
  
  
      
        
          A Little Blessing

          Familiar Spirits Book Four

		      
          R. Cooper

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  A Little Blessing 
Familiar Spirits Book Four
Copyright © 2022 R. Cooper
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Cover Art by Kimieye Graham

Content tags: grief, references to past violent deaths, some social ostracism, mention of homophobia and transphobia, toxic insular group behavior, consumption of alcohol, depiction of depression and burnout, vomiting while sick, service kink, (very) light d/s 






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Epilogue 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by R. Cooper
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter One


Robin ran his fingertips over the bare strands on the loom without seeing a single thread. He didn’t have much of the dull, simple pattern left to finish, but he’d caught a glimpse of stormy blues, and a different, more interesting pattern had started in his mind’s eye. The design he was meant to be weaving slipped away in favor of complexity and color, so much color it almost took his breath away; black and grays, yes, but also tempestuous blues, so many of them. Storm clouds of color, but a pillowcase soft enough to use, fine and comfortable and giving. His hands itched with the life in it but touched nothing except the loom and the as yet unused portion of the warp, and then, sadly, the pattern he’d completed so far. 
His steadiest customers now were boutique hotels and expensive cabins that catered to the sort of people to go “glamping,” and those people did not seem to enjoy color. Large, uncomfortable pillows and throws in shades of eggshell, ecru, and stone were what were ordered, more often than not, and without much concern for texture. 
Robin blinked, but the colors of a midnight cloudburst lingered before his eyes. He’d noticed the unused skeins earlier, found them under piles of other colors in a basket that he’d had no reason to be digging into, and put them on the table although they had no place there. Now they’d pulled him from his work. 
He turned his head to frown dizzily at skeins that did not belong on his worktable, colors he was not going to acknowledge because they were not the “rustic, natural” vibes his customer wanted. Robin was tired, obviously, or he wouldn’t have let the skeins call to him from the basket he had probably buried them in months ago. He didn’t even know why he’d dyed them those colors…. If he had. The last few years had been taxing, and it was just as likely that Flora or John had set up that dye batch, or that Phillip had ordered it from one of the small producers in the state for a project that one of the others had been working on, or intending to work on. Robin could not remember the last time he had dyed anything for his own needs, in fact, but maybe that was the late hour. 
If it was late. 
He looked up toward the windows that lined the rooms converted into the family workroom, pausing in stunned confusion to see the curtains drawn. He’d apparently been working by artificial light only. Even the fire in the fireplace had gone out. The Blessing-Redferne farmhouse had a fireplace in every room, a system that worked better for heating than the furnace and vents installed in the 1960s. 
He shivered reflexively to see the dark, long-cold hearth. 
Thunder rumbled distantly, likely miles away. It might have rattled the windows of the Storr farm, the nearest neighbor. 
Robin shivered again although he wasn’t cold. If it was raining, he’d have to make sure the heat was on in the appropriate rooms, or the fires going. He’d closed the vents in the unused rooms, or meant to, earlier in the fall. 
He couldn’t seem to recall doing it, though. Maybe he should check. He probably needed a break anyway. He’d get a snack, check the heat situation, then finish. Working by artificial light alone wasn’t great, but he wanted this done. Then he’d lie down for a while, rest before he made another silly mistake like forgetting to open the curtains. 
Robin straightened up, his back popping in a way that would have made Marise cluck over him in concern. 
“You’re only a baby, Blessing, too young for that,” Robin said for her, although he would be thirty in the spring. 
He shook his head to clear it of clouds and flexed his hands and wrists. 
Thunder rolled again, closer and louder. 
Robin glared muzzily at the skeins of yarn he did not need and would not use tonight, then, decidedly picked them up and crossed over to the crisscrossing shelves along the long wall. The shelves, made up of old crates and diamond bins from the local wineries, used to be stacked with skeins for the projects the others had going. There was more than enough room for a pesky batch of yarn that was doing its best to get on his nerves. 
The floor creaked under his footsteps, the sound softening when he passed over one of the many rugs around or beneath various empty work tables and benches. When the house had first been built, the workroom had been intended as a small sitting room, and then perhaps a library and a parlor. The wide doors between each room had been permanently opened decades ago, however, and all of the furniture had long since been replaced with sewing machines, both treadle and electric, spinning wheels, or various looms. 
There was an antique wheel near the fire, on a thick Hutsul wool rug; the rug a gift to his grandmother from a like-minded craft person, years ago. The other wall held racks, some still displaying the yarns that Robin’s older relatives had left there and never picked up again. 
