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      “Here’s your tea, Kai, and here’s a chai latte for Marcus. You two heading out tonight?” Sarah asked as she slid the insulated mugs over the counter. The Apothecary Tea Shop was glowing with warmth and light, a welcoming beacon in a cool November evening. The scents of spices and the comforting wash of friendly, familiar magic all meant home to Kai who had been coming in here since he was a child. Sarah herself was a new addition, granddaughter of the woman who had started the shop with Doc. That certainly didn’t hurt the family feeling of the place.

      “Yeah,” Kai said. “We’re actually going to head up into the city tonight. It’s getting dark early enough to make the trip worthwhile for him.” He picked up his mug— sunset orange with cartoon coyotes all over it— and took a sip of the tea, immediately regretting it when I burned his mouth.

      “Careful, it’s hot.” Sarah grinned at him.

      “Perfect for starting a night out, then.” Kai winked at her and returned her grin. He had actually been making the trip up to San Francisco with Marcus every weekend for the past few weeks. It was difficult enough for his friend being a vampire in the summer, but to add an hour and a half drive to that just to feed? They had stuck to the closer clubs of San Jose to satisfy Marcus’ needs. Kai wasn’t about to let the man accidentally starve himself again.

      “Well, drive safe. Now that Halloween is over, everyone’s sliding into the holidays and getting a bit wild,” Sarah said. She shuffled a few things around the counter and swiped a cloth over the surface.

      “We will. And the bright side of that is all the free-floating energy for Marcus to soak up. And we get to enjoy fancy holiday-themed drinks!” Kai saluted her with Marcus’ mug— a dark blue one with bats and a full moon decorating it— and laughed when Sarah’s voice caught him at the door.

      “It’s the fancy holiday drunks I’m worried about!” she called after him.

      Halloween was only barely over, but it was clear that Thanksgiving and Christmas was in full force in town as he strolled back toward the Village at Rancho San Califia apartments. It was bittersweet, thinking about the holidays. It would be the first one since Miss Rosie passed away, but they had so many new friends to celebrate with. She would have loved them all, Kai knew.

      And if he was going to be honest, they had a lot to be thankful for this year. Miss Rosie may have died, but it was of natural causes and she had been at peace with it. With all the conflict and fighting that had happened since, Kai felt very lucky that nobody else died. It was a close thing, too, in the battle with the wights, or when they faced off against Hunters and warlocks and crazy witches. The only creatures killed in those encounters were actual soulless monsters and a couple of basilisks. Kai shivered, wondering if he could have killed one of the more human enemies they’d faced. He hoped that was never a decision he needed to make.

      He sighed and risked another sip of his tea and turned his mind to guessing what today’s blend was. The cinnamon he could smell easily, and the orange was pretty obvious as well, but the rest remained a mystery to him. It was tasty, though, and he knew it would be stacked with both herbal benefits and Doc’s signature good health spell. It was one benefit of going to a tea shop owned and operated by witches.

      Another benefit was that they didn’t tease him too mercilessly about the reusable mugs. They’d been gifts from Marcus’ daughter Cassie and her new best friend, Sophie who had seen the bat one in a Halloween display and then gone searching for others to suit a select few friends. Kai had been tough to shop for, Cassie explained. There were loads of wolf-themed things, she’d said, but not a lot of coyotes.

      The heat from the tea spread through his whole body. Kai was glad of that, now that it was getting cool at night again. They might need jackets on their evening out, but that was such a pain to juggle outerwear at a club. His thoughts spiraled off into plans and possibilities, and as he turned onto his street, he was barely paying attention to the world around him, lost in thought.

      A whisper of magic brushed his senses and he stopped, stock-still on the sidewalk, searching for the source of the wisp of power. Magic here was easily enough explained, though, and when nothing else happened he shrugged and continued on to the wrought iron pedestrian gate. It had been a tough enough year keeping their apartment complex safe, he didn’t need to borrow trouble where there wasn’t any. With as many spirits and magical creatures as they had living here at the Village at Rancho San Calafia apartments, stray magic was to be expected.

