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For Tara and Ryan.
Wherever they are, I am home.
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Prologue
London, twelve years before

THE DOUBLE DOORS to the corridor burst open. A young man charged through them, tall and good-looking in a dangerous way in leather jacket and boots, his expression as dark as his eyes. The nurses checked him out as he strode past, but he did not return their looks; intent on his mission, he zeroed in on his path. When he had gone, the clatter of his boot heels echoed his haste.

[image: ]

In another part of the hospital, a woman lay in bed, panting, strands of her long hair pasted to her face. Her features contracted with pain. Her sister, hovering at her side, squeezed her hand. “You’re almost there, Cally, just a little more. Keep focusing on the light; concentrate on the light.”

At the bottom of the bed, a stout midwife crouched, calm and reassuring, her strong arms ready. “Any time now, dearie. No need to push, just keep breathing—in, out.”

The mother-to-be, Callida, arched her back as another labor pain struck. “Too much, Lissa. It’s taking too long. I’m scared. Val’s not here yet?”

Lissa wrapped both her hands around her sister’s. “Can’t we do something?” she pleaded with the midwife. “She’s been like this for twelve hours.”

The wrinkled veteran of many births shook her head. “Not now. It’s too late. The magic of birth is too delicate to risk with any of our spells. It’ll happen in its own good time. Come on now, dearie, just breathe. Let your body do the rest.”

Callida’s face twisted on the pillow, and she let out a groan. Lissa squeezed her hand helplessly.

“Any time now, dear,” soothed the midwife.

Lissa bit her lip and dabbed at her sister’s forehead with a damp cloth.
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The young man in black turned a corner and swept down an empty corridor. He approached the double doors at the end. With an impatient gesture, he flung them open—while he was still ten feet away.
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Callida panted faster and faster and heaved about as the pains got more intense. Her sister fretted, still dabbing helplessly at her forehead for want of anything better to do. The midwife peered beneath the sheets. “It’s time, dear. Push now—give it all you’ve got,” she said confidently. Callida let out another groan.
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The man reached another set of doors at an intersection, spotted a sign—NATURAL CHILDBIRTH-MIDWIFERY—and cried out, causing the doors ahead to fly open with a bang.
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From her bed, Callida echoed his cry. Her eyes rolled up into her head. Her sister looked down and gasped.

“That’s done it!” said the midwife, holding a sopping-wet package.

“Oh, Cally, you did it!” cheered her sister. “Is it a …?”

“Congratulations,” said the midwife, deftly wiping down the newborn. “It’s a witch.”
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The night-duty nurse in the midwifery corridor looked up sharply when the doors flew open, and an intense young man bore down upon her.

“Where is she?” he demanded, glowering over the counter.

“Just a minute, please,” she said, marking her place in her romance novel.

“WHERE IS SHE?”

The nurse adopted a pleasant but stern look, as if to say she dealt with anxious young fathers every day and was not impressed. “Calm down, please. Exactly who is it you want?”

“Callida.”

“And your name?”

“Valerian.”

“I don’t see you on my list. Only the immediate family is permitted at the birth.”

He leaned over the desk to waggle a single finger in front of her eyes. “Tell me now.”

The answer escaped her before she could stop it. “Number nine.”

He left.
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The midwife finished wiping the baby girl down, then placed her gently in the mother’s arms. “There now, all’s well. Safe with your mommy.”

Callida enfolded her child in her love. “My little Desi,” she whispered.

“Desdemona,” cooed her sister, “you are a perfect, beautiful little darling!”

The midwife said, “Hold still while I cut the cord now.”

“Will it hurt her?” Callida asked.

“Not a bit. Won’t feel a thing,” said the midwife, neatly snipping the cord. Three feet away, sister Lissa doubled over with a sharp pain in her belly.

“Won’t hurt mother and child, I meant,” chuckled the midwife.
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Valerian raced down the hallway, checking numbers, frustration mounting until he found himself blocked once again by doors. As he raised his arms, a voice came from below and to the side. “Allow me,” said a woman in a wheelchair. She pressed the handicapped button, causing the double doors to spring open.

