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Chapter 1

Watching a friend die was hard. Keira
sat at Belinda Foster’s bedside in the hospice unit. There were
probably only days left. This was one of Belinda’s lucid days.
Keira couldn’t stall the lethal progression of her friend’s cancer
but she could give her a little pain relief while they talked.
Resting her fingertips on Belinda’s arm, Keira let a little trickle
of her magic flow into her friend.

“I have a favor to ask you,” said
Belinda.

“Anything,” answered Keira.

“Val’s grad school fellowship is coming
to an end.” Belinda referred to her twin brother. “After Edy left
me, he really stepped up to the plate, dragging me back and forth
to doctor appointments and chemo and radiation. Basically he put
his life on hold and dipped into what little savings he had. His
housing lease is about to run out too but he can’t live on the
part-time waiter job while he waits to see if the teaching position
will get renewed for the fall. Can you please find him a safe place
to stay for a month or two while he gets his life back together?
Knowing him, he’d live in his car rather than miss a day seeing
me.”

“Absolutely. I’ll take care of
him.”

“I know that the two of you have only
met in passing. He should be back from lunch in fifteen or twenty
minutes. I’ll introduce you properly.”

Keira gingerly returned to the topic of
Edy. “Since you’re asking me about a place to stay for Val, I’m
guessing that the house thing with Edy is unresolved.” Edy had been
Belinda’s partner.

“Yeah, unresolved is a good word.
Worthless bitch. We buy a house together because I think we’re
going to spend the rest of our lives together, then cancer, and
everything that comes with it and she decides she just can’t cope.
I suppose I should be grateful she let me live there for the past
year. I got an email last week saying she had resumed mortgage
payments for me but would be liquidating the property to allow for
payment of my medical bills. God… it would have hurt less for her
to say ‘I’m selling the house ‘cause you’re about to kick off and I
don’t want to get dragged down with you.’ What did I ever see in
her?”

“Is there anything else I can
do?”

“You’re doing it. Take care of Val. I
love him and feel like I haven’t held up my end.”

“You did all the legal paperwork. You
made all the arrangements for …after,” said Keira.

“When I’m dead and gone. You can say
the words hon’.”

“I know.”

In a short while a young man walked
into Belinda’s room. He was of average height, slender, had short
cropped brown hair that looked like it might be uncontrollably
curly if he let it grow out. His face was the same shape as
Belinda’s, a long oval with a hint of a dimple in his
chin.

“Val, this is Keira Marshall. She was
my roommate in college. Keira, my brother Val,” said
Belinda.

Val stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet
you. Actually, did we meet at some ‘do’ given by my family a while
back?”

Keira smiled. “Yeah, I think you might
be right.”

“She has some contacts who might be
able to help you find a new apartment,” said Belinda.

“Sis… it’s fine I’ll manage,” protested
Val.

~

Dust motes hung in the air. Val took
one last look around the apartment he’d lived in for the past three
years. Everything he owned was in boxes or suitcases. Everything
was at an end. Graduate fellowship done, no more housing, Belinda
dead and two days left until her memorial service. He felt
empty.

Most of his stuff had been put into
storage. Belinda, the loyal sister until the end, had wrangled him
a place to stay for a week or two, with her old college roommate.
Keira said she lived in an enormous house with a roommate of her
own, an older man name Duncan, who was a contract law attorney. She
claimed there was a spare room for him for as long as he needed it.
Val hoped he’d only be there a short time. He hated to be beholden
to someone.

What had Belinda said Keira did?
Something corporate. Maybe she had said computer technician or was
it programming? Val couldn’t quite remember. The parts of his head
that didn’t feel desolate were occupied by that gut-wrenching image
of watching Belinda take her last breath. He picked up a box and
carried it in the direction of his car.