He should look it all over, see what condition it all was in. 
He shuffled back to his worktable instead, slipping on the exposed hardwood floor and holding onto the tabletop until the wash of black faded from his vision. 
“Okay,” Robin said out loud. “I will take a break.” The words cracked, barely making it passed his dry lips. He reached for a mug that wasn’t there; he’d brought no coffee or tea with him in here, either. “Forgetful tonight,” he chided himself, rubbing his eyes with the sleeve of his baggy knitted cardigan. 
The clouds remained when he was done, blue-black like coming rain. 
Robin ducked at another rumble of thunder, not sure he didn’t hear the patter of water against the walls. He left the unfinished pillowcase and shuffled over to the fireplace. The fire was good and out, must have been for hours. 
New logs sat there beside it on the wide stones. Robin had managed that much this morning, gathering wood from his dwindling woodpile. He lifted one oddly heavy log onto the grate, then reached for the matches. Some witches did not need matches. Robin, despite his illustrious, or at least infamous, ancestry, did. 
The matchbox was empty. 
He gave up and tossed the box onto his worktable before grabbing his phone and leaving the room. The audiobook that had been playing while he worked had ended, perhaps because his phone had died. 
Robin slipped a few times on the floor in front of the staircase, even with the rugs to catch him. He must have spilled something earlier. Maybe that’s where his tea had gone and he’d never replaced it. He didn’t stop to deal with the clouds again, nor the hovering dark shape in front of the office doorway. 
Inside the office, a small room off the living room and to the side of the front door to the house, he plugged his phone in to charge, then would have sat down for a while among all the stickers and shipping boxes with the Blessing-Redferne logo on them because he hadn’t sat down in hours and his legs were shaky, except the hovering shape continued to hover, so he made his way back down the hall. 
The door to the living room was open, giving him a glimpse of overflowing baskets of unfinished projects, the TV and bookshelves, the beat-up armchair and ottoman beneath a reading lamp, and the couch with its back to yet another fireplace. The couch had a pillow on one armrest and a collection of crocheted blankets at the other end where Robin had kicked them off that morning, too hot upon waking. 
The shape hovered near that door too. 
Robin continued on to stop in the bathroom, abruptly aware of the need to. 
Splashing water on his face did not banish the lingering fuzziness at the edge of his awareness, and it made him shiver more. Glancing up into the mirror above the sink, he saw shadows beneath his eyes and a startling growth of stubble, two days’ worth at least. 
Marise, hanging on the longest of all of them, had teased Robin about his five o’clock shadow since puberty. Robin, fussy even then and still fussy now, was never satisfied with how it looked and inevitably shaved it off. It was a soothing ritual anyway, using the cup and kit his grandfather had given him, old-fashioned though it was. Robin was old-fashioned, probably a consequence of being raised by those in their twilight years. Or maybe he would have been regardless. 
The shaving kit was nowhere to be seen in the downstairs bathroom, although Robin’s toothbrush was by the sink, along with a boar bristle brush for his hair. He frowned at his reflection after drying his face, and ran the brush through his short, loose curls once before it stuck in the tangles. 
He tugged it free and set it down it by the sink. Then he left the bathroom in search of something to eat. 
Actually, he might get a drink first. His throat was as parched as the rest of him, so much so that it burned when he swallowed. 
He passed the small tapestry hanging beneath the stairs without looking at it, or at any of the framed vintage photographs around it, or at the crocheted lace on the cabinets and tables down the rest of the front hall. He barely looked up at all, and was grateful for it when he flicked the kitchen light switch and was nearly blinded by the sudden influx of close, brilliant light. 
He blinked away stars for several seconds, seconds spent shivering as well, since the kitchen was much colder than the rest of the house without the stove or oven in use, and the tiled floor was mostly bare. 
He went to the sink first for a glass of water, taking a careful sip as he peered out the window into the dark of night. There must have been heavy clouds since he couldn’t see the moon or any stars. He couldn’t see much of the yard, either, though some of the smaller sheds and one of the old sheep pens were not far from the back door. 
The weather, he remembered belatedly, had been a special concern of late. Amy Parris, the last of her generation with remarkable Sight, had anticipated this and set things in motion with the two kings. But, from what Robin had gleaned, Ravenscroft was not immune to the hazards of the outside world, and even powerful forces like Holly and Oak could not entirely protect them. Robin was certain, though no one had said—not to him, anyway, insignificant as he was—that even the Kings of Winter and Summer were struggling. 
