
  
    [image: Desert Magic]
  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Dharma Kelleher

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Dharma Kelleher packs a lot of punch into a couple lines, and once you’re snared, hang on, cause it just gets better and better.“

        Book Review Crew, Authors on the Air

      

      

      
        
        "Kelleher’s characterizations and voice are fresh and new, the action comes fast and furious.”

        Greg Herren, author of Baton Rouge Bingo

      

      

      
        
        “Dharma Kelleher is a top-notch storyteller.”

        Kristen Lepionka, author of the Roxane Weary series

      

      

      
        
        “Dharma is on my shortlist of favorite LGBTQIA authors.”

        PopCultureBeast.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      Desert Magic

      
        Witches of Wiccanburg

        Book One

      

    

    
      
        Dharma Kelleher

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Dark Pariah Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Dharma Kelleher

      Published by Dark Pariah Press, Phoenix, Arizona.

      

      Cover design: Dharma Kelleher

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this story may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-952128-47-9

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-952128-43-1

    

  


  
    
      For my wife, Eileen,

      who fills me with joy every day,

      and is my best friend and greatest cheerleader.

      

      And for Nancy Smith,

      who believed in me in high school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

    

    
      
        Enjoy A Free Book

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      By the pricking of my thumbs,

      Something wicked this way comes.

      From Macbeth by William Shakespeare
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      “Morgana?” A voice cut through the fog of my spiraling thoughts.

      Do not start crying, I warned myself. If you do, you’ll never stop. You’ll only embarrass yourself. Everyone will stare at you and know what a loser you are. Just get your shit together, girl.

      Sure, my life was falling apart. But a public meltdown at the Driftwood Café, my favorite Santa Monica hangout, would only make things worse.

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and slowly let it out—the way my mothers had taught me.

      It usually helped—when my ADHD brain wasn’t stuck in emotional overdrive.

      Love, peace, and happiness in. Hate, anger, and bitterness out.

      Positivity in. Negativity out.

      You got this. You’re fine. Everything’s fine.

      Nope. Didn’t help. The memory of my girlfriend, Saffron Blaise, tangled in the sheets of our bed with some bleach-blond bimbo was forever seared into my brain, her passionate moans ripping me apart from the inside.

      The Edison-style light bulb above me flickered erratically. A strange electric charge rippled through the air, raising the tiny hairs on my arms. That meant something—something important—but my brain refused to hold on to the thought. It slipped away like everything else when I was overwhelmed.

      “Earth to Morgana Quinn! Your vanilla latte is ready.”

      I wiped my face, rose from my chair, and approached the counter.

      Mila, who owned the café, handed me a ceramic mug printed with the coffee shop’s logo in retro bubble letters. A little espressy for my depressy.

      “Hey, girl! Haven’t seen you in forever.” Mila was cute with a purple bob and major lez vibes. Always flirting with me. Or maybe she was just being nice. Hard to tell with lesbians sometimes.

      The cup’s warmth helped ground me. “Yeah, well, I’ve been⁠—”

      “Actually, that’s not technically true, is it?” she interrupted, giving me a knowing look. “I saw you on TV a few weeks ago.”

      “On TV?”

      “At the Emmys? On the arm of one Saffron Blaise, star of LA Murder Squad? I’m such a stan for her. Can’t believe you two are dating. I’m totally jelly!”

      And that’s when the chaos erupted in earnest.

      Lights throughout the shop flared and buzzed before shorting out in a series of sharp pops. Customers’ phones began ringing, dinging, and beeping all at once in a raucous chorus of ringtones. The electric charge in the air sent a tingling sensation through my body. Then came the mothball-like smell of creosote after a rainstorm.

      Déjà vu bubbled up in my mind. I’d experienced this before. Long ago. But what was it?

      A memory from my adolescence hit me.

      Magic. Someone’s using magic. But not spell magic like my mothers use. No, this smells… different. Mama Joyce had called it Faerie magic.

      I scanned the room and caught a sus-looking dude watching me. Like me, he had black hair and olive-brown skin. But unlike me, he was wearing prosthetic elf ears and dressed in a forest-green cloak. Like, seriously, dude? Halloween’s still a few weeks away. A little early to play dress-up, don’t ya think?

      Is he the one using magic? Could he be a Faerie? wondered my inner child, who still believed in such things. My brain latched on to the idea and ran with it like a terrier with a sock. Hyperfocus, much?

      That’s ridiculous, my rational brain countered. He’s not a Faerie. Faeries don’t exist. He’s an actor on break from a movie shoot. Or a cosplayer attending LA Comic Con, taking a break at the beach.

      But why was he glaring at me? He was the one dressed like an extra from The Lord of the Rings. Surely, he didn’t think I was responsible for the flickering lights or the phones going berserk.

      It must be him, my inner child assured me.

      Impossible! Faeries. Do. Not. Exist. There must be another explanation. 

