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Under Witch Aura


Chapter 1

Ghosts don’t usually cause much
trouble; they knock things over or rattle the eaves enough to be
annoying. I didn’t know Sarah all that well in life, and I had no
desire to know her better after death. It took a pretty angry ghost
to appear in full form and do damage on the plane of the
living.

Sarah wouldn’t have been able
to reach me at all had I been inside my house. I’m no dummy; after
my first home burned down due to an evil spirit trapped in Aztec
gold, I built the new one with the best protection a witch could
spell. No witch, not even a dead one, could get through.

Of course, the problem was that
I wasn't safe inside my little house. I was unloading groceries
from my rattletrap Civic, trying to grab all three bags because I
was too lazy to make an extra trip.

The howl split through the air,
an angry, fighting growl that rose to a feral scream. In one
motion, I dropped my groceries and spun around. Instinctively, I
snapped my silver-decorated wrists in front of me. I didn’t carry a
silver dagger to the store, although these days, just to get a
parking spot, I probably needed a gun.

Sarah was within inches of
touching me, but she stopped as though she hit a wall when I raised
silver. She didn’t look much different than the last time we’d met,
except for the fact that I could see right through her to the front
porch.

There should have been nothing
in my yard between the car and my porch besides moonlight, but not
only was there a ghost, there was a cat. The feline had let loose
the feral scream, not Sarah.

I didn’t own a cat. I hadn’t
the faintest idea where it came from, but it had saved me. Its
warning screech had turned me around in time to keep Sarah from
touching me. If she was trying for possession or for violence from
the grave, thanks to the cat, she had missed.

Unfortunately, my raised silver
did not cause her to disappear. Her groping arms faded into barely
visible stubby fingers even as they reached for me.

I retreated carefully, keeping
my silver exposed.

In life Sarah hadn’t been my
rival, but neither had she been a close friend. Sure, she was a
witch, but her witchery involved the spiritual; inner healing and
the like. I didn’t mess with that stuff, and we rarely crossed
paths—or clients.

Like me, her appearance didn’t
shout “witch” unless you considered her gray frizzy hair. She was
my age, twenty-seven, but her hair had been gray since high school.
Mine was still black and thankfully pulled into a ponytail, out of
the way.

Sarah wore jeans, tighter than
mine, with a flowery, ruffled shirt. There was a huge dark stain
below her left collarbone. Rather than sad like I'd expect from a
ghost, her eyes were as wild as her hair.

“Sar..ah?” Collecting my
breath, I realized then that her shirt wasn’t ruffled, it was in
tatters, flapping away from her body as though floating from some
unseen force. When had I seen her last? A month ago?

How long had she been dead?

“Sarah?” I repeated
pointlessly. With another few sideways and backwards steps, I'd
have a clear path to the porch. There wasn't a lot of protection
there, but she’d be less real in the porch light, and the small
amount of silver lining the deck might keep her at bay.

Sarah wailed, an eerie,
sub-audible sound, leaving me witless and cold with fear.

I edged away, but she followed,
her mouth moving mournfully. Stealing a glance towards the steps, I
noticed the cat again. It hunched on the railing, illuminated by a
pool of porch light. Mottled browns rippled across its body.

It was far too small to be my
shape-shifter friend and sometime-employee, Lynx. Not that I had
ever heard such a hair-raising feral scream from Lynx, either in
his human or cat form.

The cat leaped from the
railing, darted off into the shadows, and howled again. I swung
around to find Sarah close enough to breathe on me had she still
had breath.

“Stop.” I pushed out with one
hand as though I could strong-arm her. Backing up, I flashed silver
behind me with my other arm. Watching every direction was
impossible.

She flinched, wailing. Her
angst was strong enough that the noise vibrated through me, grating
painfully through my bones. The sound was far more ominous than the
cat's live screech.

How long would the silver
protect me? So far as I knew, ghosts didn't have a lot of
limitations or power. But then again, I had never met one this
audible or visible.

Sarah's mouth moved again,
petulantly this time, and she rubbed at her chest. I couldn’t read
lips, and her hollow groaning wasn’t discernible as words. With the
porch light behind me now, her arms showed almost as much damage as
her chest. The wounds were either disease from the grave or she'd
been peppered with shrapnel.

I scooted away and jumped over
two steps straight onto the porch landing. “What do you want from
me?”

“Adriel. Heeeelp. Meeee.” The
three words were forced across planes of existence that weren’t
meant to be traveled in reverse. The sound was as clear as
daylight, something in short supply at ten in the evening.

I stood directly under the
light now, but made the mistake of blinking.

That fast, she vanished.

I spun around, ducking, but
there was nothing behind me. There was no one on either side of me.
I clung to the side of my house like a new layer of paint. My eyes
searched the shifting shadows. The Civic was a giant monster at the
edge of the darkness. Shadows…

“Eeep!” My heart missed a beat,
but the movement across the yard was just a tree, rustling in the
breeze. Although it was early September in Santa Fe, my shivers
arose from fear rather than the cool evening breeze.

Ghosts could easily brush
through a person. Sometimes they wanted back on the side of the
living badly enough to attempt possession. Sarah had to have some
amount of power just to appear at all. From the damage and pain she
exhibited, letting Sarah touch me wouldn't be a pleasant
experience.

My fingers gripped the rough
stucco. The darkness shifted, but it was only the juniper tree
continuing its swish back and forth. The potted cactus on my porch
didn't bend, nor was it large enough to hide anything in its
shadow.

I edged carefully to the front
door. “Sarah?”

