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            CHARACTERS

          

          (IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)

        

      

    

    
      Tanner Marechal: Druid. Shifts into Wolf.

      

      Jacques “Jim” du Blanc: Druid. Brother to Ni’eve du Blanc

      

      Jessamyne du Blanc: Druidess, Keeper, Tree shifter. Former love interest of Tanner Marechal.

      

      Ni’eve du Blanc: Druidess. Head of the Keepers. Tanner’s former teacher. Mother of Jessamyne.

      

      Jennette “Jen” Marechal: Druid-trained witch. Tanner’s younger sister.

      

      Calliope Jones: Witch, 46, divorced mother of 2 sons.

      

      House: The house where Calliope, Tanner, and Christoph live. Grows more sentient as times passes and as Calli’s magic strengthens.

      

      The Old One: The crabapple tree that grows next to the herb and vegetable garden. Anchors four portals. Two of them are known.

      

      Dead Man’s Fingers: aka Xylaria polymorpha, a naturally-occurring fungus that looks exactly like its name.

      

      Salt Spring Island: Located in the Salish Sea, SSI is a real island sandwiched between Vancouver Island and mainland British Columbia.

      

      Harper “Harp” Flechette Jones: Calliope’s eldest son. Gyrfalcon shifter, half-fae.

      

      Thatcher “Thatch” Flechette du Sang: Calliope’s younger son. Empath, Tracker.

      

      Christoph Courant: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s paternal grandfather. Also known as ‘Gramps’.

      

      Kazimir “Kaz” Wickson: Druid. Can shift into a river otter. Love interest of Belle de Boskoop.

      

      Grisette du Blanc: Ni’eve du Blanc’s mother and former head of the school for druidry at Château du Blanc.

      

      Belle de Boskoop: Plant witch. Healer. Love interest of Kazimir Wickson.

      

      Benoît Courant: Gyrfalcon shifter. Calliope’s father.

      

      Genevieve: Witch. Calliope’s mother (deceased).

      

      Alabastair “Bas” Nekrosine: Necromancer. First-born son of Gwendolyn and Serge Nekrosine of Toronto, Ontario, Canada. Romantic partner (demesne) of Maritza.

      

      Maritza Brodeur: Witch. Cultural Anthropologist. Necromancer (acquired). Professor of Necromantic Studies at University of Toronto; currently on sabbatical. Sister to Malvyn. Romantic partner (demesne) of Alabastair.

      

      Demesne (dih-meyn, -meen): To belong. To be held in Demesne is to become adjoined, possessed by another being. A rare genetic condition amongst Magicals, Demesne occurs most frequently amongst spellcasters (witches, sorcerers, etc.).
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            CONTENT NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      MAGIC UNDERFOOT is an Urban Fantasy novel populated by adult characters doing and saying adult things, including swearing, consuming alcohol, and engaging in sexual intimacy (behind closed doors). References are made to past deaths of family members, and to past instances of abuse, and blood is a frequent topic of discussion.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          TANNER

        

      

    

    
      Château du Blanc in Chamonix, France

      

      I awoke satiated and well rested, the guest room’s luxurious bed a far cry from the accommodations I’d been provided when I was a student assigned a single room in Château du Blanc’s dormitory wing. I gave myself a moment to savour the sensation of high-thread count sheets and the faint scent of lavender left by the castle’s launderers. Bringing my fingertips to my nose, I broke into a smile as I recalled the sequence of events from the night before; of sipping wine while flirting with Calliope; of my lover’s taste and texture; the pleasure I’d given her, the pleasure she’d given me. This depth of connection, of happiness, contentedness even, was something I had never experienced with any woman I’d been with prior to meeting Calli, and I looked forward to years and decades of multi-course meals with my favourite witch.

      Speaking of… I reached behind me and patted the covers. On cold nights like the one we’d arrived to, Calliope would plaster herself to my back in her sleep. She liked my heat, she said. I suspected what she really liked was when I let Wolf come through to cuddle. They could have their quality time later, after we’d met with Kaz and the others. Knowing a playdate would make her happy, I opened my eyes and rolled over.

      Thin bands of pale, bluish light streamed into the room from the slender spaces where the curtains didn’t quite meet. I found no lingering warmth when I ran my hand between the sheets; detected no sign of Calliope’s presence other than a couple of long wavy hairs and the faint indentation of her head on her pillow.

      Odd. I listened for movement elsewhere in the shadowed room, and in the hall outside our door. Hearing nothing, I shoved aside layers of bedding and sat up. Sharp pains skittered across my forehead and arrowed into my gut, slamming me onto my back.

      “What the f—” I pressed an elbow against the mattress, shielded my eyes, swept the room. The doors to the standing wardrobe had been closed when we went to bed. Now, one door gaped open. I levered to sitting. The pain in my head and gut returned. This time I was ready. Moving slowly, I slid from the bed and stood.

      So far, so good.

      Not so good. A wave of nausea sent me fumbling for the door to the bathroom and right on through to the toilet. The remains of everything I’d last eaten came up, leaving a horrible taste on my tongue. A horrible, familiar bitter taste. Bloodroot. Pokeweed.