      Mila stared, aghast, at the blown bulbs. “That was weird, huh? Must’ve been a power surge.”

      Thunder rumbled, drawing my attention to the street outside. Dark, brooding clouds drifted in from the ocean, swallowing the early-afternoon sun. Pedestrians scrambled for cover while heavy raindrops battered the sidewalk.

      Weird, indeed. The forecast had called for clear skies until late tonight. But on par for how my day was going.

      I struggled to compose myself. “Faeries,” I replied, trying to act nonchalant.

      “Excuse me?” Mila said.

      “That’s what my maternal units always said when strange things happened.”

      “Faeries, huh? Could be.” Mila entertained the thought with a grin. “Well, I’ll get the ladder and replace the bulbs. Enjoy your coffee.”

      “Gracias.” I quietly returned to my table.

       Mom and Mama Joyce, in addition to being my mothers, were the head priestesses of a coven back home in smallsville Arizona—something that had earned me no end of grief from classmates while growing up.

      I don’t believe in Faeries. I don’t believe in Faeries.

      Unlike my mothers, I preferred to live in the real world. I was twenty-six, not twelve. I had adulting things to worry about. Like finding a new job as a screenwriter, since the studio I worked for had canned me this morning. Never mind that I won them an Emmy a month ago. That’s gratitude for ya.

      I also had to figure out where the hell I was going to live, now that I’d caught Saffron cheating on me with her little side piece.

      My phone rang the moment I sat down. I dug it out of my purse, hoping it was a job offer. Marc Luna, one of my friends in the writers’ room, said he had a lead on a new gig and would mention my name. 

      My heart sank when Saffron’s name appeared on the caller ID. Bitch had some nerve.

      A briny gust of wind blew the café’s front door open and whipped through the shop with all the fury of an Arizona monsoon. Napkins and cups went flying. A glass canister of biscotti fell from the counter and smashed on the floor.

      I took a shaky breath, sent Saffron’s call to voicemail, and shoved the phone back into my purse.

      Again, I tried the relaxation techniques that Mom and Mama Joyce had taught me. Maybe if I closed my eyes for a few moments, I would open them to find the morning’s dumpster fire had been an awful anxiety dream. That I still had a career I loved and a girlfriend who hadn’t cheated on me.

      Positivity in. Negativity out. Peace and love in. Fear and shame out.

      I opened my eyes. Nope, not a dream. Though the rush of wind had quieted, I was still sitting in the café. Still unemployed. Saffron was still a cheating skank. And Legolas over there was still staring daggers at me.

      Seriously, what is his damage?

      Mila had replaced the bulbs over the counter and now perched on a ladder above my table. 

      “Congrats on the Emmy win, by the way. That’s huge,” Mila said.

      I shrugged. “Not sure I deserved it, honestly.”

      “Nonsense. Too bad Saffron didn’t win Outstanding Actress.”

      “Yeah, too bad,” I echoed. I’d felt sorry for Saffron at the time. Now, not so much.

      Mila climbed down and leaned against the ladder. “Everything all right, girl? You don’t seem your usual cheery self.”

      Translation: I looked like a wreck.

      “Another beautiful day in Santa Monica.” Thunder rumbled again outside, as if to prove what a horrible liar I was. No one believed me when I lied anyway.

      She cocked her head, clearly not buying it. “Morgana, what’s really going on?”

      “Been a rough morning.” I didn’t feel like burdening her with my problems. She had enough to deal with, what with the lights, the spilled cups, and the smashed biscotti canister.

      “How about a chocolate croissant? On the house.” Her generosity caught me off guard. I still couldn’t tell if she was flirting or just being nice. Probably feeling sorry for me.

      “I’d like that. Gracias, Mila.” Maybe a pity pastry could fill the swirling pit of despair in my heart. Doubtful, but worth a shot.

      My phone rang again. No doubt Saffron trying to justify her betrayal. Nope, not gonna answer it.

      But what if it’s a job offer? Shit.

      I pulled out the phone and let out a sigh. Not a job offer. Or Saffron, thank Goddess.

      I answered, trying to sound casual. “Hi, Mom. What’s up?”
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      “How’s my favorite daughter?” Mom asked, her voice brimming with excitement. “You’re not busy, are you?”

      “I’m your only daughter, Mom. And no, I’m not too busy to talk.”

      “Oh, good. Mama Joyce and I just heard the good news and wanted to tell you how proud we are of you.”

      “Good news?”

      I racked my brain for anything remotely positive from the last few days, but my memory was a jumble of emotional static. They’d already congratulated me on the Emmy. So, what was this good news?

      “That LA Murder Squad’s been renewed for a fourth season. You must be so excited.”

      I swallowed hard. “So excited,” I echoed, hating how my voice trembled. Any second now, she’d hear the truth in it—that I’d failed. The last thing I needed was for her to think I was a disappointment.

      “Are you getting a pay raise?”

      I blinked back the tears that threatened to spill over. “Too soon to say.”