I thought I heard a “meow,” but
it could have been the breeze flapping the plastic grocery bag that
lay in the dirt next to the Civic. The night whispered; crickets
chirping, the ticking of the car engine, sand shifting. A faint
hint of gasoline fumes from the Civic wafted through the air.

I unlocked the front door and
dodged inside. As fast as my feet would move, I ran to my workroom
and grabbed my silver dagger even though I hadn't the slightest
intention of going back out there tonight. Maybe not even
tomorrow.

No, I was calling for backup.
From the looks of the sizable hole over her heart, Sarah had met a
brutal end, and I didn’t want to run into her again tonight, or
worse—encounter whatever she might have led to my front door.


Chapter 2

Witchery is far more mundane
than you might expect. Mostly I mix and measure chemicals from
Mother Earth and add important “firing” mechanisms. Occasionally,
casting a spell involves mysterious words, but it's far easier and
safer to set off a spell by crushing a membrane containing a
chemical catalyst.

While I generally had a spell
or two on my person, they were usually protections that had been
concocted in advance. None of my spells worked against ghosts, at
least not that I was aware of. I hadn’t even known silver would
ward off a ghost because silver was certainly no threat to a living
witch.

There would be time for
research and spells later. Sarah had obviously not died a peaceful,
easy death, and right now I wanted the comfort and protection of
the living more than anything else.

I snatched up the phone to call
White Feather. Although he still called me at least once a day, I
had barely seen him the last two weeks. Our relationship had been
on the cusp of “getting warm and wonderful” when he retreated, got
busy or got cold feet.

I wasn’t sure why we hadn’t
been spending more time together. When we first met, he had posed
as an undercover cop investigating problems in the paranormal
community. He thought I was an old decrepit witch; one of his best
informants.

It turned out his brother was
the cop. White Feather was really a wind energy consultant by trade
and an air elemental warlock covertly helping his brother
investigate supernatural crimes now and then.

Whatever he was working on
could wait. Sarah was dead, and the stain on her front hadn’t been
from a few sips of spilled coffee. White Feather could involve his
cop brother Gordon when…The thought of finding Sarah’s actual
remains spooked me more than the thought of her ghostly form. At
least the wraith had been animated. A dead body had a different and
very definite finality.

“Hello?” White Feather's warm,
mellow voice dispersed the worry, replacing it with a shock of
longing. It had been too long since I’d seen him.

“White Feather, it’s me.”

“I know.” He sounded exactly as
he had the last few times we'd spoken, his deep baritone happy to
hear from me.

I was breathless, something he
could do to me without any help from a ghost. Usually, I covered
the worst of my reaction so that it wasn't too obvious that he
could have me wrapped around his finger, or his body--just about
any time he asked.

My voice stuttered when I said,
“I’ve got an issue. A possible issue really. It’s small, I think,
but I’m pretty sure it’s going to be an issue.”

“Are you in danger?” Keys
jangled and what sounded like a door closing came from the
background.

“No, no, I’m fine.” Sarah
couldn’t cross into my home without an invitation, and she wasn’t
likely to hover out in the yard waiting for me to come out. Or was
she?

She had faded completely after
a scant minute of trying to communicate. But what had summoned her
in the first place? She had no reason to seek me out before death,
much less after.

“Adriel?”

My pause had been too long.
“Your brother needs to search for a body,” I squeaked, “to go with
the ghost that showed up on my doorstep.”

He may have dropped his keys.
“Call me on my cell if it shows up again. I’m on my way.”

I hung up, checked the window
and paced. There wasn’t time to research ghosts, but there had to
be some basic precautions that would help.

I hurried back to my lab and
surveyed the shelves full of bottles, beakers, special stones and
piles of notes. The potent cayenne of a rista worked the same way
garlic did against vampires. Since creatures that crept about in
the dark were the problem, it might come in handy.

A gun would do me absolutely no
good at all, silver bullets notwithstanding. I added another
crucifix to my neck, put a spare in my pocket and kept my silver
dagger handy.

On the way back to the living
room, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. My golden-hued skin
was abnormally pale. The funny green hazel streak in my left eye
stood out against the otherwise ordinary brown.

I smoothed the wrinkles from my
t-shirt with my hands, but it was hopeless. With White Feather on
his way, I should be wearing something more attractive. My iron
hadn't been used on clothing since...probably ever. It was in the
lab for heating spell packets.

If I had bigger boobs maybe the
wrinkles would stay stretched out. My figure was average, and like
most Hispanics, on the short side, stretching to hit five six. At
least I wasn’t fat. Witches got a lot of exercise chasing clients
and practicing spells. At least I did.

Thinking of spells refocused my
attention on the problem at hand. If Sarah threw a ghostly spell at
me, it wasn’t likely to be an act of kindness. “Arrowheads!” They
were an effective tool against evil spirits. Since they tended to
interfere with my own spells, they weren't in the lab.

Scurrying into the living room,
I counted three stones up from the fireplace mantle and one over,
muttering a release spell. The silver box hiding behind the stones
wasn't heavy.

The arrowheads inside were
almost like Mother Earth, calling my essence, but unlike the steady
drumbeat of her song, it was a gentle siren, tugging without
offering anything back. It was a calming feeling, but at the same
time, a smothering one.

I selected the obsidian
arrowhead because obsidian had natural protections against illness.
Who knew what diseases Sarah might have picked up from her new,
dead friends? Maybe those spots on her arm weren't from anything
that occurred while she was alive.

With the arrowhead in my
pocket, I positioned myself next to the window. If any ghosts
attacked White Feather, they'd better have an open portal to return
to their home base because I'd hit them with enough spells to
re-kill them three times over.