      I’d been poisoned.

      Which meant Calliope could also have been poisoned, unless I’d been dosed after we’d gone to bed. I yelled for her, cringing as my voice bounced loudly off the porcelain tiles. I stumbled to the sink, washed out my mouth with frigid water, remembered to not swallow, and shoved my head under the gushing faucet. Whatever the fuck this was, I needed to shake it off and be fully awake and alert. Turning off the flow of water, I grabbed the nearest towel, scrubbed my face and hair, and hobbled back into the bedroom.

      “Wolf? WOLF.” I gripped the edge of the mattress. Let my head hang forward, breathed in and out through my mouth. Wolf. My beast slumbered on, my chest his winter cave, his slow, rhythmic breathing that of an animal in hibernation. “Wake the fuck up,” I pleaded, massaging my sternum. “Calliope’s gone. I think I’ve been poisoned.”

      Wolf stirred. Stretched. I moved to the windows, tore open both sets of curtains, turned to survey the room and assess what, if anything, more light would reveal.

      The remains of our meal littered the top of the small round table, which meant no castle staff had entered the room to clean. Both chairs sat askew, Calliope’s socks and pants piled where I’d tossed them. If she’d gotten up while I slept, slipped from the room to find coffee or tea, or to explore on her own, she would have picked her clothes off the floor and draped them semi-folded over the back of one of the chairs. Because that was her habit, especially when we stayed in hotels or were guests in someone’s home.

      Fuck. I dropped to my knees in front of the wardrobe, pressed my nose to the carpet, sniffed. “Wolf, what do you smell?” I felt him shake his fur, shake off whatever had kept him from waking when I did. Bloody hell, whatever this was had also prevented him from noticing when Calliope left the bed, or exited the room, or was forcibly removed from the room, and the only one who’d ever been able to silence my beast in the past was⁠—

      “Jessamyne.” I shot to my feet and ripped open the door to find an empty, unlit hall. “Jessamyne!”

      Silence. What the fuck had she done with Calliope? Think, Tanner, think.

      Pivoting, I clutched the doorframe and scanned the room. Two logs were missing from the copper bucket sitting on the hearth. Calli must have gotten up at some point and added wood to the coals. I looked inside the wardrobe, noted our two winter coats on hangers, a padded silk guest robe, and beside it, an empty hanger.

      I pictured Calliope waking up, needing a glass of water, or to pee. She knew our room came with an attached bathroom, but neither of us had used it before we ate and— No, I couldn’t think about that now, could only map out my lover’s possible movements and proceed from there.

      She’d said something about a… a ballgown, revealing a rarely voiced desire for luxury. The robe in the closet qualified as a luxury item, and if the room had been cold when she awoke, she would have opened the wardrobe and helped herself to one of the robes. I glanced again at the pile of clothes between the hearth and the round table. Pants, tee shirts, sweaters, underwear, all of it hers and mine.

      A jumble of extra bedding had fallen off the blanket chest at the foot of the bed and onto the rug. I kicked aside the silken quilts, found the crumpled robe, then returned to our clothes. Pulled out my boxer briefs and put them on. Toed aside the rest, looking for… for what? A note? Calli often left notes for me in random places around the house, charming reminders of tasks she wanted done or things she wanted to do. I tore through the pile again, desperate to see a square of brightly-coloured paper.

      No, Tanner, trace back to last night’s activities and seek what is missing.

      We ate our dinner sitting at the small table. I opened the white wine for her. The red had already been opened and decanted.

      Fuck. That was my first mistake. I didn’t follow the standard protocol of testing everything for poisons or other additives before eating or imbibing. Or maybe my first mistake was bringing Calliope here, especially after everything that happened during my last, tumultuous stay when lives were on the line. Had I even given my lover a choice about what to do?

      Think, Tanner. There was no time for second-guessing. Calli and I drank the wines, and we flirted, which was often a prelude to sex. Before I pulled Calli’s cargo pants down her legs, I’d removed the sheath holding her blade and wand. That’s what was missing from the pile. The sheath. I pawed through our belongings, crawled all over the rug, patting beneath furniture and in dark corners, searching for Calli’s missing things.

      I found her knife under the wardrobe, along with small scraps of damp, mouldering tree bark.

      “WOLF.”

      My spine snapped. I gagged as Wolf came through and darkness descended.

      

      “Tanner. Tanner! Wake the fuck up. It’s after noon.”

      Blinking my eyes open, I pressed my palm to my stinging cheek and glared at the white-whiskered face hovering inches from mine. Jim. “You hit me.”

      “Yes, I hit you. Get over it. We’ve got a problem.”

      “Calliope’s missing,” I said, rolling onto my side. The rug’s pile rubbed the wrong way against my skin, adding a burning sensation to the pain coursing through my fascia that was the price I paid after one or more forced shifts.

      “As is Jessamyne. I need you to get your naked ass up off the floor and come with me to the infirmary. It’s the last place she was seen.”