Valerian scowled at her and ran through the opening.

“You’re welcome,” said the woman to his back.

Number nine was first on the left. He put one hand to the door and paused, composing himself. Then, with a quick gesture, he slammed the door open against the wall.
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Callida clasped her baby to her bosom, facing the doorway defiantly.
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Valerian leaped into the room and whirled about. It was empty. No bed, just a nightstand, scattered vases with flowers, assorted medical equipment, and a bassinet. No Callida. And no baby.

The duty nurse closed in on him from behind. “Sir, you can’t just charge in here without permission.”

He turned on her. “You said she was in number nine,” he snarled.

The nurse looked around the room in consternation. “But she is. I saw her just a few minutes ago. She can’t have checked out,” she said, confused.

As she spoke, her hand clutched the night table where a vase of flowers concealed a fat, round bottle of green glass with a slender, tapered neck. Neither of them looked down, but if they had, they might have seen, inside the bottle, barely visible through the opaque glass, three very tiny, very still figures, one holding an even tinier figure in her arms.

Valerian’s face darkened. He made a sudden breaking motion with his hands, and a vase of flowers exploded on a shelf across the room. Struggling to contain his anger, he turned on the nurse. “Where did she go?”

“I … I don’t know.”

He stopped, sniffing the air like a hound. “She was here, all right. I can sense her. Where are you, Callida? Where are you, my love?” He put his hands to his temples and squeezed his head. Another vase exploded.
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Inside the bottle, three tiny figures held their breath. The fourth figure, the tiniest, was sleeping.

[image: ]

“You can’t hide from your destiny!” Valerian exclaimed. “I won’t let you ruin everything we’ve worked for.” He shook his fist at the fluorescent lights in the ceiling, which glared back unmoved. “It’s my child, too, Callida! Mine!” The nurse seized her chance and ran out. “I swear I’ll find you,” Valerian cried. “I’ll never rest till I have my own back!” He rushed from the room, knocking over a table and sending glass crashing to the floor.
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The green bottle on the table rocked from side to side, then settled still. Safe inside, Callida stroked her baby while new aunt Lissa huddled as close as she could. The midwife cleaned up the bloody sheets, unconcerned.

A few minutes later, number nine held three full-sized adults and one perfect, beautiful baby girl. “I’ll fetch Doctor, then, shall I?” said the midwife, arms full of dirty linens. “She’ll want to have a look at the dear little thing.”

“Is he gone? Is he really gone away?” murmured Callida, so exhausted she could barely hold her head up.

“He’s far away,” said her sister. “No trace of his aura for miles. Lord, he can move fast.”

The midwife sniffed. “Warlocks,” she said gruffly. “They’re all the same. Can’t live with ’em, can’t kill ’em.”

Safe in her mother’s arms, Baby Desi gave a little squeak.
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“MOM, COME HERE!” Desi shouted. “I think I broke Dad.”

Desdemona stared down into the cardboard crate she had just opened. Inside lay what looked like a middle-aged man in a flowered shirt, motionless, half-buried in crumpled newspaper.

She heard a muffled “Who?” from the kitchen. The next moment, her mother’s head poked in, looking harried. “‘Dad’? What dad? Where?” Callida asked cautiously, surveying the mess scattered around the living room.

“See, it won’t start up,” Desi said, shaking the edge of the crate with both hands.

“Oh, you’re talking about the golem.” Callida smiled and brushed the hair out of her eyes.

“What else would I be talking about?” Desi rattled the box. “Come on, dummy, move.”

“Don’t do that,” her mother said. “It’s not broken. It needs the potion to animate it.”

That was the word Desi had been waiting to hear. “Right, the potion. I can make it.”

“Maybe,” her mother said guardedly. “We’ll see.”

Desi knew what that meant. “Why do we need a fake dad, anyway?” she asked, nodding at the thing in the box. “We didn’t use it in Paris or before in Hong Kong….”

“Our apartments were way too small. I like it. People leave you alone if they think there’s a man around the house,” Callida said. “Here in the suburbs, it’ll help us fit in. Plus, it does mow the lawn.” She tucked a strand of her long black hair under her scarf in a losing battle to keep it under control. Grabbing a box labeled KITCHEN, she said, “Come and help me put the dishes away.”