It wasn't long before the
headlights of his Prius sedan cut across the yard and merged with
the light from the porch. The only things out of place were my
unlucky groceries, scattered on the ground, forgotten.

The car, like the man, was
stealthy, coasting to a silent stop. White Feather took his time,
shutting the lights off and allowing his eyes to adjust to the dark
before easing out of the car.

Not taking chances, I raced to
the front door and yanked it open, ready to go out fighting or
usher him in if he had to make a run for it.

He retrieved the grocery bags
without breaking stride. Only the turn of his head and the tautness
of his shoulders indicated his wariness.

I couldn’t sense his magic,
even though I knew its caress; the heady perfume of a nighttime
breeze, the elements of heat carried on the wind, and the scents of
life in the air. While my magic was of the earth, White Feather’s
talent was with the air. He compelled the element and controlled
it. The way I spoke to Mother Earth, he spoke to Father Sky.

Tonight, he kept his power
close. His magic barely brushed against me as he reached the porch.
It was only the lightest of touches before it was gone.

He stepped inside. I slammed
the door.

He held out one of the grocery
bags. “I didn’t see anyone.” He smiled at me then, but he didn’t
touch me.

My heart stopped anyway. His
eyes were the color of trees; a deep green that changed to
bottomless black in the right light or when danger reared its head.
He was at least a foot taller than me, his wavy black hair on the
long side now, curling at the ends. Chiseled, bronze features made
his face stern, especially when he was wary or on guard like now.
Intelligent eyes scanned the kitchen and the living room. He didn't
need to carry a weapon, not with his warlock strength. A navy
tee-shirt stretched across his broad chest and disappeared into
well-fitted blue jeans.

“Anything,” I corrected. “You
didn’t see anything.”

I finally accepted the grocery
bags. Sadly, I heard a sickening crunch. It only took a minute to
confirm my suspicions. “Rats. Only two of the eggs survived.”
Gourmet cook I was not. Since dating White Feather, I had been
wined and dined--until he had suddenly become preoccupied. For the
last two weeks, I had been forced back to my previous diet of
omelets and pasta.

“What happened?” White Feather
asked. His eyes flicked around the living room and kitchen once
more. A counter divided the two rooms. An ancient round oak table
and chairs sat in the combined dining and living space. My parents'
old, brown leather couch hugged one wall and a newer, beige easy
chair sat next to it. Unless you counted the fireplace, the only
other piece of furniture was a square table where I had kept my
television until it stopped working.

My lab was the largest room in
the house and the most frequently used. It contained my computer,
which, with the television broken, filled in as a purveyor of news.
Apparently it wasn’t sufficient because when I finished telling
White Feather about the ghost, he seemed to know more than I
did.

“Was this Sarah person one of
those nuts claiming homestead rights on forest land and living in a
shack?” he asked.

She had no address, because it
was pretty much as he described. “Yes, she lived near the free
range land, but in the hills, toward the ski resort. Her place was
an old ranch or mining property she claimed belonged to her
grandfather before the forest became forest land.”

“That’s the one. No one could
prove she wasn’t the grand kid because no one could prove who lived
there. She’s been squatting out there for five years while the
government argues with her. There was a fire at her cabin three
days ago. My brother mentioned it because of the explosion, and the
fact that he didn’t find anyone. He figured she'd moved on.”

I gulped. “Not in time.”

“Apparently not.” He stuffed
his hands in his pockets and paced away from the kitchen counter.
“You checked the rest of the house?”

“I went in the lab. I don’t
think she can cross the threshold into my house. I’m not sure what
attracts a ghost in the first place, but she is still a witch,
right?”

“Technically, yes.” His face
was pensive, tired. He combed his hair back with one hand.

“My various protections against
other witches and evil spirits should keep her out. Of
course, I’m not certain she’s an evil spirit. All I know is that
she didn’t like me raising silver against her.”

“Would that have bothered her
in life?”

“Not that I know of. She wasn’t
a shifter.”

“Hmph.”

While I fumbled with putting
the groceries away, he checked the place over. I felt the flash of
his power and a stir in the air as he sent his magic out ahead of
him. Neat trick and one I wanted to learn. I had been meaning to
ask him how he did it because I intended to devise a similar spell
using earth magic, but lately, I wasn’t all that sure where I stood
with him. He hadn’t shut me out, but he’d been too busy—or
something.

Just looking at him made my
heart ache. Or tingle. Well, both.

When he returned to the living
room, I wiped my hands on a towel and asked, “So, uh, what else is
new?”

He laughed either at my
nervousness or the lameness of the question. “Hell if I know.” He
stepped toward me and then stopped at the counter, bracing his body
against it with his hands in a half leaning position. “I've had to
spend a lot of time at home lately.”

“Oh?” My heart beat faster,
hoping the reason would somehow be good news.

“There's something in the
wind.” White Feather didn't use that statement as an expression.
For him, the air and its breezes was a link to a whole different
level of information. It could mean that the wind carried a message
from the past or future. It could be a warning or, on the more
mundane side, just portend a bad storm on the way.

“I've got wards at the house,
and every time I leave it feels like they’ve triggered, but when I
get home, everything seems fine. I can't figure out what's wrong.
All the way over here, there was pressure from the wards, and this
incident of yours has me thinking. Maybe it's a ghost. At my
place.”

“You think so? Sarah didn't set
off any of my protections. But the silver definitely bothered her.
Did you know Sarah?”

“No, but it wouldn't have to be
her. I guarantee you that something is messing with my wards. Now
that I'm inside your house, the warning isn't as intense, but if I
hadn’t already had dozens of false alarms in the last couple of
weeks, I’d be positive that someone was at my house breaking
in.”

