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* * *

If I had to pick my favorite way of going home, | wouldn't choose the one |l was traveling now. It
would be more fun to come home for Christmas -- where | could look forward to spending time with my
twin Sster and my parents, and the emotional atmosphere would be hey, let's have fun, let'sdo dl the
traditiona things and enjoy each others company. And afterward | could leave again, heading back to
my own place.

Not like now. Scooting up Oregon back roadsin my tiny antique Honda, | had most of my
independence squirrdled around me; my clarinet case bumped my healswhenever | took my feet off the
pedds. | was going home in half-defegt. | had moved away from home at seventeen, finding an apartment
in Spores Ferry, amajor town an hour away from the small town of Atwell where | grew up. | wasn't
even eighteen yet, and | had to move back to my parents house.

| had made apromise to the powers of air that | would learn about them and becomether discipleif
they helped me through something | couldn't have survived myself, and they had ddlivered. Theteacher |
needed lived in Atwell.

So: | was on my way home, on my way back to schoal.

Cultivated fields spread out from the road, their green skirts bordered by woods. | dowed at the top
of Sourgrass Hill to look at the Crooks Farm produce stand. It was autumn, and fruits and vegetables
wereripe. Maybe | should bring Mom some apples as a hostess gift. It would reinforce my guest status
in the house where | had grown up, be apledgethat | planned avisit, not alifetime.

A man stood beside the road, his thumb out. He wore moccasins, dusty leather pants, and afringed
leather jacket. A beat-up narrow-brimmed hat sat low on his head. His scraggly dark hair came down to
his shoulders, and hisface, astanned asthe leather he was wearing, made his pale green eyeslook like
lightsat night. He stared at me and | heard awhisper of music in my mind, the faint squed of afiddle. |
fet sparkstraveling along my muscles. My hands gripped the steering whed tighter, turned the whed
toward the man.

I shook my head, pulled mysdlf together, and drove on, without stopping for apples or the hitchhiker.
What had | been thinking? There was no room in the car. Besides, the guy gave me the creeps. He
looked too much like a maniac from stories after lights-out a camp.

In the rear-view mirror | saw abig gold car pull over. Theleather man climbed into the back without
even speaking to the driver.

| picked up as much speed as | could. Whispers sounded around me, but | couldn't make out the
words. If | had my air powers dready, maybe | could have strengthened the voices so | would know
what they were talking about.

Thebig gold car passed me on an uphill climb, and | saw those pale eyesin that dark face staring out
the rear window at me. They burned their image into my mind so that | kept seeing them even after the
car was out of sight over the hill.

* * *



Atwel| hadn't changed since the spring, except the leaves on the maples dong Main had grown bigger
and turned adarker green, and the movie showing a the Cinemart was different.

When | reached my parents street, everybody's cars were gone from the driveway of our white
one-gtory house. Mom was probably clerking at the flower store where she worked; Dad worked nights
at theloca two-star restaurant, and might have been home at noon on a Saturday, but he wasn't; there
were lots of placesmy twin sister Terry might be.

| got out the key 1'd taken off my key ring for four months of freedom in Spores and unlocked the
door.

The smélls of burnt toast, fabric softener, and dust greeted me, whispering that there was no escape
from home. Still standing on the front stoop, | closed the door, took adeep breath of outsde air, and
opened the door again, looking at our front hall. There was the occasiond table with its stack of opened
and discarded mail, and the coat rack so deep in coatsit looked like a hugfest, with Terry's tennis racket
peeking out between hems. Everybody's winter boots and duck shoes stood in an orderly line againgt the
wall. Mom was preparing for therains early. The skittery brown runner carpet lay there on the hardwood
floor, waiting to dip out from under the unwary.

Carrying my purse and my clarinet, | stepped over the threshold. Thisdidn't ook like the house of a
powerful witch (my sister) or even ahafway witch (me). | wondered if Mom and Dad had figured out
about that yet. When Terry and | were cursed with witcheraft by a semi-benevolent ghost on our twelfth
Halloween, we had agreed without even discussing it not to tell Mom and Dad. We practiced in privete.
When we found our mentor, Natalya Clayton, we told our parents we had joined Adopt-a-Grandmother
to explain why we spent so much time at her house. We called Natdya Gran to help maintain thefiction.
Our parents never even figured out Natalyawas the principa of Atwell Middle School -- they weren't
big on PTA meetings or Open House or Family Night. Later, when we went out at night alot, Mom and
Dad didn't say much. But then, they had never kept avery close eye on us.

| went on through the kitchen, glancing at the stack of dirty dishes clustered around the sink. | checked
my power reservair. | had been practicing channdling lately, inviting power to cometo me, welcomingit,
storing it, taking it out to stroke so that we would get to know each other and work well together. A
fraction of it, alittle white dart of power, would clean those dishes and put them away.

On the other hand, | should start as| meant to go on; none of those dishes were mine. | went through
the laundry room to the servants quarters, two little roomsin the back of the house just big enough for a
bed, bedside table, and a dresser each, with ashared closet in the middle. Terry had the right room, and
| had the left. When we werelittle, we had borrowed each other's clothes until we didn't know what
bel onged to whom,; by the time we reached ten, though, we had sorted ourselves out. She turned tomboy
and | went LauraAshley.

When | saw Terry two weeks before in Spores, she had changed again, wearing stylish clothesin
strong single colors. Her short dark hair had been cut by a professond instead of by her standing in the
bathroom and checking it out in the mirror as she went, or by me, same place, with her growling at me
every timel tried something fancy. | still had long dark hair which | curled, and was till wearing ruffly
thingswith little flowers al over them, and | felt supid. When | saw kidsmy age onthe street | felt likea
vigtor from another time. | felt | wasready for neon, but it was hard to redefine myself.

My room still had its orange and yellow butterfly kite hanging from the celling, itsribbon tail tacked in
swirlsacrossthe wall. From the dust on my dresser, | could tell nobody had beenin there sincell |eft.

| put my clarinet and my purse on the dresser. | opened the window, which looked out on the back
patio, Dad's rusty barbecue, the lawn, and the stained wood fence around the yard. | held my hands out,
pamsup, and said, "Powers of air, | welcomeyou. | invite you. Bewith meinthisplace.

A breath of air blew across my pams.

"Thank you," | said. | sat on the bed, closed my eyes, and thought about my power reservoir. |
released atiny dart of power, ingtructing it to chase away the dirt and dust in the room and leave
everything smelling like sunlight on morning grass. Unlike the dishes, my room was my responsibility.
When | opened my eyes the room was cleaner than it had ever been before. The butterfly kite sparkled
like sunrise above me.



"See, Tasha? That wasn't hard, wasit?' said Terry from the threshold.

| jJumped about afoot. "Whered you come from?"

"l was studying in my room."

"But your car --"

"--isin the shop. Oil change. | thought you weren't getting in till about three."

"It didn't take as long to pack as | thought it would."

"Not if you only brought your clarinet,” she said, and grinned. "Did your boyfriend help?"

"Not during the day."

"| forgot.”

| gripped one hand in the other, remembering saying goodbye to Danny in my Spores Ferry gpartment
just before dawn that morning. He had said, " Are you sure you want to do this?'

"Yes" | told him.

A breeze had sneaked in and lifted astrand of my hair. | held up my hand and felt the spird touch of a
tiny whirlwind. Y ou see? Already | havefriends™

He reached out and the whirlwind brushed hisfingers. His eyebrowsrose. "Well, okay," he said, "but
I'm saving the apartment for you."

| hugged him hard. "Wherever | am, yourewecome,” | said, letting formaity touch my voice. |
wanted to make it abinding invitation for both of us.

"Atwell may be out of my range."

"We have anice dark basement."

"Heh," he said, hiseyeslaughing. Then he sat up. "The day istroubling my blood," hesaid. "I haveto
go." He kissed me, turned to mist, and flowed out my window, seeping down the side of the building and
into his basement apartment, where he would deep the deep of death al day.

| had stood in the middle of my apartment after heleft, thinking. At ten, | had been sure therewas
magic intheworld, but | had never seen any. At eleven, | wasn't so sure anymore. At twelve, | had met
that ghogt.... After that, everything went wild. It was difficult for me to see theworld asflat,
understandable, predictable, the way | amost had at eleven. Now, every time | looked hard at anything,
it turned surprising.

| had looked a Danny alot.

Packing, | had taken only haf my things. The apartment stayed mine; my landlord had told me so.

| had come home in haf-defeat, haf-victory, because | ill had my own place, awvay from home.

"I'll help you unload the car," said Terry.

We went outside and fished things out of my car. "Oof," said Terry, scraping her sde as shepulled a
book box out from behind the seat. "Thisjob could be alot easier.”

"Not if wewant to maintain alow profilein thisneighborhood,” | said, lifting out my Rabbit Track
Maranta plant by its hook. That was one of our teacher's basic principles: keep your craft quiet.

Terry rubbed her sde and smiled a me. "Just checking." She stacked one box on another and carried
them into the house,

"Checking what?' | yelled after her.

One of our neighbors walked by, a golden retriever on aleash dragging him.

"Whether you're practicing your disciplines,” Terry yelled back. | held the plant above the dog's nose
range and patted him. The neighbor smiled at me and moved on.

Terry and | unloaded the rest of my thingsin silence. We put everything on the floor of my room
except my plant and my suitcase. The plant went on top of my sparkling clean dresser with my claringt,
and the suitcase | set on my bed. | opened it. "Have you been keeping the craft quiet?' | asked my sigter.

Terry sat on the bed beside my suitcase. "Very quiet. | barely do anything at home anymore. Mom
and Dad have been looking at me sideways|ately. They keep wondering why you left. | guess Dad's
feeling guilty because he never saw it coming, but then, who did?'

| wasn't sure even | had seen it coming. It had surprised me when | decided to leave home. | had
never done anything without Terry before. But | had awakened one morning in my little room thinking
that as soon as | stepped out my bedroom door Terry would be on my case about how | wasn't



practicing anything enough and did | want to be a hafway witch, what was wrong with me? The only
place| felt comfortable and safe anymore was deep.

And | had thought: | can go somewhere else. | can get away from this. | can.

Life spread out in front of me like acarrying sea, promising distances and treasures and places to go.

| went, and | was glad to go. It was the right thing to do.

| had to make coming back the right thing to do, too.

"So where do you practice?' | asked.

"| found agametrail that goes up the sde of Owl Butte. For people without flashlights or nighteyesit's
awfully hard to find after dark. | put ablur on it after | go up. It leadsto aclearing halfway up the butte.
I've put wards around the clearing -- no sSign anybody else has been using it in the past twenty years --
and | work there. I'll take you tonight if you want."

"I'm not sureyet," | said, putting shirts, skirts, and dresses on hangers.

"Discipling” sad Terry, nagging again dready.

| frowned into the closet. | planned to be disciplined, but if she nagged me about it, | might, just to be
perverse, resist. That wouldn't help me and my promiseto air. Getting her to stop nagging would be hard,
though; she had the habit. | shoved her clothes sideways on the bar in the closet, hung mine up, then
collected mysdlf and faced her. "I don't know what disciplines|'ll be practicing yet. | have to see Gran."

"What do you mean?"'

"l have adirection now," | said. "I've consecrated mysdlf to the powers of air.”

| emptied the rest of my suitcase's contentsinto dresser drawers, looked at my boxes, and sighed. "I
think 1 want to go see Gran now," | said.

"Il cdl," said Terry. Shewent to phonein the kitchen.

| studied mysdlf in the mirror behind the plant on my dresser. My hair had wilted since the morning
session with blow dryer and curling iron. | got abrush and an dastic band out of my purse, brushed my
hair back, and fastened it into a ponytail. | studied the black eyeliner around my eyes. It brought out the
blue, dl right, but it made melook like | hadn't gotten enough deep, which | hadn't. My skin was pale,
which made my blusher stand out too much, and I'd fretted most of the lipstick off my lips.

| closed my eyesand caled forth atiny diver of power, asking it to lift the makeup off my face. Heat
kissed my cheeks, my eyes and mouth. | opened my eyes. Without eydiner, mascara, and shadow, my
eyeslooked small and defensdess. | frowned with my palelips, shook my head. Air probably wouldn't
carewhat | looked like.