They were only human, after all. Coven members often forgot that fact, concerned with their needs and fears. They were right to worry. Ravenscroft had tourists but was still essentially a farming community. But Robin had always thought that those working so hard for them, the kings, the Widow Parris, the marked ones, had worries too, not that the coven seemed to care much. 
A bitter thought that his grandmother would have tutted over without actually disagreeing and his grandfather would have stated in much more direct terms. The Blessings and then the Redfernes had originally built this house out here for the acreage and the sheep, but most of them had stayed out here to avoid dealing with town, and coven, matters. 
The ones that hadn’t stayed had left the area, never to return. 
Robin jumped at a flare of lightning in the distance, revealing thick, rolling clouds. The third storm in as many weeks. Farms would be damaged and that mattered. Maybe the coven was right to be alarmed. Without anyone as strong as Amy Parris to help guide them, they might get desperate. 
He dropped his head, staring at the dishes in the sink for several moments before recognizing the bowl he’d used that morning for his breakfast, along with his coffee mug and a spoon. Nothing else. Had he not eaten lunch? Or dinner? 
The water in the bowl was clear enough to offer a reflection. Robin blinked away clouds and did not look. 
Another shiver ran down his back, strong enough to almost knock him off his feet. 
“Tea,” he decided hoarsely. To warm him up. Maybe he’d put in honey to ease his throat. 
He filled the kettle, keeping his gaze away from the water pooled in the bottom of the bowl he’d used for his oatmeal. That had taken the last of the oats, Robin remembered finally, as well as the last of the honey. 
He sighed heavily but went to the stove to get the water going for his tea. 
He opened the cabinet where the more popular tea blends, both blessed and unblessed, were stored, and then several tins that didn’t have enough tea in them to make even a single cup. He left the cabinet open to cross the kitchen to the pantry at the other end. There, he stopped, staring for far too long out of gritty, dry eyes. 
There should have at least been some packets of teabags that vendors sometimes sent as gifts or in sample packs to sweeten their offers. He saw no teabags… or much of anything. He considered a jar of pickles so old and unwanted that the date on the label was faded and unreadable, and then the rest of the bare shelves. Salt. He had salt and old pickles and—he double-checked—some confectioner’s sugar. 
He wondered if that would dissolve well in tea. Maybe in coffee? 
He took it with him as he shuffled back toward the stove, shivering as he went, and set it on the island in center of the kitchen when the weight was too much. At least he didn’t have the urgent press of a Christmas deadline. He hadn’t taken on clients like that in ages. Just commercial stuff these days, rugs and pillow covers for hotels that wanted to be different, but not too different. And personal items for coven members—who didn’t pay and rarely offered. Knitting wasn’t even Robin’s art of choice, although he liked it well enough for side projects. But that was what they usually asked for. Plenty of those in the coven and in town could knit for themselves, but the label of Blessing-Redferne still meant something in some places. 
Yule was less about the giving of gifts, although some in the coven still exchanged presents with those who celebrated the other holiday. Robin was not sure for which holiday, if any, Persephone Greysmith had requested a shawl from him. But he liked her, so he had worked on her order first and finished her shawl the day before. 
Oh. He had been going to clean up and take the shawl over to the Greysmith house tonight. 
Maybe tomorrow. 
He rubbed his stubbled cheek, certain he looked ridiculous with it and not sexy as some did. Yes, tomorrow, he’d take it over. Persephone, at least, had offered to pay him for the work. Robin had said no, as was expected, but Persephone remembered the old ways and had promised him some carved cedar statuettes for the closet shelves. 
She wouldn’t carve them herself. It would more than likely be done by one of her adopted brothers. Persephone had so far shown little interest in any of the Greysmith trades and lines of work. That was another reason Robin liked her. She worked the front desk at a nail salon in town while she figured out which craft called to her, if any. She and Robin had the bond of the ‘not especially magically gifted in a well-known witch family.’ 
Persephone was at least out enjoying herself. But Robin wasn’t the sort of witch to get a job among the outsiders any more than he was the sort to go play in a storm. He was boring compared to some of his notorious, and often executed, ancestors, on either side of the family. Even if the last few generations had settled down some, or at least learned to keep their idiosyncrasies confined to the farmhouse, Robin was still staid in comparison. No secret lovers. No witch trials. No desperate flights to the New World. No scandalizing small towns on the East Coast before sneaking off again. Not even any college or student protests and arrests like his great-aunt in the ‘60s. 