      “Morgana?”

      “Yeah, Mom?”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      I wasn’t ready to say it out loud. Saying it made it real. It meant my career as a screenwriter was over. My relationship with Saffron? Over. My dream of getting the hell out of that shithole Arizona town and making something of myself? Dead.

      “So, work’s good?”

      “Like you said, renewed for a fourth season. Woo-hoo!” I tried to inject some enthusiasm, but my voice fell flat. Even I couldn’t believe my pathetic lies.

      “Uh-huh.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      Well, she was one of my mothers and a self-described empath. She always knew when something was up, even when I was trying my damnedest to hide it. “And things are good between you and Saffron?”

      That did it. The dam broke. I sobbed into the phone. My shoulders shook as the weight of my failures crashed down upon me. Unemployed. Cheated on. Homeless. Hopeless.

      My ADHD brain wasn’t just spiraling—it was in total free fall. I couldn’t stop crying, couldn’t stop feeling everything all at once. And I hated it. Why was I such a failure?

      Once again, the lights flickered throughout the coffee shop. The scent of creosote returned, stronger than before. Goose bumps raced up my arms as static electricity crackled in the air.

      Stupid Faeries! Why can’t they leave me alone, today of all days?

      I cried for what felt like an eternity.

      When I finally caught my breath, I whispered, “Sorry.”

      Mom’s response was broken up as the connection cut in and out. “No nee… to apol… swee… you tell… wha… wrong?”

      Now the damned Faeries were futzing with the connection. Naturally.

      My words tumbled out in a cascade of tears and humiliation. “Paragon Pictures bought Ruby Productions. They fired me… and the rest of the writers’ room.”

      “Oh, sweetie… so sor… when… this happ…?”

      I took a cleansing breath, trying to let go of all the bitterness as I exhaled. “It happened this morning.”

      “Well, that was a rotten thing for them to do.” The phone connection improved. “But that’s Hollywood, sweetie. Most shows don’t get renewed for a second season, much less a fourth. You’ll get another job soon.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…” The words felt like boulders in my throat. “I got nowhere to live.”

      “Oh, sweetie. Did you and Saffron have another fight?”

      I swallowed hard. “Not exactly.”

      “Well, then what exactly?”

      “I caught her. An hour ago. She was…” Deep breath. “She was in bed with someone.”

      “Another woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it’s her condo, isn’t it?”

      “Uh-huh.” Each admission felt like a punch to the gut.

      “Want me to hex her?” She was joking to cheer me up. Or was she? “I’ve got a return-to-sender spell to make her feel the pain she caused you. A nasty one that uses chipotle powder, broken glass, and cactus spines. She’ll show up on set so blotchy and swollen no amount of makeup will cover it up. Or maybe an itchy-asshole spell.”

      “No. Don’t.”

      Snot was dribbling onto the table. Goddess, could I be any more pathetic?

      I wiped my nose with a paper napkin and caught the other customers staring. Two had their phones out, recording me.

      Just how I wanted to become a YouTube sensation. Emmy Winner Melts Down at Santa Monica Coffee Shop. Like and subscribe.

      Mila set down the chocolate croissant in front of me and briefly put a reassuring hand on my back. Probably thinking, Glad I never hooked up with that loser.

      “I don’t know what to do, Mom,” I mumbled. “I’ve got no savings and nowhere to live.”

      “You can always move back to Wickenburg. Give yourself time to find a new job, maybe do a little freelance editing like you did in college. Mama Joyce and I would love having you home again, especially for Samhain.”

      Wickenburg, Arizona. Last place in the universe I wanted to be. The small town I couldn’t wait to escape from. Ultraconservative. Bigoted. Suffocating. I grew up feeling like an outsider because of my mothers’ relationship and witchy ways, compounded by my own repressed sexuality.

      The thought of skulking back with my tail between my legs to a town full of MAGA supporters made me ill.

      “But this was my dream,” I protested.

      “And it still can be. Sometimes, the Universe throws us curveballs. You just gotta roll with the punches.”

      “Nice mixed metaphor, Mom.”

      “When I learned I was pregnant with you, I thought my life was over, convinced my dream of making something of myself was history.”

      “Good to know I ruined your life too. Super motivational. You should write for Hallmark.”

      I was being rude and disrespectful, but I couldn’t stop myself. My emotions were completely dysregulated. The words flew out, bypassing the filter I wished I had.

      “Honey, that’s not what I meant. Sure, I was scared about becoming a single mother. But you turned out to be the greatest blessing of my life. Mine and Mama Joyce’s both. In fact, you’re the reason we got together. Every morning, I thank the Goddess for you.”

      “I don’t know why. I’m just a loser who can’t keep a job. Or a girlfriend.” Self-pity, party of one—your table is ready.

      “Sweetie, you are the furthest thing from a loser. Jobs come and go in Hollywood. You know that. But you’re talented, smart, and you just won an Emmy. How many writers can claim that? Any studio would be proud to have you.”

