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Something shrieked outside.

Garnet froze, one hand on the cutting board, the other on her chef's knife. The onion sat between her hands, rocking gently side to side. Her little kitchen was silent for a moment, stew pot sizzling with chunks of beef and sliced mushrooms covered with the first onion she'd diced. The tomatoes had already been chopped, as had her green chilies and three nice fat jalapeños to up the heat.

She turned and stared out the back window towards her orange tree. It better not be those neighbor twins stealing her oranges again. Every single time they started getting ripe the twins snuck over her fence and stole the good ones before Garnet could get a single one.

Something rustled in the treetop. Garnet heard cursing and a yelp of pain. She glared, slapped the knife down and then jerked the sash on her red-checked gingham apron, the one that matched her most comfortable apron tichel with the absurdly delicate lace on the straps. Damn those kids! It'd be one thing if they stole the oranges to eat but no, they used them in their duct tape and plumbing supply potato cannon. Instead of actual potatoes because apparently ripe oranges made a better 'splat'.

"Get out of my tree, you brats!" Garnet shouted as she threw open the back screen door. "I told you I'd call the cops on you and I will!"

"Ah, help?"

Instead of teenage boy hooting laughter and the scramble of running feet, Garnet got a woman's voice. She carefully walked closer, spotting woman in frilly layers of lace and linen with a tumble of beautiful natural black afro draped over one of the top branches. Her skin was as dark as the bark of the orange tree, all except her cheeks which were bright red.

"Oh-kay," Garnet said. "Let me get my stew off the burner and then I'll be right out with a ladder. How the heck did you end up way up there?"

"Don't ask," the woman groaned.

She sagged over the branch like a cat picked up in the middle who wanted to stay in their spot of sunshine. Garnet blinked, turned around and hurried back into the kitchen to get the stew safely off the stove. It could wait. Had to.

It took ten minutes to get the ladder, set it up and then help Alinnafe (which she carefully pronounced as Ah-lee-NAY-fay when Garnet asked her name while struggling to get her shawl free from the branches) down the ladder. There was a broom, just a standard kitchen broom with green and white straw bristles, in the tree as well. Garnet stared at it, shrugged, and then tossed it down to Alinnafe who groaned as she caught the thing.

"So really," Garnet said while collapsing her ladder back down, "how did you end up in my tree?"

"Um, I needed an orange," Alinnafe admitted. Her hands twisted around the handle of her broom, knuckles going pale when Garnet stared at her. "Specifically, I needed the highest orange on the tree."

"And you decided to climb a tree while wearing that?" Garnet asked. She jerked her chin at the fluffy lace, many layers of flowing clothes and soft heelless boots Alinnafe wore. "You should have just asked. I'd have pulled one down for you."

It was easier to go ahead and push the ladder back up so that Garnet had access to the top of the tree. Alinnafe seemed to have a particular orange in mind because she did the 'no, not that one, right, right, up, yes there!' thing while Garnet clung to the trunk and stuck one leg out to hook her toes under a different branch for stabilization. Caught the thing without any problems when Garnet tossed it down. And then laughed when Garnet picked six others on her way down though she did keep her top-of-the-tree orange separate from Garnet's juicers.

Alinnafe followed Garnet to the shed, followed her into the house, followed her into the kitchen where she plopped on a stool, still clutching her kitchen broom. Odd but hey, this was a stranger's house. Garnet understood very well that she was intimidating. Most everyone eyed her biceps and backed away when Garnet wore sleeveless shirts. Which she was. Chopping onions and peppers demanded frequent washing if she wasn't going to end up with red eyes and a running nose.

"So what do you need the orange for?" Garnet asked.

Stew meat was just the right level of browned so she pulled that before swiftly chopping the last onion into big chunks that went in with the mushrooms and peppers. Tomatoes could wait a bit. She didn't want them to cook down to paste before the stew was done.

"You'll think I'm crazy," Alinnafe muttered, rubbing the orange between her hands as if polishing it.

"Doubtful," Garnet replied. "Or at least I won't think you're any crazier than I already do. I mean, lace, orange trees? Come on now."

Alinnafe giggled, hiding behind her orange though her beautiful brown eyes sparkled with amusement. She really was lovely, full lips, round face, and hair that made Garnet want to play with it, as inappropriate as that was. Garnet wondered if Alinnafe would purr like the little black kitten she resembled.

"So?" Garnet asked.

"I'm working on a spell," Alinnafe admitted. All the happiness drained out of her eyes. "It's for a bet with some ah, friends of mine."

