s crush of tourists meant I had to lock my car. I divvied up the bags and let Tanner follow me to the stall selling apple cider mini-donuts. Munching on a couple of treats would stave off my hunger and give me time to think about dinner. I paid for a half-dozen cinnamon-and-sugar covered confections, nabbed the one on top, and offered the greasy paper bag to Tanner.

      “Dessert first?” He peered at me over the top edge of his sunglasses. The glow I’d seen at the Pearmains’ was present in the golden sparks glinting in his faceted eyes.

      I’d had my feet in exam room stirrups first thing that morning, silently swearing off intimate encounters with magically-enhanced men, and here I was, losing my resolve at the earliest opportunity. And what was it with the sparkles? Was it a druid thing?

      I’d ask another time. Instead, I answered, “Always.”

      Belly growling, I ate another donut while I collected and paid for a bag of basil and paper produce boxes of wild, sweet strawberries and yellow raspberries. I never tired of the bounty of the island, and to touch, taste, and smell all the life around me was a welcome respite after my encounter with a chest freezer loaded with death. I shuddered and pinched off another sugary bite.

      “May I?” Tanner held a cloth bag open. I deposited my purchases, and he followed my methodical pace, asking. “Do you feel obligated to buy something from each merchant?”

      “Am I that obvious?” I moved to the next stall and was about to bury my nose in the cleft of a plump heirloom tomato when my phone vibrated.

      “MOM,” read the first text, followed quickly by “PIZZA” and “Dad says he needs our help this weekend.”

      Funny how my sons always had time to communicate when the topic was their hunger. Tanner moved ahead to a tent displaying desserts while I texted Thatch and Harper.

      “CHORES”

      “DO THEM”

      “HOME SOON”

      I looked up in time to see a smiling young woman with chin-length hair and a spiked collar place a lattice-topped pie into a box. Her profile was familiar and her name was on the tip of my tongue, though I couldn’t retrieve it. Tanner handed over a credit card while I searched my brain.

      “This okay?” he mouthed, pointing at the box being wrapped with string.

      I nodded and waved my arm in the direction of the bank of shops and restaurants flanking the side of the temporary market. I ordered two pizzas to go at the Italian place and found an empty table where I could sit and wait. My unexpected dinner companion cast a long glance over the milling crowd before heading in my direction.

      “Calli,” Tanner said, his voice low, “put down your phone and look at me like we’re flirting or something.” He slid the red-lettered pie box onto an empty chair. “Don’t look out the window. Look at me.”

      Working against the urge to turn my head and do precisely what he’d asked me not to, I placed an elbow on the table and rested my chin in my hand. With poured concrete under my leather-shod feet and glass and metal to my right, I couldn’t get a read on what might be happening outside the restaurant.

      “We’re being monitored,” he said.

      “Since we left the orchard?”

      Tanner shook his head and reached across the table to touch his fingertips to my elbow. “No, since we entered the market.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They’re probing. It’s subtle, but I can feel it.”

      “Can you sense what they’re looking for? Or who?” Magicals got hungry too, and I’d noticed a couple of familiar signatures as soon as I exited my car.

      The young man behind the counter hit the order bell. “Two Margherita pizzas.”

      “That’s ours,” I said.

      Off-balance at Tanner’s mild alarm—and the sensation of his fingertips on my bare skin—I stood a little too suddenly. My chair teetered and quickly righted, Tanner’s foot looped around the closest leg. While I paid, he retrieved the boxes and stacked the pie container on top.

      “Can we take your car?” he asked.

      I nodded. “But where’s yours?”

      “I let Wes and Kaz use my truck. I’ll have them pick me up when they’re done.” He held the door open with his back. When I passed in front of him, he tensed. “Calliope, take the food.”

      “Why?” My left arm brushed his chest, meeting a solid wall of warm, tensed muscle.

      “Because I’m not sure what it is we might be walking into and I can’t defend us if I’m also trying to save our dinner.” Tanner hitched the straps of my bags higher on my shoulders before handing over the stack of fragrant boxes. The bottom one was hot. He bent forward, brushed his lips against my cheek and whispered into my ear, “Go to your car. Put the food on the floor, start the engine, and wait for me.”

      My urge to gawk at his backside cooled even as my cheeks burned. I hightailed it to where I’d parked, keeping my eyes forward and daring any driver to get in my way.

      Damned if I was going to play the damsel in distress.

      And damn Tanner for making it so easy to pretend there was something between us.

      I stashed the pizzas and the pie behind the driver’s seat, readjusted my cross-body bag, and leaned against the car door, slowly scanning the street and sidewalks. If he could feel the presence of another magical, then so could I.

      Maybe. Probably.

      It was worth a try, especially with the boost to my confidence earlier in the day. Slipping off my boots and wincing at the gravel underfoot, I kept my eyes open—always a challenge when I was sensing—and fed my awareness out in concentric circles.
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