They made their way down the hall to the back of the house, weaving through cardboard boxes and scattered furniture. Desi got there first; she was energized now that they had arrived at their new home. “So, what exactly makes the golem go?” she asked.

“You should know—we’ve made that potion many times.”

Desi shook her head. “That was years ago. And you never let me make it. You never let me do any spells.”

“You did a spell.” Callida looked indignant. “For your birthday last year. I taught you the balloon one, remember?”

“Hobblebobblebowlameni. By the time I say it, I could blow up a balloon the regular way. And that’s a kid’s spell. I’m talking about real magic.”

“It’s all in the textbooks I gave you. If you would pay more attention to your studies—”

“I’ve practically got those books memorized,” Desi said, exasperated. “History of Magic, Principles of Magic, History of Principles of Theory of Magic—I know everything about magic except how to do anything. When are you going to show me how to make things fly around the room or transform stuff into other stuff?”

Her mother began unloading the contents of the boxes into the cupboards. “I told you, when you’re older.”

“That’s what you said three years ago.” Desi put her hands on her hips. “I am older, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Callida struck the same pose, mimicking her. “Please don’t be in such a hurry to grow up. It’s not as great as you think it is.” She sighed. “Maybe if you show how responsible you are by helping out more?”

“All right, all right, I’m helping.” Desi knew it was time to back off—for now. She reached into an open carton and shrieked.

A black tornado whipped out of the crate, scratching and snarling. Taken by surprise, Desi tumbled backward into a pile of newspaper. “Aargh! Bad cat!” She grabbed her arm. “Watch it, will you?” she snapped at her cat, who had disappeared under the kitchen table. “Your claws are sharp.”

“Are you okay?” her mother asked. “Be careful—you frightened her.”

Desi checked her arms for scratches. “What were you doing in there, anyway?” she said to the small figure crouched in the shadows.

“Hiding,” Callida answered for her Familiar. “She hates change; you know that. Moving is hard for her.”

“Welcome to the club. You still shouldn’t use your claws,” Desi griped with her head under the table. Two big yellow eyes glared back at her resentfully from the shadows, making her feel guilty. “Sorry about the yelling. I’m a little freaked out, too, you know,” she confided to her cat. “Did you check out your sandbox? I set it up in the garage first thing.”

“Could we get back to work, please?” Callida bent down to open another box. “I’m tired of eating fast food. I want my kitchen back.”

Desi surveyed the crates, reaching into the nearest for a jar that caught her eye. “What are ‘granulated lizards’ wings’ for? I didn’t even know lizards had wings.”

“I’ll take that, thank you. You put away the dishes.”

Desi dug in, unpacking the heavy handmade plates and bowls and stacking them in the cabinets. She found the cookbooks and arranged them on a shelf: Chicken Soup for the Wizard’s Soul. Potion-Brewing for the Compleat Idiote. Zen and the Art of Broom Maintenance.

Even with the books and dishes, the cupboards seemed pitifully bare—years of constant moving had taught them to pare down to the basics. Desi looked around at the flat white walls of the kitchen/breakfast room/family room. “This house is too big and too empty,” she said. “It’s like we don’t fit.”

“I could get used to this real fast.” Callida straightened up, stretching her back. “It’s ten times the size of our last apartment, and we finally have a spare room for an office. You don’t like having a real room instead of that glorified closet you had in Paris? And don’t forget, there’s a huge backyard.”

Desi had forgotten the yard. Peering out the back window, she saw a mass of green topping the back fence. “Hey, check it out. There’s a forest out there.”

Making a dash for the door, she had barely got her hand on the doorknob when her mother cried, “Desdemona! Do not go outside, please.”

“Mom. Chill. It’s just a backyard.”

“Not tonight. I haven’t unpacked the watch-gnomes yet, and it’s almost dark.”

“So I’ll set out the gnomes. I know where they are.” Desi made it halfway down the hall before her mother’s voice stopped her.