      “Wait. Just… wait.” I clambered onto all fours and nearly collapsed. Jim shoved his hands under my armpits and heaved me to my feet. It took me a moment to line up my joints and reorient to vertical. “I needed Wolf’s nose, so I shifted. I have to ask him what he scented.”

      “Sit down and put your pants on first.”

      I landed on the blanket chest, shoved my legs into the long underwear and jeans Jim handed me, and did up the button fly as I waited for Wolf to fill me in.

           “Lake water. Tree bark. Jessamyne. Sweat. Adrenaline. Our witch is in danger.”

      “Did Jessamyne ambush Calliope?” Wolf nodded. “Is Calliope hurt?”

           “I do not smell blood.”

      “Can you follow their trail?”

             “Yes. Are you ready?”

      I answered my wolf by throwing on the sweater I’d been wearing when we arrived. “Wolf says Jessamyne was in the room, and that she took Calliope. I think Calli fought,” I added. “Her thigh sheath is missing, but I found her knife on the floor.”

      Concern deepened the creases lining Jim’s forehead. “Does she carry a second knife? Does she even know how to use it to defend herself?”

      “She doesn’t have another knife, but she might have her wand.” I scanned the table for missing cutlery and counted two of everything. “And she always has her earth and water magics, though how they’ll serve her inside a building made of stone…” My voice trailed off as I gathered my socks and boots. Jim grasped my shoulder and sank beside me on the chest.

      “You seem remarkably calm.”

      “I’m not.” I forced myself to loosen the grip on my boot laces before I snapped them into unusable pieces. “Wolf knows I need to keep my shit together, at least for now, and he’s doing his best to keep both our heads on straight.”

      “Finish getting dressed, and let’s see what more his nose can tell us.”
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      The only thing worse than exiting a portal stark naked in the middle of January and landing on your butt in a patch of muddied snow, is making it to the front door of your house and finding it locked. Capital “L” locked, because my housemate-slash-bedmate-slash-paranoid druid significant other had insisted on throwing up new protective wards around all the doors and windows before we left for France. Shivering, I stepped off the coconut fibre welcome mat, which was obviously not designed for bare feet. A wild-haired woman with bruise-mottled skin stared back at me from the reflection in the full-length glass panel, her facial features and body curves illuminated by wall-mounted sconces to either side of the doorframe.

      Okay, Calliope. Now what?

      I swallowed the sour taste in my mouth and Rooted, bare feet on gritty decking as I spread my toes and reached out to House, then sent weight into my heels and grounded into the land.

           “What are you doing here? Where is everyone else?”

      “House, I’ll explain later. Can you unlock the front door for me? I don’t have my keys, I can’t get in, and I would really rather not break a window.”

      House paused. At least, I think my sentient house paused. Bits of my land stirred, as did the blackberry brambles, exclaiming loudly, “You’re home, you’re home, you’re home!”

      “I’m home, I’m alone, and I will call if I need you,” I promised the ever-eager vines. Goddess and Spirit, they were light sleepers.

            “I can open any door, Calliope. I do not know if I can lower the new wards. Take hold of the door latch. Wait for my signal, then press down.”

      “Got it.” I shifted my wand to my left hand, noticed the raggedy state of my nails, and clutched the brass handle with cold-stiffened fingers. I was shivering so hard the exterior door rattled against its frame. “House? I’m ho—holding the ha—handle.”

             “Do you see a green light?”

      There was nothing green, or greenish, about the image reflected in the glass or the light shining from the sconces. I closed my eyes and searched for the magical signature Tanner wove into all his wards. Within moments, the handle warmed slightly and a fine sheen of moisture coated the brass. A tingle started in my fingers, spread up my arm to my shoulder, and from there through the rest of my body. The latch opened with a whispered click.

      “I’m in!”

             “What else do you require of me?”

      “No—nothing for now. Th—thank you, House.”

             “I serve at your pleasure.”

      Snorting softly at House’s phrasing and newly adopted British accent, I stepped across the threshold, closed and locked the door behind me, and forced myself to stop. Centre. Prioritize. I needed to get warm, and fast, and bringing the wood stove in the living room to hot enough would take too long. I stumbled down the hall to the bathroom, got a bath started, and continued to our bedroom. It took my numb fingers a ridiculously long time to unbuckle my leather sheath and peel it off my shaking thigh. The sound of water gushing from open faucets reminded me to stay on course. I tossed my wand and the clammy strap onto the bed and grabbed my robe from the antler rack mounted on the closet door.

      Back in the bathroom, the hanging shower curtain trapped an expanding cloud of steam. I added a dollop of citrusy bubble bath, tested the temperature, and shut off the faucets as soon as a layer of bubbles hid the water’s surface.

      Thank Goddess and Spirit for the simple things, like a sentient house that could unlock doors and finagle magical wards, hot water on demand, and modern plumbing. I dropped my robe on the floor, stepped into the clawfoot tub, and slid down the curved porcelain until the water lapped at my collarbones. Bubbles topped my knees like quivering dollops of meringue.