The protective spells around my
house were set to keep out all forms of evil, spells and other
mischief. His were likely similar only using air elements rather
than earth. “My spells might be blocking whatever is in the wind.
Or even the wards from your place.”

“Possibly. After adding more
wards, I was certain I was closing in on the problem, but now I’m
not so sure.” He tapped one finger on the counter. “One problem at
a time. First thing we should do is take a look at Sarah’s house in
the morning. We might spot something Gordon missed. The police crew
wouldn't have expended more than the basics on the case because
with her gone it was actually a problem solved.”

“Okay.” I turned and hung the
towel across a cabinet door to hide the confusion in my eyes. Why
hadn't he told me something was in the wind two weeks ago? He
hadn’t asked for my help either, and that stung a bit.

“Was Sarah a wind witch?” he
asked.

“Not that I know of. She was
into aromatherapy, but her main talent was healing auras—grounding
oneself, finding spiritual peace and stuff like that. Matilda would
know more about what she might have been into lately.” White
Feather had only met my best friend in passing, but everyone knew
Mat.

She ran the most popular witch
shop in Santa Fe, flaunting her abilities in front of the world.
Since most witches didn’t want a public face or reputation, Mat was
also a rare witch who sold other witches’ spells on consignment.
“Before we go out to Sarah’s house I’ll talk to Mat. She might have
some of Sarah’s spells for resale that will help us trace her.”

“You don’t have anything of
hers?”

“Not a thing. It doesn’t make
sense that she came here. We weren’t close at all, even though I’ve
known her since high school. She admitted openly that she was a
witch, but she didn’t like competition.”

“She must have been keeping
track of you.”

“She had no reason to. I see
her...” The truth still hadn't settled in my brain. “I used to see
her around Santa Fe a few times a year in the grocery store, but
that was it.”

He said, “Well, if she’s dead,”
I snorted rudely, but he continued, “I’m guessing there’s a body
out there somewhere. We may as well find it.”

Someone had to look for her,
and it appeared that we had been nominated. “I’ll stop by Mat’s
shop as soon as she opens at ten and see if she has something of
Sarah's. We could head up the mountain by eleven or after lunch.”
Matilda was not a morning person. If she hadn’t had four cups of
coffee, I'd get a dose of attitude with muddled answers to my
questions.

It would also be nice if we
could go to lunch together before hiking up the mountain, but I
didn't want to push it. Feeling vulnerable, I avoided his eyes.

As my gaze shifted nervously, I
noticed his knuckles. He held onto the edge of the counter hard
enough to bruise his hands. The muscles across his wide shoulders
were bunched and tight, but his voice didn't betray any
tension.

“Sounds good. I’ll pick you up
at eleven.” He turned toward the door. “You’ll be okay
tonight?”

“Sure,” I said, not having any
idea if it was a lie or the truth.

“I’ll take one more look around
before I go.”

I stayed in the kitchen,
pretending there were still groceries to put away while he prowled
through the two bedrooms and my attached workroom.

“Nothing and no one,” he
announced as he came back into the living room.

“I’m pretty sure she can’t come
into the house. I’ll do some research on ghosts and see if there
are protections I can add.”

“Good idea. I don't want you in
any danger. Maybe she found you through me somehow.”

“That doesn't make any
sense.”

“Neither does whatever is
bouncing against my wards. Call my cell phone if she shows up
again.”

I nodded.

He started to leave, but
changed his mind and pulled me in fast. As kisses went, it was
chaste; quick and hard, but I wasn’t about to complain. He let me
go and grabbed the doorknob. “Do you have any salt? It’s a weak
protection, but it will keep most ghosts at bay.”

Salt was a good blocker against
evil spirits, and the adobe already had some baked in, but an extra
sprinkle wouldn’t hurt.

My kitchen cupboard yielded a
large container of Morton’s best.

He took it from me and said,
“Lock up.”

From past experience, I knew he
would listen for the locks. From the window, I watched him
disappear around the side of the house, sprinkling the salt over
his shoulder. The porch light showed the salt landing in a precise
line, pushed there by a helpful air drift from White Feather.

When he finished, he didn’t
bring the salt back inside. He stood still for several seconds, a
nearly invisible sentry, his head tilted as he listened to the
secrets that the breezes shared only with him.

He was in his car and driving
away before I accepted he was leaving. He’d never made me any
promises unless you counted him saving my life. My heart counted
that, even if my mind was willing to let it go. Him leaving wasn’t
precisely a rejection, but my heart didn’t seem to know that
either.

He hadn’t stopped calling. He
had been worried enough to come over here…he was obviously tense.
Very tense.

I tapped my foot. Something was
amiss. While he'd said he felt better inside my house, he hadn’t
exactly been relaxed. He hadn't even seen the ghost, but he had
been plenty on edge.

Hard as it was to put my ego
aside, maybe this wasn’t about me. White Feather was obviously
holding something back, and if he thought something in the wind was
dangerous, he wasn’t likely to invite me to investigate.

Well, lack of details had never
stopped me from tackling problems before. He might not be willing
to ask for help, but as far as I was concerned, an invitation was
an unnecessary formality.


Chapter 3

If I had only wanted Matilda to
check her inventory of spells, I could have called earlier than
ten. She would have grumbled, but even half-zombie, she could check
her inventory. More important than Sarah’s spells, I was curious
about whether Mat had seen Sarah as a ghost. That wasn’t the type
of conversation to have over the phone with Mat half asleep.