“We’ll set out the gnomes in the morning, but right now we need to stay inside and unpack,” Callida said firmly. “Besides, I want Devil to take a look around first.”

Giving up on getting out—for now—Desi knelt down to peer into the darkness under the table. “Devalandnefariel! Come on. Here, Devalandnefariel, please come out. We need you.”

Two yellow eyes lit up in the darkness, hooded, suspicious. “Oh, don’t sulk.” A shadow slowly emerged, taking the shape of a sleek black cat streaked with silver markings. “She’s mad,” Desi said, sitting down on the floor to scratch her best friend behind the ears.

“Yes, I know. You hate moving. I don’t blame you,” Callida said softly. “But I need you to take a look around.”

Devil the cat glared at her family warily.

“Lucky girl, you get to go outside,” Desi said. “Check it out. See if there’re any werewolves in the woods.”

“It’s just a park, Desi,” her mother said, shaking her head. “There are no werewolves.”

“So then why can’t I go in my own backyard?” She decided to push her mother a little more. “What are you so afraid of?”

The cat jumped into Desi’s lap, put her paws up on her chest, and hissed—a cat hiss, jaws wide in a silent scream. The cat’s sharp eyes burned into hers. An image seared Desi’s brain—danger, a shadowed figure, dark and menacing.

“What is it, Devil? Mom, what is she hunting for?”

“Nothing,” Callida said. She picked the cat up from her daughter’s lap, careful to avoid her claws, and dropped her by the back door. “I’m just being sensible. We’ve only been here a few hours.” Callida had that old look again—tight-lipped, nervous. She opened the door. “Go for a prowl,” she said to the cat, lowering her voice dramatically. “You know what to do. Check out the woods, the yards on both sides. If anything smells wrong, let me know.” Devil stuck her head out the doorway, going still, listening, while Callida waited. “And leave the poor dogs alone.” She shut the door, forcing the cat outside.

Desi pressed her nose to the glass and saw a dainty shadow flicker, swallowed up by the darkness. “Will she be all right, alone out there?”

“Devil? Don’t be silly. That’s her job.” Callida pointed with a wooden spoon. “The silverware goes in the top drawer by the sink; the pots go under the stove. Leave the newts’ eyes and ground dung beetles to me.” Callida opened another crate. “And let me know if you find the blender.”
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DEEP, DANK EARTH. Sweet grass and moldy leaves. Buzzing insect wings, the clicking of tiny feet. Mouse and mole, squirrel and vole. Scents of possum and raccoon. No sign of werewolves; the little one had been wrong. But dog, strong and rank, not far off. Remember that, for later.

Devil slunk deeper under the cover of the bush while her eyes adjusted. Her eyes were good in the dark, but not as good as an owl’s, and owls’ wings gave no warning. The whirl and bustle of the woods at night surrounded her, and she took her time sorting it out, letting scents and sounds sink in as she crouched in the cool earth.

No danger yet.

A high wooden fence enclosed the yard. A trap? No, she could claw up it in a flash, leaving heavier beasts behind. Too bad for the dogs. Her pupils expanded, widened, pulling in tiny fragments of light. An oak tree took shape on the other side of the fence, reaching its gnarled arms over her yard. Better and better. A leap to the top of the fence, another to the branch—she would have the whole tree to climb. The world below would be hers to command.

Devil pulled her hind feet underneath her, ready to move. Her tail twitched in anticipation. A last check around—nothing moving bigger than a bug. Then: a flash, a bolt of power, and she was up the fence into the branches of the oak. She froze, listening, her whole body a radar screen. A rustle of leaves when the air stirred. No sounds from the squirrels; they were there, of course, but were smart enough to stay quiet. No scent of magic. Holes gave off an acrid, burning stench, but the night air was clear and clean. Nothing set off her inner alarms.

A little farther up in the tree, on the other side of the trunk, an enormous wooden box clung to the branches. What was a box that big doing in a tree? It was obviously human-made.

Humans! Was there no place they didn’t intrude? Fortunately, they were slow and couldn’t smell dog droppings if they stepped in it. She crept closer to investigate.