~

Double-checking that she’d left a set
of clean sheets laying on the bed in the spare bedroom, Keira
walked back down the stairs toward Duncan’s office. She wondered
what Val would make of her relationship with Duncan. He was older
than her by thirteen years, certainly not old enough to qualify as
her parent’s generation but there was a noticeable age difference.
Half the people she knew thought he was just some old friend she
shared a house with, a portion of the rest thought she had daddy
issues and that she was his mid-life crisis. Only a few close
friends understood the complexity of what they had … or the
magic.

Duncan was steady, reliable and always
considerate, a man who had come to understand his bisexuality later
in life than some. Keira and he had an open relationship. She had
figured out her own bisexual wants in her late teenage years and
had plowed her way through a series of messy and doomed liaisons.
Her life had been a floundering disaster in a dozen different ways
when she first met Duncan. Her relationship with Duncan fell
somewhere in the “friends with benefits” category and yet there
were some deep emotional ties when they chose to acknowledge them.
She had other lovers, so did he, but beneath it all they peacefully
coexisted, returning to each other again and again. On top of their
emotional relationship lay a layer of mentor/ student. Without his
guidance, coping with her inborn magic would be so much
harder.

Keira glanced at her watch. Val was
supposed to come by around two. If he was late, she’d forgive him.
Belinda’s death the day before had hit him hard. Keira had talked
to him on the phone briefly a few hours afterward and Val had been
hard pressed to string coherent sentences together. She had half an
hour before he might show up.

Walking into Duncan’s office, she saw
him standing in front of one of the long windows.

He was immaculately dressed in charcoal
gray wool slacks, a white dress shirt and black Italian leather
shoes. His dark hair had just a touch of gray at the temples, his
body was still muscular and fit. He had a sheaf of papers in his
hand and was reading them, rimless reading glasses on. He turned to
face her, pulling his glasses off. “Has Mr. Foster arrived
yet?”

“No, he’s not due for another half
hour. Are you sure you’re okay with this? I did kind of spring it
on you without a lot of notice.”

“I am sure I can tolerate an extra
person around the house for a few weeks. You said he just completed
a graduate school fellowship?” Duncan asked.

“In botany. He was working with one of
the pharmaceutical companies to culture some rain forest plants for
further study. It’s my understanding he has a year to finish his
dissertation so he can defend and get his Ph.D.”

“Perhaps you can convince him to apply
a little TLC to the back garden. It really is a bit of a wilderness
out there.”

Keira smiled. “Very true.” She loved
listening to Duncan’s voice, deep and silky smooth. She walked
toward him and slipped her arms around him, raising up on her toes
to steal a kiss. “Thank you,” she whispered.

As she left ,she saw him lift a finger
toward his desk and a fountain pen floated up and into his
hand.

~

Big old rambling house was how Keira
had described it. Val stood on the front steps looking upward. Big
ass upscale mansion was the phrase he would have used. Okay, maybe
it wasn’t brand new, but still… He had four boxes and two suitcases
in his car. It wouldn’t take too long to haul them up to whatever
room he’d be staying in. He was truly grateful for Belinda’s
parting gift. Without the stipend from the fellowship, he only made
about two hundred and fifty bucks a week waiting tables, definitely
not enough to pay rent and eat. Although he supposed he could try
and pick up some extra hours, since he no longer was working for
the university. Not today though, and not tomorrow, Tuesday was the
memorial service. Just the thought of that made his chest hurt.
Belinda was gone. By tomorrow, she would be ashes in a
jar.

Val had to take a deep breath and blow
it out before he knocked on the front door. It would be stupid to
show up in tears. He almost expected the door to be opened by a
butler or some other servant type employee. It was just Keira. He
let out a small sigh of relief.

“Come in,” she said and stepped back.
“Any trouble finding us?”

“No, it was pretty simple.” He looked
around. There was nothing opulent but the limited furniture he saw
in the foyer didn’t look cheap either.

“How much do you have to bring in? Do
we need to make another run back to the apartment to get more
stuff?” she asked.