      “Paragon obviously wasn’t.”

      “Then those brain-dead producers at Paragon are the losers. Not you. You still taking your meds?”

      “Yes, Mom,” I replied with an eye roll. “Every morning. First thing.”

      “Good. Then maybe you just need to take a step back and reassess. You can stay in your old room while you figure out your next move. And if you need spending money, I can always use a hand at the bookshop. I can’t pay you what you made as a screenwriter, but you’ll have free room and board. Not a bad deal, is it?”

      “Having to move back to a town full of fascists? Seems like a bad deal to me.”

      “Not everyone here in Wickenburg is a fascist, honey. There are a lot of good, caring people here too.”

      “Not that I remember. And I can’t imagine things have improved much since I left.”

      “I won’t deny these are troubled times. But how you show up in the world affects how people respond to you. Look for the good, and good will find you. Like attracts like. So what do you say? Move back home for a bit until you can find a new screenwriting gig?”

      I wanted to say no. I wanted to have to click over to another call because Netflix or HBO were offering me a seven-figure deal as head writer of a new series. But the odds of that fantasy scenario happening were worse than me winning the lottery.

      Resignation settled over me like a heavy blanket. “Yeah, okay. I’ll move back home.”

      “Chin up, sweetie. The Goddess has great things planned for you.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      I hung up and stared at the chocolate croissant. Moving back to Wickenburg and living in my old bedroom—not the future I’d envisioned for myself.

      I took a deep breath, and my phone chimed. Now what?

      Saffron had left a voicemail. Probably telling me to move my crap out of her condo.

      Fine. I would. But not while she was around. I didn’t want to talk to her. And I sure didn’t want to see her surgically enhanced face.

      I wanted to wriggle my nose, snap my fingers, and have everything moved back to Arizona in an instant.

      Unfortunately, even my mothers, with all their witchy magic, couldn’t accomplish that. No amount of wishing was going to pack up my shit. And the thought of organizing, boxing, and loading everything into my car sent me into an executive-dysfunction panic spiral. Ugh!
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      LA Murder Squad’s showrunner was hosting a party that night up in the hills to celebrate the show’s fourth-season renewal. All cast and crew invited. Everyone except us writers, who got the axe that morning.

      Saffron had sent me a couple of texts, asking if I was going with her, because she didn’t want to go alone. I didn’t bother responding. Her cheating ass had answered that question. Let her do the math.

      Instead, I waited across the street in my Kia Soul, feeling like a stalker, until she drove off to the party in her top-of-the-line Lexus. I then spent the next few hours packing all of my belongings into a couple of suitcases, leftover cardboard boxes, and a bunch of garbage bags.

      The sad truth was that I didn’t own a lot of stuff. But the upside was I managed to fit what I did have into the back of my car.

      It was midnight by the time I was done. I was tempted to drive through the night back to Wickenburg. But the packing and the day’s trauma had wiped me out. No amount of coffee would have kept me awake for a six-hour drive. So I grabbed a motel room in West Covina to get some much-needed sleep.

      I woke the next morning, feeling bleak and empty. A cold and broken hallelujah.

      Saff had left me a long, rambling voicemail. “Morgana, where the hell are you? I went to the party all by myself. Do you know how embarrassing that was? And then I come home to find your stuff gone? Are you screwing around on me? It’s that bitch set designer, isn’t it? Stupid cow was always⁠—”

      Click. Delete. I was not interested in her paranoid accusations when she knew good and well why I was gone.

      Breakfast consisted of convenience-store coffee, a stale French cruller, two granola bars, a package of beef jerky, and a bag of Gardetto’s. Wasn’t like the Circle K offered a breakfast buffet. I could’ve grabbed an Egg McMuffin at Mickey D’s but was eager to get on the road.

      As the miles slowly piled up behind me, I reflected on the life I was leaving. I’d had fun and loved the work. But I never fit in with the Hollywood crowd. I wasn’t tall enough. Not skinny enough. Not pretty enough. Not white enough. Not social enough. Not shallow enough. Not fake enough.

      Whenever Saffron dragged me to those dreadful parties, I inevitably found myself alone in the corner, petting a cat. Or staring at my phone while she schmoozed and flirted, making connections and discussing upcoming roles.

      Still, the drive back to Wickenburg felt like being banished to one of those places where people were never heard from again. Like Guantanamo or Area 51, or Adak, Alaska.

      Sure, Arizona had a certain “glad I don’t live there” kind of beauty. Vast stretches of scrub desert intersected by jagged mountain ranges. And the sunsets were often breathtaking.

      On the flip side were the triple-digit temperatures six months out of the year. Every plant had spines. And every animal was trying to sting you, bite you, or otherwise kill you—scorpions, tarantulas, Africanized bees, rattlesnakes, Gila monsters, pumas, bobcats, and javelinas. Not to mention, the deadliest, most vicious creatures of all—humans.