All of a sudden the wind shifted, and she smelled it. How could she have been so blind? Something was here, close, maybe within striking distance. Escape? Leap into space? No, freeze; maybe it didn’t see her. It reeked like nothing she knew—animal, human, demon? She couldn’t tell, and that alone set her fur prickling like a porcupine’s quills. The scent came from that box. Show yourself, tree-box thing. I’m waiting.

Time passed, and no time. All was calm, quiet, dark. Devil drew the cool night air through her nostrils. The strange new thing stayed deadly still and quiet, a very un-human sign. Not good. She had to get closer for a look. Pushing back her instinctive fear, she crept along the oak branch, slowly, determined to be as silent as the thing she was stalking.

Her path ended at the trunk of the tree. Leaping to the branch above her, she scrambled around the trunk to creep up on the wooden box, where the strange thing lay hiding. She paused, nose in the air, while a fresh breeze brought her news from below: an old dog, garbage cans, and chemicals. The yard stank from the poisons humans spread on their grass, and dwellings, and lives.

It was the stink that betrayed her.

Rounding the trunk, she placed her two front paws in the opening of the box … precisely between the claws of a snarling, shadowy thing. The thing shrieked, tiny fangs gleaming white in the moonlight, and leaped into the air. Taken by surprise, Devil leaped, too, flinging herself away from the box. She tumbled through the dark, twisting madly to get her feet underneath her just in time to land safely on all fours—right on the back of a huge gray dog.

The dog howled in fright, springing to its feet. Devil sprang straight up into the air, claws out, teeth bared, leaping blindly into the night, ready to fight whatever she touched—which happened to be a bunch of garbage cans. She slipped and slid over the lids, struggling for a claw hold. The dog was tight behind her so she pushed off, knocking the can into its face: paper, cardboard, and damp plastic flew everywhere.

Devil used the diversion to sprint across the yard toward the back fence. Overhead, she spotted the strange creature, which was bounding through the oak branches in the direction of the woods. Whatever it was, it practically flew; with one great leap, it cleared the back fence and landed in a pine tree on the other side. Then, with a rustle and a squeal, it disappeared into the forest.

Devil was hot on its trail, but before she could claw up the fence to reach the woods, a gate opened in her face, startling her. A strange human appeared, charging right at her. Instinctively she doubled back, only to be jolted again when the door to the house opened, and another, larger human emerged, shouting, framed in light. Blinded, outnumbered, desperate, she zigzagged to trick dog and man into a front-end crash; then, as her pursuers collided, she clawed the fence, sailed up and over, hit the soft deep grass of her own yard, and sprang for cover—right into Desi’s arms.
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THE SNARLS, BARKS, screeches, whines, and crashes had drawn Desi out of the kitchen just in time to see her precious kitty streak across the yard and catapult into her arms.

“Are you all right, girl?” she asked, trying to cradle Devil while avoiding her needle-sharp claws.

“Desi, get in here right now and shut the door!” Callida ordered from inside.

“But, Mom, something scared Devil.” Desi felt a rush of excitement. The fresh night air stirred her blood. “Somebody’s out there.”

Callida charged out on the deck next to Desi, arms outstretched for battle. “Who’s there? I command you to show yourself.”

Excited voices came from behind the fence bordering their yard. Desi heard a call of “Hang on!” and to her surprise, a boy about her own age emerged from the foliage of the oak tree, tightrope-walking the limb that overhung her fence. “Did ya see it?” he asked eagerly. “Some kind of wild animal! I tried to catch it, but it escaped into the woods.”

The gate to Desi’s yard swung open to reveal an older teenage boy, tall, hulking, and sheepish. “It was only a big squirrel,” he protested. “Sorry. Is your cat all right? I saw her take off when the trash cans went flying.” He pointed at Devil. “Don’t be scared, cat. Our old dog Max is big, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

Desi stepped forward on the deck to face him. “My cat isn’t afraid of dogs.”

Callida took a long, deep breath, visibly unclenching. She peered past both boys, searching the darkness. “I’m sorry if Dev—if our cat upset your trash cans,” she said absently. “She’s new here and a little nervous. I can help you clean up in the morning.”