"She's expecting us-- " Terry said from the door, then paused, her eyes widening.

"What?'

"l just haven't seen you naked likethat in along time." Terry never wore makeup. Her lashes and
eyebrows were thicker and darker than mine, and she had more natural color.

Wewereidentica. How could she have more of something? Maybe she disciplined her way into it?

"Wadl," | sad, and shrugged. "Let'stake my car.”

* * *

Natalya Clayton lived in abig old house on the edge of town. It was painted date blue and had a
black roof and front porch, and al kinds of little gray knick-knacky bits here and there.

When we pulled up at Natalyasthat Seturday afternoon, the house lay deeping in the sun. The
pre-settlement maplein Natayas front yard towered above the house. Itsleaves were still green; we
were shy of thevaley'sfirs frog.

Natalyawasin her front yard, spading up earth. She straightened when we got to the gate. Her black
eyeswere bright, and her silver hair, most of it in abun, made alittle haze around her head "Tasha, my
dear," she said. She dropped her gardening gloves on the ground and came to hug me.

Shewas so smdl in my arms, warm as abird, and strong. For amoment | hugged her with my eyes
closed. When | opened them, | was looking toward the big maple, and | saw pale eyeslooking back at



me. "Oh!" | said, releasing Natalya.

"What?' she asked.

"The Lesther Man," | said, peering toward the maple. He had been standing beside the trunk, but now
he was gone.

Natayafrowned. "Where did you learn that name?"

"Isthat aname?| saw aman al dressed in leather, hitchhiking."

Her eyeswidened. "Where?'

"On Sourgrass Hill." | should have bought fruit for Natalya, too. An apple for the teacher. "I dmost
stopped for him, but there was no room in the car. And... he was just there, but now he's gone again.”

Shelooked toward the tree along considering moment, then at me. "Just aswell,” she said. "Tasha,
you've changed. Thereésorder inyou."

"l hope you'll accept me asa pupil again. I'm ready to learn and apply mysalf now.”

"Let'shavetea," she said, which was how al our lessons started. She led usinto the house.

* * *

"I think she'lsnuts," Terry told Natalya as we spped hibiscustea at the big brown table in the kitchen.
| took my last Sip of teaand handed my cup to Natalya. She studied the leaves in the bottom. "No,
she'scorrect,” said Natadya. " She has been granted a boon, and she offers payment. All in dignment with
the principles of order. Tasha, | don't know the specid mysteries of the powers of air; | anagenerd

practitioner. Y ou must seek aguide.”

"How many witches can there bein atown thissize, Gran?"

"Y ou might be surprised. But I'm not talking about awitch guide. Y ou need atotem, an animal you can
study and learn from. What you are proposing is one of the most severe disciplines possible -- not the
craft, more like the priesthood. It will offer you different gifts and satisfactions from the ones you could
have received if you had followed the craft.”

| felt asinking sensation in my stomach. She made it sound like this was going to be so strict. | wasn't
good at strict. | had agreed to do this on my own. Nobody had suggested it to me. | had never even
heard of someone doing it, actudly, dedicating themsalvesto serving a power instead of learning the
power and making it serve them.

| took a couple of deep bresths and felt stronger. "Gosh," | said. "Sometimes| wish | was eleven
again." When Terry and | were eleven, we had been norma. Mostly.

"Beware of wishes," said Natadya.

"What if | fail?What if | flunk? This sounds so hard, Gran."

She gave me her widest smile. "Y es, child. The best possible thing for you, | think. | had given up
hope, but now | fed hope renewed.”

"Will it taketherest of my life?"

Shelifted an index finger. "Don't look so far ahead. First enhance your reationship with air. Then
consult withit. A direction will cometo you when you work with your ement.”

"How can |, uh, enhance my raionshipwith air?' | said, fedling like laughing and crying. What could
you do with air? Breathe it, right? If you were lucky, you couldn't even seeit.

"Meditate. Focus. Seek to communewith air.”

"I'mout of practice,” | said. | had never been good at sitting and waiting for something to happen, and
| was even worse a Stting and waiting for nothing to happen.

"Wdll, don't whine about it. Get back in practice.”

| felt defeated. "Okay," | said. "What do | do firg?"

* * *



Terry told me thewholething was silly al the way back to our house. I drove without responding to
her. The box of incense Natdya had given melay in my skirt pocket against my thigh.

"Honestly, Tasha, giveit up,” said Terry as| parked the car in front of the house. "Y ou don't have the
disciplineto--"

Shut up, | thought.

She choked and put her hand to her throat, then looked at me, her eyeswide. She struggled for
bresth.

No! | thought. Forget that!

She pulled in deep gasping breaths. She got out of the car without saying anything else and headed up
thewalk, not glancing back.

| sat behind the whed of my car, wondering whether | should get out at al or just drive away. How
could | do that to her?

How could 1?1 didn't know how to do anything like that. Maybe she just choked or something.

Shewas strong in her craft, aserious practitioner, with style and class. She wouldn't just choke. She
wouldn't dlow hersdf to.

| got out of the car, damming the door behind me, and followed my sster into the house. "What
happened?’ | yelled.

"Don't talk to me." She vanished into her room, damming the door.

| went into my room and put the box of incense on top of my dresser. There wasn't acam systemin
my body. | didn't think | was ready to lie down and meditate yet. | went back to the kitchen and washed
dishes by hand instead. Too bad about setting precedents; sometimes you just needed to do housework.
| searched through the fridge and the cupboards to see what there was for dinner, and put together a
sdad and atunacasserole,

Mom walked in while | was setting the table. "Oh, baby," she said, coming to kiss the back of my
neck, afavorite target of hers. "It's nice to come hometo you."

"Honestly?'

"Oh, yed I've missed you."

"Y ou had the good twin a home."

"Don't beslly," ssid Mom. She put a handful of roses she'd brought home into avase, grabbed a
wedge of |ettuce from the sdlad bowl and munched onit. "Terry'sthe bad twin. What have you got in the
oven? It smellsgood.” She went and peeked. "Yum," she said.

"Where's Dad been all day?"

"All day?' Mom glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyebrows drawing together above her nose. "He
was going to do some shopping,” she said, her voice vaguing out. "He wants to build some shelvesfor the
living room."

"WEell, | got here at noon and he wasn't here, and then Terry and | went out for awhile. Maybe he
came back and got ready for work and left again.”

"Mmm, could be," said Mom. "When isit dinner?'

"Half anhour," | said. | put atowel over the sdlad and stored it in the fridge.

"Isthe bad twin home?'

"Uh huh. She'sin her room.”

"Areyou fighting dready?"

| looked at her, surprised.

"Well, if you guyswere fegling good toward another, wouldn't you be working together, and talking
twice asfast as a person can understand, the way you used to?"

"l guesswewould," | said.

"What's the plan, now that you're back, anyway? Are you going to school ? Would you get |eft back a
grade, or just go on to senior year?"

"1 only dropped out amonth before the end of the semester,” | said. "I don't really know." | wasn't
sure how many hours aday my new discipline would take. It occurred to methat it wasn't something that
would put food on the table, either, asfar as| could tell. | would need other skills. "Maybe | should go



back to school. Mom, do you use anything you learned in high schoal in your daily life?!

"Not the geometry or the algebra,”" she said, getting out some crackers. "History, English, science,
occasondly alittle French, yes."

"Oh." Terry ill had her hdf of the college money our grandmother had left us. I'd put aholein mine,
renting the gpartment in Danny's building, and | should keep paying him rent if he was going to keep the
gpartment for me; otherwise that was|ost revenue for him. If | finished high schoal thisyear, | could
move back to Spores and go to college, for aslong as| could afford to. Which, after another year's rent,
might not be too long.

"Do you use anything you learned in collegein dally life, Mom?

"Yes" shesad. Shewasdicing cheese.

"l need to make some money," | said.

"College can help you there, too," said Mom. "Have you figured out what kind of career you want?'

If ar and | had an enhanced relationship -- "Maybe I'll fly planes.”

"Well, that certainly came out of the blue.”

"Exactly,” | sad, grinning & her.

"Sit with me and tell me what's been happening with you," said Mom, putting a plate of crackers and
cheeseinthe middle of the table. "Did you enjoy lifeinthe big city?"

"Big city?Hal"

"Okay, but what did you do?'

"Not very much,” | said. "I set up my gpartment. | tried painting, but I'm lousy at it. | waked around
and looked at things. | went to yard sdles. | checked alot of books out of the library and read them. |
went swvimming in theriver. | went to the country fair and the county fair. | sat in on acouple of
courtroom sessions.” | helped my friends solve amurder mystery, but that didn't seem like something |
should tell my mother. "I have aboyfriend. If he comes up to visit, can he Say in the basement?'

"Wdll, sure,” said Mom. We had a guest room down there. It was damp and dark, but it had a bed
and therewas a half bath.

"Thanks, Mom. His nameis Danny and he works nights and deeps days.”

"Works nights at what?"

"Motd clerk."

Sheblinked. "Wdll, that's nice," she said. She looked out the window over the sink for alittlewhile,
then turned to me. " So what happened?'

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou had this undemanding bohemian lifestyle al arranged, and you can't have spent al your money
yet, unless there's something you're not telling me. What happened to change your mind? What brings
you home? Not that I'm not glad to have you, but | am curious.”

"Y ou've never been curious before.”

Shelooked a me with narrowed eyes, then grimaced. "Indulge me."

"There's something | need to study and | thought | could only study it here. I'll help around the house.
I'll be quiet at night. | just need to be here for awhile. Isthat okay?"

" told you on the phone. It'sfine for you to stay aslong asyou like. If you reach age thirty-five | may
gtart charging rent. Never doubt your welcome, Tasha. I'll keep your room for you. | might park aguest
thereoncein awhile, but itll stay yours."

"Thanks, Mom." | got up and hugged her. What she said touched me more than | had expected it to.

"For goodness sake, you're not even technically an adult yet, Tash. And people in my family, were
often late bloomers -- don't know what we're going to do with our lives until much later. | haven't settled
on acareer yet, and I'm thirty-eight. | mean, thisismy seventhjobin six years.... Aslong as| can afford
to giveyou room, I'll doit." Her voice sank to awhisper. " Also, maybe you could figure out what's going
on with Terry. She spends too much timein her room. Hugh's been calling her every evening, but she
hasn't gone out with him in months."

"What? Jeeze! | thought they were the perfect couple.”

"Something'sburning,” said Terry, standing in the doorway to the laundry room.



| let go of Mom and went to the oven. Only the edges of the casserole were too far goneto salvage. If
Terry and | had been done, we could have fixed it. If she hadn't mentioned anything, | could have fixed it
before Mom noticed, or Terry could have. | wondered if she had said it out of spite.

"l guessit'sdinner,” | saidto her.

"Good," she said, and sat down.

| put the casserole dish on atrivet on thetable. The oven'stimer began chiming. | glanced at the
temperature setting, and it wasright where it should have been. | turned the oven off, standing alittle
whilewith itsheast moving up past my face, and thinking. Terry must have ddiberately burned my
casserole. Did she want to get back at me?

Maybe she needed an excuse to speak to me again after what had happened inthe car. | had
forgotten.

| sat at the table across from my sister. Her face wasin neutral.

Mom dished up food for the three of us, the way she had when we were little. "How about a game of
Ghogt?' shesaid.

We made faces at her.

"Good enough,” she said. "1'd rather you teamed up against me than sat there resenting each other.”

"Oh, Mom," said Terry. Shewrinkled her nose.

"I don't resent her," | said. "l just wish sheld stop telling me I'm silly and | have no discipline.”