Matilda knew almost every witch
in New Mexico and probably a great many more elsewhere. While most
of us were either too competitive or too secretive to openly
discuss witchery, Matilda ran her business just off the Santa Fe
plaza. She sold to tourists, groupies, regular clients, and
artists. If there was ever a group of people likely to hire a
witch, it was the artists. Whether they needed to get in touch with
their inner self or touch someone else, sooner or later, nearly
every artist in the area made their way into Mat’s shop.

My friend played to the needs
of her clients well. She embodied mystical; cultivating the persona
like an ever-changing work of art. When I walked in, she was
fluttering about the shop in full regalia. Her swirl of tie-dyed
robes, multiple rings and bright colored makeup were fit for a
crystal ball queen. Strangely, she was missing her usual headpiece,
which varied between a tiara and a veil. Today her hair was in an
elegant French twist rather than a teased mass of red curls that
shouted, “Goddess.”

Instead of greeting me with her
usual happy squeal, she was a quiet mouse fretting over a customer.
Said male customer was intently perusing the shelves as though they
contained great tomes of knowledge rather than pretty bottled
potions that promised to grant wishes.

Matilda offered me a subdued
wave. Her eyes flicked quickly from me to the customer. I had no
idea what she wanted me to do.

“I can come back—“

She shook her head sharply. Bad
guess. I tried again. “I’ll just browse—“

Her hand fluttered in panic.
Well, if I couldn’t leave and couldn’t stay, what was I supposed to
do?

The guy swiveled my way.
Matilda immediately pasted an innocent expression on her face,
while I stood there sputtering like a fish out of water. He smiled
at Matilda and then at me. “I’m Jim.”

Jim reminded me vaguely of
White Feather, with dark good looks. He was shorter than White
Feather, but probably close to the same age, thirty or so. His
shoulders were wide, like a wrestler. Dark eyes smiled and his skin
was pure Hispanic gold, a lovely shade of tinted sunshine and
Mother Earth.

“Uh, hi.” Matilda didn’t
introduce her customers to one another because anonymity was part
of the creed in her shop. I certainly couldn't start asking my
questions in front of him.

Jim and I both looked at
Matilda for cues, but she had become as still as a store
mannequin.

“I’m Adriel,” I ventured
cautiously.

Mat’s eyes lit up and her
shoulders relaxed. Ah. She wanted to introduce us, but with the
unspoken rules, didn’t want to overstep. She rushed to fill in the
gap. “Adriel, I’m so glad you stopped by. Jim, this is Adriel, my
friend.” She batted her eyelashes at him, but in a subtle flirt
rather than her usual flamboyant show.

He offered his hand over the
clothing rack that marked the middle of the store. “Nice to meet
you.”

“You too.” Since the cat was
out of the bag as far as us being friends, I added, “I’ll wait in
the back. I stopped in to ask Mat about getting together for dinner
later this week.”

Jim smiled and returned his
attention to Mat. “Oddly enough, so did I.”

It was hard to keep from
giggling at the pleased expression on my friend’s face. Since I
hadn’t come about dinner, and we could eat together any old time,
Mat’s happiness certainly wasn’t on account of my suggestion. I
ducked through the scarves that separated Mat’s living quarters
from the store. It was impossible not to eavesdrop, especially
since her couch faced the shop.

There was no point in
pretending disinterest. Giggles overtook me the second the shop
door closed behind him.

Mat appeared in the doorway. We
both waited until the bell at the front door stopped jingling. Mat
even checked over her shoulder to make sure he was gone before
saying anything. Then, we both talked at once.

Mat said, “I met him at the
Small Business Association meeting. He didn’t know I was a witch,
but after we went out twice, I mentioned it in passing, and he
didn’t bat an eye!”

“Niiiice,” was my comment.

“This was his first visit to
the shop. He was in the middle of checking everything out when you
came in. I wasn’t expecting him or anything!” She wrung her hands
for a half second and then said, “Hang on, I’m gonna close the shop
for fifteen so we can talk!” She raced to the outer door, glanced
outside, put her sign up and threw the locks.

I asked from the doorway, “What
if he returns, and you just closed for a break?”

She skidded to a halt, but then
she gave me a chiding glance. “Oh, stop it. He won’t come back
right now.” But she did double-check the walk outside, which
prompted a stifled laugh from me.

“I’d ask what you think,” she
said, “but it isn’t like it matters.”

“Of course not.” I shook my
hand and blew on my fingers. “Hot.”

“He is all of that, isn’t he?”
It was her turn to giggle. “We’ve only been out a couple of times.
I figured once he got a bead on my business, he’d drift off, but he
doesn’t seem to care.”

“Awesome! It’s hard to find a
good man, and it’s almost impossible to keep one after you come
clean.” Normals came in three types: They either didn’t believe in
witches, they believed, but were drooling groupies, or they thought
all witches were loons. “What does he do?”

She shrugged. “He’s an
engineer.”

“At Los Alamos?” My heart gave
a nervous flutter. The engineer status wasn’t the problem. When
White Feather wasn’t helping Gordon, he consulted on wind projects,
but unlike the majority of engineers in Santa Fe, White Feather
wasn't employed at Los Alamos. My limited experience with
scientists there hadn't been all that positive.

“No, Jim works with computers.”
She smiled reassuringly, because she knew about my recent
experience.

“Ah. That sounds safe.”

We chitchatted for a couple of
minutes, but once her nervous energy dissipated, I said, “I wanted
to ask you about Sarah Damico.”

“Sarah? Up on the hill?” She
waved in the direction of the eastern mountains.

I nodded. “What was she into?
Did she mess with air elements?”

Mat shook her head, but then
clarified, “Well, aromatherapy and spiritual healing could be
considered air arts.”