“I hope Devil didn’t hurt your dog,” Desi said. “Sometimes she likes to show them who’s boss.”

“Your cat’s named Devil? Cool.” The boy in the tree swung his legs over the oak limb and dropped to the ground. “I’m Jarrett. That’s Bob. We live next door.” Jarrett was a lot shorter than his brother, but as he stepped forward into the light of the porch, Desi realized he was taller than she was.

“What were you doing up in that tree?” Desi asked, stroking Devil’s cheek to calm her.

Jarrett gave her a friendly grin. “I was checking to see if any more weird animals were hiding in our tree house.”

“You have a tree house?” Desi asked, intrigued.

“Since we were little kids,” replied Bob. He set his jaw stubbornly. “But there’s no weird animals.”

“Except you?” Jarrett needled him.

The big teenager joined Jarrett at the edge of the porch. Wrinkling his nose, he sniffed at him suspiciously. “You were out in the woods again tonight, weren’t you? Do you have a death wish?”

Jarrett ignored him. “Just moved here?” he asked Desi.

Callida interrupted. “I’m glad to meet you both, but it’s dark and we have a lot of unpacking to do. Sorry again about the mess.”

“No problem,” Jarrett said. “Cleaning up the yard is Bob’s job.”

“It’s okay.” Bob shrugged. “But you might want to keep your cat in your yard.”

Desi couldn’t let that slide. “You got something against cats?” She hugged Devil closer, making the cat squirm.

Bob ducked his head. “Nah, they’re okay.” He stepped up onto the deck to pet Devil, but she was still miffed and swiped a claw at him. He backed off. “All right, girl, I won’t touch you without your permission. You’re pretty, though,” he admitted.

Jarrett hopped up on the deck to join them. “Don’t worry about ol’ Bob, Devil-Cat. He’s big, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Amazingly, the cat offered her cheek for him to scratch. “You can come over to my yard anytime.”

Devil yawned to show what she thought about being invited to a place she already considered her property.

Desi felt awkward, holding her cat in her arms while this boy petted her. This close, she noticed his tawny hair, down to his shoulders, and his deep summer tan. He kept stroking her cat under the chin, smoothly and gently. “So where did you move from?” he asked Desi.

Callida cut between them. “Good night, boys. Come inside, please,” she said to Desi. “We’ve got a lot to do.” Despite her resistance, Desi found herself being herded inside.

Once in the kitchen, Callida shut the door and then, chanting softly, drew a symbol across it with her finger. The dead bolt clicked into place by itself.

Peering out the window, Desi could see the two brothers climb up onto the oak branch to go home. Though they were still bickering, each gave a hand to help the other when he needed it. She envied them. “Why’d we have to go inside?” she asked. “We were just getting to know our neighbors.”

“At night, in an unfamiliar neighborhood? Are you kidding?” Her mother sounded defensive. “You can talk to those boys some other time.”

Desi saw her chance and grabbed it. “All right, then we can make the potion for the golem now.”

Callida surrendered. “Why not? We’re going to need it. I noticed the grass was really high.”

And she scores again. The boys were forgotten—this was magic! “I’ll get the big cauldron,” she offered eagerly.

Desi began to tear open boxes. Normally this was the only good part about a move: uncovering treasures buried weeks ago when they had packed, getting reacquainted with her old stuff. Tossing aside crumpled newspaper from inside a big crate, she exposed a musty-smelling monstrosity: an old clock carved with vines and weird, contorted faces—half-animal, half-human, all chipped and worn.

“This ugly old thing.” Desi grimaced as she hauled it out. “Why do we keep hauling it around?”

Callida rushed over to take it from her. “It’s an antique. It was given to me when you were born. It’s very valuable.”

“It’s grotesque is what it is.” Desi checked the clock’s hands, carved to look like bird’s claws; they pointed to two-thirty. “It doesn’t even tell time.”

Her mother placed the clock on the mantel over the fireplace with great care. “It’s fine. Did you find the cauldron yet?”