Garnet stared at her, frowned, and then dumped the meat back into the stew. Whatever sort of spell it was, clearly it wasn't one Alinnafe wanted to be casting. She wouldn't look so sad and upset if it was something good. Or at least something she wanted to cast.

"Who're your friends?" Garnet asked. "Anyone I know?"

"How am I supposed to know if you know them?" Alinnafe asked just acidly enough to get a grin out of Garnet. Better.

"So?"

"Sashi and Hikaru and Ravinder," Alinnafe said. "We're all from the other side of town."

"I know Ravinder," Garnet said. "Is Sashi the one who always wears pink leopard print? Or is that Hikaru? The other's the Goth, right?"

Alinnafe's eyes went wide and she nodded. She looked astonished that anyone would know her friends but it would be odd for Garnet not to know them. Ravinder Lapointe came from one of the richest families in town, one of the ones who'd come through the Convergence with money and power and home intact. Who'd kept their power through all the upheavals that followed and then quite happily moved into the new magical world with every intent of mastering that, too.

Sashi Raines and Hikaru Coeman were hangers-on, the type who agreed with whatever Ravinder said, even when it was questionable. Or outright illegal. They had power, a good bit of power given that Sashi was half Elf and Hikaru was a dragon. Garnet had no doubt whatsoever that Ravinder was using them for their power. Only question she had was whether or not Sashi and Hikaru realized it. They were both young and gullible enough to miss the obvious as long as Ravinder complimented them.

Looked like at least Ravinder had some magic if he was casting spells now, maybe just pixie dust spells but still spells. Or maybe convincing easily led young people to cast them for him. Garnet wouldn't put it past him. She'd thought he was as powerless as she was but she could be wrong about that. It wasn't as though Garnet had any way to tell. Pure humans had no magic at all.

"What's the spell supposed to do?" Garnet asked. She stirred her stew so that she didn't frown at Alinnafe. Time for beef stock.

"Um, I'm really not supposed to say," Alinnafe murmured. She was staring at the orange when Garnet glanced her way but she still flinched away from Garnet's eyes.

"He's up to trouble again, then," Garnet sighed. "I can't give you the orange then. I won't be party to Ravinder's mean little tricks. The guy's a shmuck. A really pathetic shmuck at that."

That got Alinnafe giggling again though she looked utterly horrified that anyone would refer to Ravinder that way. A little delighted, as well, so maybe Alinnafe wasn't quite in Ravinder's metaphorical clutches yet. Garnet came over and ran a finger over the curve of the orange while staring into Alinnafe's eyes. Blood flushed her cheeks, then her ears, and then went right down her chest under the ruffles of her top.

"Tell me?" Garnet asked, flirted, smiling knowingly because yeah, she really would do that and it was obvious Alinnafe realized it.

"I shouldn't," Alinnafe whispered. She swallowed convulsively at a second finger joining the first, the two of them flexing and caressing the surface of the orange. "Oh Goddess! Stop that!"

"Still my orange," Garnet said. She grinned. "I can molest it if I want to."

Alinnafe thrust it into Garnet's hands, jumping up and seizing her kitchen broom as if she intended to run right out the door and fly away. Took a quick grab for Garnet to catch her sleeve. The instant she had it Alinnafe froze, eyes wide.

"Seriously, Ravinder's not the sort you want to hang out with, Alinnafe," Garnet said. "He's a user. And an abuser. You're cute and sweet and I'd hate to see him eat you up and spit you out."

Alinnafe stilled, curled inwards, nodded sadly. "I know. I really do. But I have to. It's… important."

Magic sparked along her sleeve, jolting Garnet's fingers free from the fabric. Then Alinnafe ran out of the house, jumped onto her kitchen broom and flew away as if the thing was a traditional broom with a carved wooden handle and sticks for straw. Garnet watched her go, turning the orange over in her hands.

She set it on the counter and then set to work cutting open the other oranges. Juice was good. One of the best things about Garnet's house and the pool of heat magic that dwelled in her backyard was having fresh orange juice when she wanted it. That was part of why the twins annoyed her with their thievery, denying her the juice.

The highest orange that Alinnafe had chosen stayed on her counter, untouched.

Three days later and the orange was still firm, ripe but not heading towards spoiled when it should have been going bad. Outside the grocery store, she spotted Alinnafe trailing along behind Ravinder as he lectured on something. Who knew what? It was probably all bullshit given that Sashi (definitely the goth) and Hikaru (Why? Why would a dragon insist on wearing pink leopard print vests? Why?) were pushing each other and snickering.