      Okay. Enough dilly-dallying. Time to thaw my body and my brain and think. Tanner and the rest of crew had to be warned about Jessamyne, though it was likely my absence had alerted them to the fact that something was very wrong. The quickest way to contact anyone would be a phone call, but my device was in France and the castle’s WiFi was unreliable. No worries, I could access the texting app we all used through my laptop and hope the messages would be received.

      Tanner deserved the first communiqué. Then Thatcher and Harper. I wanted my sons to know everything that had happened over the past four, five days. Methodical Thatcher had the capacity to read and absorb paragraphs of text; action-oriented Harper did not. I had to make certain any messages I sent were short, succinct, and non-alarmist.

      Wiggling my fingers and toes, I ran a full body scan. Oof, I was more bruised and scratched than I’d realized. I detected tender spots across my upper chest and belly where Jessamyne’s bark-covered arms had grabbed me. The fronts of my hip bones were turning colours, scrapes decorated my elbows and the heels of my palms, and when I rinsed my knees free of bubbles, I noticed a rash from crawling naked across the castle’s ratty old rug in search of a weapon.

      I thanked Goddess and Spirit again, this time for my wand and its ability to portal me home, and for the fact that nothing in my body seemed overly strained, sprained, or broken. I sank beneath the water’s surface and stayed there until my hair was thoroughly wetted, then quickly washed it with shampoo, ran a bar of soap over my limbs, and un-stoppered the drain. I rinsed under the showerhead, dried off, and donned my bathrobe. With my hair wrapped in a dry towel, I shut off the bathroom light and headed to the kitchen.

      And tea. Blessed, blessed Assam tea with sugar and half-and-half.

      I noted that the sun had risen while I was bathing, and the clock on the microwave showed it was eight-fifteen. While I waited for our electric kettle to heat the water to the correct temperature, I darted into my office for my laptop, set it on the dining table, and opened it to the texting app. The group chats between me, Christoph, Harper, and Thatcher contained a slew of new messages. Which, had things gone to plan, I would be answering from France. But things had not gone to plan, and those messages could wait. I clicked on SPARKLEWOLF and started typing:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, I’m ok. Jessamyne put me inside a tree + I think it was the one we found. I used my magic to get out + my wand to get home. You’d be so proud!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      The second I hit Send it occurred to me that I should have just called Tanner’s SAT phone from the app. Which I would do, as soon as I had my tea in front of me. I brought my mug and the bottle of creamer to the table and clicked the phone icon. I might have groaned as I settled onto the oak dining chair.

      “Calliope, it’s you.” Tanner answered on the first ring, his voice shaky, breaking on a sob. “Are you okay? Where are you? Talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

      “Hey, babe.” I spoke soothingly as I tucked my robe under my butt for a little extra cushioning. I could hear Tanner exhaling in the background, could picture him curling in on himself as he cradled his phone to his ear as though he was holding me. “I’m home. I texted you on your cell, even though I know the castle’s WiFi is trash, and then I remembered I could call your SAT phone from my laptop. I had a bath, I made myself some tea, and now I’m about to text the boys.”

      “Good. That’s good. You sound good.”

      “You sound awful.”

      He choked down a laugh. “I feel awful. She poisoned me. There was something in the food, or maybe the wine. Jessamyne would have remembered I prefer red to white, and when I woke up, you weren’t there. You weren’t—” Muffled swearing.

      “Tanner, shh, shh, it’s okay, it’s okay.” I wanted to crawl into my laptop, haul my honey home, and tell anyone asking for help with Jessamyne to fuck all the way off. “I’ll head back to Chamonix as soon as I’m dressed and had something to eat, and you can see for yourself that I’m fine. How are you feeling?”

      He snorted. “Wolf’s a mess. I’m a mess. We were… we were not kind to Ni’eve and everyone else in this fucking castle after we woke up and found you gone. Wolf could smell that Jessamyne had been in our room, and he, and we—” Tanner paused, and I could hear his breath shuddering through his chest.

      “And you and he what?” I prompted, blowing on my tea.

      “We shifted into our half form.”

      Tanner sounded almost… ashamed, and I saw no reason to let him wallow in that kind of head space. I stirred a second heaping spoonful of sugar into my mug. Didn’t someone write an entire book about how laughter was the best medicine? “Your ‘half form’. Is that like, man on the bottom, wolf on top, or more like a centaur?”

      The change in Tanner’s breathing indicated I’d taken the right approach. “Goddess and Spirit, I love you, Calli.”

      “I love you too. But you need to describe your half form before I imagine something completely off.”

      “Uh, half form combines the best of wolf and man. Speed, agility, ability to process multiple scent sources and to reason. I’ll show you sometime,” he promised, adding, “preferably when the stakes aren’t this high.”

      A frisson of curiosity spiked with danger ran along my bones. “What did you find when you shifted?”

      “Jim and I traced Jessamyne’s path from our room to the infirmary where she’s been confined. And I use the word ‘confined’ loosely, as there were no visible restraints that we could see attached to any of the beds, nor were there any guards.”

      “And was she resting in bed like a good patient?” I asked, assuming if she was, she would have put on quite the act.