Their Little Blessing, they’d called him since he’d been literally left on their doorstep by his father. Pfft. Robin was nothing like them. All of them far too old to be raising a child his age, some of them with children who had fled the town and coven and never looked back. But maybe that was why they’d been so loving and careful with Robin in what time they’d had. 
Marise, not even a blood relation, had died in March, and she’d been the last of them. In the months since, none of the ones who’d left over the years had contacted Robin or shown any inclination to come back. 
Robin returned to the sink for his forgotten cup of water and leaned against the counter to sip it. Thunder, much, much closer, shook the window behind him. He hoped the roof would hold up. There was no one around anymore to take care of that sort of problem. There hadn’t been in far too long, and Robin on his own did not have the resources to pay for a whole new roof. 
Banging from above made him jerk his head up to look at the ceiling, then scowl when a headache began to throb behind his eyes. 
“That is not helpful,” he muttered, putting the cup down. Robin had never been good at any of the more practical aspects of the house or the business, like plumbing or taking care of the sheep, although that side of the business had already been phasing out when Robin’s grandfather had died and then had ended completely after Phillip, Marise’s husband, had injured his back. Robin sometimes missed it, if not the labor involved, but there was a fiber mill a few hours away happy to do business with them, and local and semi-local farms that did some pretty colorwork. 
The knocking continued despite Robin’s remark. 
“I forgot to get groceries, that’s all,” he insisted loudly to the noise from upstairs and went over to the tiny desk and chair by the kitchen entrance to back his claim with a grocery list. 
Except he couldn’t seem to find one, and flipping through the blank notepad made his head swim. Needing groceries was really the sort of thing someone should have predicted and prevented through entirely practical means. Robin could see the stacked household bills clearly, some still in their envelopes because he had switched them to automatic, online payments years ago to let him focus on the business accounts. 
Next to the desk was the fridge, the magnets holding up old to-do lists and several menus from places in town. Some of them would deliver out here for an extra charge. He’d have to tip well for coming out in a storm but a delivery might be necessary unless he waited until morning. He hoped he had cash. 
He reached for the menus and felt something heavy and sad settle in his bones when most of them fell out of his hands to the floor. He thought, if he bent down now, he would end up on the floor with them and he wouldn’t want to get up again. 
He shut his eyes although the kettle was starting to puff. 
The banging started in again. 
“Yes, I’m aware things are not ideal, thank you,” he said testily to the ceiling, voice barely more than a scratch. 
A short series of knocks followed only the smallest of pauses. 
“That’s just being rude.” Robin clutched the remaining menu in his hand but didn’t bother to shake a fist at the air. He stared for another moment until the stinging in his eyes made him blink several times. Then he sighed. “I’m sorry,” he added, the rasp in his voice getting worse now that he’d noticed it. “But what else do you want me to do?” 
He had his mouth open to tell them what they could do with their knocking when he realized the knocking was not coming from upstairs. Not this knocking. 
“Oh,” he exhaled, then glanced up to the clock. The numbers kept moving, the slippery bastards. But he didn’t need a clock to know it was late for a delivery unless it was some sort of Christmastime exception. The drivers might knock to warn him the packages were there. Even on the covered porch, if the wind was strong, packages would get wet. The drivers on this route used to like his family. These days, Robin didn’t have time to make them treats, but it had once been a familiar, friendly ritual. 
He frowned his way down the hall, more for the pain in his head than the thoughtfulness of some harried driver interrupting Robin’s efforts to get himself some food. The rack by the door offered coats and hats and scarfs to help protect Robin from the cold, but putting on a coat seemed like a lot of effort to receive a package. 
Robin swung open the door without remembering to switch on the porch light and the menu in his hand dropped to the ground, landing beside one black work boot. 
Always black, Robin thought with illogical irritation, his heartbeat an excited rush in his ears, his chest hot despite the chill in his fingers. 
The sky was darker than even those worn boots, clouds of gray and black lit only by electricity, the rain almost blue in the light shining from behind the too-tall figure in front of him. 
“Merlin’s tits.” Robin tipped his head back and let himself exhale when he met Lucas Greysmith’s eye. 
“Merlin’s tits?” Lucas echoed, his amber and vanilla voice even warmer and softer with his confusion. 
That felt like something, confusing someone like Lucas. Robin wasn’t sure what, but something. Maybe Robin would figure it out tomorrow when he went to the Greysmith’s house to… to do whatever it was he had been going to do there. 