Ravinder was wearing pure black, head to toe, but it was silk and satin and he'd carefully draped black silk cords from his fake horn headdress to make them more prominent. As if his resin horns would ever measure up to what they should be if he actually had non-human blood. Pure ego on his part and as stupid as it could be. Which was about the norm for Ravinder.

To Garnet's surprise, Ravinder froze mid-step when he spotted her. He waved to Alinnafe who flinched and cowered behind him as he pointed towards Garnet and her bag of groceries. She protested, it looked like a mild protest, but Ravinder scowled at her as if she'd mortally insulted him.

Alinnafe gasped apologies, hands extended as if she was afraid she'd be smacked, before she ran over to Garnet's side. Today her layers of linen and lace were shades of blue that were a perfect match for Garnet's simple blue-jean-blue jersey tichel. And the jean jacket that Garnet had tossed on over the sweater her mother had knit last winter during the cold snap and snow in January.

"You really can do better than him," Garnet said before Alinnafe could open her mouth.

"Uh!" Alinnafe huffed. "Are you absolutely sure you won't let me have the orange?"

"Nope, no oranges for Ravinder," Garnet said. She shoved her bags of groceries into the back of her ancient little Beatle. "Pass me that last bag, will you? It's eggs."

Alinnafe stared at her, shoulders hunched and then slumping as she passed the bag over. Her bottom lip stuck out when Garnet straightened up and looked at her. The kicked puppy eyes were spectacular but they only lasted as long as it took for Garnet to reach out and run a thumb over her chin. Wanted to caress that lip but it seemed entirely too personal with Ravinder glaring holes in the back of Alinnafe's head. Or maybe he was glaring them in Garnet's chest. Equal odds given Ravinder.

"Stop that," Alinnafe whispered. Her cheeks went violently red again but she didn't look over her shoulder at Ravinder. Made him glower at them both so good on Alinnafe.

"Better than kissing the pout away," Garnet replied with her best cheesy grin. "That's what I wanted to do."

"Oh Goddess, you are impossible!" Alinnafe shouted. "Do you ever stop flirting?"

"Mmm, sometimes," Garnet said. She laughed at Alinnafe's glare. "But never when I'm faced with such a pretty girl."

The laughter got louder as Alinnafe huffed and stomped away to snap something at Ravinder that rocked him back on his heels. Both Sashi and Hikaru started and backed off as if afraid they were about to be struck. Then Alinnafe stomped away, visibly pissed off if only her cheeks weren't so red.

Sashi and Hikaru followed Alinnafe. They edged around Ravinder then ran after her, Hikaru's tail tucked tight to his body. Ravinder stared at Alinnafe's back. Then he turned to glare death at Garnet. She snorted, tapped a finger to her cheekbone underneath her right eye and then pointed straight at him.

Ravinder's chin went up. His cheeks went pale. Then he slowly and deliberately strolled away. The further he went the faster he strolled until he was power walking in Alinnafe's wake. Garnet shook her head. She really should call Ravinder's mother, see what the shmuck was up to. Couldn't be anything good.

But not now. She had groceries to get home and her ice cream would melt if she didn't hurry.

It took a full seventeen days before Garnet spotted Alinnafe again. The special orange from the top of the tree still looked as fresh as the day she'd picked it for Alinnafe. That was creepy. Seriously creepy. She'd gone out to dinner after her attempt at making wienerschnitzel had gone utterly and completely wrong, certainly not because she was twitchy about the never-rotting orange. She was pretty sure that she knew where she'd gone wrong. The coating had fallen off the veal and burnt in the pan but with a few tweaks to her methodology, next time it should turn out well.

So, coming out of her favorite Fairy restaurant, stomach full of really excellent tofu stir fry with seasonal blossoms and the best honey sauce this side of the Rockies, Garnet had damn near run straight into Alinnafe. They matched again, Garnet in teal and tan tichel with the ties twisted into a crown effect around her head, a flowing tan dress over comfy black jeans. Alinnafe had three colors faded teal dresses over a tan pair of billowing pants and a black hand-crocheted cardigan that looked like it was made of flowers.

"Sorry," Garnet said as she grabbed Alinnafe's arms to keep her from landing on her ass. "Didn't see you there."

She looked around but nope, no Ravinder, no Sashi and no Hikaru. That was good. Alinnafe glared at her and jerked free, cheeks flushed and eyes hard with a fury that made little sense to Garnet. Unless, of course, it was the magically still perfect orange.

"Hello?" Garnet said hesitantly as the silence stretched.

"Are you going to give me the damned orange or not?" Alinnafe demanded.

"I won't contribute to Ravinder's trouble-making," Garnet replied. "If you're helping him then no. I won't give it to you."