      It was almost noon when I turned off Highway 60 and began the all-too-familiar climb up Hummingbird Hill Lane. Near the summit, my childhood home came into view—a three-bedroom wood-frame house next to a small, weathered barn, which my maternal units used for storage and occasional rituals when the weather was bad.

      I parked in front of the house and checked my phone. Mom had sent me a text: Welcome home, sweetheart. You know how to get in. Once you’re settled, come by the shop.

      The subtext of her message was clear. Getting into the house required magic. Great!

      As I stepped out of the car, I was assaulted by the dusty aroma of the Sonoran Desert and the lingering summer heat. Sure, it was mid-October, but the face-melting temps lingered later each year.

      A subtle magical energy pervaded the area, like standing too close to a power line. Mom and Mama Joyce claimed the house was built on a mystical vortex like the ones up in Sedona. As witches, they’d know about such things, I guessed.

      A throaty croak followed by a couple of clicks caught my attention. Perched in a cottonwood tree sat a raven with a single white feather in her otherwise onyx tail.

      She stared at me, as if to say, “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      “Hello, Lenore,” I said.

      “Hi,” she said back. “Boop, boop. Merry meet. Nevermore. Mwah, mwah.”

      It was more a parroting response than an actual greeting. Ravens were great mimics, though Mom swore she understood what the bird was saying, even if it sounded like nonsense.

      She’d been Mom’s familiar since I was a child. I wondered if all ravens lived this long or if being a familiar extended her natural life.

      Lenore cocked her head and let out a series of croaks.

      I ignored the bird and approached the front porch. A wave of nostalgia and guilt washed over me. In the past six years, I’d only visited a few times. I was a bad daughter.

      The sun-bleached walls begged for fresh paint, their fading color a testament to decades in the Arizona sun. Wind chimes swayed in the warm breeze, playing a lazy, melodic tune.

      On the heavy oaken front door was carved a stylized tree surrounded by sigils. The design always reminded me of an illustration from a Tolkien novel. Like those elvish doors of Middle-earth, it hummed with magical energy.

      A twist of the doorknob confirmed my fears. Locked.

      I checked under the “Blessed Be” doormat, hoping to find a spare key. Nothing but a dead bark scorpion and desert grit. Crap! No hide-a-key rock in the front yard either. Too mundane for my witchy moms.

      Still, I wasn’t ready to admit defeat. Nor would I embarrass myself by calling Mom and telling her I couldn’t do it. There had to be a window or door that had been left unlocked. Mom could be as scatterbrained as I was about such things.

       I circled the house, my hand trailing along the rough, sunbaked walls. A path on the east side led to a hilltop clearing where my moms’ coven, the Siblings of the Desert Moon, held rituals to celebrate the full moons and Sabbats.

      Originally called the Sisterhood of the Desert Moon, the coven’s officers had switched to a more gender-inclusive name to allow male and nonbinary members.

      I’d participated in the rituals as a child, invoking the elements and lighting candles. That stopped when Mom had the brilliant idea of doing a Beltane ritual skyclad. I’d seen things a twelve-year-old girl shouldn’t ever witness—grown-ups standing stark naked around a bonfire.

      Major eww! Not enough mind bleach in the world to erase that memory.

      Near the screened-in back porch, I caught a whiff of weed. Mom occasionally indulged in the evenings to help her unwind. Not my jam, but I never judged. Granted, she’d been doing it long before it was legal in Arizona.

      A low hum caught my attention when I walked past my old bedroom window at the back of the house. A pair of hummingbirds flitted around my head. I looked up at them and gasped. For an instant, they looked like pixies rather than birds. Human faces, dragonfly wings, the works.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Hummingbirds again.

      What the hell’s going on with me?

      I sighed with disappointment when I reached the front porch again. Every entry was locked, except for a small high-set pet door in the kitchen that allowed Lenore to come and go as she pleased. I was too big to fit through.

      I resigned myself to the inevitable. I either had to use magic, or I wasn’t getting in on my own.

      Mama Joyce always explained that magic was a combo of intention and focus, drawing on universal energies. Wands, candles, crystals, herbs, and incantations could help direct that energy, but bottom line—it came down to intention and focus.

      I was an ADHDer, so focus was not my strong suit.

      Technically, any words would work for an incantation if they were meaningful to the user. And our home being built on a vortex supposedly made this easier. Supposedly.

      I approached the front door, attempting to focus on the lock.

      “Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,” I intoned solemnly.

      I know. Not really an incantation. Just fake Latin filler text that appeared in my screenwriting app whenever I started a new project.

      Nothing magical about it, unless I wanted to summon a demonic editor from the Ninth Circle of Literary Hell. Or the ghost of Ms. Mankiewicz, my tenth-grade English teacher, who would, no doubt, lecture me on comma splices and my overuse of em dashes.

      Intention was what mattered. And my intention was to unlock the door.

