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      THE LIGHTS IN THE hotel lobby started to flicker.

      Elizabeth sat up straighter, instantly on guard. She looked around.

      Damn it! None of the other guests waiting for the shuttle to the Portland airport appeared to notice how the lights flashed off and on. They didn’t hear the loud buzzing noise either, sounding like the approach of an angry swarm of bees.

      The steak salad that Elizabeth had had for lunch with her clients suddenly felt like a leaden weight in her stomach.

      She pushed herself up to standing, intending to leave. Now.

      She could take a taxi to the airport, though she didn’t want to spend the money. She grabbed her purse, her laptop bag, and her matching yellow suitcase, then headed for the revolving door.

      Too late.

      The air grew viscous, as if suddenly filled with honey. Elizabeth fought against it, but it had already caught her.

      Everyone in the hotel lobby slowed down as well: the couple hurrying to the reception desk came to a halt, the concierge pointing out the door now stood motionless, the uncontrolled child who’d tripped had stopped, mid-fall.

      Helpless, Elizabeth stood without moving like everyone else. But she was the only one aware of this break in normal time.

      Out of the corner of her left eye she saw the swarm approaching. She fought against the spell holding her to turn her head, moving barely an eighth of an inch to watch the bees.

      The swarm ambled its way to the first person it encountered, completely covering the businessman’s body like a second suit, crawling over his flabby face and fat lips, combing through his quarter-inch shaved hair, dipping down to his hands and climbing over his briefcase.

      When they flew away en-mass, the man’s body glowed for a few moments, sticky and coated in yellow pollen.

      But the glow didn’t last. The pollen flaked off and fell to the floor, fading from a sparkling heap of glitter to mere dust seconds later.

      The bees flew to the next person, coating them, then the next, and the next, always coming closer, searching for…something. Someone.

      Elizabeth was never certain who or what they hoped to find. The pollen never stuck. The bees remained without a nest or a home.

      One flew over to where Elizabeth stood spellbound. It landed close to her ear, softly buzzing, sounding like a happy-cat purr. It rubbed its head against her cheek, comforting her? It? Both of them?

      Then it flew off to join the swarm again.

      Elizabeth knew that when she next looked in a mirror, in addition to her tawny-colored skin, freshly straightened hair, broad forehead and hazel eyes, she’d see a streak of yellow across her cheek, like a tribal mark. No one without magic would be able to see it, though.

      She shivered, trying to break free of the spell that held her.

      Why did the bees insist that she watch their failed dance? Her father had been a bee keeper. He’d died a few months earlier. She still missed him terribly. He’d never talked of the bees performing such a ritual.

      The first time the bees had appeared, a week after his funeral, she’d thought they’d come to mourn with her. She hadn’t expected to be held.

      And then stung.

      Elizabeth shivered as the swarm slowly made its way toward her. She found herself sweating under her crisp white shirt. Dread pooled at the small of her back, tightening the muscles across the tops of her thighs under her black leggings. Her toes tensed, as if she stood poised, ready to run, to make a break from the nightmare that held her.

      If she could have moved.

      The buzzing grew louder, sounding angry now as they arrived. The smell of the hive washed over her, a waxy, musky scent lightly flavored with honey. The bees nestled along her jaw, tasting her face with their gentle tongues, tickling the exposed skin on her wrists and palms.

      Finally, the first sting came. Gentle, like a lover’s biting kiss, just under her right ear.

      Only half a dozen more stings followed—across the back of her neck, on both of her wrists, on her forehead and cheeks. The most painful one was from a bee that had crawled down her shirt and stung her right over her heart. Maybe the bees were getting as tired of this game as she was.

      The stings wouldn’t be apparent to most. Elizabeth never swelled up, and the marks never turned red. The cousins on her father’s side of the family, the witches, were the only ones who could see them. The bites formed endpoints of lines that spread out across her skin, like reddish-brown henna tattoos, ever changing lines of power and magic that Elizabeth was still learning to draw from.

      Finally, the bees withdrew, letting her go. She shook herself all over. The noise of the lobby sprang up in a roar. The kid finished falling screamed obnoxiously loud. Everyone else suddenly started talking at full volume. The cool winter winds came bustling back through the lobby doors.

      Damn it. She needed a shower or maybe a long bake in a sauna, something, anything, to rid herself of the crawling sensation. She still felt all those tickling feet over her skin.

      Bees were good luck. They’d always brought her family money and power, particularly the magical side.

      But why did they attack her this way? What was it they wanted?

      And how could she get them to just go away?
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      Elizabeth sat at one of the long sides of the quilting table, between her cousins Joanie and Mitchel. The quilt was a beautiful bargello pattern, with elegant rivers of browns, golds, yellows and grays.

      It was a mid-summer tradition for the family to gather on the longest day of the year and all hand-stitch the latest family quilt during in the morning. That evening, after eating excellent BBQ cooked by Cousin Wilson, they’d go outside under the first stars and dance and sing the new season in.

      That year, they gathered in Aunt Kris’ 1940s huge rambling house, north of Seattle, overlooking the Sound. At one point, the house had been subdivided into many separate apartments. When Aunt Kris and Uncle Dean had bought it, they’d torn out the dividing walls and made it into a single home again.

      However, the house seemed to have its own ideas, and so they kept discovering separate rooms that the house had kept hidden to itself.