He stared at Lucas, unblinking. 
Lucas stared back, his eyebrow and a half both raised in question. 
Rain was indeed soaking part of the porch, but Lucas didn’t seem to notice. His coat, as black as his shoes and probably just as sturdy, must have kept the cold out. The scarf around his neck wouldn’t have—a flimsy, store-bought thing. In gray. 
Lucas’ eye was brown like bourbon held up to the light. Some color in his wardrobe might have suited him. But Robin would at least say that the black—plus that touch of gray and whatever color his jeans were—were striking with Lucas’ hair, which was dark, dark brown except for the swatch of silver-white that someone only two months older than Robin should not have but which Lucas had always had. The hair was also long, either from Lucas’ unwillingness to cut it or just Lucas forgetting to, his mind full of more important matters. 
The old scarring around his sightless and slightly clouded left eye only added to the imposing image. As did Lucas’ height and size; a trait shared by most of the Greysmith family, which was funny since only half of them were blood relatives and the rest had been adopted or taken in by Mallory Greysmith, Lucas’ mother. 
The coven, often obsessed with power and bloodlines and tradition, found the Greysmiths baffling and maybe even a little terrifying for that reason. 
Not that this mattered to the Greysmiths, who kept to the outskirts of town like Robin’s family did, if for different reasons. Robin sometimes thought his family would probably have scorned the coven altogether if not for their history. The Blessing-Redfernes were wise enough now to see the need for allies and protection—hence the free craft work some in the coven asked for, even if they really ought to offer something of their own crafting in return. No more standing alone and getting burned for it for the Blessings and the Redfernes. 
The Greysmiths, however, probably stayed out on their property because it was extensive and they could all fit there. But they also had some power, Mallory and Lucas in particular, so the witches in town tolerated the family’s eccentricities. Like a certain bitchy Winter King, the Greysmiths had their uses to those in charge, reluctant though many in the coven might be to admit it. 
The Greysmiths were the opposite of Robin, who had the bloodline the coven admired but none of the power, and so rarely had anyone calling to ask his advice on matters of significance. 
Despite that, he understood some of how it must feel for those from the proud, older families to have to approach Lucas Greysmith with the flutter of ravens around him, and his penetrating gaze, and, well, those shoulders. 
No ravens tonight. They probably hadn’t wanted to be out in this weather. Sensible birds, ravens, but too large. 
Robin dropped his head because it felt heavy, and his neck was sore, and Lucas really was tall in an irksome way. Lucas had his hands at his sides. His nails were painted, a shining, gothic black, no doubt. That was new. But Robin supposed it was one of Lucas’ sibling’s doing. He didn’t think Lucas cared much about his appearance beyond washing up or shaving. 
Robin had used to care about his appearance. In a house full of people who could and had made their own clothes when it suited them to, of course he had. But that had been years and years ago. He’d been busy since then. Tired. Grieving. 
A shudder went through him as a gust of wind carried past him into the house. He wondered in a distant, startled way if he was fully dressed, if he had pants on. 
Robin looked down. 
He did not. 
Thick, knitted, purple socks, boxer shorts, dye-stained t-shirt, baggy red cardigan, but no pants. 
He looked up quickly. Lucas’ gaze snapped to Robin’s face. 
Robin wondered if either of them would speak. He couldn’t seem to. 
He wasn’t often alone with Lucas. He hadn’t even seen Lucas since a glimpse in town a month ago, and before then… possibly not since Marise’s memorial. Lucas looked well, if confused, or maybe worried. Anything that would worry the marked, blessed Lucas Greysmith couldn’t be good. 
“I didn’t think the wise man got confused all that much,” someone commented, and oh, that had been Robin, in a rough, dry voice that should not have carried over the sound of the rain. 
Lucas seemed even more confused, his half eyebrow drawing close to the full one in a puzzled frown. It was strange how young Lucas could sometimes look with that white streak in his hair. Then the light would hit him and he wouldn’t be just another young man with tanned skin from working outside or a rare, careful smile, but something else, someone to be feared. 
The light right now made him look lost and a bit sorrowful. Robin focused on the source of the light, a car, which he hadn’t noticed with Lucas in front of him. 
The car was idling, Persephone behind the wheel, watching them both and probably impatient. Lucas could drive, but likely wouldn’t want to in weather like this. But why either of them would be here now was… 
“Oh,” Robin realized aloud, then promptly forgot what it was he’d realized except it involved Persephone. He brought his attention back to Lucas’ face and wondered if he was imagining the circles beneath Lucas’ eyes. They shouldn’t be there, but the coven would not go easy, not even on Lucas, if the need was great. 