      I repeated the phrase over and over, all while thinking, Unlock, unlock, unlock!

      I’ll admit, I was more than a little surprised when the doorknob unlocked with a soft click.

      “Ha! Easy-peasy lemon squeezy.” The thrill of accomplishment energized me.

      But when I turned the knob, a sharp zap of electricity shot into my hand.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I shook my stinging fingers.

      The wards. I’d forgotten about the Goddess-blessed wards. Mama Joyce had first set them years ago after a few of my schoolmates showed up on Samhain night, looking to have some fun at the witches’ house. Broke into the barn and wrecked my mothers’ library.

      The next year, when they came round again, they got more than they bargained for.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my mind, reaching back into my memory for the spell to disarm Mama Joyce’s protective magic. It had something to do with that book she loved so much—Women Who Run with the Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estés.

      But what were the words she used to release the wards? Not the author’s name or any of the stories in the book. No, it was the title of one of Estés’s poems. But which one? Mama Joyce used to recite so many of them.

      Goddess, why can’t I remember things?

      Closing my eyes, I focused inward, extending my consciousness like the roots of a tree, deep into the very foundation of the house. As my energy connected with the lingering traces of my own history and my mothers’ love, I felt a flicker of recognition—the house remembered me.

      Okay, that’s a little scary.

      The words I needed rose from the depths of memory.

      “Abre la puerta,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. Open the door.

      The wards shuddered and yielded, their protective magic surrendering to me at last. With no small amount of trepidation, I once again turned the doorknob.

      No shock.

      With a sigh of relief, I opened the door and stepped into the house where I’d grown up.
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      The living room hadn’t changed much. Dust motes danced in the golden sunlight shining through the windows, while Swarovski crystals suspended on strings painted rainbows across the room.

      A well-worn faux leather couch rested beneath a collection of throw pillows in celestial prints and earth-tone African patterns. A red-and-black checked flannel blanket hung over the back for keeping warm on winter evenings.

      The walls were a mosaic of memories and magic—framed family photos, African tribal masks, a variety of pentacles, and woven tapestries dyed in desert hues.

      A bookcase dominated the far wall, lined with books on every magical subject, along with deity and Faerie statues, crystals, and spell jars.

      A signed copy of Brian Froud’s book Fairies lay next to a small bowl of cowrie shells and half-melted candles on an antique mesquite coffee table. The table’s edge bore a scar from where I’d dropped a small cast-iron cauldron.

      The interwoven scents of patchouli, lavender, and vanilla incense still filled the air. Grounding. Calming.

      No matter how desperate I was to leave Wickenburg or how long I’d been gone—this house still felt like home. It wasn’t filled with elegant designer furnishings like Saffron’s condo. There was no identifiable decorative style. Nothing matched. There was no ocean view.

      But there was a comfortable energy about this place that the condo had always lacked. It was like a worn pair of jeans that fit perfectly in all the right places.

      Growing up with two amazing, yet distinctly different mothers, I always felt loved. Here I was encouraged to try new things, to cherish nature, and to embrace everything that made us human and unique. This home had been a refuge from the harassment I faced in school.

      I had been twelve—and halfway through the coven’s year-and-a-day program—when word spread like wildfire through my seventh-grade class that I had two moms of different races who practiced witchcraft. I might as well have painted a target on my forehead. Prejudice metastasized into cruelty.

      My main tormentors were the Meanlindas, a vicious clique of girls whose names—I kid you not—were Melinda, Belinda, Delinda, Rosalinda, and just plain Linda. All of them were cheerleader-pretty and came from rich, evangelical Christian families. Melinda Fox ruled the pack, hell-bent on making my life a daily nightmare.

      They shoved me, tripped me, and elbowed me “by accident” in the crowded halls between classes. They churned out vile rumors about me and my moms. They pasted my face onto porno stills and sent them to one another’s phones. On multiple occasions, they broke into my gym locker and trashed my street clothes, though I could never prove it was them.

      The relentless abuse was enough to make me not want to do magic anymore, much less go to school. I quit the year-and-a-day program, and my grades began to suffer.

      Mom and Mama Joyce begged the school to intervene—but nothing changed. The teachers and the principal brushed it off, saying some “teasing” was expected when I “shoved my family’s perversions down everyone’s throats.”

      Never mind that I never talked about my moms in school, much less their sexuality or their spiritual path. Not once. Not ever.

      With the school doing jack to help me, Mom and Mama Joyce decided it was time for a magical intervention. They crafted a protective charm inside a small, hand-carved wooden box for me to carry in my purse.

      Inside was a tiny mirror, a shard of black obsidian, a small cowrie shell, and a tightly rolled paper scroll. I never peeked at the scroll, but knowing Mama Joyce, it was likely a plea to the Morrigan—the Irish Goddess of war—and Ayelala, the Yoruba goddess of justice.

      Before giving it to me, Mama Joyce sat me down and hit me with the look. “This is for protection only, Morgana. We don’t use magic to harm people. We don’t manipulate them. That’s not who we are. Understand?”