“Did she sell much here?”

“Oh, yes. She’s exceptional
with aromatherapy potions. You bought some of her stuff for that
big party you went to, remember?”

“I did?”

“I know, I know, I don’t
identify who sells what, but that’s the kind of thing she does. She
makes potions for atmospheric effects with a lot of herbs to create
the right vibes for healing and stuff. I don’t know if you used it
because you had several potions from different witches.”

Even without a more obvious
hint, I was almost certain which spell had been Sarah's. I also had
an inkling of how and why Sarah might have chosen to visit me.
“Have you seen her—I mean—“

Mat answered before I could
explain. “It’s been, oh, a couple of weeks at least. She comes in
about once a month to collect her profits and ask if I need more
inventory.”

“I meant--” I gulped and
started again. “I’ve got some bad news.” Haltingly, I shared my
encounter with Sarah's ghost.

Mat stared at me, her mouth
working. “Oh. My. But...”

“I must still have one of her
spells.”

Mat frowned. “You probably do.
But if she came to you because you have some of her spells, why
didn’t she appear in front of me?”

“Maybe you were in bed where
normal people belong at ten at night?”

She shook her head. “Lately,
I’ve been out past ten a lot.” She blushed. With her milk-white
complexion there was no hiding it either. “Oh my gosh, can you
imagine how embarrassing it would be if Jim dropped me off and she
appeared?” Her eyes bulged, and the becoming flush deepened to a
crimson of worry.

“Maybe the concrete around here
interferes with her ghost abilities. It tends to block me from
Mother Earth to some degree.”

Mat nodded, but then shook her
head. “My magic works fine.” She chewed on her lipstick. “She might
still show up here. Wouldn't that be interesting?” She obviously
couldn't decide whether seeing the ghost was more important than
the consequences if she did.

“You might want to try to avoid
her until we figure out what is going on. In the meantime, can I
buy one of her spells? I want one that is definitely hers.”

“Hmm. Let me see what I have
left. I keep records of what everyone buys also. If she is
attracted to something you still have, I can tell you which spell
it is.” Mat moved to her desk.

Sorting the records on her
computer only took her a few seconds. “Oh darn. I only have one of
hers left. I'll have to charge a premium since it can't be made
again.” She cross-checked her shelves and quickly located a coarse
pottery jar. Her thumb rubbed along the edge as though soaking up
the vibes.

“You might not want to sell it
to the general public until we determine whether or not Sarah plans
to follow her spells around and make appearances.”

Mat tilted her head. “You’re
right. That might make it even more valuable.”

That hadn’t been what I was
getting at. “Mat--”

“Let’s check which spells I
sold you.” With great care, she set the jar on the computer table.
Her fingers danced over the keyboard again. “You bought two of
hers. Serenity—it’s a gorgeous blue smoke that sets a soothing mood
spell, and one other that does essentially the same thing in a
green jar labeled, 'Forest.'”

It wasn't hard to remember
which spells I had employed during the party because the special
effects had saved the life of my client and quite possibly my own
skin. “I must still have Forest.”

Mat touched the jar. “So I can
keep this? I'll sell it to you if you need it.”

I smiled, completely
understanding. The spell was valuable and likely to grow more
potent over time. Depending on the witch and how each spell was
ultimately used, in the hands of the right witch, the remaining
spell held a lot of potential.

“I'm certain I still have the
forest one. If I can't find it, I'll let you know.” I hated to
think what Mat would charge me. We were friends, so she would be
reasonable, but that in itself was a charge—on our friendship.

Mat grinned happily and
followed me to the front where we exchanged hugs. She stood in the
doorway while I retreated across the broken sidewalks of Santa Fe.
No doubt she was daydreaming over whether she could make more money
by waiting to sell the spell or by selling it now because it might
come with a ghostly visit.

I rubbed at sudden goosebumps.
No one deserved to run into Sarah's miserable ghost.

I drove home, eagerly
anticipating the next couple of hours with White Feather, even if
it meant investigating Sarah's musty old cabin.

My mood took an instant
nosedive when I pulled in my driveway. The scrawny brown cat from
the night before waited on the porch railing. Its tail twitched as
it watched me watch it from the car. There was no howl this time,
and it was broad daylight, but I surveyed the area very carefully
before edging out of the car.

The cat was even smaller
without nighttime shadows dancing across it. Hunched down, it was
barely bigger than a kitten.

My heart beat faster. I
listened so intently it was impossible to actually hear
anything.

We stood, facing off, for at
least thirty seconds. When the blood stopped rushing around my head
and nothing suspicious appeared, I finally asked, “Well? What are
you here for?”

It regarded me unblinking and
soundless.

My yard wasn’t overgrown, but
it was outside the city limits with no close neighbors so it was in
its natural desert state. It could hide a careful live person and
certainly a determined ghost.

I approached the house sideways
to prevent anything from sneaking up behind me.

The cat tired of the game and
sauntered off the left side of the porch. A delicate pattern of
ribs warred with the stripes of brown and rust. “Do you want food?”
The cat, most certainly a small female now that her tail end was
clearly visible, did not deem me important enough to answer. She
seemed uninterested, but I knew better.

Whoever had abandoned her
hadn’t given her much of a chance. If the coyotes didn’t make a
meal of her, an owl or hawk would. If she managed to escape those
fates, the desert would claim her by refusing to provide enough
water.

Once inside, I filled a bowl
with water and emptied a can of tuna in another. I left both bowls
on the porch. The cat had saved me, whether it meant to or not.