"| think that's her job,” Mom said.

"Wel, I'mfiring her then." | turned to Terry. "Y ou hear me?"

Terry nodded. "Besides, maybe | waswrong.” She touched her throat.

Insde mel felt something that had been sitting there armed and poised to shoot relax. | took abig
breath, and noticed--

Theair tasted so strong. It carried the taste of burnt dinner and vinegar salad dressing and roses, and
underneath that there was apower like cold fresh water. | drank the air, and its strength spread through
me. | fet asif | had never breathed before. | stared wide-eyed across the table at my twin. She paused,
aforkful of lettuce hdfway to her mouth, and looked at me, then shook her heed just the littlest bit.

| kept breething, tasting air and dinner, the age of our house, the warmth of my mother and the many
pollens she carried on her skin and clothes from working al day with flowers, ancient book dust Terry
had brought into the kitchen on her fingers, the chill of white ename from the sink, the heet till trickling
from the oven, the ghosts of dirt that people had tracked into the house al year from their varied
journeys, even my own dirt with awhiff of Spores Ferry and Danny's basement edging it.

"Aren't you going to eat anything?' Mom asked.

"I--" 1 said. "I'm not really hungry." Then | shook my head. That didn't make sense. | took abite of
sdad. It didn't have very much taste -- not after the banquet 1'd been tasting on the air. Besides, my
stomach felt full, even though | hadn't had anything to eat since breskfast aside from afew cookiesa
Gran'shouse. "Maybe I'll have some |eftoversiater,” | said. Maybe my stomach would cometoits
senses. "Mom, what did you do today?!

Shetold us about the flowers she had put together for awedding.

* * *

After dinner Terry volunteered to do the dishesand | went to my room. | closed and locked the door,
then opened the window wide to the night and unlatched the screen. If | was going to have an animal
teacher, | wanted it to be able to get to me.

| set aburning votive candlein ared glass on my bedsidetable. | put abrick of incense on a saucer
and lit it, saying whatever cameinto my head, something like, "Air, | thank you for your gifts of safety, of
food -- " my stomach ill hadn't growled, so | figured that somehow air had fed me-- "of life. | offer you
this scent and hope it pleases you. Now | offer you myself.” | lay on my bed, my hands crossed over my
someach. | drew in deep draughts of air. "l don't know how to work with you," | murmured, closing my



eyes. "'l ask that you send me ateacher so that | can learn your mysteries and desires, the better to serve
you. Grant me whatever it isright for meto have at thistime."

| lay and breathed, tasting night grass and evergreens, car exhaust, somebody's barbecue, maple
leaves, burning fields, river water. It was the meditation Natalya had suggested. Breething. "Breethein for
adow count of eight, hold it for acount of eight, and breathe out for adow count of eight. Try to be
conscious of how the air moves through you, in your blood, nourishing your body. Think thanks.”

So | did that. At first | thought, thisistaking along time. Then | lost track of time, focused down on
my breathing and counting. Presently | became aware of whispering voices near me, and atime after that
| heard words they had probably been saying over and over. Y our totem is here,”" they whispered to me.

| opened heavy eydids. Danny's face was just above mine, red light from the candle flickering across
his features. He was smiling the gentlest smile | had ever seen. | lifted my hand and touched hislips.

"Missed you," he murmured against my hand.

For some reason | thought that was the most beautiful thing anybody had ever said to me. | lay and
dared up a him for awhile, feding the strange unbreathing warmth of hisface against my hand -- he only
drew in breath when he wanted to talk -- and | started to notice something else about him, that air was
mixing with his edges somehow, but before | could concentrate on that, | sat up, looking around, feding
darmed. "Isthere an anima here? Was there one when you came?’

"Just you," hesad.

"I'm supposed to have atotem. Air told me." | glanced past him. In the red and white light of the
candledl | saw was my kite, the thin gentle thread of smoke rising from the incense, and Danny, knedling
beside the bed.

Helooked around too. "I'm not sure | understand.”

| explained what Natalya had told me. "I'm supposed to study my totem and learn from it how to
interact with the powers of air. Maybeit'safly.” | looked &t the celling.

"l would know," he said. "There's nobody in the room but us. Although..." He glanced toward the
closet. "Two doors avay, somebody with aheat Sgnature alot like yours. Terry, | guess. And acouple
roomsthat way -- " he pointed toward the laundry room and the kitchen beyond -- "someone else, a
woman."

I put my hand on his shoulder, took a deep breath, tasting. Listening. "Y our totem is here," whispered
the voices. Air sfted in and out of Danny's body as though he weren't redlly solid.

"You'remy totem," | said, and hugged Danny, who felt solid enough. "1 get to study you! Findly,
homework | likel"

"What?'

| let go of him and looked around. "What if he doesn't want to be my totem?' | asked the air.

Thewhispers had died away.

"Can | study you?' | asked Danny.

"Well. There are things about me I'd rather you didn't know."

"But those things don't have anything to do with air, right?

"l don't even breathe most of thetime. | think you got abum steer. I've never been certain there was
anything to thisto begin with, Tash."

| didn't want to convince him theway | had convinced Terry. Cometo think, that wouldn't work
anyway. | took three deep breaths, trying to taste an answer. Danny had aspicy flavor, like dusty sage
and moonlight. | could fed the strength of the air flowing through me, traveling dl the roads of my blood.
Air wrapped around me like armor, invisible but strong.

I lifted my hand, bending it back so that theinside of my wrist crowned. "Have you eaten yet?' |
asked.

"Haveyou?'

"Uh huh." | had feasted on air, and | knew the taste of it wasin my blood.

He sat beside me on the bed and lifted my wrist to his mouth. Hislips were soft and warm against my
skin. | didn't even fed the nip that broke the skin, but | felt his tongue tasting me, and the warmth of my
bloodflow. | closed my eyes and relaxed, al my attention focused on the give-and-take. It felt good.



Terry couldn't understand this. She hated it. | didn't know how to explain. Such ahazy cloud of
stigmata surrounded this kind of exchange; | couldn't fight my way past dl thewords. | just knew insde
that it wasal right.

Soon -- much sooner than other times we had shared blood -- Danny stopped and pressed hisfingers
agang thelittle wound, hating the flow of blood his sdivahad freed. "Tash," he said in ahushed voice,
"it's so strong. It's so rich. 1t's enough. What happened?’

"It'sair," | sad. "Do you understand?

"No," hesaid, "but | believe you now."

Wesat intheflickering light alittle longer, hisarm around my shoulders, my hand gripping his, me
breathing -- fedling the air support me, driving out the lassitude | usudly fdt after sharing blood with
Danny -- and he silent. At last hetook a bresth and said, "I feel weird.”

"Areyou okay?'

"Yeah. Just weird." Heturned his head. "The woman is coming.”

| switched on the light on my bedside table. We both blinked. | blew out the candle. "Tasha?" said
Mom's voice outside the door. "1 thought | heard voices?"

| dipped out of Danny's arm and went to unlock the door and let her in. "Mom, thisis Danny, my
boyfriend | told you about."

"Oh, my," shesad.

He stood up, pushed his heavy dark hair back of his shoulders, and smiled at her.

"Danny, my mom, Rebecca Dane.”

Danny rubbed his hand on hisblack jeans and held it out. Mom shook it. "Please," said Mom, and
swallowed, "cal me Becky."

Mom had never had that nickname before. Thiswas spooky. | imagined seeing Danny with Mom's
eyes, and redlized he was alittle overwhelming, pae-skinned and beautiful, wiry and intense. He had told
me once he thought high-voltage charm was part of the whole vampire package; they needed it to
survive. It had stopped hitting me so hard, maybe since he knew | wasn't athreat, and he didn't haveto
charm meinto feeding him,

"And it'snice of you to comevist,” said Mom, swallowing again, "but | would appreciateit if you'd
usethefront door in thefuture.”

"Okay," he said. "Niceto meet you, Becky."

Terry, rubbing her eyes, wandered in behind Mom. "Danny,” she said. "Hi."

"Hi, Terry."

"Thisismeditation?' Terry asked me.

"Danny's my totem."

"Oh, boy," said Terry, "l wish | could dream up ascheme like that.”

"What?' said Mom. "Terry, you know Danny?"

"Sure. | met him when | went down to Sporesto visit Tasha a couple weeks ago.”

"What does 'totem’ mean?' Mom asked me,

"Danny's going to help me study,” | said.

"That's not what | asked, Tash. Isthis some new high school way of referring to something parents
aren't supposed to know? What does ‘totem’ mean?”

"He's, like, my spirit guidein my study. In my quest.”

"I don't like the sound of this," Mom said. She glanced at Danny, who was looking at me, eyebrows
up.

"Mom, why are you being such aparent?’ asked Terry. "I mean, why now?Y ou never noticed
anything we did before.”

"Timel started, then." Mom's gaze flicked to Danny, then to me. "What, exactly, are you studying,
Tash?'

"I'mgudying air.”

"Something you can't find in Spores?”

"Gran's helping me study it, and shelives here.”



"And now Danny's helping you study it? And helives... in Spores?!

"I'm confused too," | said.

Mom put her hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. "Tash, does this have anything to do
with drugs?"

"Absolutely nothing. Zip. Zero."

"Promise, crossyour heart?"

"l promise.”" | made an X across my chest with an index finger.

"Isthisgoing to hurt your hedth?'

| shook my head.

"l mean, you didn't eat your dinner."

"Yes, but I'm okay."

"Y ou're not on methamplifiers that suppress your appetite?”

"Mom!"

"Why would you want to study air? Why would you need aspirit guide to study air? Areyou trying to
put something over on me?"

| drew in breath, trying to taste answers. Somebody €l se's cooking was on the air. Danny stepped
forward, touched my shoulder, looked past al of ustoward the kitchen.

"Whereis everybody?' asked Dad's voice from the kitchen.

"Out here)" Terry called.

He was untying his bow-tie as he came into my room, which aready had too many peopleinit.

"Tasha?' Dad sad, blinking at me. "Thisisasurprise!”

"Hi, Dad," | said.

He eded past Mom and Terry and gave me ahug. He smelled like heavily garlicked spaghetti sauce,
and pepperoni; | savored the taste the air carried, felt it filling me again. | redlized Danny had backed
away from both of us. | looked over my shoulder at him. He pinched his nose.

Garlic, | thought. Powers of air. Can | take ascent out of meinstead of taking it in? | took a deep
bresth, counting eight as| drew inair. | hed it for awhile, imagining al the molecules of garlic gathering in
it, and then | released it, adow count, toward my wall and away from Danny.

"Areyou okay?' Dad asked.

"Huh?' | fet garlic-free. | dso fdt ravenous. "Starving,” | said. "Dad, thisismy friend Danny, from
Spores Ferry."

"Pleased to meet you, son,” said Dad, holding out his hand. | thought about air deciding not to carry
any garlic from Dad to Danny and watched them shake hands. Danny didn't even wince. | wasn't certain
if that was because of my protection, or because his manners were too good for him to display
discomfort. Dad said, "Why are you al having a pow-wow in Tashas room? Wouldn't the kitchen make
more sense?’

"Surewould,” said Terry, yawning into the back of her hand.

My stomach growled. | thought about burnt leftover casserole or too-long dressed salad. Nope. A
piece of bread, maybe. Toast.

| heard whispersriding the air, but there wasn't enough quiet for me to understand them. Mom, Terry,
and Dad headed out the door. Danny gripped my shoulder. "What are you doing?"' he whispered.

"What do you mean?"'

"There are smells here, but they're avoiding me. | sensed the sulfur go into you and come out again.”

"That's better, isn't it? You dont likeit."

"What makes you think you need a guide on this quest? 'Y ou seem to be handling everything just fine."

| turned and put my arms around him. "No," | whispered, "no, I've barely begun. | don't know what air
wants from meyet. Y ou must have something to teach me, too.”

"Okay," he murmured, hugging me back. Then, ™Y our parents don't know about you and Terry?"