      “I don’t care about magic,” I muttered, sulking. “It’s stupid.”

      “Nevertheless, I want you to carry this with you at all times and listen to what I’m saying.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “Do no harm but take no shit. Got it.”

      “Good. Now this is a return-to-sender protection charm. As long as no one messes with you—or your stuff—no harm done to anyone.”

      “And if they do? What?”

      She paused then dropped her voice to pure steel. “Let’s just say the Morrigan and Ayelala don’t play. And neither do I when it comes to anyone who hurts my baby girl.”

      The next day after gym class, I braced myself as we filed back into the locker room. My heart sank when I found my street clothes had been glitter-bombed again. So much for magical protection.

      Then a blood-chilling shriek of terror echoed through the locker room. I sprinted toward the showers.

      Melinda Fox sat sobbing, on the wet tile floor, the water from the shower raining down on her naked body. Her cheerleader-perfect hair was falling out in clumps into her hands. Tangled, horrifying clumps. Her scalp was bright red, splotchy, and blistered like she’d washed it in acid.

      For a heartbeat, I stood there, frozen. Part from horror, part from shock, but mostly from satisfaction.

      Holy shit. The protection charm worked.

      The other Meanlindas gathered around her, screaming, crying, and gagging.

      “Somebody get the nurse!” Rosalinda demanded.

      I backed away slowly, suppressing the smile that tugged at my cheeks.

      The name-calling and taunts continued. Not much to be done about that, according to Mama Joyce. But my stuff was never messed with again. No one tripped me or “accidentally” knocked my books out of my hands. They were afraid of me for once.

      The creak of my old bedroom door yanked me back to the present, revealing a time capsule of my teenage years. LED Faerie lights still glowed blue above posters of Orla Gartland, Girl in Red, and P!nk on the walls. A faded quilt that Mama Joyce’s grandmother had made lay across my bed. Glow-in-the-dark stars dotted the ceiling.

      An envelope rested on the pillow, my name penned across the front in Mom’s loopy handwriting. The greeting card inside featured a cheesy cartoon witch, zipping through a starry sky on a broom. I recognized it from Mom’s bookshop.

      The printed message read, “Nothing says lovin’ like something from the coven.” Beneath it, Mom had written, “Welcome home, Morgana. Blessed be, sweetie. Love, Mom and Mama Joyce.”

      My dream of becoming a screenwriter might have fizzled—along with my relationship with Saffron. But I still had two moms who loved me, flaws and all, and always had my back when life went sideways. And that, I had to admit, wasn’t nothing.

      I hauled in the suitcases and boxes from my car. While unpacking my embarrassingly meager belongings, I found a framed photo of me and Erin O’Brien—my former best friend—taken during a tubing trip down the Salt River and set it down on my old desk.

      Her pale skin was sunburned, but her smile was still as radiant as always.

      Through all the bullying, Erin stuck by me—one of the few who did. She, too, was gay but made no effort to hide it. Unlike me. Harassment from the Meanlindas—or the jock squad they orbited—never fazed her. She hurled it right back at them and laughed like it was a joke at their expense.

      I envied her brazenness. Her fire.

      She was the queer rebel I lacked the courage to be. And I had no excuse, considering I had two loving, supportive mothers. Sometimes, I wondered if they secretly wished Erin were their daughter instead of me.

      Staring at that photo of us on the Salt River, I couldn’t help wondering how her life had turned out. She used to dream of becoming a professional chef. I’d always encouraged her to audition for one of those cooking competition shows she binge-watched religiously.

      Wherever she was, I hoped she was living her dream and having more success than I was.

      From one of my suitcases, I lifted out the Emmy statuette, which was wrapped in a seldom-used cashmere sweater. It was heavier than I’d expected. The gleaming figure looked out of place on the old wooden desk where I’d written my first stories—cringeworthy fanfic pairing Jane Rizzoli and Maura Isles as lovers.

      The memory of accepting the award onstage amidst the roar of applause and the blinding lights seemed like a distant dream. I’d never much cared about awards. It was the work I loved. And that was the one thing I didn’t have right now.

      By the time I’d emptied the last of the boxes and found a place for everything, I was drenched in sweat and exhausted, both physically and emotionally. I refilled my water bottle, stepped outside to reset the wards, and drove into town to see Mom at Wiccanburg Books.
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      Mom’s bookshop—and yes, she called it a bookshop rather than a bookstore because she thought it sounded more elegant—was wedged between a cowboy art gallery and an overpriced ice cream parlor in quaint downtown Wickenburg.

      The sign above the door read, Wiccanburg Books: A Metaphysical Experience. A handwritten sign taped inside the glass door announced the store offered tarot and psychic readings.

      Mom was sweeping the sidewalk in front of the shop. As always, she looked like she’d wandered out of a Stevie Nicks music video—flowing skirt, peasant blouse, silver goddess earrings, and bangles that jingled with every sweep of her broom. No surprise that my middle name was Rhiannon.