White Feather drove up just as
I finished my self-appointed task. Unless he wanted to wait, we'd
have to hunt for Sarah without a witching fork. Setting the willow
to Sarah's essence would be more complicated than usual because I
needed a way to extract bits of her remaining spell without using
it up entirely.

Ah well. How hard could it be
to find a dead body if one really looked?


Chapter 4

White Feather brought lunch. It
was almost a date since we ate the takeout burritos in the car on
the way up the base of the Sangre de Cristo mountains. Neither of
us said much because our mouths were full of delicious shredded
beef, refried beans, cheese and green chiles.

I was not a slow eater during
the best of times, and since I wasn't driving, my fingers were
licked clean before we reached Hyde Park, not even halfway to the
Upper Tesuque Trail. I rolled the window down and inhaled
pine-scented fall air.

Mountains had so much magic,
how could anyone, mundane or witch, not feel the sheer weight of
their power? As we climbed Artist Road toward Hyde Park, Mother
Earth drummed a steady beat all around us. The fresh breeze carried
her scent, brushing magic along my skin. The auras were so
intermingled, it was impossible to separate one bit of magic from
the other.

“I should have brought my herb
basket as long as we were coming up here.”

White Feather's green eyes
lingered on me for a few seconds. The winding curves of the road
couldn't be ignored for longer than that. “Let’s hope it stays
peaceful.”

It was an opening, at least of
sorts. “Something in the wind still bothering you?”

He flexed his shoulders and
then his fingers. “Doesn’t get worse, doesn’t get better.”

We reached the turnoff. White
Feather parked in the small space afforded for hikers. “The cabin
isn’t that far.”

It was probably no more than a
fifteen minute hike, but I retrieved my backpack from the back
seat. It housed my water bottle, and more importantly, it contained
a few basic spells.

White Feather grabbed his own
backpack and locked the car. The start of the trail was a clearly
marked forest road.

“According to Gordon, Sarah
used to park at this turnout. Since her vehicle wasn’t here after
the fire, he hoped she wasn’t home when it happened.”

“Her car was a real clunker.
I'm not sure how it made the climb up the mountain.”

“Gordon has a bulletin out for
it—rusted, brown Chevy with a blue door.”

“Did you tell Gordon about her
ghost?” I waited nervously for his answer.

“Of course.”

He trusted my judgment, enough
to tell the story to his brother. I was immensely relieved.

The trail we were on was part
of the upper Tesuque. After less than a mile, a string of yellow
tape marked where we needed to head down.

Sarah’s place was tucked along
a ridge, far enough from the trail that most hikers wouldn’t come
across it. She must not have come in and out the same way all the
time because there was no defined trail. The few broken branches
and slide marks were probably from Gordon’s team.

“Did you come out here with
your brother?” I worked to keep my balance on the loose
incline.

“No. The report stated the
incident as a fire accident, likely cooking over an indoor
fireplace. Gordon only sent me the electronic file after I told him
about the ghost.”

I had been to Sarah’s shack
once, uninvited. A couple of summers back while harvesting wild
herbs, the odd scent of magic had drawn me there. I had expected
the remnant of an old ranch site where someone had practiced magic.
Instead, Sarah was toiling away in a small garden patch next to a
rustic cabin.

We drank cold tea while we
pretended to catch up, but we had little to talk about.

When White Feather stopped, I
had to step to the side or slide right into his back. The view
through the aspen stand brought me to my own dead halt.
“Moon...light madness.”

Sarah’s cabin was charred down
to almost nothing. The old tin roof was halfway down the hill,
pieces of it propped up by trees. Of the shack, only one section of
a side wall was left standing.

“Cooking
accident? Are you kidding me?” Where her fireplace had been,
there was now a giant hole.

He acknowledged my disbelief.
“If we find her body, they’ll be interested in the real cause of
the fire, collecting DNA, the works. Until then, it’s just an
accident.”

In the world of cops, DNA was
the rough equivalent of auras. Gordon believed in witchcraft; his
brother was a full warlock so it would be hard for him to ignore.
Nevertheless, the police didn’t look for auras. Most of them didn’t
believe in witchcraft, werewolves or any other magicals. That was
White Feather’s unofficial role. He filtered information from the
underground to Gordon so that justice could be meted out even when
the subculture of magicals was involved.

We paced forward at the same
time, drawn to the ashes that marked where the front door had
been.

The place still smoked in
spots, a stray puff here and there when the errant breeze shifted
the ashes. “Will our auras mess up the investigation?”

“The property isn’t insured and
belongs to no one officially. It’s been left unsecured for several
days now.”

I shook my head and stepped
carefully inside what would have been a wall. No one had combed
through the mess. There were piles of melted plastic, a pipe
sticking straight up out of the ground, and some shattered bricks
from the fireplace. “One heckava a pot of soup gone wrong.”

White Feather stayed at my side
as we took the three steps necessary to reach the hole near the
fireplace. A small line of bricks was the only indication that the
fireplace had been there.

I knelt down and fingered a
piece of blackened, gritty clay tile. It was all that was left of
an Indian sand painting, a depiction of one of the sacred
ceremonies to call the spirits to ask for intercession. Too bad it
hadn't protected Sarah.

Dropping the piece, I stood. On
the south side of the house where the garden had been there were no
plants, just a rippled line of sand as if the explosion had
happened in a wave, depositing a sandy border all the way across
that side of the property. The front door had been on the north
end. Black ashes there formed another, almost straight line.

White Feather muttered, “If we
manage to find her somewhere in this mess, we stand almost zero
chance of proving how she died. This fire was too intense.”

“If her body burned, her ghost
wouldn't be able to come back, would it?” I hadn't had time to do
much research, but incinerated vampires couldn't come back. Surely
the same held true for any burned body.