She stepped out of the way so the local werewolf pack could head inside the restaurant, their dozen or so kids all babbling at once as they begged for their favorites to be added to the stir fry. Matriarch of the pack frowned at the way Alinnafe grumbled at her but headed inside without intervening. Thankfully. Garnet was big and strong but not strong enough to take on a mama werewolf with her kids right there.

"Right," Garnet said. She met Alinnafe's eyes. "It's still good, nice and firm and perfect when it should be rotten. Freaking me out, frankly. But I mean it. If you're helping Ravinder, I won't give it to you. If you're not helping him, being sneaky or something to trip the little schmuck up, then fine. You can have it. That's my only criteria though I would like to have a date or four or twenty, too."

Alinnafe threw up her hands and shouted, just a noise, angry and frustrated and embarrassed. Maybe pleased though it was hard to tell. She whirled and stomped off, kitchen broom nowhere to be seen. Odd, that. It was very, very rare to see a witch without her broom even if that broom was a thoroughly non-typical choice. Pixies hovered at roof level and then dove at Alinnafe while laughing. The laughs turned into screams as magic crackled around Alinnafe, driving them away.

Garnet thought about it on her way home. Usually witches and pixies got along like peanut butter and jelly. Odd that Alinnafe had driven them away like that. But it hadn't looked to Garnet as though the magic had been fully under Alinnafe's control. It'd been random, lightning and rain drops falling through cedar bows to snake down the back of your neck when you thought you were safe.

The orange might just be a bigger deal than Garnet had thought. She drove slow, careful, hands shaking a little on the steering wheel. Normally she wouldn't have considered it a big deal, something significant, but as time went on their clothes were closer and closer. Garnet's temper had gotten significantly better over the last couple of weeks to the point where her boss as work had asked, quietly and privately with wide eyes and hands held up to ward off a punch before it could happen, if she'd gone on one of the new mood relaxers the Elves had cooked up.

And instead of hitting, Garnet had laughed, shaken her head and walked away. Her boss had stared at her the rest of the day, only relaxing when Garnet headed home. For that matter, the rabbi had asked whether she was in a new relationship, humming and smirking when she said that no, not at all though there was someone she was flirting with.

"So," Garnet murmured to the orange once she was home in her kitchen again, "you're more than an orange. You tying us together, little magic orange from the top of the tree? That's not a nice thing to do. Seriously. You don't take a person's ability to consent away. It's wrong."

The orange sat there being an orange. No answers there.

Next day, Garnet woke to a house that smelled of orange. It was like she'd bathed in orange juice, had someone put orange scented patches over the vents, filled her house with an entire truck load of oranges. When she went into the kitchen the orange sat there, gleaming, as perfect as it could be. She could have sworn that it was even more perfect than it had been before.

"Shit."

Tracking down which coven Alinnafe belonged to took about an hour. Garnet ended up calling Deidre, matriarch of the local wolf pack, who knew absolutely everyone and what they were up to. Which, as always, meant listening to a series of kids babbling the exciting news that their little brother had just lost a tooth and the pixie nest out back had brand new baby pixies that bit really, really hard and that they were having pancakes for breakfast and did Garnet think syrup or jam was better on pancakes.

"Sorry about that," Deidre said once she reclaimed the probably sticky phone from her kids. "This is Garnet, right?"

"Yup, that's me," Garnet said. "I need some help. I have to track down Alinnafe Wyndham's coven. I've got a problem that involves her and well, it's a big one."

"Oh, the orange thing," Deidre said. She chuckled as though she'd just heard the best dirty joke ever. "Yeah, I guess you do have a problem. Don't know why you're stringing her on."

"Ah, I'm not?" Garnet said even though yeah, she must be for the smell of orange to increase that much. "She said she needed it for ever-so-lovely Ravinder Lapointe and I won't give it to him."

"I wouldn't either, marrying a man like that," Deidre agreed. "Seriously, that'd be horrific for both of you."

Garnet sat abruptly, legs giving way so that she smacked to the floor of her kitchen with her legs sprawled underneath her. Marriage? What? Marriage!

 
 

"Wait," Garnet snapped as Deidre chuckled something about epic mismatches of personality. "What do you mean 'marriage'?"

"She didn't tell you?" Deidre asked. Kids shouted around her, the sound a din that made Garnet's ears ring even when she held the phone away from her head. A moment later the kids ran away again, leaving Deidre and Garnet with a moment of quiet. "Huh. Yeah, it's an old spell. You pick the fruit of a magical tree, the highest one, and then give it to the one you love. Magic of the tree binds the two of you together."