"Not aclue" | muttered to his chest.

"Kind of complicatesthings, huh?’

"It never used to matter. They were so wrapped up in each other we could do anything we liked.



Something must have happened.”

"Tasha" Mom ydled from the kitchen.

We went out and joined the others. | found some pretzels before | sat down. | was hearing whispers
gtill, but I wasn't calm enough to decipher them.

"Cocoa?' Dad asked me, then glanced at Mom, Terry, and Danny.

"Nonefor me, thanks," said Danny.

"I'm up for some," Terry said, and Mom nodded. | sat at the table eating pretzel s and wondering when
we could go to bed. The big question in my brain was whether Mom was going to pursue her
uncharacterigtic line of questioning. | had aready told her the truth. | wondered whether | should come
up with plausible-sounding liesinstead.

"Danny, will you be spending the night?" Mom asked.

Dad, at the stove, turned and stared at her.

"It'salong drive back to Spores, and we do have a guest room in the basement,” Mom continued.

"Tashamentioned it. | think | had better go home tonight. Gottawork tomorrow night, and | need my
rest in afamiliar place. Right now I'm wide awake, though; these are my normal hours. I'll befineto
drive"

"In what way could you be a spirit guide for Tasha?' Mom said, puncturing my suspense about
whether she was going to grill usanymore.

"I'm not sure. Maybe it has something to do with flying. Or wegther. Those are the only subjects| can
think of that | could help her with."

"What's spiritual about that?"

"l don't know." He glanced a me. "Theresalot we don't know yet."

Dad said, "For heaven's sake, Rebecca, why don't you ask them meaningful questions? Are you kids
using protection?'

"Dad!" | yelled.

Terry dmost fell out of her chair laughing. She laughed so hard she ended up coughing.

Dad stared at Danny right across Terry's laughter.

"We haven't exactly," Danny said, "gotten that far."

"Don't kid akidder, son. I'm not blind."

Danny frowned and looked at me. | put down my pretzel and pulled in bresth. Something had
happened in the room, chasing dl the taste of champagne bubble lightness out of it, cranking up the
tension. "l promise you we're protected, Dad,” | said, wondering if the metal edge of unease wasjust
from parentswho didn't want to think of their kids as sexual beings or from something ese. | glanced at
Mom. Shetasted of the gentle st of tears. | licked the air again, and got another faint taste from Dad,
under al his own scents of Italian cookery, aftershave, flesh, fabric -- awhisper of perfume, not Mom's.
Protection -- against what? | turned and stared into Danny's eyes. "'l want to go home," | whispered.

Under the table, he took my hand.

Terry'slaughter finally stopped. She jumped up and got herself aglass of water, drinking it in smooth
gulpsto settle hersdlf. "What happened?' she asked everybody.

It was so strange. Dad's betrayal lay on the table between us, and | knew, and Mom knew, and Dad
knew, and even, | thought, Danny knew somehow, but nobody was going to say anything. We were
going to pretend it wasn't there. | wasn't sure | would eventell Terry in private.

Whispers scraped at my awareness. In the silence following Terry's question | breathed carefully,
keeping count, and listened to the whispers. "Everything can be encompassed,” they said.

| wanted to tell them to shut up, to choke on it, because | was sitting here with my heart laid open by a
dull blade and | wasn't going to detour around that fact.

"Everything can be encompassed,” they said again.

I lost control of my bresthing, heard my breath hissing in and out of my nose. Anger was ared ball of
firelodged just below my throat.

So they had never been the most attentive parents. That had worked out al right for Terry and me. At
least we could watch them being in love with each other. How dare Dad mess up what we had, eveniif it



wasn't the best thing in the world?

Danny put his hand on my head. "Breatheit out," he said.

"What?' | gasped.

He tapped my chest just below my clavicle -- right where my anger burned. "Breatheit out,” he said.

| panted for amoment, then closed my eyes. | let out avery long breath, feeding thefiretoit. | fet fire
leave me, traveling on air. | felt like adragon and wondered if | were scorching anything. When | drew in
my next breath, it was full of cool strength. It flowed through me, cdming me. Everything could be
encompassed. Stupid but true.

"What was that a demonstration of 7* Mom asked.

"It's part of the study of air, Mom. Breathing. It'slike therapy. Thisis sooooo weird," | said. "Thanks,
Danny."

"You'rewelcome," he said, subdued.

"What?What?' Terry said, striding across to us and grabbing our shoulders. "What?'

"Her heat sgnature went nova," Danny said. He stood up, dipping out of Terry'sgrasp. "Tash, | have
to go. I've got another free night Monday. I'll be back, if you don't come down to Spores. Good night,
all." He kissed my forehead and dipped out of the room and the house.

"What does that mean, heat sgnature?' Mom asked. "What isthisjargon?| had no ideal was so out
of touch."

"I'mgoingto bed,” | said.

"Not before you give me some answers,” Terry said, giving me her best wide-eyed glare.

| dmost told her to shut up. Instead | put the pretzels back in the cupboard, brushed my teeth, went to
my bedroom, lay down, and fell immediately adeep before she could terrorize me.

* * *

| woke in the morning just after sunrise and showered, then put on one of my favorite dresses, a
gretchy materiad made into atight bodice and aflared mid-caf-length skirt, with ajewe-cut neckline. It
was less neutra than most of my other clothes, cream-colored with strong sprigs of purple flowers and
green leaves.

| brushed out my hair and let it hang. Then | grabbed the stuff that hung down in front, took scissors
out of adrawer, and chopped off hair until | had bangs. After that | looked different -- not Tasha, not
Terry. | looked like somebody | didn't know yet. | decided that was good.

In the kitchen, Mom was drinking coffee. " Are you going to tell me what'sredly going on now?"

"I'mstudying air,” | said.

"Tash!" She hit the table with her figt, then winced. "Will you stop this nonsense and tell mewhat's
actudly happening to you?'

"But Mom -- "

"Tdl me something solid that makes sense.”

"But Mom..." | Sghed. "Do you want meto lieto you?"

"No, dammit!"

"Thetruthisthat I'm sudying air. Nolie."

"All right, why areyou studying air?'

What could | tell her?Wdll, | wasin terrible trouble and air saved my life? I'm entering the priesthood?
Airismy god?"Mom," | said. | lifted anagpkin from the holder in the middle of thetable, and toreit into
bits. "I can't redly explain this. It goes back too far. But -- " | threw the shreds of napkin up, and air held
them. They swirled around and formed the pattern of a snowflake, then hung like washing on aline,
rippling alittle. "Air," | said. | held up my hand, and the litterbits fluttered down to rest on my palm. |
closed my hand around them. | looked at my mother.

She had gone pale. Her eyes stared toward me, but they weren't focused on me.

"Mom?' | sad.



After amoment she clicked back to herself. "How did -- what did -- what -- wasthat atrick?

| bit my lower lip.

"How could you possibly set up atrick likethat?" She held out her hand. " Give me those.”

| shook my head. "I will never defy the magician's creed and reveal my secrets.”

"So you're actudly studying magic?'

| took adeep breeth, tasted it, let it out. "Yes," | said. She meant magic tricks, and | meant magic, the
real thing. | thought that was probably the best way to leaveit.

"Why didn't you say s0?"

"Well, it'sar magic. It's studying how air works, learning to work with it.”

"| fed sordieved,” shesad. "Thisismuch better than dl the awful things | wasimagining. But | il
don't understand.” She sipped coffee and studied me. | got out some ceredl and ate. Since last night |
hadn't figured out how to eat air again, and | thought maybe it was agood ideafor meto eat food in front
of Mom, who had enough to worry about.

"Would you like to go to church with me?* Mom asked when | was dmost done with my Cheerios.

| was going to say no, but awind ruffled my bangs. "Okay," | said. | hadn't been to church inyears.
Maybe it would dl be different. Maybe the air in achurch would have something to teach me.

* * *

| stood next to my mother, breathing deep, tasting body scents, perfumes, oiled wood, and candle
wax. The stained glass cast colored light across everybody, arandom patch of magenta here, orange
there, lime green on the back of someone elsg'shead. | felt the air spinning in my chest, and | waited.

The organ played four measures of ahymn. Throats opened all around me, and voices emerged. |
gripped the pew-back in front of me. The excitation of the air! The blending of purpose, the harmony and
resonance...even with six or eight people off key. "Immortd, invisble, God only wise," people sang. My
mother held the hymna out and nudged my shoulder. | lifted my voice too, feding a strange and painful
blossoming of beauty in my chest. Air entered me, left me, carrying song with it, my song mixing with
everybody else's, coloring the air, so that when | breathed in again the air carried a strange sustenance. |
wanted the hymn to last forever.

| felt light and ripply. The music stroked meinsde and out. My feet |eft the floor. | tightened my grip
on the pew and forced my feet down.

The music cut off with an Amen and my weight settled on me again.

None of the other hymns during the service affected me in quite the same way asthat first one, but
they each had their own flavor, and each took me out of myself. One of them tasted like thick cold
wintergreen syrup and actually made me cough. | tried holding my breath till the end.

While Mom went up for Communion, | stayed in our pew, knedling and thinking. All morning | had
been keeping my mind from thinking about Dad and what had happened the night before. Now | let
mysdf know.

When | had called to ask if | could come back and stay at the house for awhile, | had talked to Mom,
assuming shewould tell Dad -- they were so close they shared everything; they told each other
everything they had done during the day, even if it was the same as what had happened the day before.
Terry and | had awaysfdt likeinterruptionsin their twoness, so we were glad we had each other.

Dad had been out yesterday afternoon, and he had been surprised to see me when he came home
after work. So: Mom hadn't told him | was coming back.

Dad had smelled like some other woman, and Mom had been crying.

Mom said Terry was acting strange.

Was everything a home faling apart?

| noticed that my breathing had gotten shorter, and | dowed it. There was astrange tasteto the air as
people came back from the Communion railing and sat down to pray -- ashift in body chemistry, dmost
asmel of deep. Maybe just asense of calm, mixed with the faint flavor of Communion wine. | breathed



in the calmness. Everything could be encompassed. That was easy for air to say. Air was everywhere. Of
courseit could encompass everything. Surround, invade, possess. | felt thefire of anger sparking in my
chest again. | sghed, and breathed it out.

Mom came back and knelt beside me.

Therecessond at the end of the service wasfull of buoyancy.

On thewak home, Mom said, "I think | like your boyfriend. Whatever your relationship conssts of."
After hdf ablock, she said, "How on earth did you meet the night clerk of a hotel ?*

"He'saso my landlord.”

"Hmm," said Mom. " Convenient.”

"It iskind of convenient, actudly. Only...I don't know what kind of relationship we have. It's strange.
We never say anything about love. | just like to spend timewith him."

"Maybe that's agood place to stay for awhile," said Mom, and sighed.

Wewaked in silencefor ablock. "Mom," | said. "What's happening with you and Dad?'

She just shook her head.

The phone was ringing when we got back to the house. | picked up the extension in the living room.
"Hdlo?' | sad.

"ThisisHugh," said Terry's boyfriend, his voice desperate. "Will you meet me? Please”?’

"Sure" | sad. "Where?'

"The cemetery. Our favorite grave.”

"When?"

"Now. Please.”

"Okay," | said.

He hung up.

"Who was that?' asked Mom.

"Hugh," | sad. "I'm meeting himin five minutes.”

"Y ou never identified yoursdlf," said Mom.

Astwins, Terry and | had madeit apolicy to dways et other people know which twin they were
dedling with, unless we agreed to deceive. These days we didn't have to say anything to people who
could see us. Our voices on the phone were the only things about us that wereidentical anymore.

| should havetold Hugh. "He didn't ask."

"Not fair, Tash."

| shrugged. "Hell know the difference when | get there. | wonder which is Terry'sfavorite grave?' The
cemetery wasn't big enough to get lost in, though it had graves from pioneer times on up to the present.
"Il beback inalittlewhile."