      She was tall with pale freckled skin, long sandy-blond hair, and eyes that were either blue or green, depending on what she wore.

      Aside from my nose, I looked nothing like her. I was petite with olive-brown skin, hazel eyes, and long black hair, due to my paternal heritage, no doubt. Despite being in my mid-twenties, I still looked like a teenager.

      I assumed my biological father was Latino, but Mom never talked about him. And when I asked Mama Joyce, she always said, “Talk to Mom.”

      Mom was so focused on sweeping the sidewalk, she didn’t look up when I approached. A faint energy rippled through the air, and I caught the pungent scent of black salt and burning sage. Magic. Mom was using magic to banish something.

      “Hi, Mom. Whatcha doing?”

      “What—?” She startled then beamed when she saw me, rushing over for a hug. “Oh, sweetheart, you’re home! How was the drive?”

      “Six delightful hours of long and boring. TL;DR—it sucked.”

      A lump formed in my throat. As much as I hated moving back to Wickenburg, I’d missed her and Mama Joyce more than I wanted to admit.

      “I know you’re disappointed about getting laid off, especially after you worked your butt off for that show. But something better’s on the way. I can feel it.” She tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “As for that skank who broke your heart, you sure you don’t want me to hex her? Because I could. Like, maybe she loses her eyebrows for a month.”

      “No,” I said despondently.

      “Eh, you’re right. She’d just draw them back on. Although I could hex just one, so she’d have to shave off the other one to make them look even. Or I could make all her teeth fall out one at a time. Ooh! Or I could⁠—”

      “Mom, no. Aren’t you always saying magic’s not to be used to hurt people? Harm none and all that jazz?”

      “That’s more Mama Joyce’s rule than mine,” she admitted. “I’ve always leaned toward the ‘play stupid games, win stupid prizes’ school of thought. And Miss Saffron Blaise won herself the deluxe prize pack. Don’t ya think?”

      Her words triggered the memory of Saffron in bed with that other woman. Anger and hurt threatened to summon tears.

      “No, don’t do anything. I’d rather just forget her.”

      “Of course. Give yourself time to process and heal. I’ve got the perfect spell to help you do just that. It uses a⁠—”

      “No offense, Mom, but I’d rather grieve the old-fashioned way—ice cream, doomscrolling, and crying in the shower. No candles. No spells. No incantations.”

      “Lavender-scented bath oils?” She really was trying to help.

      “Let me think about it. So, what are you doing out here?”

      “Oh, just keeping the sidewalk clean.”

      “With black salt?”

      “Good for banishing negative energy. You know that.”

      What I knew was that she wasn’t telling me the whole truth. But I let it slide.

      She patted my cheek. “Go on inside. Mama Joyce is manning the counter. I’ll be along in a moment.”

      I pushed open the door and caught a whiff of incense—dragon’s blood, if memory served. Ugh, so not a fan.

      Shelves and display cases overflowed not only with books but crystals, tarot decks, statues, candles, spell ingredients, and every other metaphysical trinket under the sun. The soft strains of a Celtic harp melody drifted from the sound system.

      Customers browsed the aisles. One was getting help from a slender white woman I vaguely remembered—Bernice something-or-other. Along the far wall, an employee named Garry McGowan—a guy a few years older than me with electric-blue hair and a face full of piercings—was shelving books.

      A tall Black woman with long thin braids and dressed in cobalt-blue scrubs stood behind the counter, ringing up a customer. That color always looked so good on her.

      “Morning, Mama,” I said after the customer walked off, bag in hand.

      “Goddess bless me! Come here, peanut!” She rushed around the counter and pulled me into an embrace so tight I felt my spine crack like a glow stick.

      Joyce Coleman had been Mom’s midwife nurse when she was pregnant with me. They began dating a few months after I was born. At first, she was Auntie Joyce. By the time I was a toddler, I called her Mama Joyce, or sometimes just Mama.

      She pulled back, holding my shoulders. “Good to have you home, baby girl. I’m sorry about the job and, well, her.”

      “Guess I’m just not Hollywood material.”

      “Nonsense! Screenwriting jobs are always temporary. You know that. This is just a little detour, not the end of your career. I ever tell you what happened at the first practice where I worked as a labor and delivery nurse?”

      “No.”

      “They fired me. After only two days. Two days!”

      “Why?”

      “The arrogant little shit of an administrator found out I was a witch. He was worried I’d hex the patients or steal their babies. As if. I had half a mind to hex him.”

      “That sucks.”

      “But that’s my point. Getting canned pushed me

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/logo-redesign-v4.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Untitled
      


      		
        Praise for Dharma Kelleher
      


      		
        Untitled
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Enjoy A Free Book
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/desert-magic-ebook.jpg
THE WIT LHI S OF WICCANBURG BOOK 1

s ‘1 [