"Fuck."

Garnet managed not to explain any further. She did get the alarming news that Alinnafe's coven was apparently in talks with Ravinder's family for some sort of arranged marriage so they were very likely over at the Lapointe mansion at this time of the morning. Still took her another ten minutes to get off the phone with Deidre. Then another twenty for her to get properly dressed for a visit to important people, most of that spent on tying her tichel so it didn't look completely haphazard. But then she was in her car, orange safely cradled in a spare knit cap on the passenger's seat.

The front gate opened before Garnet could press the intercom. She stared at it, stared at the huge heavy iron gate as it slid open. It was decorated with iron books embossed with nonsense poetry that was supposed to be Hebrew but pretty clearly was some idiot designer's idea of what traditional Hebrew poetry was supposed to be.

Damn mansion was easily a hundred times the size of Garnet's little house. Huge drafty thing with more window than brick wall, covered in expensive glamor that made it look as though it was marble until you looked closely. The butler opened the door as Garnet got out of her car, bowed to her and then silently led her through more glamor-enhanced hallways to a library that actually was as big as it looked. She wouldn't have bet that all the books actually had writing in them--spines were too new and unbroken for that--but it was a nice enough space, if overly full of annoyed looking witches and Ravinder's relatives.

"Hmph, I see you decided to return my orange," Ravinder said, sauntering towards her.

He was still wearing all black but today it was a tweedy black suit with a black silk shirt and a black lace-covered cravat that was nearly as big as his head. Still had the stupid horn headdress on, bells jingling at the tips of the horns.

"Yours?" Garnet said as she held the orange behind her back. "You never showed up at my house. Never asked to get an orange. Never even tried to climb the damned tree to get it. That was all Alinnafe."

"What?" Vivian Lapointe shot to her feet.

She was as impressive as Ravinder wasn't. Her perfect white pantsuit was the height of fashion with all the right bits of embroidery and silk ribbon on the lapels. Slim, pale skinned and blond haired, she was rather like staring into the sun as she glared first at Garnet and then at Ravinder who curled in on himself. The bells rang constantly as he trembled in front of her. "You were to collect the orange yourself, Ravinder. That is the key to the magic. You were told this."

"Didn't," Garnet said over Ravinder's spluttering protests and weak gestures of apology at his mother. "Alinnafe tried to get to get it by flying over the top of the tree. She fell off her broom and I kind of rescued her."

"Who picked it?" Meredith Thorsen asked. "That's the important question. Who actually picked the orange? That's the person who holds the magic."

Where Vivian was style and power incarnate, Meredith was as comfortable as a worn out sweater that snuggled around you and perfectly matched your every curve. She wore as many layers as Alinnafe who edged out from behind the other witches with cheeks so red that she might as well have been painted with blood, but her layers were vivid reds, greens and blues while Alinnafe matched Garnet's clothes exactly.

They both had green head scarves, Alinnafe's wrapped in a headband around her beautiful poof of curly hair. Each of them had emerald jackets, sage shirts, brown pants, black boots. They'd even chosen the exact same color of tan belt though Alinnafe's was a sash and Garnet's was a proper leather belt holding her too-loose pants up.

"That'd be me," Garnet said with a little sigh because the anger she should be feeling at this entire mess was missing. Seemed to be inside of Alinnafe's blazing eyes. "Knew it was for a spell. Didn't know what sort of spell and well, she'd already gotten stuck in the tree once. I didn't see a reason for her to get stuck again when I had a ladder and could pick the damn thing myself."

Every one of the witches groaned. Vivian hissed and gestured sharply for Ravinder to take his place behind her chair next to her husband who just shook his head and silently frowned at Ravinder.

"Then the marriage cannot proceed," Meredith sighed. She shrugged as if it couldn't be helped. "The magic has already gone to Garnet. She is the one who gets to choose who receives it. She is the only one who can give it."

"Hell, I already said I'd give it to Alinnafe," Garnet said because she just couldn't handle the sheer humiliation in Alinnafe's eyes. "Just wouldn't give it to her when I thought it'd go to Ravinder." She turned to Vivian, bobbed her head somewhat politely even though she didn't really mean it. All around her the smell of oranges curled and swirled, filling her nose and her mind with something that she really shouldn't be able to detect, magic-blind as she was. "Sorry, Ms. Lapointe. I just don't agree with your boy's behavior and I won't do anything that enables him to get away with bad behavior. If he'd shown up at my house, asked politely and explained that it was for a marriage gift, well, I'd have given him the ladder to climb myself. He didn't. Apparently he sent Alinnafe to do it and then spent the last few weeks berating her for not having stolen it from me."