“Blessing?” Lucas asked, still using that especially soft version of his already soft voice. 
Another shiver went down Robin’s back, so strong he reached out to grip the doorframe and stay on his feet. 
A high whistling sound broke through the pounding of the rain and the elated rush in Robin’s ears. 
“There’s no one left who calls me that,” he told Lucas quietly. With the ringing growing louder, he was not sure he was heard. Robin raised his head and tried again. “Yes, Lucas?” That was better, although he could barely hear himself. 
“Blessing,” Lucas said the name again, “are you all right?” 
The whistling was truly annoying now. 
Of course, Lucas would ask him that. Robin so rarely saw Lucas these days, and when he did, it was, Do you need anything, Blessing? Are you well, Blessing? When was the last time you rested, Blessing? Which were absolutely terrible questions because Robin had no way to answer them. Anyway, he lacked power that nearly every other witch had, but he wasn’t helpless. 
If he said that, though, Lucas would look at him in that sharp way of his, as if waiting for Robin to add something else that Robin resolutely was not going to add. Or Lucas would say something cryptic and wise. Or he’d say and do nothing at all, letting people figure out their own problems despite knowing the answer. 
That was probably what drove those in the coven up a wall and kept them from approaching Lucas until they were desperate. They didn’t know that Lucas simply liked silence, found it comfortable, and he might not mean anything by it. When Lucas spoke, it was usually with purpose. 
So perhaps he was asking after Robin because Robin had spent the last few years caring for people he loved as they weakened and slowed and died, and those were the kinds of questions people asked of someone who had done that. 
Or were supposed to ask. Robin was a bit fuzzy on that since he couldn’t remember too many other people asking him anything of that nature. The Greysmiths in general, Lucas specifically, and Robin’s nearest neighbor to the west who did not know about witches. No one else. 
It was nice of Lucas, really. He should have more important things on his mind, or at least more interesting things, than little Robin Blessing. He should be off being wise, or scary, or both. Off doing things, it was alleged, that even a Sibley would hesitate to do. He should be busy being someone marked by destiny. 
Robin worried, sometimes, when he thought of it. About whatever Lucas’ great purpose might be and what it would do to Lucas, who took everything so seriously. He would commit himself to the task no matter what it was, and then where would Robin be? 
“I ask you,” Robin finished, voice too hoarse for his indignation and worry to come through. 
“Ask me what, Blessing?” Lucas wondered, doing it again. 
“I don’t think anyone calls me Blessing anymore,” Robin informed him as loudly as he could, over the rain and the damned whistling and his frantic heart. “They aren’t around to do it.” He gazed up into Lucas’ face, which, as Marise had sighed once, was a well-shaped and handsome face, with or without scars. “Do you hear that whistling too?” Robin frowned for it, and for the concern now obvious in Lucas’ expression. “Annoying, isn’t it? Aren’t you cold?” Robin looked Lucas over and flicked the store-bought scarf so he could study it better, although his vision seemed to be swimming again. 
“I suppose not,” Robin answered his own question. “Dressed well for the weather, didn’t you? Where did you get that scarf? Why even bother with the flimsy thing? Not a drop of love in a single stitch. Oh. Did you know a storm was coming? Of course, you did. Oh,” Robin added, quieter and embarrassed, “I didn’t mean…” He peeked up, but there was no sign of fear around Lucas, so he cautiously continued, “I’m so glad you’re okay.” 
Lucas scowled, actually scowled. They would have pitched a fit in town to see that but Robin decided it was an expression of confusion again, extreme confusion this time, and perhaps more concern. 
Lucas was always asking after Robin’s health. Every time Robin took something over to the Greysmith house, he’d get those questions. He ought to answer them. 
Robin raised his head again, standing away from the door and doing his best to focus on Lucas and the swaying porch. 
“Truthfully, Lucas,” he said slowly, burning hot at the admission, “I am a little tired.” 
Then his knees seemed to stop working and the world went black and sparkling. 






  
  Chapter Two


Robin frowned at the pillow his face was smushed into. A fire somewhere nearby was crackling and far too hot. He shoved at the blanket under his chin so he could get some cooler air and the distant murmur of voices he had only just noticed suddenly stopped. 
The blanket was again pressed under his chin. 
Robin glared without opening his eyes, which seemed to be sealed shut. 