      He was just a bit paranoid anymore. The scar on his leg throbbed for a moment to remind him not to take safety for granted. Wights, Hunters, mad witches, and personal betrayals had made this a far more exciting year than anyone would ever hope for, and even though the past couple months had been quiet, everyone still stayed alert. Maybe the decades of peace and quiet had made them sloppy with their safety, but Kai would rather have that life than one where they had to look over their shoulder every time they stepped out of their home.

      Kai took a long look around the quiet street using all the senses available to him before he shut the gate closed again. The familiar tingle of the wards swept over him and he relaxed slightly. To his right the artificial spring gurgled cheerfully and an extra splash let him know that someone was taking an evening swim in the rocky pond below the landscaped waterfall. Well, that’s what it was there for, after all. And it was a nice evening for it. Cool but not too cold with the faint scent of the nearby bay coloring the air. A star or two even tried to twinkle overhead, stubbornly piercing the light pollution of the area.

      He smiled, knowing that his people were safe still. He was even expecting an old friend to return soon, after a long stay away for college and then graduate school and a job in the Midwest. Kai hadn’t seen Frank since just a bit after high school. Vacations got busy with internships and projects, and they had drifted apart, as friendships sometimes do.

      Still, they’d known each other almost since birth, and had both grown up here, before Kai’s family moved to the East Coast. Then it was long summers hanging out with each other in the pool or wandering down the hiking trail along the creek. Good memories. And Kai was looking forward to seeing Frank again now, and learning about each other as adults face to face rather than on the easily impersonal Facebook.

      But that was for another day. Tonight, he had plans. A short walk brought him to the Wells’ apartment door and he knocked gently with the toe of his shoe.

      “It’s not like we didn’t know you were coming over, Kai. Just come in.” Cassie’s voice was muffled by the still-shut door.

      “A little help, please? My hands are a little full and my telekinesis is on the fritz,” Kai called back. The door popped open and behind it stood two girls, clearly on the cusp of high school.

      “Do you really have telekinesis?” Sophie’s eyes were wide with shock, and Kai swallowed a laugh.

      “No, Soph. I was being snarky, sorry.” He stepped into the tidy apartment. “If I’d known you two were back already I’d have brought something for you, too. Marcus?” he called. “Here’s your chai!”

      “Dad’s still getting out of the shower. He slept in a bit this evening,” Cassie answered from the sofa without looking up from her book. “I’ll text Sarah, maybe she’ll bring leftovers. We have a big history project due next week.”

      “We’re waiting for our other group-mates, and Sarah is going to be here as our supervisory adult.” Sophie rolled her eyes and huffed back onto the couch. “Daniel’s mom wouldn’t let him come over if there wasn’t an adult here.”

      Kai didn’t swallow his laugh this time. “Well, better safe than sorry, I guess.”

      “Safest place in Northern California is right here,” Cassie muttered.

      “I don’t think wights and witches are what Mrs. Grayson is worried about,” Marcus said drily as he walked into the room. Kai grinned when he saw the very nerd-chic plaid button up shirt Marcus wore to go out to a club. Sure, neither of them was looking to find company for the evening, but at least Kai tried to look the part. Granted, it was just a nice t-shirt and designer jeans, but he knew he could slide a long way on his looks thanks to his somewhat unusual heritage.

      “Thank you for this.” Marcus took the cup and rolled his eyes at the bats, like he did every time he saw the cup. “Okay, you girls be good. You know the rules. We’ll be back late, so don’t wait up.” Marcus drained the last of his drink and put the mug in the sink before he grabbed his jacket and headed out the door.

      “Be careful, you guys.” Cassie turned to them and frowned. “Gabe was feeling nervous this morning, and that makes me nervous.”

      Kai paused on his way out. “Did he see something?”

      Cassie shook her head. “No. No visions, I asked. He just fussed around a bit and shrugged. Said he got like this sometimes. He said it’s probably something that affects him specifically, so he can’t really see it.” She frowned again and looked Kai in the eye. “He said that the last time he felt this was right before the whole thing with those Hunters who were after him, but that this time he’s not running away.”

      “He’s not alone anymore,” Kai agreed. “I’m glad he knows that.”