“With proper preparations done
before she died, it’s possible. A lot depends on how strong a witch
she was.”

Goosebumps danced across my
arms. “This is crazy. The only way this could have been a cooking
accident is if she had been baking dynamite over the
fireplace.”

“The investigation report said
something about finding parts to a grill in the area. There was
speculation she had been using propane inside the fireplace and
that it sparked the explosion.”

At least White Feather said
“the report” which implied he wasn’t a big believer in the theory.
“There was certainly an explosion in the fireplace,” I agreed,
peering down into the hole. The bits under my foot crumbled and
landed some six feet down.

White Feather stepped back and
pulled me with him. “Careful.”

“Good idea. Thanks.”

There was no real delineation
of rooms because the place had been too small. A very short stub of
adobe jutted into the center and might have enclosed a kitchen or
maybe a small bedroom. A lone metal pipe in the rubble was twisted
and broken. Pipes made no sense because there wasn't any running
water.

White Feather pointed to the
garden. Another pipe lay there, less twisted, but also unattached
to anything. “She must have had collection barrels up higher and
let water run down through pipes.”

“Should we take a look? Or
maybe we should wait until I spell a witching fork to see if we can
track her.”

“You can do a tracking spell in
this mess?”

“I doubt it. Matilda had a
spell in her shop that belonged to Sarah, and it turns out I have
one in my lab. The problem is that if Sarah was blown up in this
mess, the spells won't be effective. She’d be everywhere.” I kicked
the ashes at my feet. To my surprise, the ashes didn’t settle; they
kept moving.

I knelt down to take a closer
look.

“Be careful,” White Feather
warned.

He must have had a premonition
or maybe there were better ways to explore blackened dust. The
ashes rose and moved at me, a black missile with legs and a raised,
stinging tail.

“Eeep!” I fell backwards,
landing across the charred doorway. Without standing, I scrambled
away as fast as my awkward feet and arms allowed.

White Feather forced a cone of
air around me, targeting the scorpion. In his hurry, fine particles
of ash circled around the main force of his strike. Half of the
soot landed on my face and went directly into my lungs when I
breathed in.

“Ack!” Gasping, I stumbled
away. My eyes watered, and I coughed until at least one lung
rattled loose.

“Sorry.” White Feather wisely
had his arm over his mouth while he searched the ground with his
feet.

The beast scuttled across the
top of an adobe brick. “There!” I wheezed out.

White Feather quickly stomped
on the chunk of adobe.

“The tail!”

The stinger jabbed wildly from
underneath one side of his boot even as he ground the scorpion into
the dust.

The hair on my neck prickled, a
shock that was almost electrical. I spun around, but there was
nothing visible at my feet or in the trees. “White Feather,” I
whispered.

He lifted his foot and then
smashed it down again. “The fire must have disturbed it.”

“White Feather,” I said more
urgently and louder. “There’s…someone here.” It was impossible to
take in the landscape all at once. Could Sarah appear in broad
daylight?

White Feather finally noticed
the change in the air, but instead of searching with his eyes, he
put his hand out to probe the wind.

“Be careful!” The skin around
my face tightened as though drying in a breeze after a swim. It
quickly escalated to a feeling of tiny ants biting hard. I
hightailed it to ground not covered in ashes.

Silver came from Mother Earth
and was my tie to her. Clutching my bracelet with one hand, I
anchored myself.

White Feather remained inside
the house, standing against an enemy neither of us could see.

“White Feather!”

His head came up fast. “Stay
back! It’s coming from the fireplace. I tried to block it.”

He must have failed, although
now that I was touching Mother Earth, the prickling sensation
wasn't nearly as painful. “What is it?”

“It’s something moving through
the air. But I couldn’t block it.” His voice choked as though
something had hit him hard in the gut.

I swung my backpack around on
my way to him, hunting for backup pieces of silver, an explosive
spell and…just as I reached him, the biting sensation on my skin
stopped. I wasn’t sure if it ceased because White Feather was
blocking it or if it stopped of its own accord.

“White Feather?” My hand on his
shoulder brought him in contact with silver.

He shook himself and blinked.
“Something controlled the flow of air. It wasn’t that strong, but
the breeze went right past me as if I wasn’t even here. I pushed it
away from you, but then it hit me...”

He didn't finish the thought.
Worried, I prompted, “And what?”

“It stared me down.” He lifted
his hand, testing the warm drafts flowing around us.

I trailed my fingers down his
other arm, capturing his hand in mine. It wasn't romance, it was
protection. My silver ring linked across the back of my hand to my
bracelet, which contained more silver. The silver had kept Sarah at
bay.

Even when nothing came at us,
we remained on guard. My silver was quiescent; not cold or hot.

White Feather flexed his
fingers, but he didn't lower his hand. “If Sarah had anything to do
with that wind, she wasn't your normal wind witch. Whatever that
was, it didn’t respond like air should. It reminds me of Tara’s
spells when I'm training her. Her experiments have a tendency to
explode in all directions and ricochet. Her spells have the same
lack of focus as that breeze, a scattered magic that hasn’t
coalesced.”

“You're training your sister?”
Tara was at that tenuous teenager time; hellbent on experimenting
with sex, magic and everything else that would upset White Feather
and her family. She had needed training for quite a while.

White Feather grunted. “Her
spells are sloppy, usually contaminated and she mixes too many
things at once. Sometimes there’s--it’s like a big fart in the
room. Half the time it smells, the rest of the time, the magic
explodes.”

If we hadn't been standing in a
blown-out house with a possible dead body and bad magical
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