      “She was not in her bed or her room or anywhere else in that section of the castle. She’s missing, the tree we brought with us is missing.” Tanner paused. “My sister’s missing, too.”

      That was not good news. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Yeah, fuck. I’m furious with Jennette. I can’t believe she would betray me—us—like that, not after we’d agreed to help.”

      “Tanner, wait. Can you really see your sister going with Jessamyne willingly?” I set my spoon on the table. Though I wanted to reject any scenario where Jen openly sided with Jessamyne, I allowed it, and other possibilities, to ping through my head until one coalesced front and centre. “Because I can’t, even with how little I know of her. I think we should entertain the possibility that Jessamyne took Jen against her will after she discovered I had escaped.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Hear me out.” I swallowed another mouthful of tea and willed the caffeine to kick in. “Jessamyne managed to get into our locked bedroom, kidnap me, and stuff me inside the tree we literally delivered to her doorstep. She spoke to me, I heard her voice inside the room, not inside my head. She said she needed my body to help her get better. My body and my blood. Well, she doesn’t have my body or my blood, but it’s very likely she has Jen, and she could be planning to use Jen’s body until she gets hold of me again. Which will not be happening.” Just the idea of confronting Jessamyne face-to-face raised my heart rate. I comforted myself with calming, stabby thoughts while Tanner considered my theory.

      “That actually makes sense.”

      Yes. “So, what should our next steps be?”

      “I’ll fill in the others. I trust Kaz and your father more than I trust Jim at this point, and I trust him much more than I trust Ni’eve. I can’t tell if she’s back in charge officially, or if she’s just having a hard time relinquishing control. The last time I was here, her mother reclaimed the role of head of the academy and sent Ni’eve and Jessamyne off to some kind of… of rehab. Or something like that. Remember?”

      I was relieved to hear I wasn’t the only one having trust issues, and I did remember when Tanner had been summoned to Chamonix to help Maritza’s nieces and others take down Ni’eve’s neighbour, Lionel Vigne, a wealthy fae with nefarious intentions who had kidnapped Magicals. My father was one of his victims, and was missing half an arm because of Lionel’s “experiments.” I told Tanner I thought Kaz and Benoît should stay glued at the hip and either wait for us in their room or find the library and get started with the search for references to the Du Sangs. Which would be an even harder task without Jen’s guidance. Uff. I squeezed my forehead and realized the tightly wrapped towel was contributing to a brewing headache.

      “Good idea, Calli. We’ll figure out how to keep communications open. Once I’ve updated everyone, I’m coming home to get you.”

      “I can manage a few handsy fauns.” I was so eager to be back in Tanner’s presence that navigating the Parisian portals and their quirky Portal Keepers by myself seemed totally manageable.

      “Calliope, I am coming home. Wait for me. Do not leave the property. Full stop. In fact, do not leave the house.”

      “I will not step one toe outside,” I promised, shaking my hair free of the towel and pressing my hand to my heart. “And I’ll see you soon. Oh, please look for my knife. And I love you.”

      “I’ve got your knife. I love you too.”
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      Between the bath, the mug of hot tea prepared exactly how I liked it, and hearing Tanner’s voice, my nervous system came as close to baseline as it was going to get under the circumstances. I figured it would take Tanner at least two hours to sort things out at the castle, then another hour for the four or five portals required to get from Chamonix to the Old One. In the meantime, I would reach out to the boys and make myself something to eat. Acid reflux, an occasional after-effect of using my water magic, suggested I stay away from the containers of spicy leftovers; the refrigerator’s lack of ingredients said I had the choice of eggs, or eggs.

      I went with scrambled eggs. Setting my plate on the dining table, I opened the family group chat. I got as far as typing out, “Hey, it’s me. We need to talk,” when I was startled by the blaring ring of an incoming call. I minimized the text box, lowered the volume, and clicked on the green button.

      “Mom, we just got off the phone with Tanner. Are you okay?”

      We. Which meant Thatcher and Harper were together. “Hey, yeah, I’m okay. Can we video chat?”

      “Sure, sure. Harp and I are in Gramp’s office. The router’s in the Director’s office next door.”

      Christoph had an office? I thought— Uff, it didn’t matter what I thought. I clicked the camera icon and waited. “What did Tanner say to you?” I asked, as soon as the boys’ screen went from black to a shot of the underside of one of their chins.

      “Hold on a sec, Mom.” I bit into a piece of toast as I waited. The screen froze, went black, and the call ended. Two minutes later, my laptop rang with a second incoming call. “Sorry about that. Somebody was gaming. Told them we needed the bandwidth. They complied.”

      “Willingly?”

      Harper and Thatcher traded knowing looks before re-engaging with the camera. “Uh, there’s a wolverine shifter who can always be bribed with food.”

      I pictured a human-sized wolverine clutching a gaming control in one clawed paw and a slice of pizza in the other. I hoped the boys were documenting their training, because that was one shifter I definitely wanted to see. “Do you need me to send a box of goodies to use for bribes?”

      They again exchanged looks. Harper leaned forward. His face had grown leaner, his eyes sharper, since the holidays. “We wouldn’t turn down a batch of those energy bars you make, the peanut butter ones with chocolate chips.”