Shewatched as| left the house. | could fedl her gaze, but | didn't look back.

| was starting to fedl hungry again. On the walk to the cemetery, | spoketo air. "Y ou fed me
yesterday. Can you teach me how? Isthat okay for meto ask?'

| heard the faint weave of whispers around me, and | stopped, breathed, dowed mysdf until | could
ligen.

"Ask any time," the whispers said. "Open your mouth.”

| leaned against amaple, hugged myself, closed my eyes, and opened my mouth. | breathed dowly
and deeply, and tasted--

Crisp red fall apples, the coolness of the mountains where the leaves had aready started to turn and
ice formed on puddles, the browning edge of bread in the ovens of the bakery, fresh mint from the fields
toward the centrd valey, Sunday dinners cooking in houses dl over town, and the baret taste of fabric
softener from the Laundromat by Safeway.

| asked the air to edit out the fabric softener, then breathed everything €l se down insde me until | felt
full.

"Thanks" | said.

The whispers tumbled over each other. | couldn't make out the words, and not because | wasn't
listening. Thistime they weretdling me something | wasn't ready to hear; but | got the sense that



somehow asthey fed me, | was feeding them, so it worked out for al of us.

Hugh sat at the feet of a stone angel. When he saw me, hisfacelit up, only to damp down almost
immediately. " Shouldaknown,” he said as | gathered my skirts and sat down beside him. ™Y ou agreed
way too fast to see me.”

Hisred hair was shorter than | remembered it. Helooked paer than usua, with smudges under his
green eyes. He had always been short -- no taller than Terry and |, and we werefive foot three -- but,
hunching in his sage green swester, he looked diminished.

"Wdll, you asked me to come, and | wanted to find out what'sgoing on,” | said. "Y ou don't look
"Y ou remember that time when Terry went down insgde hersdf and | went after her?!

It had happened when we were dll fifteen, pretty soon after Terry and Hugh met. | nodded.

"Ever snce then we've had this connection. | thought | was lucky. | only had to think about her, and
I'd have some idea of where she was and what she was doing. We amost didn't need the phoneto talk. |
grew up aone, and | always dreamed of finding somebody to connect with like that, and it was greet!
Just absolutely greet. | thought | was set for life.”

"So?' | said.

"Lately, dl | getisalot of pain, and shewon't even talk to me. Tasha... if thisishow it'sgoing to be, |
need to ask her to cut the cord. | can't take much more of this."

| took hishand. "Come on, Hugh," | said. "Come homewith me."

"Don't you think I'vetried that? If | get anywhere near her, she dips off sdeways. | can never catch up
to her, even though | know where sheis."

"Yes" | sad, "but you're not me."

His eyebrowsrose. "Right," he said, and we got up.

| pulled Hugh to a stop on our front stoop and tasted the air. He cocked his head. "Sheé's home,” he
sad.

"Keep her here" | whispered to air, "please.”" A breeze patted my cheek.

Wewent inside.

Dad was sitting at the kitchen table, reading a section of the paper and drinking coffee. He hadn't
shaved yet, and he was in his bathrobe. He looked up at us and frowned as we walked through. "I forgot
what it wasliketo have afull house" he said in agrumpy voice.

"Dad, it'samost one," | said. "Don't tell me | woke you up. I've been out of the house mogt of the
morming.”

He glared, then returned to his paper.

Hugh followed me through the laundry room, then hesitated outside Terry's door. We looked at each
other. We both knew Terry was still insde. Hugh's face scrinched up, then relaxed. "Shetried to bolt,” he
whispered.

| touched the doorknob. The door opened from the other side. Terry, wide-eyed and pale, stood and
stared at us. "What are you doing to me?' she asked me.

"What are you running away from?" | asked in return. | grabbed Hugh's hand and dragged him past
Terry into her room, which wasthe mirror image of mine asfar asfurniture went. She had painted her
walls and ceiling black, though, and stuck phosphorescent stars all over them. A redistic rubber bat hung
from a string. The bed was covered with a navy-blue spread, and the rag rug on the floor was midnight
blue. Hugh and | stood beside each other, glancing around. The decor was new since the last time either
of us had been in her room, | guessed. | remembered the walls being papered with forest posters. "What
isthis?'

Stacks of old books stood by her bed, book marks sticking out like white tongues from between their
pages.

"Research," shesaid.

"Onwhat?' | said, and hunched my shoulders. The air here was tainted by something | didn't recognize
and didn't much like.

"On sometopics Gran won't gointo,” said Terry.



"Ewww. Hugh... I'll be just the other side of the closet if you need me." | opened Terry's closet door.

"Don't go," hesad.

"But -

"Thisshould only take aminute. Terry, either stick with me or cut meloose.”

She went even paler. Shelooked like soap, with two sapphiresinset for eyes. "Hugh," she said.

"| thought maybe this separation was temporary, that you'd get back to me when you werefinished
with whatever you're doing." He glanced around the room, then shoved his hands into hisjean pockets.
"But thislooks permanent, and it hurts too much. | think you hurt too much. Either let me help you, or let
mego."

"All right," she said. Her eyeswere so wide white was visible dl theway around the irises. Her mouth
pinched shut. She held up her right hand, using her index and middle fingerslike scissors, and cut the air
between her and Hugh.

Both of them gasped. Hugh clapped his handsto his chest, breathing in jagged rasps. Terry didn't
seem to be breathing at all.

"Air," | said. | hed out my handsto my sister and my friend, fdt the air flowing like water across my
palms. One stream went to each of them. | knew it carried strength and support and what healing air and
| could offer. Gradualy Hugh and Terry started breathing normally. Color touched their cheeks.

"Oh," said Hugh at last. "That hurt.”

"You asked for it," Terry said.

"Yes. I'm starting to fed better now. What's wrong with you, Tere?

"What do you care?'

"l loveyou," hesaid.

She stared at him, silent, for along moment. A tear spilled down her cheek and vanished. "If you love
me why did you want to cut me off?"

"Because you're killing me. What are you doing to yourself?"

She sniffled and touched afinger to theinner corner of her eye.

"Y ou want meto leave?' | asked. "I hope you don't. | want to know what's going on, too."

"l don't ever want you to leave," Terry said, with considerable ferocity.

"What?' | fatered.

"How could you leave, anyway? How could you?'

"What are you talking about?"

"l wouldn't leave you," she said.

"Thisisabout me?'

She gtared a me, her lips thinning, then looked away. She held up scissor fingers and made afew
haf-hearted snipsin theair.

"What?' | said. "What, what?"

"I'm the strong one. | know what I'm doing. How come you're the one who got away?"

"It surprised metoo,” | said. "But it wasn't that hard, once | got on the other side of it. Y ou could do it.
So what isthis? Have you spent the months since | |eft miserating and hurting Hugh and not even telling
me?"

"Not exactly,” she said.

| sat on her bed and picked up one of the books on the floor.

"Hey!" shesaid.

| looked at the spine. The book was about necromancy.

"Ih!" | said, and threw it across the room. "No wonder it smellsbad in herel” | picked up another
book. It was about voodoo. | dropped it.

"Some of it works," said Terry.

"BEww, Terry!"

"Don't besuch aprude,” said Terry.

Hugh picked up the book I had set down, glanced at the spine, opened it, and flipped through afew
pages. "Huh," he said, "pictures.” He showed me a picture of avoodoo doll.



"Air," | whispered, Sarting to fed afraid. The cool strength of air flowed into me, and | felt better.
"What did you do?' | asked my sigter.

"Well, you came home, didn't you?"

| bresthed so deeply that my feet |eft the ground. The air wasfiltering out the taint in the room for me. |
stood up, air under my feet. Now was not agood timeto tell her | still had an apartment in Spores.

"You jab mewith any pinsand | will turn it back onyou," | said.

"l didn't. | wouldn't. Not ever.”

"Even after | choked you?"

"Thinking isn't doing,” shesaid.

"Areyou messing with Mom and Dad?"

"No."

"Good. Don't."

"Somebody ought to,"” she said.

"No."

"Faceit, Tash, they're screwing up somehow. Y ou know how, don't you? That's what happened last
night. You figured it out."

| spread my fingers, felt wind weaving between them. "Don't even think about it,” | said. "I'm living my
disciplinenow." | ill didn't know what air would want to do with me when | reached dignment with it;
from my association with it so far, | got the impression it would respect some of my wishes.

| glanced a Hugh. He set the voodoo book down. He looked much less haunted than he had at the
feet of the gone angd in the cemetery. "It's Sarting to make sense," he said. "Terry. Let me know when
you're done with this." He tapped the book . He walked to the door and let himself out.

"Everybody'saprude,” said Terry. Shetwisted her fingersin a power gesture, and muttered some
wordsin alanguage Natalya had taught us. "So tell me," she said. "What is going on with Mom and
Dad?'

Air caught the powerflow from her hands and her mouth, and filtered it esewhere before | breathed it
in. "Don't push me," | said. The door blew open, and | dipped out of her room, till floating on air.

* * *

"Show your dad thetrick you showed me thismorning,” Mom said. "Tash is studying to be amagician,
Audin.

Dad looked alittle more agreeable. He had taken his shower, shaved, and gotten dressed, and he and
Mom were sharing the paper and alate lunch.

| reached into my pocket for the ngpkin scraps. "Watch this" | said, and sprinkled the handful of
scrapsinthearr. They darted around, then formed the snowflake pattern again and hung there, flickering.
| grinned. | snapped my fingers and held out my hand, and the shreds gathered on my pam.

Dad gtared, then blinked. "Do you know any other tricks, Tasha?' he said, his voice strained.

"l haven't worked anything else out yet. I'm still studying principles. If | figure out some other tricks, I'll
show themto you.”

"I'd liketo seethat one again.”

"Okay." A cold finger touched the base of my spine. | looked up and saw my twin standing in the door
to the laundry room. Oh, well. Infor apenny, in for apound. Thistime | made a couple of magic passes
over the paper shreds, then dropped them. They spread into a different snowflake. | wondered if that
wasamistake. | let them hover alittle longer, then snapped at them and they jumped into my hand.

"How," said Dad, "did you do that?"

"Can't tel you."

"Did you know | had amagic act when | was ateenager?| actually played in clubs."

| had known, when | waslittle: | remembered Dad doing card tricks for me and Terry, and teaching us
the magician's creed. But | had forgotten. "Maybe you can show me some of your stuff,” | said. Air



brushed the back of my neck, trying to blow down the hackles that had risen.

"I never had atrick to compareto that one," he said. "As one magician to another, can you tel me
how it's done?"

| put the scraps back in my pocket. "I'll make you adedl. A secret for a secret.”

"All right," said Dad.

| drew in adeep bresth, trying to taste my options. Everything had gotten so mixed up, with Terry
practicing the arts that involved blood and death and controlling other people for her own wishes, and all
the other cracksin thefamily picture. | didn't want to hurt Mom. Maybe it was time, though, to get things
out in the open. That might hurt less than secrets.

Air had warmth riding it, adifferent strength from coolness. It entered me and touched me with
relaxation. Whatever happened, | knew air would support me. "What's her name?" | said.

"Whaose name?'

"The woman you were seeing yesterday.”

Intheslence, | could hear air whispers. Tiny warm breezes like fingers brushed up and down my
ams.

| glanced toward Terry. She had her hand at her throat.

"Linda," said Dad. "How did you know?"

"Perfume. Not Mom's." | looked at Mom. | remembered kneeling next to her in church that morning.
She had been praying; the air had told me about it, how the energy around her changed. It was part of
the camnessthat wasn't deep.

Right now shelooked till. Her hands clasped each other on thetablein front of her. "Why, Augtin?'
she said. Her voice was steady.

"That's going to take sometime, Becka." He ran his hands through his hair, then scrubbed hisface.
"No excuses, though. | did it. Tash, how did you do that paper trick?"

| wastrembling. "Magic."

"That's no answer," said Dad.