Desi kept digging around until she turned up the old copper kettle. It was so heavy it took two hands to lift it onto the stovetop. “Now what?”

Callida held out a jar. “Could you please measure out one gram of granulated lizards’ wings? Use the scale—it has to be precise.”

“What if we make a mistake?” Desi asked, meticulously weighing out the powder, grain by grain, onto a digital scale.

“You can never tell,” Callida said. She stopped taking jars and bottles off the shelf and turned to Desi with a serious look. “Magic is difficult at best. Sometimes it just doesn’t work; sometimes strange things happen you never thought of.”

“Like what?” Desi asked. “Like it would grow hair on its face and howl like a werewolf?”

Her mother laughed so hard she almost dropped the blender.

Desi was relieved. She made it her job to lighten the mood whenever her mother got too serious. Lately, that seemed to be more and more often.

Callida pulled herself together. “Let’s not find out, shall we? How about measuring out exactly one ounce of scarab beetle juice?”

Desi got started and then remembered something. “Aren’t we going to use the big book?” She looked around the kitchen for the massive old volume of spells and potions she had never been allowed to touch.

“Don’t need it. I’ve done this so often I’ve got it memorized.” Callida dripped an oily black liquid into the blender. “Almost out of zombie’s blood. Good luck getting any more around here. Remind me to add it to the list for your aunt Lissa to send us.”

Desi wrinkled her nose at the foul smell. “Slow down. I’m supposed to be learning this. What’s next?”

“Add the lizards’ wings and the beetle juice to the blender, push purée, and don’t forget to hold the top down tight.”

“Yes, Master, I hear and obey,” Desi said, smirking. Her mother laughed again.

After the mess was thoroughly blended, Desi poured it into the cauldron, careful not to spill. Devil was either curious or hungry, because she appeared suddenly, jumping up on the counter to sniff the contents of the pot. She sneezed, shaking her head in disgust.

“That’s not for you, greedy thing,” Desi said. “It would probably turn you into a toad or something.” The cat turned her back disdainfully and jumped down onto the floor to vanish down the hall.

Callida pulled out a cutting board. “Looks great. I’ll chop the cattail root, and we’re done.”

Thirsty, Desi fished a can of soda out of the fridge. “Why do we want to be left alone?” she said between slurps.

“What?”

“You said this dad thing—”

“A golem, technically.”

“—this golem dad would make people leave us alone. Why?”

Callida chose her words carefully. “In some places, women alone can be very vulnerable.”

“So now we’ll have a man in the house, even if it’s fake,” Desi mused. “So we can relax. Be ourselves, right?”

Callida sighed. “We still have to be careful, keep a low profile. Not everybody can manipulate the subtle forces of the spirit world. People are frightened when you have abilities that they can’t have.”

Desi considered. “Why is it that we can do magic and other people can’t?”

“I thought you said you studied your textbooks?” Callida smiled. “What is magic?”

Desi rolled her eyes and recited, “‘The living world of elemental spirits that lies in and around our world, and the power to control those spirits.’”

“And you know that our world is drifting farther apart from the realm of elemental spirits. With each passing year, it becomes more and more difficult to touch that other world and more dangerous when we do.”

“Which is why we have Familiars, like Devil. I know all that. That’s not my question. Why is it we can do magic and other people can’t?”

“Talent. Some people can run faster than others; some are smarter at academics. We witches can still control the unseen world of spirit. But even most witches aren’t very good at it anymore. It takes special talent as well as training to—”

“Do I have talent?” Desi asked, feeling a rush of pride.

“Absolutely. It runs in the family.” Callida began methodically cutting the roots into thin slices.

“So we’re different from everybody else, but having a father around makes us look normal?”

“It helps.”

Desi finished her soda and crumpled the can between her palms. “Where is my real father?” she asked as casually as she could.

“Ow!” Callida stuck her finger in her mouth.

“What’s wrong?” Desi had known something would happen. Something always seemed to go wrong when she asked about her father.

“Nothing, just nicked myself,” Callida said hurriedly, looking upset. “I hope I didn’t get any blood on these roots. I’d have to start from scratch.”

“Why don’t you ever talk about him?” Desi asked quietly.