“No,” he insisted, and pushed weakly at the blanket without actually moving it. Satisfied despite this, he rolled over to hide against the back of the couch. 
The distant speakers laughed. 
Rude, Robin told them, or would have, but his mouth was sealed shut now too, and he was so very tired. 

    
  Someone was trying to make Robin sit up and drink something. The something was warm and sweet, but he was out of honey as well as tea, he was sure he was, which made the drink a mystery. It was nice, whatever it was, so he swallowed when told to and then sat back against a mound of pillows that hadn’t been there before. 
He had a moment to enjoy the wetness on his tongue. Then he coughed and the nice drink was everywhere but in his mouth. 
The voices clucked and fussed and wouldn’t let him apologize, though he tried. A gentle hand brushed his hair from his face and made him think of Flora, another great-aunt, risking the flu herself to see Robin through it at ten. 
“Flora made me graham crackers,” Robin confided to a ghost who looked a lot like Mallory Greysmith. 
“Oh, Blessing,” she said, stroking his hair. The touch was as nice as watered-down tea, heavy with honey. “Just rest.” 

    
  The next time Robin was propped up and asked to drink something, it didn’t taste nearly so nice. The honey was in the voice asking him to take small sips and the hand under the cup to support the weight when Robin automatically tried to hold it. 
“Lucas,” Robin whined in complaint after a while. The cup was taken away. Robin wasn’t allowed to sit back, but he closed his eyes and breathed slowly in and out and held the hand in his as tightly as he could until someone else said, “That should be good,” and Robin could finally rest again. 
“Tired,” he grumpily told Lucas and whoever else. It was not an invitation to be tucked in again, yet that happened and it wasn’t terrible. 
“I know you’re tired,” Lucas answered, soft and possibly tired himself. 
Robin carelessly patted the blankets at his side so Lucas would know he should rest too. Then, with a pleased nod, he went back to sleep. 

    
  The next time Robin cracked an eye to consider where he was, he was not surprised to find himself on the couch. He had been sleeping on the couch for a while now, so this made sense. What didn’t was seeing the baskets in several places around the room that had been gently pushed out of the walkways and how the piles of yarn and unfinished projects in each one had been stacked into neat little pyramids. 
That seemed like something he ought to deal with, like the far-off sound of raps or clicks and then a woman singing, “I’m not good, I’m not nice!” before being told to shush. 
He frowned, considering trying to say something, but then a hand settled on his shoulder and a firm, warm voice said, “Sleep, Blessing,” in a way that meant some magic was probably involved, and since Robin wanted to sleep anyway, he decided to listen to Lucas, just this once. 
Robin slept, waking once or twice for more unpleasant drinks and one sort of pleasant one. Shapes came from the darkness to bend over him in concern until they were shooed off. Someone carefully brushed his hair, then cleaned his face. 
“Try to keep still,” a voice said, as if Robin was that far gone. 
“Don’t tell me what to do, Lucas,” Robin snapped back, holding fast to the hand in his when it tried to pull away at the sound of someone else’s giggles. 
“All right.” The wise, blessed, marked one could be agreeable when he chose. “Would you please try to keep still?” 
“Better,” Robin approved sleepily, and did his best to be still and to not throw up the unpleasant drink when they brought it to him again. 

    
  Robin woke up all at once to a bright living room and an urgent, desperate pressure in his bladder. He got up off the couch, sliding to his knees on the floor and then crawling to the door before he thought getting there might go faster if he stood. Standing was a tricky proposition with his legs shaky and uncooperative and the room spinning if he moved too fast, but he managed it. 
Sort of. He clung to the wall and then part of the staircase and eventually made it to the bathroom. 
Once there, it took him several minutes to work up the strength to leave it. Apparently, he had been sick. He hoped his night on the couch had helped, and that there was a can of something in the kitchen to tide him over while he recovered. He could deal with anything else later. Much later. After he rested, which he did not need hovering shapes in the workroom doorway to tell him he needed to do. 
He flapped a hand at them to let them know he got the message, although taking a hand from the wall was a mistake. He finally tumbled back onto the couch cushions to stare at his trembling limbs and try to catch his breath. 
“Well, look who’s up,” someone chirped from the doorway. 
Robin turned to Persephone Greysmith in dizzy confusion. Adopted or not, she was vexingly tall like the rest of them, and wearing a puzzling, Christmas-themed sweater. 