“No, I… most of my stuff’s in storage.
I hope not to have to bother you for too long. I’ve only got a few
boxes and a couple bags.”

“Val, don’t rush yourself. I think you
need a little time to let life settle around you.” Keira put a hand
on Val’s arm. She slowly shut the door behind him. “Come meet
Duncan. He’s in his study doing paperwork.”

He followed her down a hallway to a
room decorated in leather and dark wood. An older man sat behind a
wide desk; he stood up when Keira and Val came in.

“I’m Duncan Rothwell. I’m sorry for
your loss.” The older man held out a hand.

When Val shook Duncan’s hand, Duncan
put his opposite hand on Val’s shoulder. It was an oddly comforting
touch and for a moment he wished it would continue. “Val Foster.
I’m very grateful to you and Keira for letting me stay here. With
everything that’s happened the past few weeks, Belinda in hospice
and all, I’m afraid I didn’t plan very well.”

“There’s only so much one person can do
in times of crisis. I’m glad to be of assistance. Keira can show
you around, point out where the kitchen is and towels for the
bathroom and all the necessary items. If you need a hand bringing
your things in, let me know.”

Val didn’t know what he’d expected of
Duncan. Belinda had said the man was an attorney. Maybe he expected
flash and bling and aggression. Val’s throat tightened; he hadn’t
expected gentle words and sympathy. “I’ll be fine. I didn’t bring
much.”

“Would you consider joining us for
dinner?” asked Duncan. “I have no commitments tonight and it would
give us a chance to get acquainted.”

The dinner invitation somehow brought
up visions of fine china and fancy silverware at a banquet sized
table. Val wasn’t sure what to say.

Keira piped up. “It’s okay if you’re
not interested. You’ve had a lot to do since yesterday, but the
offer is open. Duncan always cooks too much anyway.”

If Duncan was cooking, as opposed to
some in house chef, maybe dinner wasn’t as much of an affair as Val
had thought. “Thank you.”

~

As Val followed Keira through the
house, she cast a long look at him. He was pale, shadows under his
eyes and he looked stressed. He had every reason.

“We keep a list stuck on the outside of
the refrigerator of anything that needs to be bought. Just leave a
note of anything you need or use up,” said Keira as they reached
the kitchen.

“How much do you want me to give you
for food?”

“Don’t worry about it right now. We’ll
figure it later. That cupboard’s plates and bowls, and this one is
cups and glasses. Do you have any food allergies? I didn’t think to
ask.”

“No. I hate green peppers but that’s a
preference not an allergy.”

Keira grinned. “Head back toward the
foyer and we’ll go upstairs. Oh and I need to give you the access
code for the alarm system to the house.”

It took a few minutes to show him the
security system access panel and how to use it. Then she took him
up to see the spare bedroom, the hallway bathroom and rest of the
upstairs, afterwards they brought Val’s possessions in from the
car.

Setting the last box down in the
bedroom, Keira said, “Do you need someone to go with you to the
crematorium tomorrow? I can take a couple of hours off from
work.”

He shook his head. “I think it needs to
be just me. Belinda made all the arrangements. She said she wanted
it simple. The only thing she left up to me was what to do with her
ashes. She said I could keep them if I liked or I could go spread
them by the lake.”

Keira’s heart hurt for him. Belinda had
been her friend, but Val was the only close family Belinda had had.
It was obvious he was devastated by her death, even though they all
had known it was coming. Val was just going through the motions.
“If you change your mind, just tell me.”

“Thanks.”

“We’ll probably eat around seven,
unless Duncan decides to try cooking something new.”

“Okay,” Val replied.

“And feel free to wander around the
house and figure out where everything is. There’s a garden outback,
but truthfully it looks like a scene from some creature from the
pit nightmare. I have a black thumb and Duncan’s been too busy to
deal with it.”

He nodded.

Keira left him in the bedroom. She
wasn’t sure if some alone time was good before all the things he’d
have to
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