      “And brownies,” Thatcher added, nudging his brother with his shoulder. Though his face had lost most of its boyishness, it still startled me to see stubble along his jaw and across his upper lip. “Barry loves brownies. Especially the ones with walnuts.”

      The wolverine shifter was named Barry. “I’ll get baking as soon the mess we’re dealing with is cleaned up. Let me ask again, what did Tanner tell you?”

      The two took turns recapping what they’d learned from Tanner in surprisingly concise sentences. “Did we leave anything out?” Harper asked.

      “No.” I shook my head in response to his question and gave silent kudos to their trainers for stressing the importance of remaining calm and collected under duress

      “What’s the plan going forward?” Harper again. “The way we see it, you could use our help.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, and was interrupted by Thatcher moving his face closer to the phone screen. “Mom. Stop. The next term doesn’t start for another ten days. Gramps is talking with the Heads of both our programs to clear us for special leave, which they will do because he’s volunteered to supervise. We want to do this.”

      The phone swung back to Harper. “We need to do this. It’s one thing to train for protective details or tracking missions. It’s another thing to test our skills in real life. Besides, you’re our mom and obviously, you need us.”

      “Plus, we get extra credit,” Thatcher added, shooting me two thumbs-up.

      Extra credit. All I could do was stare at my sons. My boys. My young men in their matching navy blue toques and neck gaiters. Thatcher’s was inside out, and the label was showing, but aside from that, they looked mission-ready. “You have to promise you’ll respect any orders given to you by me or Tanner or any other adult.”

      They looked at each other, then back to me. “Yes, ma’am.” What I could see of Harper’s wings bobbed along with his head. He added, “Next question is, do we meet you on Salt Spring, or in France?”

      I mentally mapped the only route connecting there with here that I was aware of. The shortest travel time between the Northern Territories and the portal in the Old One was around twenty-four hours. “I’m not sure, but Tanner should be back soon. We can discuss logistics with him.”

      Both sons glanced away from their shared phone as someone entered the office. “Gramps is here,” Thatcher said, pulling the screen closer to his face. “He wants to talk to you.”

      A second later, Christoph’s features beamed at me. “Calliope.”

      “You know there’s going to be a reckoning.” I wasn’t at all fooled by his kind, grandfatherly eyes.

      “You can yell at me all you want later,” he said. “I deserve it. But right now, we’ve got a mission to plan and execute, and here’s what I think we should do.”

      

      By the time I ended the call, the adrenaline rush of surviving a kidnapping by a seemingly indestructible Magical being and having the wherewithal to get myself to a safe place had receded. Exhaustion tugged at my arms and legs as I stood at the sink, mindlessly washing and rinsing my dishes, utensils, and jumbo-sized mug. I placed everything on the rack to dry and yawned as I wiped down the counters. Peeling off my socks, I rested my elbows on the countertop and Rooted into the floorboards.

      “House?”

             “I am here.”

      “I need to sleep. I’m putting myself to bed. The only person I’m expecting is Tanner. Can you do whatever it is you need to do to make sure no one but him gets inside?”

            “I am at your service. Sleep.”

      “Thank you.”

      I brushed my teeth, shucked off my robe, and crawled between layers of chilly bedding. My body put up no resistance to the forces waiting to carry me into Dreamland.

      

      Slow undulations rolled me one way, then the other, as I floated in the warm waters of a tropical sea. I landed on shore, on my belly, lazy waves lapping at my side, sun baking my skin.

      “Calli.”

      I smiled. Rolling in snow after a sauna couldn’t hold a candle to this kind of nakedness.

      “Calliope.”

      “What.” Semi-irritated, I dug my toes into the sand and muttered, “You’re yucking my yum.”

      Short puffs of heated breath traced a route down my spine. “No, I’m yumming your yum.”

      “I dunno what that even means.” I stretched my way into reality; left a sunny beach in the Caribbean for a Pacific island draped in winter’s velvety grey finery and the familiar sensation of my lusty man lowering his body onto mine. “You’re home,” I mumbled into the pillow as Tanner cautiously fit his curves to mine. He must have noticed my bruises and scrapes.

      “Almost,” he whispered, nudging my knees apart and stroking his fingers up the insides of my thighs. “Just a few more inches.”

      

      “That was nice.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Languid.” Every cell in my body expanded as I savoured the taste of the word. “I feel so… languid,” I repeated, drawing out the two syllables.

      Tanner tightened the arm laying across my belly and pulled me closer to his chest. “Relaché. Vous vous sentez relaché .”

      “After an orgasm like that, I will vous vous whatever you want me to vous vous.”

      Stifled laughter reverberated through Tanner’s torso. “Are you ready to get out of bed and tackle the world?” he asked, making no move to lead the charge.