      “He’s home here,” Cassie’s frown cleared, then she glanced at Sophie in the kitchen getting sodas from the fridge. “We all are.”

      Kai grinned and closed the door behind him. But Cassie’s warning stayed with him. That errant wisp of magic earlier hadn’t felt familiar, not that that meant much. There were plenty of children here who were all coming into their power at different ages and times. Sophie herself was likely to come into her power soon. Cassie’s power, of course, was her wisdom and patience. She was easily his favorite human.

      So he hadn’t worried much about the unfamiliar magic when he first noticed it, but now coupled with Gabe’s premonition… It was fairly inconvenient that Gabe’s powers didn’t allow him visions of himself.

      “What’s got you worried now?” Marcus asked once they were in the car and heading north. Kai glanced over at him and stopped drumming his thumbs on the steering wheel.

      “Nothing specific,” Kai said. “Gabe had a bad feeling this morning, apparently.”

      “Yes, Cassie mentioned it,” Marcus said. “I have to admit that makes me a little nervous. When your local seer has a bad feeling, it’s usually a good idea to heed that.”

      “Yeah. I’ll have to catch up with him in the morning.” Kai nodded.

      The freeway flashed lights across their faces, Marcus’ brown eyes looking black in the shadows between.

      “There’s something else, isn’t there? You’re normally not quite so put off by Gabe’s visions.”

      Kai shrugged and stayed silent for a while.

      “I’m not sure, really,” he finally shrugged. “I guess I’ve gotten used to having some sort of terrible thing going on all the time, this year. I’m feeling lucky that no one has died in all these adventures, as close as it’s been a few times. It’s been months now since Alicia cursed Doc and those others, and I think I’m feeling a little nervous.”

      “I can understand that,” Marcus nodded. “When Cassie and I got here, it took a long time for me to stop watching over our shoulder all the time. I know the Hunters that chased us around the continent were in prison, finally, but I still get uneasy. We were running for a long time, and have only been settled for a few months.”

      “You’re safe here, Marcus. Both of you, I swear I’ll make sure of it,” Kai almost snarled the words.

      Marcus chuckled. “I know, Kai. My point is that it’s a hard habit to break, once you’re accustomed to that sort of excitement and constant fear. But Gabe has had a premonition of sorts, and we can all watch out for him. As they say, after all— forewarned is forearmed.”

      “Agreed,” Kai said, with a nod. “Let’s go get you fed, just in case we need a lidérc in top form.”
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      Kai yawned into his coffee and swore he’d just finish this paperwork before going home to nap. They hadn’t been out terribly late, but the mental fog was hanging over him pretty heavily.

      Gabe slouched into the office and slumped into the chair across the desk from Kai. Gabe was starting to fill out a bit, growing past the gangly stage of teenagerdom. His blonde hair was longer now, and a shaggy enough to brush his eyebrows, and he had the beginnings of some muscle on his frame. Turns out that eating regularly and not sleeping on the streets (or in the woods, as Sebastian had found him,) was good for the boy’s health, and Kai was still glad to see it every time Gabe came into the office.

      Today, though, he looked almost as ragged as he had when he came to live at the Village. His skin was pale and he had dark smudges beneath his eyes, which looked troubled.

      “What’s up, Gabe? You okay? Need a day off to go back to bed?” Kai shut his laptop and focused on his friend. More than that, Kai was his patron of sorts. Gabe was a seer and before he’d stumbled into the group of spirits in the Village, he’d been plagued by uncontrollable visions that first alienated his family, then drove him to run away at fourteen. Poor kid had spent years living out of homeless shelters and hidden campsites, scraping together a life as best he could while still fighting off the wild, out of control power he didn’t understand.

      Once Kai’s brother had befriended him, and they had all dealt with the people who wanted to use Gabe’s gift for their own violent plans, they figured out that like most seers throughout history, Gabe needed a tether of sorts. He needed a patron god to help him manage his visions, and when Mr. Young gently refused the role, he’d directed Gabe to Kai. Kai wasn’t a god and had pointed that out. But everyone else answered that they knew damn well who his father was, and his grandmother hadn’t exactly been power-poor either. If he wasn’t a god now, he would be soon enough, and it turned out that a demi-god was more than qualified to be a seer’s patron.