Vivian shut her eyes as her jaw worked with enough rage that Garnet fidgeted and backed off a step. "Noted. And understood. He was to do exactly that. Apparently he didn't understand what was needed."

"You don't mean it," Alinnafe said in the murmuring quiet that overrode Ravinder's weak-voiced protests that he hadn't thought it was that necessary. "About me. You don't mean it."

"Sure do," Garnet said.

The witches all turned towards her, disappointment turning into something much more hopeful, sort of wary but still watchful and clear. Even Vivian's scowl turned into an indrawn breath and a bright look between Alinnafe and Garnet. Alinnafe swallowed, hands in fists.

"We're already partially bound, Alinnafe," Garnet said as gently as she could and that was much more gently than it normally would be. "You've gained my temper. I've gained your patience. We're dressing more and more alike every single day. I swear that my entire house smells of oranges and I know it can't. It's the magic of the tree, isn't it? I'm seeing, smelling, the magic as the tree binds us together."

Alinnafe stared at her. She shook and then stared down at her clothes wildly for a moment before gulping and whirling to Meredith who laughed and laughed and laughed, one hand smacking her thigh as if this was the best joke she'd ever heard.

"Well, I suppose that will do, too," Meredith said. "Rather like the idea of binding our coven to a woman more than a man. And I certainly do approve that you're observant instead of atheist, Garnet. It should work, I think."

"Bind the coven?" Garnet asked. She got nothing but cheerful nods from the witches, even Alinnafe, so she turned to Vivian who sighed and rubbed the space between her eyebrows as if fighting a headache.

"Covens need to be bound to specific locations," Vivian explained, mouth twisted as if she'd bitten into one of the sour, unripe oranges from Garnet's tree. "To families, generally. They had a link to a family near the coast but their home was destroyed during the winter, landslide, so they needed a new link. We had planned on centering them here, through Ravinder. This… could work, I suppose."

Which made sense of the whole damned thing. Garnet nodded, turning the orange over in her hands as she stared at Alinnafe who went pale and then red and then pale again. When Garnet held the orange out to her, Alinnafe made another of those little squeaks that made Garnet grin so widely. She laughed and stepped close to pull one of Alinnafe's hands up. Didn't quite put the orange in her hands because damn it, magic tree and covens being grounded or not, consent mattered.

"I meant it," Garnet whispered just to Alinnafe and everyone else could just go jump in the Sound. "I do want to date you. You're beautiful and sweet and I've been looking for you through every window and door I pass. But only if you want it, too. I can give it to someone else if you don't want me?"

"You're such an idiot!" Alinnafe gasped as she snatched the orange out of Garnet's hand. "Of course I want it! I've wanted it ever since you came out of your kitchen ready to beat me up for stealing the silly thing."

She stood on her toes as the room erupted in orange light, the smell of oranges so thick it nearly made Garnet gag. Then her lips were on Garnet's and there wasn't anything other than the smell and taste of Alinnafe's citrus lip balm. The magic hummed around them, warm and loving and just like home, Garnet's home.

Their home.

Garnet laughed as she hugged Alinnafe, laughed as she scooped her up and whirled her around, laughed as Vivian smiled, cold and sure. Meredith cheered. The other witches made magic shower around them while Ravinder protested and then snapped his mouth shut when his father put a hand on his shoulder.

"So," Garnet said once Alinnafe started giggling more like her old self, "what do you think of old-fashioned Jewish weddings? My rabbi is going to insist on one, you know. Magic oranges don't quite work for us."

Alinnafe grinned, waved the orange which she tossed to Meredith, and then nodded. "I think that will be lovely. Especially if you cook something for us. I've been smelling your cooking ever since you picked that orange and I don't think I can wait another day to actually get to eat some of it."

That made Garnet laugh. "Deal. Come on. Let's start planning, little orange thief."

 


The End
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Author's Note:
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Consort
 


His teeth ached. So did his jaw. His hands which were clenched so tight that they felt like wire strung over steel blades ready to spring loose and cut someone to ribbons.

Not someone. Father. Again. Always.

The sitting room was silent, not still. It could never be still, not with Father looming by the window, one finger idly tracing the grill's graceful arcs as if he contemplated nothing more than a fresh coat of paint for the finely carved wood.

Outside there was noise, people training in the courtyard. A horse's hooves. Voices raised, lowered, raised in shock. Stilled. Father smiled as if that sudden silence was his doing but no, it couldn't be.