      “No effing way. If we stay right here, the world will go pfft.” With a flick of my fingers, I waved away everything that existed outside of our room, arched my spine, and yawned. “Jessamyne will fade into oblivion. The vampire tree will decide it does not need my blood, or anybody else’s blood. All mysteries will be solved; all cases will be closed.” Reality tapped my shoulder and coughed discretely. Neither Tanner’s ex, nor the cunning entity who had tasked me with safeguarding a seed and lifting an alleged curse before he would return my mother’s bones, were going away unless we put them away. “But yeah, time to get up. The boys might be here soon. Soon-ish. And I should⁠—”

      “The boys are on their way to France.”

      My body and mind shifted from deliciously languid to alert. I rolled onto my other side and propped my chin on Tanner’s chest. “How do you know that?”

      “Christoph messaged me. Us. I read his update in our group chat when I got home.”

      “Oh. That makes sense. Is he going with them?”

      “Yes. He went into detail about travelling via a series of portals strung along ley lines and tectonic rings that would get them to Norway, then into France. It’s an old, old route I’ve heard mentioned, but never used myself.”

      I wasn’t sure if having Christoph along was going to be a positive or negative development. Though I was positive it meant I had one more person to track. Pushing up to sitting, I angled myself across Tanner and switched on the reading lamp clamped to the headboard. A beam of bright white light burst the wood-panelled room’s quiet bubble. I read a host of emotions in my druid’s eyes. He must have seen the same in mine. “They’ll be fine,” he assured me, cupping my face in his strong, capable hands and running his thumbs across my cheeks. “Christoph knows the route, and it’ll be a straightforward dose of the realities of mission work for Harp and Thatch.”

      “You don’t think they’re getting enough ‘reality’ where they are?” I shot back, imagining the Northern Territories as a place of treacherous landscapes, extreme weather conditions, and an appalling lack of home-baked treats.

      Tanner’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “I think that the challenges presented by the trip they’ve embarked upon are worth many hours of classroom lessons and drills. Navigating a portal system where English and French are not the first or even third languages spoken will test their mettle. And hopefully they’ll arrive in Chamonix a little less… starry-eyed.”

      I wanted to argue with Tanner’s reasoning. Instead, I gave the wisdom in his words a few seconds to sink in. “You’re right. Can you fill me in on what happened when you woke up in the castle without me? I’ll make breakfast while we talk.”

      “Breakfast?” He reached for his phone, glanced at the screen, and turned it to face me. “Calli, it’s after two in the afternoon.”

      Oh. My internal clock was way off, and the gloomy, overcast sky wasn’t helping. “Breakfast is the universal meal, appropriate at any hour of the day or night.”

      Tanner considered the wisdom of my vast culinary knowledge, giving me time to scrutinize those crinkles I’d just been admiring. More lines than usual fanned out from the corners of his eyes as his smile deepened. Something else was different about my perpetually youthful-looking druid. Was it his hair? I was still getting used to the shorter version of the chestnut waves he’d kept trimmed to shoulder-length for all the years we’d been together.

      No, it wasn’t the new haircut. I scanned his face again. There, at his temples, something alarming. “Since when did you start going grey?”

      “Since I paused my rejuvenation practices. I won’t start up again until you and I have talked about our future.”
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      Tanner and I held each other’s gazes, giving us time to consider what we would say next. Nervous flutters moved through my chest. I smoothed my hand over his sculpted pecs, soothing myself at the same time. “When do you see us having that conversation?”

      “When Jessamyne is no longer a threat to your life,” he answered, softly, “and we’ve unravelled the mystery of the vampire tree.”

      “And my blood.”

      “And the mystery of your blood,” he agreed solemnly. I peered more closely at the fine lines radiating outward from the corners of his eyes, and the deeper vertical lines at the sides of his mouth.

      “Will it cost you anything physically to let yourself age normally?” And what was “normal” for a druid? I gently pinched his bottom lip as though testing for plumpness.

      He took hold of my wrist to keep me from further distorting his features. “For now, and for the rest of this year, no.”

      “I hope it doesn’t take us the rest of this year to figure all this out,” I confessed, nudging him off the mattress. We were three weeks into January, and ninety percent of what we were currently dealing with was definitely not on the hope-filled to-do list I wrote out every New Year’s Day.

      “Amen to that.”

      Padding across the floor, I stopped in front of my bureau and opened the bottom drawer. The warming effects of the bath I’d had earlier were gone, and I was cold. I pulled on a camisole with one of those convenient shelf bras, a pair of pale pink, fleecy bamboo sweats with a matching hoodie, and plain wool socks. Tanner went with black sweats, a white tee shirt, and the heathery gold V-neck sweater I’d given him for Solstice. I had guessed that it would bring out the amber highlights in his eyes, and I was right. He moved to the door and held it open as I stepped into the hall and shuffled toward the kitchen.

      “You okay with bagels?” Yawning, I plucked a stretchy hairband hanging from my office’s door handle, pulled my hair back, and secured it off my face.

      “Sure.”

      I rifled through the contents of the freezer drawer until I found the leftovers from our New Year’s Day brunch extravaganza. “Finish telling me what you did when you woke up yesterday. Today.” Glancing over my shoulder, I added, “I’m so confused. And what’s the story with Ni’eve? I thought her mother had come out of retirement and taken over running the academy because of that business with Lionel Vigne. Did Jim say anything to you?”