      Gabe went through a series of expressions, no doubt reflecting his thoughts as he ran through them. Nerves, tension, and a faint hope flickered across his face before he spoke.

      “I don’t think going to bed is going to help when I have unsettling and unspecific nightmares all night,” Gabe finally said with a grimace. He seemed to find the top of Kai’s desk interesting, as hard as he was frowning at it.

      “Visions?” Kai frowned and leaned on his elbows on the desk. Gabe shook his head slowly.

      “No, nothing that specific. They’re more like…” Gabe scrunched his face up for a minute, then sighed. “They’re just regular nightmares, really. But there’s a feeling through all of them. Like impending doom. I haven’t slept well in a few days.” Gabe huffed a laugh and waved a vague hand at his face. “I’m sure you couldn’t tell.”

      “That would be why I asked, yes,” Kai nodded. “You think something’s after you? You can’t see yourself in these visions…”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. These aren’t like the premonitions I used to get, but then everything’s different now, so I’m not sure.” Gabe shifted restlessly and sighed. “Not just my gift, either. I mean, even thinking of my visions as a gift is a pretty serious shift, you know?” He raised his hand and swept his hair back off his forehead with his fingers.

      Kai nodded and waited, getting the sense that Gabe wasn’t finished.

      “When I got the feeling that something bad was going to happen my instinct has always been to run. I ran when I was fourteen and heard Mom talking to her priest about casting out my demons. I ran when I got creeped out by a guy at one of the shelters in L.A. I ran when I didn’t like the group of guys that hung out near the cafe I washed dishes at a few times at a truck stop in Nevada. You get the idea,” Gabe glanced up at Kai. “It was easy to run when I had no reason to stay. I’m not running from here.”

      “We wouldn’t let you,” Kai grinned. “You’re family now. You’re stuck with us.” He meant it, too. Everyone in the Village was more or less protective of everyone else. They weren’t all super close, and a few of the residents were not people Kai wanted to hang out with socially, to put it mildly, but when it came to threats to one of them— especially threats from outside the community— they all banded together.

      It was safer that way for spirits living in a human world.

      “Yeah?” Gabe finally offered up a small smile.

      “Even if it wasn’t a matter of general safety, Gabe. You’re our friend. Seb’s practically adopted you. And on top of that, if we don’t take care of each other, what the hell is society there for, anyway?” Kai raised his brows at Gabe and silently dared him to argue. “I know there are people out there who are about as anti-social as it gets. That Hunter that was after you, for example. Hell, all the Hunters out there. But we’ve got your back here.”

      The small smile bloomed and Gabe’s tired eyes lit up finally. “Thanks, Kai. It still feels kind of weird that I have a real home. Friends that actually care and stuff. Pushy, annoying older brother figures.”

      Kai grinned. “Sebastian still after you about taking classes?”

      “Yeah,” Gabe glanced back at the door like Kai’s brother was standing there listening in. “Don’t tell him, but I’m registered for some general end classes next semester. I start the end of January.”

      “Don’t want to see that obnoxious ‘I told you so’ smirk, huh?” Kai asked.

      “Basically,” Gabe agreed. “I’ll tell him when I figure out what I want to study. If anything. I’m not kidding when I say that I’m pretty happy here doing maintenance.”

      “Well, there’s always trade schoo—” Kai’s desk phone rang. He rolled his eyes and gestured for Gabe to stay when the young man made to stand up and leave.

      “The Village and Rancho San Calafia, this is Kai. How can I help you?”

      “Kai Russell?” Asked a tight voice.

      “Speaking.” A niggle of worry zapped through Kai’s chest.

      “This is Lloyd Franklin with the City of Los Gatos. It was recently called to my attention that you have had some renovations done to the property. I’ve reviewed the permits and the plans that were registered and would like to schedule a time to come out and inspect the property in person.”

      His tone was not exactly cold, but it was brisk, and the worry arced through Kai again. He glanced at Gabe who was watching him with a frown.