"I'm not amagician, Mom. Dad. I'm awitch. Secret for a secret.”

"Tasha," said Mom, and thistime her voice wasfull of the pain it hadn't held when she had braced
Dad.

| smiled, leaning againgt air, and opened my hands. Paper scraps startled up, toreinto tinier bits,
streamed in aspira up and down, circled me as the warm-edged wind tangled my hair. Thetiny white
paper bits hovered above the table, forming arayed sun, spun for amoment in the air, then drifted gently
down onto the table. "I've been wanting to tell you for awhile.”

"Tasha," said Mom again, only thistime her voice was half breath.

"Right now I'm studying air. | loveair.”

Dad collected some paper scrapsin his hand. “Lift them,” he said, holding his hand up.

A puff of air moved across his hand, collecting the paper, dancing it up and acrossthe room. It
snowed down on my hair, catching in the dark tangles like white fegthers.

"Terry, did you know this?' Mom asked.

"That Tashaisawitch?1 knew."

"Isit -- red?' Mom said.

"Yes" sad Terry. "She'sawitch. And I'm awitch.”

"Oh," said Mom. She put her hands on her cheeks. "I feel so odd.”

| went to her and laid my hands on her shoulders. "Breathe," | said, and asked the air to nourish and
sustain her. She took some deep breaths.

Presently she said, "I fed better. | don't know why. How can you be witches? Y our father and | never
--" Shelooked around the kitchen asif searching for a cause. Do you worship Satan?"

"Oh, no!" | said. "No. It'snot likethat at al. It'smore-- " | thought of offering flower dust to air. "A --
an afinity for natura forces.”

"Being ableto talk to nature," Terry said, "and having it answer."

"That doesn't sound so bad,” said Mom. "Maybe I'm awitch too, when | garden.”



"Yes, Mom," | said, squeezing her shouldersalittle. | released her and sat at the table.

"How did this happen?' Dad asked. "Were you born like this?" His voice carried an undertone of
hope.

"No," said Terry. "Actudly, thisguy cast aspell on uswhen we were twelve, and it activated our --
our witchliness"

"Could you cast aspdl likethat? All my life I've dreamed -- "

"We aren't that sophiticated yet, Dad,” Terry said.

"Oh," said Mom, her eyes|ooking up and to the right, "'no discipline. Oh. Danny isyour spirit guide.
Oh. Oh, my. He's going to teach you to fly? What does that make him?"

"'Someone more sophisticated,” Terry said.

"Could he cast that spell ?* Dad asked.

"Nope, he doesn't work that way," said Terry.

"What's a heat sgnature?’ Mom demanded.

"Danny doesn't -- " | began. "He seesalittle differently from us.”

"Oh, dear," said Mom. She sank back. "Oh, this rips the world open, twins. | fed likeababy. | don't
know what's been going on here these last five years.”

"A lot of stuff you don't know about that doesn't really change much,” | said. "We're not on drugs, we
don't worship the Devil, we don't turn people into toads. At least -- " | frowned at Terry, and she
giggled. | remembered, suddenly, thefirst time | had met Hugh -- before Terry did. He insulted one of
my best friends, and | turned him into adog. That was back when | was was young and confident, secure
inmy disciplines. | tried to remember the spdll | had used. Back then it was right there when | needed it,
uncomplicated: just words, very strong words, and no stage fright or hesitation on my part. When had |
lost that confidence, and why?

Air whispered to me. | bresthed and listened. "Never be afraid again,” it said.

"What if | can't ask for what | need?" | murmured.

"We can hear ingde your head," said the whispers, stroking my ears and neck.

"What was that?' Mom asked.

"I'mtakingtotheair.”

"Theair," shesad. "Theair."

"That's the e ement she picked to study,” said Terry. "Persondly I'd prefer something with alittle more
force, like water or fire."

"Youtak totheair, and it talks back?' asked Mom.

"Yes" | grinned. "Oh, yes. At first | thought like Terry. What funisair? But it'samazing, Mom! The
music thismorning was so powerful. Theré's so much | don't know yet! Air isthe eement that talks.
And..." | pushed my chair back and stood up. "And..." Air dipped under my feet, held me around waist
and shoulders, lifted me afoot above thefloor. | laughed, holding out my arms. My hair rose around my
head, and my skirt flared. "Danny's going to teach me how to do thisand make it work."

I lowered my arms and sank to the floor.

"That worked just fine," said Terry.

"That worked...." Mom said. She put her hand over her breastbone. "Oh, Tash,” she whispered.

Dad wasjust staring. At last he blinked. | felt strange. The happiness, the antigravity seeped away. |
had never figured out what to expect once | told them | was awitch. | hadn't expected them to be
scared.

"Terry, you can do that too?' Mom asked.

"Not that, but other things."

"Oh. Oh, twins," said Mom. "I need timeto think."

"Sodol," Dad said.

"WEell go away for awhile" said Terry.

"l want to cdl Gran," | said. Natalyawould help me. Had telling our parents been abig mistake?

"Gran," said Mom. "Oh, no. Another piece of the puzzle. Gran. That sweet little old lady isamaster
witch. Look, Tasha Heres my college education coming into play. It helped me master analysis of facts.



Gran's been seeing alot of you two for the past five years. Gran's supposed to help you study air. Oh,

"Lookslike college does help,” | said. "Keep taking deep bresths, Mom. Theair isyour friend.” |
headed for the living room extension and called Nataya. "I need you."

"All right," shesad.

"And Gran, Terry --"

Air tugged alock of my hair. | turned and saw Terry standing in the doorway to the living room.

"Yes?' said Gran. "Terry what?'

"Can Terry and | come over and talk to you?'

She sghed. "Of course."

| glanced at the VCR's clock. Nearly four-thirty in the afternoon. "I haveto ask her, but | know | want
to talk to you, anyway. I'll beright over.”

| said good-bye and hung up. "Will you go to Gran's with me?"

"You're going to tell her about my studiesif | don't, aren't you?"

"1 will anyway. Y our choice."

"What do you think? She's going to cast at me and switch me around insde until I'm amarshmallow?’

"That's more your style.”

"| could do that to you firgt, so you can't tell her anything."

"Dont," | said.

"Stop meif you can.”

She chanted at me, invoking twisters, adding gestures. The words were in the language of magic. |
listened. The spell shelaid out would soften me until 1 would be too niceto interfere in anything she chose
todo . | would aways be good and sweet and kind, and | would do every dirty dish | saw. She said the
endword, added the finishing gesture, and cast the whole tapestry of command at me.

Air swallowed the spell. A second later | felt something smal and square materidize in my pocket.

"Y ou would hateit if that had worked," | said.

Shelooked pale. It was atough, effective spell, and she had put effort into it, only to seeit disappear
into nowhere. Or my pocket. She didn't know that, though.

"Infact, right now | could drop it on you. Y ou know how ugly that would be? | would hate you like
thet."

" just thought it would be fun to try for awhile. | could aways switch you back later.”

"How do you know?"

She blew on her fingernails, buffed them on her chest, and smiled at me.

"Sure" | said. "Okay, you're good. | don't trust you to put me back together right, though.”

Air tweaked alock of my hair again. | glanced toward the kitchen. | wondered how long Mom had
been standing there. "Mom?" | said.

She gave measmilewith awobbleinit. | went and hugged her, holding her until the stiffness melted
and she embraced mein response. "l just keep bregthing,” she whispered.

"Good," | whispered back. "'l love you." | wished | could protect her from everything, but | knew |
couldnt.

"Y our granny witch -- she'sagood person?' Mom asked.

"Thebest," | said. We had had Natalya over to supper afew times. She and Mom had discussed
gardening and the language of flowers.

Shelet me go and stepped back. *So many things have happened, | fed like | don't know anybody
anymore -- not you, not Terry, not your father. Have | been waking around blind for so long? How?'

"I'm sorry,” | said. "I'm sorry. | thought it wastime to stop keeping secrets now.”

"Yes," shesad. Sherubbed her eyes. "A little space will help, | think. | need to sit and think about all
this"

"Come on, Gran's expecting us," said Terry from behind me. "Comb your hair, Tash. It'samess.”

| ducked into the front bathroom and studied mysdf. My hair wasin tangles, snowed with ngpkin
scraps. | pulled acomb through it. With air's help, there weren't any snarls, and my hair curled. |



frowned. That shouldn't be happening. It was naturally flat, and | hadn't done any work with ablow dryer
or curlingiron. | looked lesslike any sdlf | had known than ever. The bluein my eyeshad darkened. |
gmiled a meand sad, "Air."

My curlstwitched.

| put down the comb and joined Terry.

"My car thistime," shesaid.

"How did you buy this car, anyway?" | asked when we were on our way. Terry had anice white Fiat.
"Y our college money?'

"Lottery tickets," said Terry. She waggled her eyebrows at me.

"Jeezel What agresat ideal”

"Y ou have to be subtle. | favor the smal wins mysdlf, because you don't need ID to pick up the

"I could make my rent."

"Rent?" she asked, staring at me with narrowed eyes.

| smiled a her. Air, | thought, if there's a doll of me anywherein her room, please find it and steal
it for me. Please put it somewhere safe until | can dismantle it.

Yes, whispered air.

Thanks.

Air stroked my cheek. | closed my eyes. How can | ever repay you? | thought | was working my
way out of debt, but | just keep asking for more things.

Don't worry, whispered air. Breathe.

| breathed, dow and deep. It wasweird. | tasted clean cool air coming in, and | tasted something else
going out of me, warm and sweet.

Terry poked me. "Rent?' she said again.

"Rent," | said. "What about it?"

"What do you mean, rent?"

"On my gpartment.”

"It's il your apartment?”

"Mmm," | said.

"Damn!"

"If the dark arts worked perfectly, what would be the point? If you could pull my strings and make me
do whatever you wanted me to do, why would you want me around at al?Y ou could do it to anybody
you liked or hated."

"Thefun partisdoing it to you," shesad.

"Forget it."

"Tash," she said, despair in her voice, "I dways knew we'd split up sometime. | just think now istoo
soon.”

"Y ou've been getting too bossy and superior. You're too hard to live with. Besides, theré's Danny -- "

"What kind of future could ardationship like that have?"

“I'dliketofind out," | said.

"Ih! Youthink I'm sck!"

"Weve been driving around thisblock for five minutes” | said. "Will you get usto Gran'saready?'

"Maybe not," she said.

| looked at her. The car got very quiet. It turned down Main. Terry jerked the steering whed right and
left without effect; wewereriding on air.

"Y ou're getting mean,” Terry told me between clenched teeth. She pressed the gas pedd . The engine
roared, to no avalil.

"Me?| didn't do anything." | opened the door and did out of the car. When | was safely on the
sdewak and had closed the door again, the car dropped to the asphalt. Terry still had her foot on the
gas, and the car shot down the strest.

| sucked air in between my teeth. If she was hurt--



She got the car turned around and parked. She was steaming when she climbed ouit.

Natalya stood by her gate, watching both of us.

Terry threw arash of pimplesat me.

"Y ou're wasting your energy,” | said, and went to kiss Natalya, who was smiling.

"Agtonishing, Tasha," she said after we had greeted each other. "I've never before seen so much
progress so fast."

"I'm not doing it. | mean, dl | do is breathe, and I'd be doing that anyway, wouldn't 1? Air doesit."

"It takestwo. You dign, air digns. It's beautiful to see.”

"It'smore fun than | ever imagined. Gran, my totem turned out to be my boyfriend!"

"How could that be?"

"Uh -- " Would shethink it was Sck, theway Terry did? Air had picked him for me; it must be right.
"Hesavampire

She frowned. "I wasn't sure such things existed. | don't understand how thiscan aid you... | find this
confusing, but | would like an introduction if the opportunity arises.”

"Of course." | glanced a Terry, who had joined me. "Gran, my sister is practicing dark arts."

"I know," said Natalya.

"Onme."