“Who?”

“My real dad—remember him?”

Her mother didn’t answer for several seconds, bearing down on the knife as if the roots were unusually tough.

Desi threw her can into the recycling bin, where it hit with a crash. “I bet I don’t even have a father.”

“That would really be magic,” Callida said. “Everyone has a father. Don’t they teach you these things in school?” She made a face.

Desi made a face back at her. “Duh,” she said sarcastically. “Prove it. Show me a picture of him.”

Callida hesitated. “I don’t have any.” She stopped chopping. A hint of pain flashed behind her mother’s eyes as she admitted, “Just before you were born, a fire destroyed everything—all our pictures, everything.”

Despite knowing it might cause her mother more pain, still Desi had to ask, “So why did you two break up? Couldn’t you have, like, fixed it with magic? You know, whatever was wrong?”

Her mother looked tense and sad. “Magic couldn’t solve the problem with your father and me. Magic was the problem.”

Desi was confused, but before she could sort out the million questions in her head, her mother changed the subject, as she always did. “I thought you wanted to learn this potion?” Callida asked. “You have to pay attention.” She dumped the cattail roots into the cauldron. “See, it almost boiled over.” She hurried to turn down the heat. “Magic is very tricky—it can backfire on you when you least expect it.”

It was the second time her mother had said that. Desi watched her carefully. Callida was keeping her eyes on the cauldron, as if she saw something in the bubbling potion that Desi couldn’t see. It bothered Desi that her mom wouldn’t look at her, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to interrupt.

After several minutes, her mother broke the silence. “It’s ready,” she said quietly. “I’ll pour it into a pitcher so it’s easier to handle.”

Desi led the way back to the front room, carrying the potion in a pitcher, Callida close behind. They halted in front of the giant crate with the body. The slick, shiny face made Desi’s stomach screw up.

“Now we stick the funnel in its mouth and pour the potion in,” Callida said.

“Oh, gross.”

“I thought you wanted to do this. Here, let me. You pour.” Callida was all business again. She pried open the dummy’s stiff lips and shoved the funnel inside. “Don’t be so squeamish. It was never alive. It’s just a golem.”

“What did you make it out of, anyway?” Desi asked.

“Crushed beer cans. And the sports sections from newspapers.”

“You made my father out of beer cans and old newspapers?”

Callida looked exasperated. “You were getting on my case about recycling, remember?”

Desi made a face. “No wonder it turned out so disgusting. You know, I used to tell my friends I was adopted.”

Just as she had hoped, Callida burst out laughing. The cloud that had gathered over her mother’s head vanished. “Would you just pour?” Callida said through her giggles.

Desi tipped the contents of the pitcher into the golem, watching the liquid gurgle slowly down its throat.

“That should do it,” Callida said. “Now you can kick it.”

Desi booted the side of the cardboard box, hard. “Hey, dummy, wake up. Get to work.”

The pasty face took on color; its eyes shot open. “Herro. How’reya? Have’nicedary,” it mumbled.

“Help me lift it out of the box,” Callida said. She took one arm, and Desi grabbed the other, heaving the golem upright. It was big, even for a man, with a massive potbelly under a wrinkled Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts.

“Nice day?” it whimpered.

“It’ll take a while for the potion to really kick in. Let’s get it into its chair,” Callida said. They wrestled the golem dad into a vinyl recliner in front of the TV. It slumped and began to slide to the floor.

Desi pulled the lever on the recliner to lift its feet. “Did you have to give it hairy knees?” she said, disgusted. Devil apparently agreed. She had come over to check out the fuss, but now she showed her disdain by turning her back to saunter away, nose in the air.

Callida wrapped the golem’s thick fingers around the TV remote. They stood back to admire their work. “There. Real magic. Satisfied?”

The golem’s face lolled to one side, eyes gaping, its tongue hanging out.

“Enchanting,” Desi said.

“I’m tired,” said her mother. “Time for bed.”

Desi yawned. “I didn’t know magic was so much work. Good night, Dad,” she said sarcastically.

“Havanice sday,” mumbled the golem.
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