      “Um, certainly, Mr. Franklin. When would be good for you? I’m almost always available during business hours,” Kai said. Gabe’s brows rose, and he watched silently while Kai opened his laptop and scheduled the inspection. Sebastian came in while he was tapping out the meeting onto his calendar and shot him a questioning glance before going to sit at his own desk.

      “I have to admit, I thought we’d finished all this. We only updated the roofing and the appliances, and we’ve had those inspected already. Everything else is waiting for next year.” Kai was more than happy to work with the city, but between the stiffness in Lloyd Franklin’s words, and Gabe’s premonitions, Kai was more on edge than he probably needed to be.

      “Due diligence is what keeps Los Gatos citizens safe, Mr. Russell.” Came the terse reply.

      “Of course. I’ll see you soon, then.” Kai ended the call a moment later with over polite farewells, then frowned at the phone when it rested back in its cradle.

      “Who was that?” Seb asked.

      “That was Lloyd Franklin, city inspector. He wants to come to inspect,” Kai answered.

      “Inspect what, exactly? And why? I thought we’d finished all that.” Sebastian pressed, and Kai had to shrug. “I have no idea. The roof, I guess. Maybe the clubhouse since that was sort of a last-minute thing. We’ll have to make sure that there’s no suspicious informal coffee shop stuff in there, I guess.” Kai frowned at the phone again, then shrugged and returned his attention to Gabe. “Now then, back to your problem.”

      “Oh thank god somebody’s doing something about Gabe’s sleeping habits,” Sebastian groaned. “If I had to spend one more hour working with the gloomy yawn machine here, I was going to run away to the Caribbean.”

      “Oh come on, it’s not like you’ve never shown up here exhausted from not sleeping,” Gabe shot back. “Just because my excuse isn’t as pretty as yours is, doesn’t mean you need to rub your nose in it.”

      Sebastian just grinned broadly. “Sarah is pretty, isn’t she? Maybe she’ll come with me to a tropical island and neither of us will have to hear you yawn.”

      “Okay, both of you,” Kai cut in. “I swear, it’s like preschool in here some days. Gabe. Let’s go through your grounding ritual really quick and see if that helps drain off some of these unscheduled nightmares.”

      “I hope I never want to schedule a nightmare,” Gabe grumbled, but he kicked off his shoes and socks and stood barefoot, ready to head to the small manmade spring.

      “And then after that, I want you to go with Sebastian to The Apothecary. Doc’ll take one look at you and you’ll be set up with some tea or something that’ll help you get some decent rest.”

      “Seriously, Gabe. I don’t want you working around here when you’re exhausted. It’s unsafe,” Sebastian agreed.

      “Exactly. And it’ll get the both of you out of my hair for a while so I can get some actual work done instead of having to hold story time and recess for you two children.” Kai started toward the door.

      “So you’re sending us off for nap time and a timeout instead? Very clever, Mr. Kai. Can we have art class later?” Sebastian’s voice followed him out the door and as it closed he flicked a ball of foxfire back into the room, laughing at Sebastian’s sudden yelp.
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      Kai watched quietly while Gabe rolled up the cuffs of his jeans and stepped carefully into the shallower end of the pond. It had been made years ago to resemble the one from the Waterhouse painting Hylas and the Nymphs, fed by a short stream that flowed away from a small, built up waterfall. It was usually used for those water spirits that wanted or needed a more natural place to swim, but still be safe from prying human eyes. The pond itself was wide and deep enough for most of the adult spirits in the Village to have enough space for a decent swim, and the stream was shallow enough for the kids to splash around on hot summer days if they wanted to.

      When Gabe first arrived and they’d started trying to find a way to ground his powers, the pair had tried out several places for this ritual, and the flowing water and feeling of seclusion that the small grotto provided turned out to be perfect for them to work. It made sense once Kai started thinking about it. The most famous seer he knew of— the Oracle at Delphi— worked in a cave that required a pilgrimage to reach. Taking their young seer out to the pond for some peace was something Kai was more than willing to do.

      While Gabe breathed slowly Kai flicked out a dozen balls of foxfire, letting them over on the surface of the water and hang in the air around the seer, extinguishing each one with a brief touch of his fingers.