"Better on you than someone ese, Tasha. Y ou have defenses.”

| fished the spell from my pocket and handed it to Natalya. She exclaimed and dropped it. "What is
that?' she cried, darmed.

"Terry's plan for making medocile," | sad. It wasasmal pink and powder-blue cube, and it lay on
the ground, innocent as any pebble.

"How did you do that?' Terry asked, studying her handiwork transformed.

"Toxic," sad Natalya, fanning the air in front of her face. "Terry, you're getting doppy.”

"l knew it wouldn't work."

"Youdidnot!" | said.

Terry shrugged.

Natayasaid, "Of courseit would have worked. It's overkill, though, and dangerous. Terry, you know
whatever you put out will return to you threetimes."

Terry shrugged. | held out my hand, and the cuberosetoit. | tucked it back in my pocket.

"What are you going to do with it?" Terry asked me.

"l don't know yet. Maybe flush it down thetoilet.” Air tugged at my bangs, and | looked toward
Natayas house. Sitting on the porch swing wasthe Leather Man. Thistime| decided not to say anything
to Nataya

Who isthat? | asked air. The Leather Man's green eyes stared into mine.

Ours, whispered air. You and he will be together.

"What?' | sad, trembling. He looked so much like the nightmares of my childhood, the man who
would come in the night to steal me away and do | knew not what to me, theman | had heard stories
about on dark nights at deepover parties. How could this be? How could air sanction my being with
Danny, and tell me that this man wasto be my -- | didn't even know what.

"Tasha?' said Natalya. She touched my hand, then followed my gaze. The Leather Man's sare stayed
on me. He faded like a shadow at the sun'stouch.

"It just stopped being fun,” | said in awobbly voice.

"What happened?’ Terry asked.

"Did you seehim?"'

"The ghost? Sure. I've been seeing him for a couple years."

"He's going to be my -- | don't know. Air sayswell betogether. That'swhat air asks of me."

"Tasha," said Natalya "Try to trust.”

"But -- " Air had saved me. | had given mysdlf to air; air wastaking care of me; and now air was
giving me to someone el se. For amoment | couldn't even breathe. Fear choked me. Desperation closed
my throat.



Air pushed itsway inside me. Soon | was breathing deeply without even trying. Breathing in cool
srength, breathing out fear.

| closed my eyes and felt atear track down my cheek. All right, | told air. I'm sorry. Whatever you
say. | bresthed out my resistance, letting it go.

Breathe and be you, air sad.

Be me? Meisscared.

That's all right.

"Okay," | said doud. "I'll try to trust.” | touched the lump in my pocket. If | couldn't stand what
happened to me, | could always break Terry's spell over my head. Whoever | turned into would
acquiesce to anything.

"Let'shavetea,” said Nataya

* * *

Nataya poured. She was using the Japanese service thistime, glazed white porcelain with black
characters on the pot, and small handleless white cups. The teathistime was dark and smoky-tasting.

| thought about al the questions | had for Natalya. What could | learn from Danny when he was
already confused about it? What was | supposed to do about the L esther Man? Where was this
discipline leading me? What about Terry, anyway? Maybe Natalyawould just tell meto trust. Maybe she
could tell me other things. "There's so much | don't understand. Wheredo | end up, Gran?Who do | turn
ino?"

"I don't know," said Natdya. "Truth to tell, | don't know anybody who's activated a relationship with
an element quite the way you have, so | can't predict your future.”

| breathed in cool calm and released more fear. The whispers were clear to me. Whatever happens,
we will keep you safe, they said.

What's your definition of safe?

Body, mind, and spirit nourished and growing.

| took another breath and tasted baking bread on it. | glanced around the kitchen, frowning. The oven
was off.

Baking bread smelled like the safest thing | knew, with the anticipation of eating it hot and buttered
soon after it came out of the oven.

| breathed again, and the taste was stronger, feeding me. One more breathful and | felt calm, ready to
accept whatever happened.

"Y ou keep zoning out,” Terry said.

"I'm dill here. I'm just talking to air.”

"It'sredly annoying."

"Get used toit, Twin. Therest of my lifel'll bedoingit.”

"Y ou sure have switched over from yesterday.”

"A lot has changed.”

Terry looked at Natalya. In avoice edged with sadness, she said, "Gran. Dad was -- Tash comes
home, she looks at him, shefiguresit out. Dad was seeing some other woman yesterday. We don't even
know what this means. Tash told Mom about that and the witching and then we left. It feeslike
everything could fal gpart.”

Natalya reached across the table and gripped Terry's hands. For along moment none of us said
anything. "The pieceswill fal into new patterns,” Natalya said at last. "Everything changes. Trying to lock
something into one pattern when it's ready to change isamistake. In the face of change, | will be here.

Y ou're dwayswelcome.”

"Areyou saying -- " Terry swiped at atear. "No. It'snot fair. What's magic for, anyway? If | plan
right, | canfixit!"

"Terry," said Natalya



"Tasharuns away, Hugh tellsmeto cut our bond -- that hurt, Gran! -- Mom and Dad -- | can channel
enough power. | know | can."

| wanted to jJump up and tell her 1'd block everything she wanted to do. It gave methe creeps. |
breathed instead, and waited.

"How would you start?' Natalya said. There was no condemnation in her voice.

Terry gripped her hands. "A strong tether spell on Tasha. Not to her room, to the town. She could be
herself and do anything she wanted. Sheld just stay here. Hugh -- | don't know what to do about Hugh.
He said hed come back if | gave up these other arts, but how can | handle this without these other arts?
If I put acome-hither on him, though, he wouldn't be the same. | haven't figured out Hugh yet. If | could
just wipe out Mom and Dad's memories of yesterday -- maybe the whol e weekend would be better.
How can | do that, Gran?"'

"l can't help you with that, my dear."

"Can't or won't?"

Natayasmiled. "For meto doit, | would haveto violate my covenant with the powers that work with
me, and if | break my covenant, | can't expect the powers to respond to methe way | want them to.
Can't, Terry, and won't."

She had told us about her covenant before, in passing. She had never redly explained it. Shesaid a
time would come when shed need to tell us about it, but so far the time hadn't arrived.

"Then I'll just have to work it out with my books." Terry got up.

Natayarosetoo. "Terry. | will awaysloveyou. Y ou are choosing toward aigning yourself with
powers | won't ded with. That might make it hard for you to visit me, because my house iswarded
againgt those powers. | said you are always welcome here, and you are, if you come without those
powers. The choiceisyours. Just now | want to say farewell." She put her ams around Terry.

Terry leaned forward and hugged her back, then pushed her away. "No. Y ou're supposed to tell me
itswrong and | shouldnt doiit.”

"The choiceisyours."

"No," said Terry, "that's not fair either. Dad never told us what to do, Mom never told us what to do,
and now you won't tell uswhat to do. Most kids have grown-ups who tell them what to do, Gran. You
used to tell us. It used to drive me nuts! Y ou used to be so bossy, making us memorize that stuff, and
learn those languages, and not try anything until you told uswe wereready -- "

"Y ou're old enough now to decide what you want to learn and what you don't want.”

"No," said Terry again. "l don't want to be that old.” Her eyeswerewild. "And | don't want Tashato
bethat old, either. Thisair stuff. This gpartment stuff. She's acting way too much likeagrown-up. | -- "
She closed her hands, then opened them and worked her fingers, weaving something | had never seen
before. Elements of it looked almost recognizable, athread of water magic, aripple of time, apinch of
green; but the other ingredients came from disciplines we had never learned from Natalya.

Air lifted my hair, blowing it back, stroking cool dong my cheeks. Wind touched me everywhere.

When Terry made her cut-off gesture and set her spell loosg, it rose like green-gray smoke, hovered
over usdl for amoment, then drifted down toward her and me. The arm of the spell that reached for me
blew away before it could touch me. Terry stood, hunched, watching the other arm. A finger reached for
her face. She backed away. "No," she said. "If it doesn't work for both of us, | don't want it." It pursued
her. She rounded the table and grabbed my arm. "Tash. Okay. | give up. Stop it, will you?"

I lifted ahand, not sure what air would do. It swallowed the spell the way it had the marshmallow one
and compressed it, then handed it to me; | held asmall golden disc shot with streaks of black and red in
my hand. | put it in my pocket with the other spell.

"What was this one supposed to do?" | asked.

“Turn usinto little kids"

"Youare nuts," | said. Then | thought about it. When we werelittle kids, we were tight with each
other. We went everywhere together, fearless, warriors. We explored, we crossed lines, we pushed
boundaries. No magic. Bottomless curiosity. No supervision.

Something in melonged for that.



| took a deep breath. No. | was here now, my feet on the ground, air insde me, in the middle of the
journey where al my choices had led me. It wastimeto take the next step.

"Did that spell come out of abook?' Natalyaasked after amoment's silence.

"No. | just madeit up."

Natalya went to the stationery drawer and got out some paper and apen. "Please write it down before
you loseit. It was beautiful, Terry. The combination of elements-- inspired.”

"But Gran -- " Terry looked at Natalya, then shook her head and sat down, accepting pen and paper.
She frowned at her hand, tried to frame the gestures she had used, then write them down. "Gran," she
sad, after working at it. "l forget.”

"Invokeyour discipling” said Natalya.

Terry glared at her amoment with narrowed eyes, then went back to work.

"Didn't that use powersyou wouldn't use?' | asked Natalya.

Natalyagot down some amond biscotti and put them on aplate, set the plate on the table. "' Perhaps,”
shesaid. "Many people do. Still, it's something that should be saved.”

Terry ate abiscotto and frowned at her hand some more. | was il full of aeria bread.

* * *

"So, what are we going to do about Mom and Dad?" Terry said in alow voice when we had finished
our tea.

Natalyalooked into her teacup. "Tell them you're upset, ask them how they fedl, whether there are
new plans. That'smy advice."

"And your adviceisto leave Tashadone, right?'

"The choiceisyours.”

"And Hugh?'

"What did he say?"

"He said heloved me, and | should call himwhen | give up the dark arts."”

"Well, that sounds clear to me. Anything se?'

"No," said Terry. Shelooked at the page she had written, crossed something out, added something in,
then put down the pen.

"All right. Go home. It's suppertime. Maybe you and your parents can sort afew thingsout." Natalya
patted Terry's shoulder. "The choice is always yours," she said. "and the consequences of your choices --
those are yourstoo. | love you no matter what. Remember that if you continue to follow the dark paths, it
will be harder for usto see each other.”

"Okay," said Terry. Shefolded up the guidelinesto her spell and shoved them into her pocket.

"Also remember that you're inspired. Y ou have agift. Whichever direction you choose, you're going to
be very good, aslong asyou maintain discipline.”

"Okay. Thanks," said Terry gruffly.

"What about me?' | asked.

"You'l befine. I don't know that there's anything more for me to teach you."

* * *

Onthedrive home, Terry said, "Maybejust alittle stardust.”

| didn't say anything.

"Y ou know, sprinkle it on Mom and Dad, they look at each other, they'rein love; whatever's past is
past. That wouldn't hurt anybody, would it?"

"l don't know," | said. "It wouldn't tell uswhy."

"I mean, it's not the end of the world. Other guys cheat. Maybe Mom did something like that too.



Maybe they're just bored. Maybethey'll get adivorce. Almost everybody we know has divorced
parents. Why should ours be different?"

"You're OBAH," | said, which was shorthand for Obsessing Before Anything Happens.

"Y eah, sure, okay," she said, and we spent the rest of the drivein silence.

Terry parked her car behind Mom's maroon Ghia and we walked into the house, wondering. |
bresthed deep, searching the air for hints. Lemon chicken, cooking in the oven; the ammonia aftertaste of
loud voices; achili scent of tempers held just short of breaking, and afaint caraway-seed taste of hope. |
took Terry's hand and waked into the kitchen.

Our parents were gitting at the table playing rummy. "So," said Dad, "did you get everything squared
avay?'