      While the women stitched, pushing needles in and out of the quilt stretched before them, Aunt Kris told of the latest addition to the house that they’d discovered just that week, despite having lived there for twenty one years. It was a tiny room, not much bigger than a closet, really. It had a tall, eastern facing window that would catch the morning sunlight with the perfect window seat below it. The room itself was yellow, the cushion on the seat was red, and one of their cats had already claimed it as his own.

      That prompted more stories of things that transformed on their own, like Cousin Joanie’s kitchen cabinets that never held the same items two days in a row, Cousin Wilson’s constantly changing pots and pans, and even Uncle Louis’s fine leather-working apron, that went and got itself stitched up and decorated differently at least once a week.

      Elizabeth just marveled and shook her head. Nothing in her house changed like that. Nor in the house she’d grown up in, either. Her life, too, was a lot more steady than most of her cousins and family. She’d kept the same web design job for years, working for a company in Portland, telecommuting from the same tiny house in a suburb of Seattle, driving the same car and hanging out with the same friends.

      She’d always wondered if that stability had been her mom’s influence. Her dad had married outside of what could be described as the family, in the loosest sense of the word—he’d fallen in love with someone completely magicless. Mom had agreed to marry him anyway, despite his powers.

      Mom hadn’t stuck around for long, though. While Dad had always blamed her leaving on the weirdness of her in-laws, Elizabeth knew the truth: Mom had left when she’d found out her one and only child was also a witch, who, already at the age of six, was able to call dancing silver stars that floated above her bed and lit her dark room better than any nightlight.

      Dad had never remarried, and Elizabeth had only seen her mom once or twice a year after that: awkward visits where Elizabeth pretended not to know more about magic than a normal person and her mom never asked too many questions about what Elizabeth actually did in her spare time.

      “What is it you’ve sewn there?” Cousin Mitchel asked, drawing Elizabeth back into the comfortable living room that overlooked the water. “Is that a bee?”

      Elizabeth glanced down at the quilt. Instead of hand-stitching along the dotted chalk lines already marked—helping to form the large, mariner’s star pattern drawn there—she’d ended up stitching around and around, her circling stitches forming the outline of a bee.

      “Damn it!” Elizabeth fumed. Aunt Stella clucked at her for such language, but Elizabeth didn’t care. “I’m sorry, Aunt Kris,” Elizabeth continued. “I’ll take the stitches out.”

      “Let me see,” Aunt Kris said, coming to stand beside Elizabeth, looking over her shoulder. Her warm presence made Elizabeth relax despite her mistake. Her aunt always smelled of the sea, her long silver-white hair tied back with a tortoise-shell barrette, her skin as pale as fine sand.

      “It is a rather nice bee,” Aunt Kris said after stroking her elegant fingers across the stitches. “Why do you think your needle stitched that?”

      Elizabeth sighed. “Bees are just haunting me, right now.” She’d already explained about how the swarm kept holding her and attacking her, about once a week since the death of her dad, about a year, now.

      “Do you think it’s your father trying to communicate with you?” Cousin Matilda asked.

      She had a way with spirits, more so than anyone else. Talking statues filled her house, and you never knew if there would be ghosts haunting the comfy chair you were sitting in or not.

      “I don’t know,” Elizabeth said. That didn’t feel right, but then again, she wasn’t as magical as the rest of the family. “How would I find out?”

      “You just leave that to me,” Matilda said. “I’ll go ask a few busybodies I know.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said gratefully, while still managing to maintain a straight face. The other cousins had speculated, more than once, that the reason why so many spirits visited Cousin Matilda was because she, herself, was such a gossip.

      “I don’t think that’s it,” said Uncle Leland (who used to be Aunt Josephine, many years before). “Come look.”

      Aunt Kris walked over to the corner of the quilt where Uncle Leland had been working.

      “I see,” she said solemnly. “I think you just solved a mystery for me,” she said, looking back up, directly at Elizabeth.

      “Huh?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Generally, we know who the family quilt is going to, each year, before we start,” Aunt Kris explained. “But it wasn’t clear, until now, that you are the one who is supposed to receive this quilt.” She beckoned Elizabeth over.

      Slowly Elizabeth stood. She didn’t like being the center of attention. Particularly not of her family. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the witches—she did—but all that focused power made her twitchy and her skin crawl, as if the bees had returned.

      “See?” Aunt Kris said, gesturing at the quilt.

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure what she was looking at. She saw Uncle Leland’s tiny stitches going straight along the lines that had been chalked out.

      Further out from the edge, though, the chalk lines curved, and the stitches followed.

      As she watched, the stitches continued to bend and curve.

      Slowly, a pattern of an eight-petaled daisy formed.

      With a tiny dot—a bee—on one of the petals.

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said, shocked.

      Nothing in her life had ever transformed that way. Not her clothes, nor her closets, or her dishes or cookware.

      But she knew that this quilt would change its patterns and its stitches every day.

      Elizabeth reached out and touched the fabric. It vibrated slightly, like a sleepy hive.

      Would the quilt protect her from the bees and being stung?

      Somehow, she doubted it.
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      The completed quilt showed up on Elizabeth’s doorstep a few weeks later. Aunt Kris and the others had had to spend more time finishing it as the stitches kept changing. None of the family had ever seen a quilt wiggle so much while being born. While the pattern and colors of the cloth stayed mostly the same—a beautiful bargello pattern, going from brown to gold—every time Aunt Kris tried to complete the binding around the edge, the stitches wouldn’t stay.

      Though it had upset Aunt Kris greatly to finish a quilt on a machine instead of by
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