His power swirled through the room not outside of it. It silenced Keelan's complaints about being forced to take a consort that he didn't want. Padma's tearful expression had collapsed like a burnt-out coal into sullen resignation over Father's declaration that she would soon be married even though she was only twelve. Alex stood by the cold fireplace, arms wrapped around his chest because, yet again, he'd been denied the right to take holy vows as he'd wanted since he was tiny.

Even Morgan, the only one of them who had ever had the ability to stand up to Father and then only with the help of his wives who were not present this afternoon, was silent. Breathing hard, nostrils flaring and shoulders hunched as if he fought even in silence against the oppression of Father's intent.

His magic. His Will, as Father preferred to call it. But it wasn't some divine right granted to him and him alone. It was magic and nothing more, magic that he'd been trained to control and they'd been denied all knowledge of. Dangerous, Father claimed as he stole their ability to fight him. Forbidden, he mouthed as people danced like puppets on his strings at Court. Perhaps so but their learning magic would be a danger only to Father, not to anyone else.

Keelan knew that he was stronger than father, felt it in the way Father's swirls of shadowy power touched against his mind and then skittered away like frightened cockroaches. But he couldn't keep a grip on the power, the magic. It shimmered inside of him like water and Keelan couldn't grip it. Couldn't shape it. Couldn't figure out how to craft a vessel that would allow him to use that magic in any useful way.

Father's magic swept across the room, crashing against the door like a desert storm piling against the walls of the city. His distant expression turned cruel as he smiled, sneered, then straightened up to nod towards the door.

"Let him in, Keelan," Father murmured. "Your consort is here."

His Will stabbed at Keelan, prodding him to the door when Keelan raised his chin and glared, tried to grip the magic within him only to have it slide between his fingers yet again. He fought all the way to the door, fought against gripping the gilded crystal handle, fought not to open it but the pain of Father's Will shattered his control and the door opened.

To a vision of beauty.

Not the face, the body, even the hair. No, Keelan's so undesired consort was covered head to toe in veils. A thick tan scarf embroidered with scarlet and sapphire designs twisted to incomprehensibility wrapped around the consort's head. A turban. Why a turban? Heavy tan robes hung from the consort's shoulders, obscuring their body from neck to fingertip to toe. That was embroidered with vivid flowers the size of Keelan's head, all arranged along a vine that twisted and twirled around their body. And the veil, the last veil, most important veil, tan with blue lines, yellow rays, a red and purple sun over the nose and mouth, hid everything other than the consort's eyes.

Which were the blue of a fresh spring lake despite the anger snapping in the consort's eyes.

He'd never seen eyes like that, never felt anything like the echo that sounded between them as though a gigantic bell had been run and they were the clapper, striking and shaken at the same time. The consort's eyes, long dark lashes so lush that it looked like makeup but clearly wasn't, widened. They inhaled, hands jerking enough that the voluminous sleeves billowed for a second.

"You…" Keelan whispered.

"Move…" the consort replied in a low voice that wasn't a whisper but somehow felt quieter, more threatening.

Keelan moved.

He held the door open, distantly aware that his magic had swirled out of his body, shoving Father's Will aside, driving it back into Father who snarled and glared at Keelan as if he intended to beat Keelan for it later. Then Father turned to the consort who stood calmly in the middle of the room as though the magic swirling around them meant absolutely nothing.

"You will remove that," Father said with a wave to the consort's veils, "immediately."

"No."

The consort's voice was deeper than Keelan expected, a tenor, yes, but rumbling like war drums in the distance. Keelan let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding and carefully, slowly, gently shut the door.

His hands didn't hurt. Keelan looked down at them and realized that his hands were relaxed, as soft as Mother's palms when she traced the curves of his cheeks, eyes wrinkling with pleasure over the face she could feel but never see. The consort… did that. When Keelan turned back to the consort and Father, Father's Will raged on the far side of the room but none of it touched the consort.

Shining white magic stood like a wall between the consort and Father. It had curled to enclose Father, to pen him in. Keelan blinked, smiled and then laughed as joy so strong he felt like dancing bubbled up inside of him.

"Keelan!" Padma hissed from her chair. Her fingernails dug into the arms of the chair. Her face was white with fear. "Stop them! They'll be hurt."

"No," Keelan said and the sheer relief of saying that word that Father hated so much made him grin. "No, they won't be hurt. Will they, Father? You can't break through. Your Will isn't strong enough to break their power, is it?"

The grill behind father rattled sharply, delicate wood crackling as if it was about to explode into the room. Morgan grabbed Padma, hauled her over to the door with Keelan. Alex sidled sideways until he could bolt for the door, too. They all looked terrified, so very terrified, which made no sense at all to Keelan. They were safe, safe for the first time in their lives and he wanted to sing, to dance, to shout with joy because finally, finally, at long last someone was able to challenge Father the way Keelan had never been able to.