"Didyou?' Terry asked.

"No," said Mom. She picked up the card face up on the discard pile and dropped something el se.

"Dad," Terry sad. "Dad, how could you?'

He hunched his shoulders, then sighed and dropped his cards. "1've been over thiswith your mother,”
he said. "It fedls complicated to me, but maybe it's not. I come home from work and everything iskind of
locked up somehow. Y ou're in your room doing stuff that worries me more now than it did before. Tasha
isgone. Beckaistired. | go to work and there's no place for meto go -- I'm awaiter, | don't know if I'll
ever make maitred'. Y our mother and | are barely managing the house payments. They reassessthe
house higher every year and jack the property tax. We might have to sell, and then what? | liein bed at
night thinking about this after your mother isadeep, and | wake every morning with a sour tastein my
mouth.

"So I'm at work. Linda's acocktail waitress at the restaurant. She's young and beautiful and she gives
me these looks. She saystheseinviting things. And | think... | think, anything for alittle change or alittle
hope. So, findly, yesterday, | said yes."

He rubbed his hand across hismouth. "Theirony of it isthat what | waslooking for wasalittle magic.”

| felt asif something had struck my heart. If | had come home one day earlier... if | had talked to the
parents about witchcraft amonth ago, ayear ago... if Terry had... if Mom had told Dad | was coming
homeinthe middie day... if Terry had been out in the living room talking to Dad instead of back in her
room reading...

"-- and thetruth of it isthat | choseto take Lindaup on aninvitation,” he said. "'l didn't think I would
get caught. | didn't think it would hurt anybody. | didn't deep very well last night, though. It's better thet it
came out. The next moveisyour mother's.”

"Well, you can stay for dinner,” said Mom. "But I'm not deeping with you.”

"So I'm bunking on the living room couch. That's as squared aswe've gotten it,” Dad said.

"l want counsdling, too,” Mom said. "Both of us."

"] don't see how we can afford it."

"We can't afford not to."

Dad sighed. "All right. So, twins, what's next for you?"

Terry shrugged. "Study and discipline," she said.

"Disciplineand study,” | said.

"Tash, show methat napkin trick again,” Dad said, "please.”

| was mad at him -- not an explosive anger that ran through melikefire, | knew air would smother an
anger likethat, but a quiet anger, low and steady, because he had put so much of what | loved at risk. |
looked at him for along moment, then sat down at the table, took a napkin, and shredded it. If it helped
him and Mom accept what they now knew about me and Terry, it was agood thing to do.

* * *

After dinner, Terry and | stood in our back yard. The evening had cooled, and | had changed into my
snesk clothes, black T-shirt, denim jacket, jeans, sneakers. We had |eft the back lights off, keeping the



yard dark to give ourselves as much of an advantage aswe could.

Tonight we had agreed to practice one of our basics, Rule Three: Gather as much information as
possible.

"Sinceyou left, I've been working on new skills™ Terry said. "Oneisnightwaking invisbly. Watch
this" She did three quick gestures, said one powerful word, and disappeared. "Nesat, huh?"

"Terrif."

"What'sthe point if you can't actually useit?' said her voice from ahead-high spot inthe air. "'I've been
casing the whole neighborhood. Stand till. I'm going to turn you invisible, too."

"Uh--" | said, looking down a my hands. They faded away. For thefirst time, air had let Terry land a
el onme.

"Thetricky part isnot bumping into anything. Y ou have to think about al your body parts more than
you usudly would. When you can't see them, they get closer to alot of stuff than you would have
thought." Her hand crept into mine. "Come on."

Our invisblefeet rustled onthe grass. | felt very strange.

Terry stopped suddenly. "Wait asec. Can you fly us? | haven't been able to get any aeria views of the
neighborhood so far.”

"I can't fly yet," | said. "Not redly.”

"I've seen you lift off the ground twice."

"Yes, but-- " Air, could you carry us?

Terry's hand clamped on mine. We rose, the neighborhood dropping away from our feet, until we
could see over our fence and most of the others on the block, into back yards. We looked down on
roofs, on the crowns of trees, in through back windows. Barbecues and patio furniture sat abandoned. A
hot tub steamed. A swingset sat ill, robbed of the kinetic energy of children. Cats wandered fences,
dogsbarked, TV light flickered, people moved past windows.

| took some deep breaths, settling my surprise. "Now what?"

"Uh," said Terry. She sounded panicky. Not something | ever expected from my sister. She felt shaky,
and her breathing was ragged. Maybe she was afraid of heights? Good grief!

Down, please, | thought, and air let us down gently on our back lawn.

Terry let out awhew.

A slvery mist seeped into the yard.

"Weird weether," said Terry, her voice ill alittle wobbly.

Themist agitated, asif stirred. | let go of Terry's hand and walked toward the mist and it collected
itself around me. It codesced and turned into Danny, hisarms embracing me. Y our heat Signatureis
here, but wheresthe rest of you?"'

"| thought you had to work tonight.”

"| traded shiftswith Chet. | thought being a totern might be more important.” Helaid his hand on my
cheek. "Tash, you smdl strange.”

| asked air to lift Terry'sinvishility spell fromme. It was odd. Inthe faint light of the city reflected from
the clouds above, | saw my hair, my nose, and the upper edges of my cheeks appear, dl the things|
usudly saw with peripherd vison but ignored.

Danny touched my lipswith gentle fingers, then bent and kissed me. | opened my mouth againgt his,
breathing him in, sage and moonlight, warmth and no-longer-human flesh; | even tasted the strange vird
undertone of hisvampirism, bloodwarm and ironswest, and the specia chemica in hissdivathat sopped
blood from clotting while he fed. | noticed again that his edges weren't like live peoples; air mixed more
eadly with him. | discovered that there were athousand trace smellsto him, faint notes, each aspectrum
inddeitsalf. What was this? Hisfingers tangled in my hair, pressed warmth againgt my skull.

"What, what?' he whispered presently, releasing me. "Y ou taste like grass and bread and candle wax,
dark teaand chicken and cookies, things | haven't tasted in so long."

"That's a catalog of some of the things I've done today. And you taste like -- | can't figureit out.”

"But | mean, it'sdifferent. It'snot on your skin. It'singde you.” Hislips brushed mine again, histongue
flicking to taste me. "Oh!" he said. "Now I'min there too.”



Trembling started in my shoulders and spread. | leaned against Danny, shudders rippling through me.
Hehddme.

"Air," | whispered.

In our service, all you need to do is breathe and be, whispered air. Breathe and become.

"Become what?'

Everything. Everything can be encompassed.

"l don't understand.”

It is not important for you to understand.

| took three deep breaths. They contained awarmth and tenderness | had never tasted before. |
breathed out fear. Tagting it on itsway out of me, | sensed sterile dudt. | let it go.

"What isit?" Danny whispered.

"I don'tthink | getityet,” | said. "It's scary.” Fear was dust that choked me. | breathed again, and
tasted night dewing the grass, and the body heat and complex scent-web of Danny, and Terry, who was
somewhere near. | let the dust go. "Well, okay. | go beyond my fear. | gave mysdlf to air. Air saysall it
asksof meisthat | become everything."

He stroked my hair back from my face. "Ah," hesaid. "Thisis starting to make sense.”

"ltis?’

"| don't need to teach you how to fly. Y ou can get up and down by yourself aready. It's about
taging."

"What do you mean?"

"Everyone I've ever tasted isingde me."

| pressed my cheek againgt his chest. "Everything | bresthe becomes part of me.”

"Yes," hewhispered. "Y ou know what that means?'

"What?'

"Y ou can go out and pick the things you're going to bresthe. Maybe you'll get around to everything
eventudly, but you might aswell start with the things you enjoy."

"|sthat what you do?'

"When | can." He reached for my hand, lifted my wrist to hislips. | breathed in night and woodsmoke,
flooding my blood with flavored air. Aswe shared blood, | drew in breath, tasting leaves turning, suppers
cooking, plantsdiding into deep in preparation for winter.

He pressed hisfingersto my wrigt. "Chili," he said.

"Tempers. It's been some kind of day."

He shook hishead, smiling. "Will you be my totem?"

Breath caught in my throat, then flowed. "Yes" | sad.

He laughed and let me go, then reached out and snagged something standing near us. ™Y ou want to go
in?" he asked me. "I think we should go around to the front door if we do. | promised your mom.”

"All right. | told them about us being witchestoday."

"Oh?What did you say about me?”’

"Terry said you were more sophigticated.”

"Very nice" hesadtothear besdehim.

"You'resck!" it responded. "Y ou both are.”

"Worksfor me," Danny said. Keeping agrip on her, he led the way around the house and through the
Sdegate.

* * *

Thistime| packed the car more carefully, keeping the passenger seat empty. Leaving my plant in
Mom and Dad's house helped. Terry said sheld bring it down on her next vist.

| had stowed Terry'stwo spells on the ledge below the speedometer, where | could reach themina
hurry.



| stopped at the stop sign on Main and stared at the town for awhile, though there was no crosstraffic
towalit for.

Rexall Drugs, the Cinemart, True Vaue Hardware, the Blue Bird Cafe, David's Department Store,
Woolworth's, with the dance school upstairs, Mountainview Tavern. | took some deep breaths, letting
my hometown become a part of me. Overnight the maples had turned, summer's dark and ragged green
goneto yellow-gold. A log truck rolled past me, streaming diesdl fumes from the exhaust pipe neer its
cab, and | took a breath of that, too.

Then | drove through town.

At the stop sign where Main met the highway, the Leather Man stood. | pulled over to him and pushed
the passenger door open, breathing in the taste of my possessions, breathing out fear. He climbed into the
car, and | took my first bresth of him. He tasted like the smoke of burning leaves.

My heart hammered. Air had told me thisman and | would be together, and | didn't even know why.

He pulled the door shut and turned to look at me with his opalescent green eyes. | stared back,
bresthing. Bregthing.

Helifted adark calloused hand and touched my cheek. The breath | took then had a thousand flavors:
Nepalese snow, Brazilian rainforest, Antarctic ice, Sahara sand, stone used to build an Indian temple a
thousand years ago, needles from a bristlecone pine -- each odor tagged so that | knew it without having
ever tasted it before. " So you're to be my daughter?' he said, hisvoice aswarm as sun on black granite.

"AmI1?'| sad.

"Y ou've entered the service of air?"

"Yes"

"That'safinething," he said. "I've been in the service ahundred and thirty-two years. It'salifewith a
lot of trave init; you get ataste for the distant places. In al my time, | never met another of us until now.
Air told me about you. Last time | had aname, it was Pierre Chandler.”

"Pierre” | sad. "My nameis Tasha, and it'sdl new to me."

He amiled, histeeth whitein hisdark face. "That'sfine," hesaid, "That'sjust fine. | would admireto see
somebody coming at thisnew. It'sal so amazing, but you forget just how amazing once you get used to
it. I would purely appreciateit if you and | could spend some time together, before the wanderlust
catches up to me and | take off in search of someplace| ain't been yet."

"Airtold me" | said. | swalowed. "Air told me you and | were going to be together.”

He smiled at me and patted my hair. "That scared you, an old mosshack like me, didn't it?*

After amoment, | nodded.

"You say meyeaor nay, and I'll abide by your wishes."

Fear wasjust dust. | didn't need it anymore. "1 would love to spend some time with you,” | said.

"I'll show you some of my favorite secret places. There are woods here | ain't walked in years -- gotta
taste 'em and see how time has changed 'em.”

"If we both go to the same places, aren't we duplicating our efforts?’

"It don't matter to air. It's everywhere anyways. | think it just likes having someoneto talk to. Besides,
you'll probably go off and breathe in space. Now, that'll be new -- too new for me, I'm thinking.
Separate or together, we're doing our job."

| smiled a him and put the car in gear. Together, we drove toward home.

| took another breath and tasted Canadian wilderness. No: home, like air, was everywhere. Together,
we drove through home toward Spores Ferry.