      “You ready?” Kai asked. After a moment Gabe nodded and closed his eyes. Kai flicked his fingers and set the flames dancing around Gabe who started slowly reaching out to touch them each in turn as they drifted near him. Kai mused, as he often did, how much it was like he was training a Jedi instead of a seer, but as Doc had once said, the principle was the same. Focus, concentration, and extending the senses that weren’t used in day-to-day life.

      The exercise helped Gabe root himself in the present moment instead of being pulled away by the future. Gabe said it was like meditating, but left him clear in a way that his mind wasn’t used to. Empty of the future and of visions and extra magic firing off any of it. As for Kai, he could feel the magic sliding off Gabe’s fingers and used that to douse the cold fireballs he’d created. The flow of Gabe’s strange, mostly dormant magic was fascinating to him and, when Kai was feeling really honest, made him feel more powerful.

      After about ten minutes, Gabe had put out every flame, and lowered his arm. A few more deep breaths and he slowly opened his eyes.

      “Better?” Kai asked quietly. He handed Gabe a small towel and waited as he dried off his feet.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Gabe said. Kai hadn’t even realized Gabe’s voice held a rough edge to it until now when it was mostly gone.

      “I feel less weirdly anxious,” Gabe added.

      “Good. Let’s get back inside to Seb. I’m serious that I want you to take the rest of the day off,” Kai said, offering a hand to help Gabe stand up. “Go get some tea, take a long, hot bath or something. Binge watch something on TV and fall asleep in the middle.”

      Gabe grinned. “Man. My boss is such a stickler. What a pain.”

      Kai just rolled his eyes and herded his friend back towards the office.
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      “Well you look much better this morning,” Kai said. He perched on a stool at a tall table near the counter at The Apothecary, waiting for his to-go order. Gabe had lost the shadowed smudges under his eyes, and this whole body seemed to be lighter than it had been in his office yesterday.

      “Man, it’s amazing what a difference sleep can make,” Gabe agreed. He bustled around the room, and Kai spent a moment watching him with inhuman sight, checking for any hint of the unsettled magic that flared before a vision. Gabe’s power was very strange to them— it lay so dormant, normally, that he seemed entirely human. At first, they’d thought he WAS human and had been treating him like one. It wasn’t until he had a vision that his magic started to swirl, and even then Kai himself hadn’t noticed anything unusual until he accidentally grounded Gabe’s power and knocked the boy out.

      “True enough. I’m going to head home and nap myself pretty soon. Marcus and I were up late,” Kai groaned. “Sebastian’s in the office this morning, though, so I don’t feel too bad.”

      “Why’s anyone have to be in the office? Everyone’s got your cell numbers if there’s a problem.” The bell over the door interrupted them. Gabe smiled and hustled over to the door to hold it open for the mother trying to get her stroller into the shop. Once he’d gotten her settled at a table and taken her order he hustled back to get her order together.

      “Yes, everyone does have our cell phone numbers, but we’d best stay staffed while this inspection stuff is going. We may be fairly informal within the walls, but no need to court legal trouble,” Kai sighed. “Any nightmares or anything else?”

      “No, nothing since yesterday, thank goodness.” Gabe took the chance to tidy a bit while it was mostly calm. “I’ve still got this low-grade sense of… something, but nothing I can pin down. Sarah suggested that maybe I try to draw out a vision later, but we wanted to talk to you and Doc first. Maybe I can get some specifics if someone else is involved since I can’t see visions for myself.”

      Kai nodded. “Not a bad idea, actually. Let me know what your plans are, and I’ll make myself available.”

      “Thanks, Kai,”

      The back door chime sounded and they glanced up at the curtain that separated the shop from the kitchen and back room. Gabe had taken to calling it the Inner Sanctum since that was where Doc and Sarah both mixed up the daily tea blends and their witch’s potions and remedies. Only deliveries and spirits needing supernatural medical attention came to the back door.

      “Looks like you’re on your own for a little bit,” Kai said.

      “Won’t be the first time. At least it looks fairly calm today
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