Through it all, Father's grunts and flailing efforts to break the shining wall, through Keelan's siblings terrified whimpers, the consort stood in the center of the room. Keelan stepped forward, pulled Morgan's hand from his sleeve so that he could stand behind the consort.

The consort held out his hand, palm up at shoulder height. Their sleeve slid downwards exposing a strong brown arm the shade of highly polished oak. Father's crest sat midway between wrist and elbow like a blot of tar on an otherwise perfect desk.

"Don't!" Father shouted at Keelan. "Don't you dare, boy!"

"Don't what?" Keelan asked as he laid his hand in the Consort's. "They're my consort. You made it so yourself, Father."

The magic swirled around them the instant their palms touched but oddly Keelan didn't feel as though there was anything draining from him. It was more as though there was a river flowing out of his body that channeled straight through the consort. Light and bright and beautiful in ways that made Keelan's head tilt back and his breath stutter in his chest, the magic felt of love and joy and worship and all the tiny pleasures of life that had given Keelan the ability to keep going day after day after day under Father's dominion.

Morgan shouted. When Keelan managed to open his eyes he saw Padma's overstuffed chair, dark and plain but at least comfortable, drift across the room. It smashed into the fireplace spraying wooly white stuffing into the flames. The picture of Father that had loomed directly opposite the fire burst into smoke, then flame, then guttered out moments later as if the magic was so strong that even fire could not touch it.

It wasn't just Morgan screaming. He heard Padma, Alex, then voices outside in the courtyard. Father's face had gone bone-white, moonlight-white against the inky darkness of his Will that shrank and shrank and shrank until the shining white magic completely surrounded Father. Then he screamed as well, loud and pained.

"Will he die?" Keelan asked. His voice carried oddly, echoing as though they were on the shore of a lake where sound traveled with wings to every ear.

"Do you wish it?" the consort asked and there was honest curiosity in their voice.

Did he? Keelan stared at Father. There was blood coming from his nose, his mouth, falling like tears from the corners of his eyes. Bruises bloomed as Keelan watched, Father's throat first, then his cheeks, then the hands that had beaten all of them so many times when Will alone was insufficient for the needs of discipline in Father's heart.

"No," Keelan said before he realized that the desire was in his heart. "But he cannot touch us, Mother, anyone again. He cannot speak out of turn. And he will not rule here any longer. That belongs to Morgan and no one else."

"Mother," Padma gasped, whispered, prayed and Keelan could have sworn that he felt the hope spring in her heart.

"Yes," Keelan agreed. "He can never speak to, touch or harm mother again on pain of death, the most painful death possible."

"As you wish it," the consort replied.

The magic enveloped Father, coated him in shimmering white that made him jerk and scream and stare towards Keelan with eyes as unseeing as Mother's white pupils. Then the magic stopped, disappeared, settled back into Keelan with a slosh and swirl that made his legs go out from under him.

The consort caught Keelan, eased him down to the floor where they set Keelan's head on their shoulder. Father fell, too, but no one caught him. He flopped to the floor and whimpered like the puppy that Father had kicked when Keelan was just a child.

"Keelan?" Morgan asked. His voice sounded very far away.

"He will live," the consort replied. "He overextended himself badly, though. He gave me all his magic, his entire soul, to do battle with. He will sleep and dream of pain, no doubt. I would suggest bringing a healer. Both of them will need it."

"To the Deepest Hell with Father!" Morgan snapped. "He can suffer. Alex, run. Go get the healer. Keelan needs her."

Keelan's eyes slid shut even though he wanted to turn his head, protest that he wasn't hurt. But his eyes didn't open. His body didn't respond. And then darkness welled up, warm and welcoming. Something danced in that darkness, singing softly of baby rabbits eating clover and pansies. He smiled. When he woke he's ask the consort to sing it for real. It felt like home and love and safety and there was far too little of that in Keelan's life.

 


 


Consort is now available at all major retailers in ebook and TPB format.

 

  


Afterword
 




Ah, happy endings. They're such joy to write.

I've read entirely too many stories where the couple in question isn't straight and they don't get their happy ending. I suppose that's why I keep on writing until I find one for all my stories. It's a joyful thing, something that makes me smile, when I can find a good ending for my characters.

I hope that you enjoyed the story, Alinnafe and Garnet and their magical orange. Thank you for reading!

 


Meyari McFarland

February, 2016
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