She noticed Robin staring at it and shrugged without upsetting the tray in her hands. She set that on a small end table so she could peer at him with her hands on her hips. The sweater had Santa Claus on it—a poor substitute for the Holly King, in Robin’s opinion. She also had on a name tag amid a collection of pins, so the sweater might have been for work, although some witches found things like ugly Christmas sweaters funny. 
Her cotton candy pink hair was piled high atop her head, her earrings were long and dangling. Her nails were short and strangely bare, though shining. 
“The flu, I think,” Persephone said, as if she had been speaking for a while and Robin had spaced out. “You gave us a scare, you know,” she added, frowning before her usual smile returned. “Swooning into poor Lucas’ arms.” 
Robin resisted the Victorian urge to clutch some blankets to his chin, although he did drag some over his lap when he saw he was in his boxers. “I’m certain I didn’t.” 
“No.” Persephone took pity on him. “You fell and hit your head on the doorjamb on the way down. Not hard, but it scared us. Then you told Lucas to put you on the couch. You’re bossy even when you’re sick. Here.” She brought Robin a cup and pressed it into his hands. 
The china pattern was lilac and daisies, the last of an antique tea set, and Robin’s favorite cup when he wasn’t using mugs. He didn’t think Persephone knew that, however, but accepted it and then frowned at the steaming cup of tea and the bits of leaf floating at the bottom. 
“I’m not….” The bossy little Blessing rang in his ears and he took a second to glare at the ceiling before going on. “What…. Was he…? Um. What were you two doing here in the first place?” 
“Oh.” Persephone had a cup for herself, but didn’t sit down to drink it. “You messaged that my shawl was done and that you’d bring it over, and really, Blessing, you always do that, come all the way out to the house. We live in the same town, and it’s not a terrible drive for me if I’m in town anyway. I offered to come get it. Guess you didn’t get that message.” 
“But why was he the one to…” Robin ended that there and took a cautious sip of tea. It was herbal and watered down and sweetened with honey. The taste was familiar. He swallowed. “Were you here all night?” 
“All night?” Persephone raised both eyebrows. “I was here part of the first night, then I went to work.” 
First night, Robin heard again in his mind, and thought, Oh no. 
Oblivious to Robin’s dismay, Persephone continued. “Then Mama came out to keep Lucas company while he sat with you, but you seemed better by then. I think you mostly just needed sleep. So they called me here today to watch you while Lucas takes her home and maybe grabs a change of clothes.” 
“Your mother was here?” Robin shook off the vague memory of speaking to Mallory Greysmith in favor of focusing on the more alarming part of Persephone’s statement. “Change of clothes? Lucas is coming back?” 
The friendly smile vanished from Persephone face. Her eyes narrowed. “I see,” she said coldly. “I didn’t think you were one of those people who want nothing to do with Lucas.” 
Her expression was close to how Robin imagined Lucas had looked during one of the times Lucas had gone beyond the pale as far as the coven was concerned. Robin had not been there, and had only heard the stories months later, but the gist was that someone had been demanding Lucas do something for them or tell them what to do. But the request had either been rudely phrased or inappropriate to begin with. Powerful witches did not exist to grant wishes, and Lucas, marked since childhood, was clearly not there to further some random witch’s personal interests. 
Lucas, quiet, odd Lucas who rescued dogs and gave them to his brother to raise and who had brought home teenage runaway Persephone when still a teen himself, was hardly short-tempered. 
So if he had rounded on that coven member as was alleged, and said the things he was supposed to have said, Robin was inclined to believe the coven member had deserved every word. 
It hadn’t been all that shocking, anyway. A lot of fuss from witches who counted on proxies like Will Battle to do their fighting for them and had forgotten what it was to put their hands in the earth for themselves. 
Lucas had, at least according to the story, demanded to know what the coven member would give to get what they were asking, and he had not been vague in his suggestions. 
“Your life?” Lucas had supposedly said, unyielding but probably not cruel. “Your familiar’s?” 
There were very few who would make a sacrifice such as that, who would even consider it. But the original request—implied later to be something innocent, which Robin doubted—was probably exactly the sort of thing to require power from something that drastic. 
It was horrible to think about, spilling the blood of a familiar. Robin didn’t have one, of course, but he had grown up with a few in the house, and some regular pets as well, and working dogs for the sheep. But his family was old and there were ancient ways of doing things. He knew that well enough. Any witch should, even if they didn’t want to do it. 
No, what this particular coven member had wanted, more than likely, was for Lucas to do the terrible thing for them. Have the deed done with his hands since Lucas was
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