      Tanner shook his head. “As far as I know, Grisette is still in charge. Jim hinted that there had been some level of reconciliation between them, because of Jessamyne’s worsening health, but we didn’t have time to get into the details.” He drew out a stool from beneath the kitchen island and sat. “I feel like I should be helping you with something.”

      “I’ve got this,” I said, waving him back. “Centring any conversation around your ex always makes me a little anxious. Plus, I’m really hungry.” And keeping my hands busy would prevent me from spinning out.

      “I understand about Jessamyne. I feel the same.” Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Tanner bracing his arms against the island’s countertop. “So, I woke up. Took me a few minutes to realize you weren’t in bed, or even in the room. I knew something was wrong as soon as I sat up, because I got hit with nausea. By the time I made it to the bathroom and puked, I was… frantic.” He paused to smooth his hands over the wood’s distinctive grain. “I went back to the bedroom, opened the curtains to let in light, and started looking through your clothes. Your leather sheath was missing, but I found your knife under the table and scraps of rotted bark on the rug. One sniff told me those’d come from the tree we found in the lake. That’s when Wolf took over.”

      I unwrapped a fresh brick of cream cheese, cut it in half, and dropped it into a small mixing bowl. It didn’t take much for me to imagine Tanner’s distress, or Wolf’s. I kept my voice steady as I asked, “Then what?”

      “Jim found me in our room after I’d shifted back and slapped me awake. Said we had a problem, that Jessamyne and Jennette were missing. That’s when I told him you were missing too. We hoofed it to the infirmary. Ni’eve was already there with some of the staff, and they all seemed pretty distressed. Jim left me there and went to get Kaz and your father. I—” Tanner shoved the stool away, rounded the island, and hopped onto a clear section of the counter close to me. “I was so angry with Ni’eve, Calli. Angrier than I’ve been with anyone in a long time. I was ready to challenge her, the way she challenged me during the whole mess with Vigne, and beat her all over again.”

      “Being angry with someone you love, or loved, is really hard.” I found jars of dried cranberries and walnuts in the pull-out pantry and set them near the cutting board. “I wish we’d taken more time to talk through the ramifications of going to France and being at that castle.”

      “Yeah, me too.” His knuckles whitened as he gripped the edge of the counter. “What makes it worse is that Ni’eve admitted she’d become lax about keeping Jessamyne locked up. She was convinced Jess’s physical deterioration meant there was no way she could escape; that she wouldn’t want to escape after Ni’eve told her we were coming to Chamonix to try to help save her life.”

      I channeled my feelings about Ni’eve’s rose-tinted pronouncements by grabbing a big knife from the holder and chopping handfuls of cranberries and nuts. “Did either you or Jim give Ni’eve any specifics about the tree and where we found it?”

      “I didn’t. I’m not sure what Jim might have said. But Ni’eve and Grisette have been in charge of overseeing the Apple Witches for centuries. It’s a very small group of women, and if any of them had gone missing, whether in their human or tree form, they and the other Keepers would have known.”

      “Yet none of them were under any obligation to tell you anything,” I pointed out, waving the knife in the air.

      “True. Everything that happened with Maritza’s nieces a few years ago severed any lingering sense of obligation I felt to Ni’eve personally. I do respect Grisette, though, and I think we should make the effort to reach out to her.”

      Silently agreeing, I set the knife aside, added the thoroughly chopped ingredients into the bowl with the cream cheese, and perused the small crock holding wooden kitchen implement. “I think chances are good Ni’eve recognized the tree belonged to one of the Apple Witches the moment we arrived,” I said, choosing an Arbutus spoon purchased at the Saturday Market from a local woodworker.

      “I think she recognized the tree, too, and for whatever reason decided she didn’t want to share that information with us.”

      Wondering if hindsight—or would it be foresight?—was a magical ability I could work to acquire, I asked Tanner to pull out two sesame bagels, microwave them for a few seconds, then slice them and drop the four halves into the toaster. “Put yourself in Ni’eve’s place,” I continued, sticking with the day’s hot topic. “Or Jessamyne’s. Or even Grisette’s. What’s the endgame, the best possible outcome?”

      “The tree we found could provide Jessamyne with a new tree-body,” he said, opening the cupboard and removing two plates, “one that doesn’t carry the Doigts de sorcière virus. Though now I’m curious if it’s even possible for an Apple Witch who’s made her final change into a tree, to then pass that body along to another after she dies.”

      “It’s bigger magic than I have the knowledge to understand.” The microwave dinged in agreement as I drizzled maple syrup over the cream cheese mixture. I added a dash of cinnamon and a pinch of sea salt and mashed everything together with the wooden spoon. Continuing to mash, I added the thought, “Except as far as we know, Jessamyne inhabiting a new tree body would not clear her human body of the virus.”

      “Correct.” Tanner dropped the bagels into the toaster. “Which leads me to think Jessamyne, or possibly even Ni’eve, has come up with a treatment.”

      “Or a cure.” At my side, Tanner noisily buttered the toasted
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